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     CHAPTER ONE 
 
   
 
    Above White Hills 
 
    Talysse flew low to the ground, trying to gain altitude. The wind was treacherous down here, a steady tramontane sweeping tumultuously down from the north, swirling among the tall reeds and the salt hills. The breeze on which she rode sagged abruptly, giving her barely enough time to get her feet down. She touched solid ground and sprang upward again like an antelope, grabbing hold of a new current to ride.  
 
    She smiled. She was getting better at this. It had been weeks since she’d had her last spill. She only wished she could get away more often. 
 
    Thinking of getting away made her think of getting back, and that made her think of Saldemer and the Prevôt, which sort of ruined the moment.  
 
    Twice she caught the wind while it was running wide and strong, rising as high as the treetops. As she rushed above them, she felt like the freest creature in the world, and a grin spread across her face and would not leave. The marais—the marshlands of the Camargue—spread below her in brilliantly intense colors. The sand grass shone springtime green, and the forests of reeds had yet to turn brown. The sea was a pastiche of blues, from indigo-dark near the horizon to an azure that matched the sky to pale shades where the many mouths of the Rhône River pooled into small lakes. Scattered between lay salt pans in wide, reddish squares marked off with tidy pathways. Here and there, entire hills of salt shone a dazzling white. 
 
    Gnomes toiled at one of the salt pans, pulling the brackish water to the edge with their long wooden rakes. She veered away from them. If they noticed her, they might say something, for the gnomes belonged to the Saldemer cenobitum, where she lived. Talysse had learned to fly only a few months ago. For a host of reasons, she wanted to keep this particular ability a secret from the people of Saldemer. 
 
    Movement further out caught her eye, and she swerved westward. The wind was steady and pure. She felt it as a wide carpet beneath her, as if she rode a cloud, substantial but not solid. Her muscles were starting to ache, a reminder that she could not fly forever, but she wanted to go see the gardiens. 
 
    She adored the herdsmen of the Camargue, with their white horses and black cattle. Everything about them was wild and free. In the long, dull nights at Saldemer, alone in her bare room, memories of the gardiens riding the marais fortified her. She was imprisoned at the cenobitum, but somewhere people were free. 
 
    The gardiens were too far away. She dared not go farther, but she circled twice, as much to rejoice in her command of the air as to enjoy the scene below. 
 
    Two bands of riders—women riding with the men, a rare thing among humankind—on either side of a herd of a dozen horses. Wild, of course. Gardiens did not tame the horses they rode, but accompanied them. No one could ride the great white horses save these rugged horsemen, themselves half wild. No one ruled the gardiens. She had asked one, once, “Who is your king?” 
 
    “We have no king,” came the reply. “Free people rule themselves.” 
 
    The horses were trying to flee, or maybe they were just frolicking. Their leader dashed into the low surf, the herd following. All were the color of fresh cream, save two colts who had yet to grow out of their brown yearling coats. The stallion who led them was pure white, as white as sea foam, and he ran through the low breakers like a wave. 
 
    The gardiens pulled up and let the stallion tire himself, knowing the herd must come back. Talysse circled, happiness burbling like a spring inside her. A vast cloud of flamingos rose away to her right, wheeling and settling again, as if someone had shaken an enormous scarlet blanket over the marshland bed. Their weird squawking, like hoarse ducks, gave her still another reason to smile. Below, a gardien noticed her, and raised his round black hat to her. He must have called to the others, for all now waved at her. 
 
    She wanted to stay, to test herself to the limit, but she knew Detta would worry. Detta always worried about her, for it was in her nature, but Talysse hated to have her fret. It really was getting late; if she were caught returning late there would be questions she did not want to answer, and she was too tired to lie. 
 
    She held onto the moment as long as she could, wheeling like a gull. Then her aching muscles said it was time to go. When she banked away it was like leaving behind a perfect gem, lying on the sand. 
 
      
 
    Detta was still searching the horizon when Talysse landed behind her. 
 
    “Detta, I flew the farthest yet!” 
 
    The gnome spun around, sending salt cascading in rivulets down the hill. Her fur-covered face was in shadow, but Talysse was lit up by the setting sun. A sheen of sweat made her face glow. Her green eyes shone like wet jade, and her silver hair glittered.  
 
    Detta put one hand to her mouth.  
 
    “Oh, Lyssie,” she said.  
 
    “It was marvelous, Detta,” Talysse said, her voice trembling, still gulping air. “I stayed in the air for ever so long.” She hurried the words in between gasps. “I felt the wind, tante. I mean… more than felt it.” She swallowed another gulp. “I saw it. Heard it. I even could taste it, you know? But of course you don’t. I hardly understand it myself.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Lyssie, but—” Detta began.  
 
    “Isn’t it though? It’s fantastic! There’s not just one wind up there.” She waved an arm skyward. “It’s full of currents. They twist and mingle and you’ve got to be ever so quick, but you can grab them, or anyway I can grab them, and then I just held on. I didn’t so much fly as ride.” She looked up at the wide blue sky and shivered. “It was entirely unique.” 
 
    “Lyssie,” Detta said, solemn as a judge, “the gates are going to close.” 
 
    “What? Oh, yes, of course. It’s nearly sundown, after all. Want to see me fly?” Talysse took two quick steps. 
 
    “I do, I do,” Detta said hastily. “Perhaps, though, it would be better another day, when we are not so rushed. Even if we hurry, I wonder if we can return to the cenobitum in time. If we are late, I fear the honorable Prevôt will be quite angry. Do you not fear it will be so?” 
 
    Talysse was finally recovering her breath. She glanced left and right. “I admit I am tired,” she said. “It’s exhausting to fly.” 
 
    “Poor dear.” 
 
    “But I won’t get in trouble. Listen: You must go to the gate. It will very likely be closed. You will say you were out looking for me.” 
 
    Detta’s round eyes widened. “You want me to lie?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Talysse said. “You were looking for me just now, weren’t you?” 
 
    Detta admitted she was. 
 
    “Well then, it’s not a lie. Meanwhile, I’ll go in by my secret way. Don’t worry, I won’t be caught. Prevôt Trumbert will be calling the meal, and the twins will probably already be at table. The rest don’t care two pebbles about me.” 
 
    Detta rocked from one foot to the other, as she did when unsure. 
 
    “So there we are,” Talysse said. “No trouble at all. But you are right, tante. We’d best head back.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The Cenobitum 
 
    The setting sun threw long shadows before them as Talysse and Detta approached the cenobitum of Saldemer. Its low, salt-encrusted walls glowed a pale rose in the fading light. Detta peered around the side of a salt hill, the only cover provided in the flat marshlands of the Camargue, which itself glowed pink in the sunset.  
 
    “The doors are closed, Lyssie. Ayi, ayi.” She shook her head in dismay. 
 
    “Good,” Talysse said. “Means no one is watching for us. Unless Trumbert is balanced on top of the wall.” 
 
    Detta giggled at this. 
 
    “Go, then,” Talysse continued. “Ring the bell, and someone will let you in. I’ll go around.” 
 
    Detta left, worrying to herself in a soft mumble, the six fingers of each hand twining around each other like vines. 
 
    Talysse watched for a moment, then set off at a trot. There was no point in trying to hide, for on three sides of the walls was only white sand, while the blue Mediterranean washed the base of the fourth. No one would be looking, she was sure. Cenobites spent their days looking inward, not outward, and the wall enclosed everything in case their attention should stray. The one exception was the lighthouse tower, which rose into the sky like a finger pointing at a star. 
 
    She skirted the tower. The watchman at its summit would be looking anywhere but down. Old Ebron was often asleep this time of day, but when he looked it would be seaward. Here near the tower’s base, the wall was lower, with orange trees just inside, providing excellent cover. She leaped, sailing seven feet into the air, landing with a thump on the sandy soil. She smiled to herself: another secret she kept from the Prevôt. 
 
    She looked beneath the branches of the orange trees. The interior of the cenobitum was free of buildings, like the interior of a great villa, with a mosaic of gardens and benches and trees of lemon and orange. A fountain at the center provided cool, fresh water to the thirty cenobites and their gnome workers, and to the eight donati—children whose parents had put them in the care of the cenobitum. 
 
    From the orange trees it was easy to slip across open ground into the shadows of the colonnade. She might find brethren here, pretending to meditate as they escaped the day’s heat, but at this hour they were likely in the common hall awaiting supper. An open doorway with a wooden lintel led into the residence hall.  
 
    The twins were waiting for her there: Çi and Ça. Talysse had called them this for so long, it was an effort to remember that their full names were Cécile and Casimir. Her other names for them were Bad and Worse. 
 
    “Good evening, Talysse,” Cécile said. “So very nice of you to stop in.” She tilted her head, first up, then to the side, by which she meant she knew a secret. 
 
    “The Prevôt is asking after you,” Casimir said, mimicking his sister’s head tilt. 
 
    Twins in every respect, the two shared the same curly light brown hair, faces as narrow as a wasp, pale brown eyes that stared only at your back, and intuition for a person’s weaknesses. 
 
    “He should have sent word to me. I’ve been meditating,” Talysse said. She looked Cécile in the eye, trying to challenge her. 
 
    “No you haven’t,” said Casimir. He grinned without showing teeth. 
 
    “You weren’t in your cell, all day.” Cécile grinned in exactly the same way. 
 
    “I was out,” Talysse said. She gambled. “In the garden.” 
 
    “No you weren’t,” said Casimir. 
 
    “We looked,” added Cécile. 
 
    It was as if neither could manage a complete thought on their own. 
 
    “You weren’t thorough,” Talysse said. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Be careful of what you say next, Talysse.” Prevôt Trumbert’s voice came from close behind her. The twins looked at each other and smiled with their eyes. 
 
    “Be careful,” Casimir said. 
 
    “Half-girl,” said Cécile. 
 
    Talysse glared at them, but the word cut as deep as it ever did. Demi. Half. Half-human or half-elf, or just half—but never whole. 
 
    “Do not insult,” Trumbert said, without sincerity. “You two go along to table now. I will speak to our errant donata.” 
 
    Here it comes, Talysse thought. Another scolding, another stupid lecture on responsibility and applying myself. She lowered her head slightly and set her jaw. Her shoulders tightened. 
 
    “I’m not going to reprimand you,” Trumbert said, “nor shall I ask where you have been. I know you’ve been out. I got that much from your gnome.” 
 
    Talysse’s head snapped up. “Did you scold Detta?” 
 
    “It was not necessary. She’s as transparent as air.” 
 
    “You’d better not have made her cry.” 
 
    “She’s a gnome, Talysse. You dote far too much on her.” He held his chin at the level of Talysse’s forehead and glared down his nose at her. “You vex me as always, but I won’t bring that up, either.” 
 
    You just did. Talysse nearly said it aloud. She gritted her teeth. Everything about the cenobitum conspired to ruin the joy she’d had from flying. 
 
    “I am here to inform you of your obligation tomorrow.” 
 
    Talysse shifted her stance, instantly on guard. Life in the cenobitum was all routine; unexpected things were invariably bad. “Obligation?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “We have a visitor.” Trumbert gestured behind her. The motion caused his silk robe to ripple in the fading light.  
 
    She scanned the plaza, from the fountain over to the orange trees and back the other way. Then she saw them: three armed men, each with a mail shirt and a sword at his hip, beneath the colonnade that fronted the living quarters. 
 
    “Have we been invaded?” She turned back to Trumbert. 
 
    “No, you foolish girl. Those are merely bodyguards, for our visitor is a very important man.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “He is Saveric, a wizard from Paris, and a Syndic.” He paused grandly, raising an open palm for emphasis. 
 
    “Is he a friend of Remigius?” Talysse asked, trying to work out why a wizard would be here. None of the other donati had a wizard for a patron. 
 
    “Pff. Who knows? I do not inquire about such things. He is a Syndic and he has requested a Demonstrandum tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Talysse frowned. The Prevôt frowned back. 
 
    “You will demonstrate mastery by walking the flame,” he intoned, still reaching for grandness. 
 
    This was too much. “Ooh, may I?” Talysse said, clapping her hands together like an excited child. “Or maybe we could have Rolf do it.” 
 
    “That will be enough of that,” Trumbert declared. “Poor Rolf is too young and you know it.” He shook a thumb in her face. “This is a serious business, a most serious business.” 
 
    “Where is Remigius? Why isn’t he here?” She fought to keep worry out of her voice. However much she enjoyed baiting the Prevôt, she sensed something more serious was indeed afoot. 
 
    Trumbert sniffed. “Your patron is not in attendance. He has already seen you walk the flame.” 
 
    “More than once,” Talysse muttered.  
 
    “I do not know why this Syndic has requested a Demonstrandum, but you will perform it to perfection. He is powerful. He’s from Paris, so he certainly has important, possibly even royal, connections. A great deal hangs on this, Talysse. Perhaps even your fate as a donata.” His smile hinted at triumph. 
 
    She lowered her head so he could not see her worried reaction. She was nearly of an age to be able to leave Saldemer Cenobitum of her own volition. That day would begin a whole new life for her. Was he hinting the day might be moved? Taken away altogether? It would be just like him—even more like him to have someone else do the deed for him. 
 
    Worry layered over her fatigue, bearing her down. She wished she had flown away and not come back. 
 
    “You will have the morning to prepare. I’ll even send you your gnome. She will at least make you…” He eyed her up and down. “…presentable. You must perform well, Talysse. You must not embarrass us.” 
 
    The Prevôt turned his head as if looking for help from somewhere. He raised both hands; rings glittered there. “Give your word you will not misbehave,” Trumbert said with a sigh. “I cannot put it more plainly.” 
 
    Talysse’s right hand curled into a fist. She kept it tight against her thigh, and glared at him as she tried to swallow her anger. She didn’t have the strength for a fight just now, but she had the heart for one. She pictured how Trumbert must have browbeaten poor Detta. How he would have bowed and scraped before some dusty old wizard from the north. Where was Remigius? For a moment she wondered if he had signed her over to this other man. She had not been entirely pleasant with Remigius, the last few visits. Would her patron really go so far? 
 
    After a long pause, she said, “You have my word I will give a satisfactory show.” 
 
    The words tasted like cankers in her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Talysse’s cell consisted of bare walls, a packed-sand floor, a low bed, a reading desk set beneath an east-facing window, and a stool. Talysse was sitting on the stool while Detta brushed her hair. 
 
    “Why is this man here,” Talysse said, “that’s what I want to know. Stop brushing, Detta. You’ll only have to do it again when I put on the shift.” 
 
    Talysse batted away the gnome’s hands, but she soon relented. Detta would do things in her own way—respectfully, but persistently. Talysse’s hair, which was the color of polished silver and quite long, never tangled, but it always shone after a good brushing. Then there would be the braiding, which took absolutely forever. 
 
    “He is a wizard, my dove,” Detta said gently, resuming her long, steady strokes. “They walk their own paths.” 
 
    “So is Remigius. He ought to be here. He’s always here for a Demonstrandum. That’s the very reason for a Demonstrandum. Who am I demonstrating for, if not for my patron?”  
 
    “I believe his name is Saveric.” 
 
    “And who is he? No, never mind, don’t answer.” Talysse shook her head. Detta sighed and began to re-brush on the right side. “He’s nobody. Or worse, he is somebody. Someone who might… well, might do just about anything. But you know what I think?” 
 
    With that question, Talysse turned abruptly, making the gnome drop the small brush. Talysse waited for her to pick it up; Detta waited for Talysse to turn back around. 
 
    “I think he’s up to something. Why would anyone in Paris be interested in anyone in Saldemer? I think it has something to do with the Syndicat, that’s what I think. Something awful, I should imagine.” She widened her eyes. “Maybe he has killed Remigius.” 
 
    “Oh.” Detta clutched the brush to herself. “What a terrible thing.” 
 
    “I’m not saying he has.” Talysse turned around and Detta resumed her brushing. “But I’m saying there is something going on. Did you see those men?” 
 
    “Gens d’armes,” Detta said. 
 
    “At the very least. A bodyguard, Trumbert said, as if I would believe him. If I were lucky, I’d say they were here to arrest old Trumbert, but they would have done so by now. Obviously.” 
 
    “I think we are ready for the shift,” Detta said, laying down the brush. 
 
    Talysse stood. She towered over the gnome, but she was tall in any case—tall for her fifteen years, and for her sex. Nearly as tall as most of the cenobites; that she was still shorter than Trumbert was a constant disappointment. She would love to be able to look down on him for once. She was slender, for no one in a cenobitum grows fat, but her muscles showed plainly under her pale skin—strong arms and stronger legs. Her face was not quite elf-narrow, but there was no roundness to it anywhere—sharp cheekbones, strong jaw, a prominent brow over gray eyes, all atop a slim, somewhat long neck. She liked to think she looked elvish, though the lack of a third eye rather ruined the image.  
 
    She had to kneel, and Detta had to stand on the stool, to slide the Demonstrant shift over her upraised arms. 
 
    “It’s scratchy,” she said. 
 
    “I am so very sorry,” Detta said. 
 
    “Not so very,” Talysse said. She shrugged and twisted to get the shift to fall straight. 
 
    “Somewhat sorry,” Detta said. Talysse smiled. She loved when Detta behaved anything other than gnomish—which she did only rarely, and never in public. 
 
    “You aren’t worried about me, are you?” 
 
    “Constantly,” Detta said, hopping off the stool. “Now sit, if you please, and I shall put on your sandals.” 
 
    “They’re as wretched as this shift.” 
 
    “Poor dear. Do sit.” 
 
    Detta fitted the sandals, which laced to just below the knee. “They look quite nice,” she said when she had finished. 
 
    “They’re old-fashioned,” Talysse declared. 
 
    Detta began the process of braiding the long, silver hair while  
 
    Talysse glared at the wall. The morning sun came through the high window, a slim beam falling on the far wall. There she could just make out traces of what she had carved into the stone months earlier: a crude cartoon of Prevôt Trumbert, backwards on a donkey. Elder Voss had made her chisel and file until the image was gone, threatening doom and destruction all the while. But Talysse knew where she had left traces, and the image was clear enough in her mind.  
 
    The dull clang of the cenobitum bell rang out. They might as well bang on a pot with a spoon, Talysse thought. She was determined to be unhappy, but she knew this was only because she was worried. Strangers almost never came to Saldemer, which was as close to the edge of the world as you could get without falling into the sea. One road in, surrounded by sea and swamp, existing mainly to keep the lighthouse going. And a convenient place to stash unwanted children. The thought gouged at her like a swallowed bone. She chewed on her lip until the feeling went away. 
 
    She left her cell with Detta trailing after. Down the hall past other cells—most of them empty, for Saldemer was less than it once had been—and into the bright sunlight of a Mediterranean morning. 
 
    They are making me do this, perform like a bear on a leash. She scowled at her feet. Maybe I’ll just show them all. Her lips tightened. 
 
    Where is Remigius? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Walking the Flame 
 
    The late morning sun smiled down, warming her skin. A breeze curled lazily through the orange trees, filling the air with a sweet scent. The soft blue sky curved to meet the brilliantly blue sea, hinting at distant adventures. 
 
    It was a perfect day to fly away. 
 
    Talysse waited, which for her meant she fretted, glaring at anyone who came near. She paced up the gravel path to the door of the common hall, then stomped away again. With one hand she twisted a few loose strands of hair, then returned to the door and sighed loudly. She was not very good at waiting. 
 
    Another sort of person would have enjoyed the warm sun casting shadows at the feet of people and trees, the smell of salt air wafting in from the sea just beyond the walls. They would have listened to the birds singing merrily about the pleasures of spring, or gazed up at slow white clouds passing overhead like galleys under sail. All of it washed past Talysse without touching her. She couldn’t bear to think about them; today, they were merely delights denied to her. 
 
    “Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up,” she whispered. 
 
    She stopped at the door, this time edging it open enough to peek inside. Nothing there was new or surprising; still, she stared hard as if to speed the business along just by looking. 
 
    Inside was the Common Hall, the largest room within the cenobitum, the place where residents and donati alike ate the evening meal, where the community came together to hear proposals, and where Demonstranda were held. Each donatus was required to demonstrate what skills they had learned, both to the community and to their patron. The latter was the more important, for it was the patron who gave the “donations” to the cenobitum that kept it running. If the Demonstrant disappointed too often, the patron might withdraw his support.  
 
    Workers were setting up. Gnomes, aided by a few cenobites, had already shoved the dining table and benches to one side. Trumbert had brought out candles of fine beeswax, set upon brass torchères five feet tall. Two grand chairs stood side by side, one for himself and one for this new wizard. Everyone else would sit on the hall benches.  
 
    It was so stupid, Talysse thought. She could dance the flame without effort. True, some of her other magic had failed—water gave her trouble—but fire came easily enough. She suspected Trumbert had encouraged Saveric to choose this Demonstrandum because he was sure it would succeed, using her as a way of impressing some foreign wizard. 
 
    She just wanted it over with. 
 
    “Most honorable, venerable Master, I have the pleasure to present Talysse the orphan, donata of your honorable colleague, Remigius.” 
 
    I am not an orphan. The thought smoldered rather than blazed—an old, familiar pain. 
 
    She stepped away from the door to see Trumbert and Saveric standing nearby. The wizard wore a robe the color of charcoal with a hood covering his head. Within it she saw dark eyes flecked with silver, and the thin line of his closed third eye between them. Strands of white hair streaked with black slipped from the hood like vines. His hands were long and thin, with nails painted a pale gold. His right hand was scarred as if burned. In it he held a black cane veined with twisting red lines. He was slim, like an adolescent boy not yet come into his full strength.  
 
    The wizard fixed her with a look steady and piercing. She met it as best she could, but she felt as if he were trying to pry her open like a fish. She looked down, pretending meekness, but in fact she felt he was on the brink of seeing all her secrets. She wanted to run. 
 
    “I see why you have kept her hidden, Trumbert.” 
 
    Hidden? She felt exposed, not hidden. 
 
    “She has elf hair,” Saveric said, “but no third eye. May I?” He cupped her chin without waiting for a reply. She raised her head and he leaned forward to trace his finger on her forehead. “No scar,” he said, musing. “Not a hint. Her magic is human in character?” 
 
    “I’m not a horse for sale.” The words boiled from her. Trumbert paled, but Saveric laughed easily. 
 
    “No, you are not. I may have been discourteous.” He executed a genial bow. “Ascribe it to my eagerness to meet you. Remigius has praised you often, and Trumbert here swears you are a child of great promise.” 
 
    “I’m not a child either.” 
 
    “Talysse! Show respect!” Trumbert fawned in Saveric’s direction. “She has promise, honorable Master, but she has not politesse.” 
 
    Saveric looked like he might be getting impatient. Good, let him, Talysse thought. He doesn’t belong here anyway. The moment was rescued by one of the white-robed cenobites emerging from the doorway. He put both hands to his chest, eyes downcast. 
 
    “All is ready, Prevôt.” 
 
    Saveric gestured to indicate Talysse should go first, and this courtesy irked her as well. It was too formal to be anything but condescension. She went inside, eager to find more reasons to be angry. She told herself that she was not at all worried she might fail in the Demonstrandum out of sheer agitation. 
 
    The audience had arrived from entrances at either end of the hall, which was now all but filled. In addition to the human cenobites were two elvish travelers, plus various gnomes who had done most of the setup labor. Talysse took her position at the center of the circle of candles. She scanned the room and spotted Detta, over against a wall. Detta smiled at her and crossed all six of her fingers. Talysse made herself smile a reassurance, then looked down to compose herself. 
 
    She hated Demonstranda. They made her feel like a trained bear performing a show for the locals. But today was different. She thought of her last argument with Remigius, when she’d badgered him into telling her more about her parents. When he had finally admitted they were not dead but had given her up, she was so distraught she’d failed the Demonstrandum. Since then, she had written him often but had never received a reply. 
 
    And now she was summoned to do another Demonstrandum, but not for him. Was Saveric to be her new patron? Questions pestered her like gnats. 
 
    Prevôt Trumbert stood and spoke in a reedy voice. 
 
    “Talysse, you may proceed.” He leaned forward, dark eyes intent. 
 
    She wanted to proceed, right out the door. She glanced again at the ever-supportive Detta. Near her were the twins, who openly gloated, hoping for another failure. In the foreground, Trumbert, who only wanted a good show. Next to him sat Saveric, hooded, his staff across his knees. He twisted the thing slowly with both hands. 
 
    She struck a casual pose, hands at her sides. They wanted a show? She would give them one to remember. Remigius would regret missing this. She raised both arms and turned in a full circle, taking in the candles along with the audience. She took her time at this and was pleased to see Prevôt Trumbert looking impatient as she returned to her original position. The sole purpose of the gesture was to irritate him. 
 
    Here we go, then. 
 
    She looked at the single lighted candle, then moved her gaze from the lit candle to the one adjacent. 
 
    The flame moved to the next candle. Black smoke curled from the first. A quiet murmur ran through the audience. 
 
    Without turning, Talysse made a small gesture with one hand, and the flame left the second candle and lit the third. In steady rhythm, she moved the flame around the entire circle until it had reached its original position. As she did so, she felt the its presence inside her, and felt her own presence reaching out, moving the flame along as if leading it. Within her lay a deep pool of power; the moving flame barely rippled the surface. 
 
    Without really meaning to, Talysse found herself looking to the wizard for any sort of reaction. The slow twist of his cane never changed. She felt vaguely disappointed. 
 
    Trumbert spoke. “Thank you, girl, that is done quite well.” He, too, glanced at Saveric. Was he hoping for approval? He stood and gave her a smug look. “We are satisfied.”  
 
    The way he said “girl,” the way he looked at her, the way he looked at Saveric—it was exactly wrong. The oiliness in his voice made her want to gag.  
 
    Her lips curled in a false smile. She left it in place long enough to see Trumbert’s face go from smug to concerned. It was time for their show. With a dramatic, and entirely unnecessary, sweep of her arm, she caused the flame to leap over her head and alight on the candle opposite. She turned then and spread both arms wide. Candles burst into flame where she pointed. She turned in place and the flames danced from candle to candle along with her pointing finger. Someone gasped, which made her smile sincere. 
 
    As she turned, she saw Casimir stick out his tongue. Stupid boy, she thought. I should put a flame on the tip of that tongue. But when she saw Trumbert again, saw him shaking his head in firm negation, she felt a happy rebellion flare up inside her. Anger and joy fed each other, and power surged from both. 
 
    She struck all the candles alight. Twenty flames burned bright and steady, pure yellow. A fire burned inside her in response and she let more power surge outward.  
 
    The yellow flames changed color, some to scarlet, some to gold. Talysse set them in motion. Crimson leap-frogged over gold. The red flames reversed direction and she added a set of blue to chase the others.  
 
    Through the dancing flames she saw the wizard pull back his hood. He was younger than she had thought he would be. He watched her intently, even fiercely. His gaze held her eyes, distracting her for a moment. 
 
    The pulsing connection between Talysse and the dancing fires stumbled. The fires guttered. To hide her misstep, she swept her arms downward and all the candles went out. The guttering sound of flame died away to silence and a curtain of black smoke rose in a haze to the low, timbered ceiling. She turned full circle slowly, to catch her breath and gather herself again, angry that she had faltered. As she turned, she saw the twins tap at their forehead, just above the nose, where an elf’s third eye would be. 
 
    The jab struck home. Damn them. Damn all of them. Was she truly half human? Half elf? Half freak, the twins called her. Demi.  
 
    Then there was Trumbert, his eyes wide, shaking his head. “That’s enough!” he said, loud and stern. 
 
    Talysse grinned in defiance. It was definitely not enough. She raised her arms. 
 
    All twenty candles burst into brilliant fire, blue-white, so bright it hurt the eyes. Voices around the room cried out, some in wonder, some in dismay. She felt power flowing in and through her muscles and lungs, hands and head. She fed the candles this power and they returned it to her magnified. Power enveloped her like an embrace. 
 
    The candle flames rose a foot high, then two feet.  
 
    “Talysse, stop!” Trumbert roared. She barely heard him. She laughed, and the flames danced higher. 
 
    She shouted, and now the flames spread side to side, merging into a single curtain of fire. Colors coruscated through it. The fires burned a foot thick, roaring like a bonfire. The wax of the candles ran in streams onto the floor. She sensed more than saw people rushing for the doors. Someone ran into one of the torchères, toppling it. Screams wove through the flames. 
 
    Talysse heard it all and did not stop. Could not stop. Some part of her knew she had gone too far, but the power began to control her, consuming her the way the fire consumed the candles. Deep inside, she exulted. She saw herself perched over an abyss, laughing because she knew she could fly. 
 
    Her body spun, arms outstretched, in the middle of a blaze of colors. Through the flames she glimpsed people running, pushing, falling. She saw Detta, writhing in fear against the wall, tongues of fire leaping out at her.  
 
    Detta! 
 
    Only that brought Talysse back from the edge. The abyss closed. Her head cleared. The flames receded, guttered, went out. The candles themselves were gone, reduced to puddles of wax on the stone floor. She stood in the middle, head down, panting like a winded runner. 
 
    When she looked up, the room was nearly empty. Overturned benches littered the floor. One of the chairs tipped against the other. Several of the torchères lay on the ground. Some of the timbers overhead were scorched. From one corner of the dining table, smoke rose in a thin column. 
 
    She saw the Prevôt. 
 
    The old man advanced on her, one hand raised in a shaking fist. “No more,” he spluttered. He stopped at the edge of the melted wax. His white beard trembled as he searched for words.  
 
    “You did this deliberately,” he said. Even his voice trembled.  
 
    She did not answer. She was still panting, but her gray eyes shone and she could not stop grinning. Had there been no ceiling, she would have leaped into the sky. 
 
    A movement by the door caught her eye. The wizard Saveric was speaking to a man, an armed man in chain mail. That made her uneasy. Armed men had no place here. 
 
    “Your patron cannot protect you this time, not from this!” Trumbert waved a bony arm to take in the whole of the common hall. “You cannot set fire to our home, then hide behind him. Just who do you think you are?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and her hands clenched. Not entirely trusting her voice, she hissed at him like a cat. 
 
    Trumbert uttered a strangled sound. “You need a lesson in humility.” He pointed to the floor. “You will clean up this mess.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because you caused it! Because I said you must!” The Prevôt was becoming shrill. “Because it is penance, not so much for what you did but for why you did it. You did it to shame me.” 
 
    With that, the old man turned and headed for the door, where the wizard still stood. Trumbert began apologizing before he was halfway there. 
 
    Talysse sighed. Exhaustion was setting in, as it did when she stretched herself. She began gathering the torchères and lining them against a wall. She pretended to be busy until Trumbert and Saveric left, the Prevôt still apologizing. 
 
    The moment they’d gone, Detta slipped into the room. She hurried over to Talysse. 
 
    “Oh, Lyssie,” she said in her gravelly voice. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Much harm,” Talysse replied. She gestured with one hand. “I don’t even know how to clean this.” 
 
    The gnome patted her hands. “Well, we scrub the scorch marks, file ’em if need be. As for the wax, we chip it up.”  
 
    “Could you sound a little more discouraged? This is going to take hours.” 
 
    “Mess it up is always quicker than clean it up,” Detta said. “I’m just glad you aren’t scorched your own self.” 
 
    Talysse sighed. “What do we use to chip with?” 
 
    “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere!” 
 
    Talysse watched Detta trot off. A dark patch showed on her light brown fur, near the shoulder. Had the fire reached the gnome? The idea of Detta being hurt because of her made Talysse queasy. Gnomes were loyal, whatever else people might say about them, and Detta had imprinted on Talysse from their first meeting, becoming Aunt Detta, though the word tante meant something more like a mix of friend, defender, and sister, not just an aunt. Detta would walk through fire for her. Maybe had just done so. 
 
    The gnome soon returned, carrying a bucket, cloths, and two wide-bladed chisels. She handed one to Talysse as if it were a prize. “Now to work!” she said. 
 
    “Did you burn your back, tante?” 
 
    Gnomes don’t blush, but they do lower their shoulders in a kind of reverse shrug. “Only some dirt,” Detta said, speaking to the floor as she worked. “Washes right off.” 
 
    Talysse chose not to pursue it. She got to her hands and knees and began working. The exultation of her rebellion was draining away quickly. Her arms felt heavy. 
 
    After half an hour, they had filled the bucket twice over, but had hardly made a dent in the wide, waxy lake. Talysse was coming up with ways to talk her way out of the work when a large, brutish man in chain mail and heavy boots entered the room. He was tall, with a look of boredom on his scarred face that suggested casual violence. He gestured at her. 
 
    “Lord Trumbert sends for you.” 
 
    Lord? 
 
    Without ceasing to scrape at the floor, she said, emphasizing the title, “Prevôt Trumbert has told me to clean the common hall.” 
 
    “You are summoned,” the armed man said indifferently. “Let the gnome do the work. That’s what they’re for.” 
 
    Talysse rose to her feet, a snarl curdling in her belly. Detta touched her on the arm. 
 
    “Peace,” the gnome said. “There will be plenty of work left when you return. Let us not aggravate the Revered Master any more than we already have.” 
 
    She swallowed the snarl. “I’ll be along,” she said to the man, gesturing his dismissal. 
 
    “We’ll accompany you.” 
 
    We? She glanced at the doorway. Two more men stood just outside, similarly armed and grim-faced. One was hardly older than herself. The other had a huge red beard that hung down to his belly. Talysse looked at Detta, who mouthed “Go,” and returned to her scrubbing. 
 
    She followed the man outside, her stomach churning. First he tells me to clean it up, then he sends this brute to tell me to come to his office. But I see what’s going on. Trumbert did not summon me, that wizard did. He’s the one who is giving the orders now. I wonder why. 
 
    As she crossed the yard to the tower, she noticed other armed men as well. They seemed merely to lounge, but every one of them carried a weapon. She counted six in all. For all her disagreements with her patron, she was sure Remigius did not know of any of this, and would not approve.  
 
    She felt she was being led into captivity as she entered the light-tower door.  
 
    The tower stairs were dark, lit only by narrow windows. Briefly, she thought she might whirl around and dash between the guards, but there were three of them. She slowed her pace, dreading what might come. 
 
    Trumbert’s chamber was halfway up, on the fourth floor. She was surprised to find herself a little winded by the fourth level. Maybe she had expended more energy in her Demonstrandum than she thought.  
 
    Ahead, the chamber door stood open. Lamplight cast a yellow glow across the stone floor of the landing. She hesitated at the threshold, fearing to go in. She put defiance on her face, as she often did when threatened. A gloved hand pushed her roughly inside. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Come Away 
 
    Trumbert’s chamber had all the attributes of a room intended more for show than for use. Everything was carefully arranged, like set pieces on a stage. Bookshelves covered one long wall, all finely bound, neatly stacked, and coated with a fine layer of dust. A wide fireplace gaped darkly on the back wall; it would not have been out of place in a baronial hall. The Prevôt’s desk was as wide as a man is tall, covered with books and papers, arranged with careful attention to casualness. The floor was covered in carpets; not an inch of wood showed anywhere. Thin windows like arrow slits opened on one wall, but they were shuttered. All light came from finely matched glass lamps that burned in the four corners of the room, throwing quartets of shadows over the carpets.  
 
    Trumbert made a show of clearing his throat and arranging his tunic. His chest puffed up. 
 
    “Here we are again,” he declared in full voice, as if addressing a court. “You have damaged the common hall, terrified our people, and brought shame to Saldemer Cenobitum. And you have done so in front of a guest. Before we go any further, you owe him an apology.” 
 
    Talysse narrowed her eyes. Her shoulders hunched.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Trumbert’s hand spasmed, sending a book toppling to the floor with a sharp crack. The Prevôt jumped, then shook a fist at Talysse. “You miserable miscreant! I’ll set you on kitchen duty for a month for this. Bread and water until you learn discipline and respect!” The shaking of his fist spread to his entire body. 
 
    “You want to strike me, don’t you? Well, come out from behind there and try it.” Talysse hoped she kept her voice cool, but she too was shaking inside. Yesterday, freedom had never felt so close, only a leap away. Today, her home felt like a prison. 
 
    The wizard stepped forward, and for the first time she noticed his limp. That black cane with its crimson veins was more than decorative; he leaned heavily on it with each step. She wondered if it might also be a magical staff. And what he intended to do with it. 
 
    “Prevôt,” Saveric said in a mild voice, “might I have a word?” 
 
    Trumbert glared at Talysse. A look of satisfaction stole across his florid face. She felt endangered, as if she’d just stepped on a viper’s nest. 
 
    “I’ve indulged you for too long,” Trumbert said. “Remigius as well. He will not save you this time! I’m done with him, and I’m done with you, orphan.” 
 
    The word fell like a tree on her heart. Orphan. Children without parents could be placed in a cenobitum, if they had a patron. Or parents could “donate” their child, as a form of abandonment. However it happened, from that moment, the cenobitum itself became the child’s family. To be expelled meant to be, once more, an orphan. 
 
    Tears sprang into her eyes, though she tried to blink them back. Her stomach clenched, then rolled dangerously. As much as she struggled at Saldemer, it was her only home. She wanted to leave it, but she did not want to be thrown out. Despair crashed down on her in a giant wave. She fought it back in the only way she knew—with anger. 
 
    “I’ve done no wrong. You cannot cast me out.” Her voice cracked and she stamped her foot, both of which made her more furious. She wanted the outrage of an adult, not the pouting fury of a little girl. 
 
    Trumbert grimaced as if in pain. “You have done no wrong? Hah! I have an entire book of wrongs done by you.” 
 
    She had a sensation of walls closing around her. Every word from Trumbert brought them closer. 
 
    “I can banish you. I have every right, no matter what your patron might say. You fight with your peers, argue with your teachers, and openly defy the authority of the cenobitum. My authority!” He swallowed, for his voice was beginning to shriek. “I should cast you out. I have every right.” 
 
    A sound like pounding surf was in her ears, all but drowning his words. What was he saying? Impossible things. She fought the urge to plead for mere punishment. Walls rose. Doors slammed. 
 
    “May I speak with Mlle. Talysse, Prevôt?” Saveric’s voice came like rustling silk from the shadows. It sounded strangely warm, like sand under a summer sun.  
 
    Trumbert recoiled as if the voice were cold seawater. He wrestled a smile onto his face. 
 
    “Certainly, Magister,” Trumbert said, still trying not to cringe. “Monsieur will no doubt wish to question the girl about her behavior today.” 
 
    “No,” Saveric said. “That is of no importance to me.” 
 
    “Naturally not,” Trumbert said, managing to fawn at the same time as he shot an evil glare at Talysse. 
 
    Saveric stepped into the light. He wore the same clothes as earlier, but the steady glow from the lamps shed a light that softened his sharp features. He regarded Talysse with a steady, assessing look. Talysse shifted, wondering by what measure she was being judged. 
 
    She frowned. She hated being judged. 
 
    Saveric seemed to decide something, for he nodded once, then swept his gaze along the length and breadth of the room. 
 
    “I must say, your quarters are richly appointed, Prevôt,” Saveric said. His smile was constructed to show admiration. He let the compliment hang in the air like bait. Trumbert rose to it. 
 
    “I thank you. For all that we are at the very end of the world, I see no reason why one should live like a troll. Will you have some more wine?” 
 
    “I will not. I am too preoccupied by this table. Is that cup truly silver?” 
 
    “It is,” Trumbert said. Talysse noted now the Prevôt’s shoulders hunched slightly and his head swiveled as if searching for an exit. She didn’t know why Trumbert should be nervous, but she was glad of it. 
 
    “And the table itself. Marvelous craftmanship—the wood is of the finest quality.” Saveric appeared to be wholly taken up by the room’s furnishings. She wondered why this meeting had taken such an odd turn. 
 
    “Both gnome work, plainly, but local or imported?” 
 
    “Imported,” Trumbert replied. Grudgingly, Talysse thought. 
 
    “As I thought. From?” 
 
    “A shop in Milan.” 
 
    “Aha, that was it. I thought I detected an imperial influence. And this carpet, it cannot be anything but silk, can it?” 
 
    “It is silk, Magister.” Trumbert’s reply came from him like a confession. 
 
    “And those are but a few of your treasures. Your collection of books would rival a Chapterhouse library.” The wizard limped to a shelf and pulled out a leather-bound volume at random. He blew on it and a little cloud of dust puffed out. 
 
    “Not all have been consulted recently.” He coughed delicately. Still facing the shelf, he spoke as if to the books. “Each of you must have cost a silver penny or two. Taken all together, you’re worth a fortune.” 
 
    He turned and gestured, pointing with his ebony staff. “Carpets, desk, tapestries, silk, silver, gold. Even yourself, Prevôt. Sumptuous.” 
 
    There the wizard stopped. Trumbert stepped back and fumbled at words without managing to say anything. Talysse was starting to like this foreigner. 
 
    “It all seems rather grand, don’t you think? Are your patrons so very rich? And generous?” He layered the word with incredulity. 
 
    “Th-they have been most kind, Magister.” 
 
    “Have they indeed? The cenobitum itself is austere enough to please an elf.” 
 
    “We follow the teachings.” Trumbert leaned away from the wizard and clutched his hands to his belly. 
 
    “Excepting yourself, it appears. Or is there another possibility, one wonders.” 
 
    Saveric finally lowered the cane. He began to pace in front of Trumbert’s long desk, back and forth. Trumbert weaved in counterpoint, like a child caught out by his parents. 
 
    “Here is my theory,” Saveric said, “which you will either confirm or refute—I am ready to hear either. Do not speak until I’ve done.” 
 
    He paced slowly, his face grimacing now and then as he leaned on his right leg. His words were meant for the Prevôt, but his voice swept through the room like a cold draft. 
 
    “You do indeed have generous patrons—I have checked. A certain wizard, my colleague Remigius, it so happens, has been exceptionally generous. Mysteriously so, one might say.” He spoke languidly, but a dangerous strength ran beneath, like a cold river hidden below a meadow. 
 
    “It took little to uncover the truth here: Remigius has been bribing you. This raises ancillary questions of where he has found so much wealth to squander, but I leave that aside for now. We don’t need to answer every question at once, now do we?” 
 
    Saveric had managed to time his pacing so he delivered that last directly across the desk from Trumbert. The other man uttered a high, rabbit-like shriek, recoiling into his robes. Saveric resumed his pacing. 
 
    “All this was obvious from the moment I arrived.” 
 
    Talysse glanced away from Saveric, who had commanded her attention, but now she turned to look at Trumbert. There she saw disappointment mixed with fear. She laughed to herself that he had been caught at something. Good, she thought, now he knows how it feels. 
 
    “But a new question has arisen, quite unexpectedly, involving this young lady.” 
 
    The scorpion looked toward her, and her blood turned cold as sea water. His eyes were as black as his cane. 
 
    “Why has this promising girl remained unknown to all?” The cane weaved as he spoke, the scorpion’s tail. He paced to one end of the desk, then stopped again. 
 
    “Her talents are evident. Only one explanation offers itself.” The cane tilted at Trumbert. “You have kept her hidden.” 
 
    “No, Magister,” Trumbert mumbled, but the words themselves were a confession. Saveric ignored him. 
 
    “Why hide her? Why keep her down? The answer is all around us. If her true power were known, Remigius would take her back, and with her would go his generosity. It is criminal!” He slammed the cane down for emphasis. “Criminal from first to last. A crime for Remigius to salt her away. A crime for you to repress her so. Remigius told you to cultivate her, did he not?” 
 
    Trumbert stood, but his spirit had collapsed. “Yes, yes, it’s all true.” He was nearly weeping. Talysse almost felt sorry for him. A wretched man, but Saveric seemed to enjoy humiliating him, and that bothered her. But what was this about keeping her down? 
 
    “You kept her doing basic lessons—the tasks of a child—year after year, dribbling out new techniques, what, once a month? Once a year? This magnificent creature in your care and you waste her for your own luxury.” Saveric’s voice was insect-dry and sharp. 
 
    Trumbert wept openly now. He pawed at the air like a beggar. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Talysse said, and her voice sounded choked to her ears. Emotions swirled inside her like a whirlpool. She didn’t much like being called a creature, magnificent or not. 
 
    The wizard regarded her. 
 
    “She speaks at last.” 
 
    Talysse tried to take hold of herself, but her courage was like water between her fingers. 
 
    “What did you mean about basics?” 
 
    She knew the answer before she asked the question, but she had to hear it spoken. The whole room felt tilted, like a badly-built stage that might collapse any instant. She tried glaring, which helped a little. 
 
    Concern suffused Saveric’s face like a blush. “Oh, my dear girl, you have been cruelly used. Or, I should say, cruelly unused. This dullard who cannot think beyond his belly and butt has kept you playing with dolls, giving you child’s games and telling you they are high magics. You could be so much more than you are.” 
 
    The words pierced her like arrows, because they were true. She could be so much more. She had always known this,  had always believed she would blossom once she left the cenobitum. 
 
    “He kept me?” was all she could get out. 
 
    “In every sense. As kept as a concubine never allowed out of the harem.” 
 
    She did not know the words, but the meaning was plain from the tone. She looked at the cowering Prevôt. Disgust and pity tempered her outrage. That’s done. The thought came clear as dew. He’s done for and I’m done with him. Something enormous was happening, but all she saw was a door opening that had always been closed and locked. 
 
    “I shall be honest with you, Talysse, because I hope we shall be friends,” Saveric said. “I came here suspecting most of this. Your patron, Remigius? Though once we were friends, he and I have been rivals for several years. He aims for lordship within the Syndicat, and he has kept you hidden, to move you onto the playing field at the right moment, I suppose. I know he sees the possibilities in you. He is wicked, but he is not a fool.” He glanced with contempt at the Prevôt. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Talysse asked. Her voice sounded small to her, so she tried to stand taller. 
 
    “Again I shall be honest, though it may lessen me in your eyes. I am trusting your judgment, you see.” He took a breath, as one does when about to admit to something unpleasant. Her heart raced every time he spoke, as though it longed to run. 
 
    “I came here mainly to expose Remigius. My intent was to reveal the corruption, show my rival as a schemer, and so discredit him to the Syndicat. I know he is dear to you, and it grieves me to reveal him in so harsh a light, but the Syndicat needs to know the truth about him. 
 
    “As for you, dear girl, I knew you to be a child of great promise, exactly as I’d heard. Now I see that your gifts are cynically wasted, and that you are in fact no child at all. Now I believe you are a prize of even greater importance than opposing Remigius or throwing out the pathetic Trumbert.” 
 
    “Oh please, I beg you…” Trumbert began. For the first time in her life, Talysse heard a grown man blubber. She was repelled, but she felt sorry for him. Saveric did not need to be cruel. She also did not like being called a ‘prize’ any more than she had a ‘creature.’ 
 
    “Oh, do shut up,” Saveric said. Casually he swung his cane, sending Trumbert crashing into a bookcase several feet away. The Prevôt fell with a groan and did not get up. Talysse didn’t dare move. 
 
    “Your pardon for that,” Saveric said. “He irked me. He is not dead, but he is done here and is of no further consequence. You are my concern now, dear girl. My primary concern.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Talysse asked. She folded her arms across her chest and tried to look brave. 
 
    Saveric laughed—cordial and hearty, friendly laughter, but it was still a scorpion laughing. 
 
    “What do I want from you? Why, nothing at all! On the contrary, I offer something to you.” He held his hands out as if proffering a gift. She wanted to believe the gesture sincere, but the outstretched hand could just as easily be reaching to grab her. 
 
    “Paris,” he said. 
 
    She stared at him, trying to understand and doubt at the same time. 
 
    “There now, you see? I try to be dramatic and clever, but I only confuse. Hear me out, and I will explain.”  
 
    “I’ll listen,” she said, not meaning it. 
 
    “I belong to the Syndicat… has Remigius told you of us?” He cocked his head. 
 
    “We live at the edge of the world, not outside of it,” she said, putting a sneer in her voice. 
 
    “Oh, good, quite good,” he exclaimed. “Once more you prove there is more to you than anyone has guessed. But, as for the Syndicat, we are an association of practitioners dedicated to exploring the further limits of our craft. Unlike other wizards, we do not seek power or fame, but only knowledge and skill. I believe you yourself are something of an explorer.” 
 
    His voice slid through the air as smooth as oil.  
 
    “In Paris we have a kind of school, not so very different from a cenobitum, in fact, but with more resources than you have here. There we have more than just books; we have a library. We have more than teachers—we have an entire conlegium. Here you have austerity and isolation, but in Paris you can have luxury, challenges, friends. I would take you there, Talysse. I would take you from this desolate place into the grand halls of the world.” 
 
    She knew he was trying to dazzle her, and it was working, but one homely word amid the glitter clutched at her heart: friends. She had Detta, of course, but the gnome was a compagnon, which was something different, however much she liked her. What she did not have was friends. She wondered if the wizard knew this and was trying to use it against her. 
 
    “Where is Remigius?” she asked, struggling to gain some sort of control over the talk. 
 
    “Talysse!” Trumbert broke in. He struggled back to his feet in order to glare at her, and he swayed unsteadily. “I beg you to overlook her manners,” he said, trying to catch Saveric’s eye. The wizard waved his free hand dismissively.  
 
    “You have already established she is rude. I trust I have already established that I do not care.” 
 
    Trumbert cowered. Saveric never looked away from Talysse. 
 
    “Remigius is away on an important mission for the Syndicat,” the wizard said. “I chose to step in on his behalf, to witness your Demonstrandum.” 
 
      
 
    Talysse knew it was all a lie. Dissonant notes had been striking since morning and now she was hearing them all. Not merely the unexplained absence of her patron or his strange substitute, but how Trumbert cowered before this wizard. The gens d’armes so unnecessary in a cenobitum. Even the generosity of the Paris offer felt suspect. 
 
    Saveric pressed forward in her silence. “Come to Paris, young lady. Let me lift you up, take you to new horizons. You have been told all your life of your great promise; this is your chance to realize it, even to exceed it.” 
 
    Whenever she was unsure of her ground, Talysse instinctively dug in. Now, she dug in with both heels. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    He grimaced as if he had bitten into something sour. “Your Prevôt wants to cast you out. Would you become an orphan again?” 
 
    They were trying to box her in with threats. “I am not an orphan,” she declared. “I will go find my parents.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly.” 
 
    His face went hard—eyes narrowed, lips tight. His third eye flicked open, then closed at once. Panic flooded through her, setting her heart to racing. Why had he opened his third eye? What did he see? 
 
    Without moving, he seemed to reach out for her. 
 
    “The Prevôt has given you into my care, Talysse. I shall take you away from this… place,” he made the word an insult. “You will learn to control your power and exploit your gifts, many of which you scarcely know you possess. I am your patron now.” 
 
    The last door closed. She was captured. Heart and mind, she threw herself against the prison.  
 
    “Remigius,” she managed to whisper. 
 
    “He is unimportant,” Saveric said. “He has neglected you, but I shall not. Prevôt Trumbert told me you are a child of great promise, but you are no child, as you have said. We shall see if you show promise.” 
 
    “Let me go,” she said, though no one was touching her. She felt cold iron around her. This wizard would take her to some far place, away from the only home she knew. Away from Detta. He had done something to Remigius, she was sure. Something awful. 
 
    “I will not let you go,” Saveric said. His voice was warm, but unbending. “I will not have you be orphaned again. I will not have such untrained talent be risked in the wide world.” 
 
    Who was he to say what was to happen to her? She wanted to be angry, but feared those dark eyes and the black cane. She wanted to run, to escape into the blue sky over white hills. 
 
    She was scarcely aware when he took her by the arm. 
 
    “I have pressing business,” he was saying. He spoke with a kind firmness, like a father putting a child to bed, but to her ears it was the voice of a jailer and she felt a cold resolve in his fingers. Her feet moved without her permission even as her brain screamed for action. 
 
    The wizard led her to the door, his cane clicking against the stone floor. Beyond, the guards lounged on the lower stairs, awaiting their master and his prize. Saveric nudged her through the doorway. A guard moved toward her. He had laid his helmet aside; his face showed a long, white scar. 
 
    At that instant, her heart spoke.  
 
    Up.  
 
    Her body and mind heard its single word, and responded. She yanked her arm away from Saveric’s grasp. The guard reached out for her as she sprang to the right and took the stairs three at a time. She left the warm glow of the chamber, running into the darkness of the tower. 
 
    Run, flee, escape, her heart chanted. Up. 
 
    The gens d’armes cried, “After her!” and Saveric cried, “Wait! Come back!”  
 
    Talysse ran, and her heart tried to outrace her. She knew from her first steps that she was trapped. She could not hope to resist the armed men once they caught up with her, but she was like an animal flushed out by beaters, and the urge to run consumed her. 
 
    The armed men thundered behind. She glanced back. The red-bearded man was in the lead, clanking like kitchen pots, with the scarred man close behind. Talysse raced up the stairs two at a time. At the next level, the red beard was closer. He wore no chain mail to slow him down. Twice he reached out, nearly grabbing her shift. She gulped at the air, pushed hard with her legs, but could not open any distance between them. 
 
    Then she remembered the step. One level short of the top was a step that had been crumbling for years. No one fixed it because everyone knew it was there. You just stepped over it. Talysse stepped over it, but the red beard did not. She heard him go down, heard the scarred man crash into him. She managed to smile between gasps.  
 
    Terrible curses echoed from the stone walls, but the gens d’armes untangled themselves and continued their pursuit, slower, more carefully, panting between oaths. 
 
    She came to the ladder and scrambled up, emerging through a hatch onto the top of the light tower. The sun stood high and warm in a cloudless sky. Seagulls wheeled below her. Below them, wavelets whispered to the sand.  
 
    Around the outside ran a walkway protected from the wind by a chest-high brick wall. Handholds were placed every few feet, for the siròc winds could blow a man right off. In the center stood the lighthouse itself, empty now. At sunset old Evrard would climb up and light the oil and take up his perch to stare out to sea. She would miss Evrard. He was always kind to her. 
 
    Shouts came from below. The men were coming up the ladder. 
 
    Talysse used a handhold to climb onto the top of the wall. She crouched against the wind blowing steadily in from the blue sea. Detta, I’m so sorry. A hundred feet above the salt marshes and the sea, she perched at the edge of freedom.  
 
    She jumped.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Into the Blue 
 
    Talysse fell. For two long seconds she was a stone plummeting before she felt the shape of the wind. She swooped like a starling just above the water that swirled at the foot of the light tower, then rose on the strong breeze. Her heart pounded as if it would burst from her chest and fly away on its own. Delirious with freedom and strength, she rode the wind in triumph, a creature of the air. 
 
    The sea spread beneath her, a wide, undulating carpet. Gulls and pelicans darted like airborne fingerlings. A small voice inside worried about what had just happened, and about what was happening now, but she didn’t care to listen. She sailed between blue sky and blue water, and nowhere were there walls or rules or strangers seeking to take her away. A grin spread across her face and would not leave.  
 
    Awareness of the wind filled her senses. It sounded like laughing, tasted of salt, felt like the sinews of gods. Its movements came to her as premonitions, telling her when and how and where to move. And something more: an additional sense that flowed throughout her body like her own blood, that talked to the wind and heard it sing replies. Her fear lessened and she gave herself over to the song. 
 
    A flock of petrels cut across her path, chittering with concern at this largest of birds. She laughed and called out reassurance, but they sheared away. Their flight brought back awareness of herself. She had flown without thought, carried by joy, all her senses tuned to the flex and twist of the wind. Now thought returned. She wondered exactly where she was, and looked back. 
 
    The cenobitum sat like a toy at the far end of a wide blue room. Land was no more than a thin line, like an uneven, white scar. If her pursuers were to look out to sea, she would be only a small dot in the distance. Just another bird.  
 
    She had gone too far.  
 
    Surprised and alarmed, she began a wide, ragged turn. Where the birds curved gracefully, Talysse had to work her way across the face of the wind, which was as uneven and treacherous as the face of a mountain. She jolted from one current to the next, losing height between but regaining it again. It was an unlovely turn, but she managed to get pointed landward again. Her muscles ached as if she had been running for hours.  
 
    For most of its length, the seashore of the Camargue was a tangle of marshes, lakes, and islands. In places one could go miles before finding solid ground. No waves broke; the sea surged and oozed its way through countless channels between wide islands of reeds and grasses, to end in the big, square salt pans or to merge with the countless mouths of the Rhône River. With a following wind now, Talysse swept swiftly toward the marshlands, where there were a hundred places to land and a thousand places to drown. 
 
    A couple of miles to her right stood the cenobitum and its light tower. A single road ran arrow-straight across the marais, barely above the water. Scattered among the marsh grasses were thousands of flamingos, brilliantly pink, feasting on shrimp. As she swept above them, their muttering squawks mingled with the rush of air. A herd of black cattle grazed off to her left; she was close enough to see their white horns.  
 
    Talysse had never flown so far; would not have thought it possible before today. Her heart labored. Her breath kept catching as if she were sobbing. Either the wind made her eyes water, or she really was crying. The salt hills were only a few hundred feet ahead, but they might as well be miles away. Her arms and legs trembled. The thick muscles of the air currents were turning to slush, but she kept her eyes on the hills. She could not risk landing among the marshes, where the mud underneath was endlessly deep and grasping. 
 
    A new current, hardly more than a thread, lifted her a few feet. Not much, but it would have to be enough. A low run of salt hills lay straight ahead. Her face grimaced with effort and hope. 
 
    Thunder erupted beneath her. At once the salt hills disappeared behind roiling clouds of pink and scarlet and black. Wild, honking cries drowned out the sound of the wind, and a thousand wings smothered its currents. Talysse fell as if shot, crashing into birds, scattering feathers and shrieks. The air filled with color—sky blue, flamingo pink, mud brown—then water slammed into her. She hit the ground on her side, tumbled onto her back. Flamingos swirled above, honking outrage. 
 
    Mud edged up her body, like cold, gloved hands. Realizing she was sinking, she started to get up. Pain shot through her left shoulder, making her cry out. Flamingos replied as they flew away. More carefully now, she rolled onto her right side and got to her knees. There she swayed, trying to sort out sensations. The pain in her shoulder was bright white. The stink of brine and birds filled her nostrils, and the cold mud continued to grasp at her. The retreating flamingos still croaked their indignation, but Talysse did not dare look up, for her head was spinning and she feared she might tip over. She looked down instead. 
 
    “I’ve got to get out of you, anyway,” she told the mud. She got to her feet, careful as an old lady, in awkward stages, uttering small yelps of pain and giving a sigh of triumph once upright.  
 
    Nothing around her looked familiar, save for the row of salt hills still some distance away. The pain in her shoulder shoved at her, and her legs were shaky. She started toward the hills, and nearly pitched forward into the muck as she stumbled at the first step. The mud was grabbing onto her feet.  
 
    “Pay attention,” she told herself. She said it aloud to give the advice more substance. “Watch the mud now, the hills later.” Her next step was more stable, and the one after that. Always the mud pulled at her, making her glad of the Demonstrant sandals that laced up her calves. She could have done with more clothes, though. 
 
    The pain in her shoulder moved from searing white to a fiery ache. She kept her arm limp as best she could, but her balance was poor and her arm would fly out instinctively when she wavered. This was followed by the only curse word she knew: 
 
    “Merdre.” 
 
    Worst was the cold, though. The wind that had welcomed her when she flew was now a cold hand gripping her muscles, grasping at bones. It made everything ache. And underneath both pains lay an exhaustion as dangerous as the mire, tempting her to rest, taunting her at every step that she could not take another. 
 
    But she did. And another after that, even as she wondered why she should be so tired. She was too tired to wonder for very long. So tired that she had gone several steps before realizing she was on solid ground. She stopped. 
 
    A wide track ran gnome-straight for a hundred yards in either direction. One side was mud and rushes, but the other was rimmed by salt. The water itself was sunset red, stained by minerals. The colors reminded her of flamingos and she pushed that image away. Dividing the reddish waters was a whole web of low dikes. Salt workers walked these narrow ridges easily, but Talysse did not trust herself and she had no desire to get even wetter by falling. She carefully turned in place, looking for landmarks. 
 
    There was Saldemer, gratifyingly distant—she could see only the tower. No wonder she was so tired, she reflected; she must have flown for miles, much farther than she ever had. That wizard would never find her. Now all she needed to do was find herself. 
 
    The salt hills meant a good path, wide enough and dry enough for the salt carts to pass. And the hills would shield her from prying eyes, if there were any. She shivered. She needed to get dry and get warm. She knew of only one place in all the wide marshes of the Camargue where she might find warmth and shelter: in a cabano, a cabin of the gardiens.  
 
    She chose a direction, then checked the sun—two or three hours of daylight remained. She set her jaw and squared her shoulders, which was a mistake. 
 
    “Merdre.” 
 
    She un-set her shoulders and waited for the bright white pain to fade a little. “Stumbling forward is better than standing still,” she told herself, then added, “Now I sound like Detta.” That only made her picture the gnome waiting disconsolately at the gate of the cenobitum, wondering why her Lyssie had abandoned her. 
 
    “I didn’t run away, I was chased away.” She continued to speak aloud; it heartened her. 
 
    “I’ll come back for you, tante, when it’s safe. Or I’ll send word somehow. I promise. But first I have to get somewhere warm. Then I’ll go to Arles. I can send word from there.” 
 
    She was dimly aware that sending a message might cost money, which only reminded her she had none. Nor did she know the way to Arles, though she knew it was but two days from Saldemer. She wondered if that was riding or walking. 
 
    “Or flying,” she added aloud with a chuckle. That movement set off her shoulder again. 
 
    “Merdre.” 
 
    After that, she found it harder and harder to keep a steady line of thought. She concentrated on keeping a steady line of walk, looking no further than the end of her toes. She reached the salt hills at last and sat between two of them until the throbbing in her shoulder drove her out again. The outer world nearly ceased to exist, but a rendering of it was vivid in her mind. She navigated in there, with messages arriving from outside as if by post rider. 
 
    The salt hills edged the salt pans; to follow them would be to walk around a giant square. She spotted a column of smoke to the west and changed course, again plunging into a stretch of grassy marsh—more grass than water, with reed islands here and there, like stands of bare pine trunks. The spring grasses shone bright green in the evening sun. Her feet found their way from one tiny island to the next, a winding route but not a wandering one.  
 
    Much of her mind was elsewhere, back in Saldemer. Over and over she recalled the whining accusations of Trumbert. She watched again as the wizard Saveric reduced her former tyrant to a whimpering dog. She heard again every promise he made to her—promises that sounded more like threats. Then those threats became real: He lunged at her but missed; the soldier grabbed her painfully by the shoulder—or had it been the arm?—and chased her up the stairs, his killer’s armor rattling against the stone. She reached the summit of the light tower. She jumped. 
 
    Over and over. 
 
    In between, she glanced up long enough to find the smoke again, to see the position of the sun, and kept going. Her shoulder threatened to burst into flames should she be weak enough to stop. 
 
    Thus Talysse hardly noticed when she came out of the bog onto dry ground. She crossed a mile of sawgrass and sand without looking up to see the long hut with its weathered walls, its reed mat roof with smoke curling from one end. More than once she came to a halt and stood swaying, as if she had forgotten how to walk, the pain in her shoulder a constant scream. Then came the time when she stopped and looked up, and she was standing at the cabano’s door. 
 
    She knocked by falling against it.  
 
    The door opened and she fell inside. A woman loomed. Light came from behind, casting her face in shadow. Talysse groaned and reached out with one hand. 
 
    The woman knelt down, and light showed a blue frock, wooden shoes, and a red scarf. Talysse noted all this in a glance. The woman said something but the words fell like broken sticks, meaningless. Talysse climbed to her feet with the woman’s help. 
 
    The woman led her to a table. She said some things. One of them was “sit down” and then there was a bench. More words came, something about warmth and something about food. Both sounded good to Talysse. She managed a few mouthfuls of soup before she fell utterly asleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    The Gardiens 
 
    Talysse awoke to find herself in a tiny, dark room. Light came through a doorway in which hung a heavy, brown curtain. She realized with a start that she was lying on a straw bed, covered with a single blanket, but her shift was gone.  
 
    Voices came from beyond the curtain. They spoke in low tones; she could not hear the words, but she suspected they were talking about her. 
 
    Trying to decide what to do with me, she thought. She squirmed in the rough bed. 
 
    She remembered clearly how she got here—the pain in her shoulder was reminder enough. She was surprised to find that it no longer felt as if it were on fire. So, she had fled. Escaped. The thought fluttered like a bird inside her: She had done it!  
 
    This wasn’t how she had planned to leave. Her plan had involved a dramatic scene in which she told Trumbert all that she thought of him. She would scorn the twins, tell the other children they too should escape, then sweep out of the gates with a flourish and fly—yes, fly!—away west. 
 
    With Detta, of course, and that thought brought her back to ground. She had gone, but she had left Detta behind. Always the plan was that the two should leave together (she’d never quite worked out how to include Detta in the flying exit). They had laid by provisions and money for the day, laughing in whispers at their cleverness. 
 
    Now she was here and Detta was there, and the poor gnome would be crushed. 
 
    There was no fixing it, though. She couldn’t return to the cenobitum, not only because of the Prevôt but even more because of the wizard. She shuddered at the recollection of how Saveric had grabbed at her. Paris? He might as well have threatened to carry her off to the Troll Empire. No, there was no going back. There was only forward. 
 
    The words of the discussion came clearer. 
 
    “She can’t stay with us,” a man’s voice said. “She belongs to the cenobitum.” 
 
    “Would you turn her out?” said a woman. “Naked and alone?” 
 
    “We have taken her in, so we owe guest service. I will not be called inhospitable,” another man said. Talysse wanted to think the voice was kind.  
 
    “Merino, why must you speak so?” the woman said. She was scolding, not asking. 
 
    “I welcome a guest, as any good man,” the first man said, “but she is likely a runaway, and the cenobitum will want their own.” 
 
    Talysse clutched the blanket closer. 
 
    “If she is running away, perhaps it is for a good reason.” Another man’s voice said this. 
 
    “This is possible, Guarin,” said the first man. “It is a matter for consideration. Is the girl awake?” 
 
    “I’ll look in,” the woman said. 
 
    Talysse shut her eyes, pulled up the blanket, and lay quite still. 
 
    Footsteps approached, stopped nearby. Talysse made her breathing slow and regular. Being cautious of everyone seemed wisest. A smell of roasting meat followed the woman from the other room. Talysse’s stomach made a long growl. 
 
    “If you will wake up, I have a cure for that noise.” Talysse opened her eyes. 
 
    The woman said, “I am Ceranne, wife of Guarin. You are a welcome guest.” It was the same voice from last night. 
 
    Talysse said, as formally as she could, “Thank you, madame. My name is Talysse,” but her stomach spoiled the moment by growling like a badger. 
 
    “Is your shoulder better? Last night, my husband set it.  You do not remember this, I think. The mind forgets, when the pain is too much.” 
 
    “It feels better, madame,” Talysse said. “I don’t remember much of anything, except strange dreams.” 
 
    Ceranne nodded. “It is better thus. You must be careful, even so. When your shoulder turns purple and black, do not be alarmed; it is a way of mending.” 
 
    The woman handed a bundle to Talysse. “A dress,” she said. “Big, too big, likely, but it will cover you.” 
 
    Talysse sat up, clutching the blanket close. “Will I be allowed to stay?” 
 
    “Ah, you heard that, did you? Don’t be afraid. The men worry, but they will behave with honor.” She leaned closer and smiled. “I’ll see to it.” 
 
    Talysse dressed herself, which consisted of pulling the dress over her head and putting her arms in the sleeves. That last maneuver started up the fire in her shoulder again and she had to sit down and wait for the pain to lessen. The dress was baggy, but she discovered a cloth belt, and that helped. She went to the doorway and hesitated, timid about entering a room full of strangers. She had seen strangers come and go at the cenobitum, but it had always been them coming to her home, not the other way around. Her stomach grumbled encouragement. She took a breath, moved the curtain aside, and stepped into the larger room. 
 
    She had been in cabanos before, though never with anyone in them. She and Detta took refuge in them whenever a storm swept in from the sea and they had strayed too far from Saldemer. The buildings were all much the same—a big room with a hearth and table, and a smaller room at the back—each an isolated cabin in a wilderness of birds and swamp, used only as needed by the herdsmen. 
 
    The woman Ceranne stood at the hearth, stirring a large pot. Three men stood near the table, one younger, the other two older, their round black hats held before them in rough hands. Against one wall leaned their famous tridents, the iron prongs at the end no longer than fingers. 
 
    “Husband,” Ceranne said without looking up from her cooking, “we have a guest.” She stated it as a formal announcement. 
 
    The man nearest bowed slightly. “We give you hospitality,” he said, equally formal. His voice was like surf on a stony beach. “I am Guarin.” 
 
    Talysse stared without replying. Each of the men wore a blue shirt, wide pantaloons, and knee-high boots. She had seen such men many times riding through the surf on their white horses, tridents couched like knights riding to battle, black hats for helmets. Always they had seemed figures from legend, romantic and distant. Now they were only a few feet away and they seemed even more dashing, if a little intimidating. 
 
    A silence elbowed at her.  
 
    “My name is Talysse, from the Cenobitum Saldemer,” she said hurriedly, to make up for her silence. 
 
    “L’oiseau d’argent,” the younger man said in Occitan. 
 
    “My nephew is too familiar,” Guarin apologized. “We see you fly over the salt hills, and so some call you the silver gull.” 
 
    The young man mumbled what might have been an apology, but his frank smile made her wonder if she had blushed. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality,” she said, recovering her manners. 
 
    “Good,” Ceranne said. “You are welcomed. Now you must eat.” 
 
    Talysse sat at the table, then was joined by the men. Light from the open window showed she had slept all night and well into the next day. She felt awkward, on display. Every glance felt as if they were judging her. 
 
    Ceranne set a bowl of gruel before each, with a smaller bowl of water on the side next to a wooden spoon. No one moved until the woman had also sat, whereupon Guarin spread his arms out across the table, palms up. “We give thanks to Ceres,” he intoned. “She shares her plenty with us, that we may share with others.” 
 
    Talysse sat with her hands in her lap, watching the others. The gardiens began to eat, casting glances at her. 
 
    “Do you need to perform your own thanks?” Ceranne asked. 
 
    “No,” Talysse said. “I… at the cenobitum, everyone waits until the dining master gives permission to eat.” 
 
    Guarin’s eyebrows went up but he said nothing. 
 
    “You don’t need to wait for permission around here,” the young man said cheerfully. 
 
    She nodded, hesitated, then picked up her spoon. Her stomach growled again and she took a swallow of the gruel in an attempt to quiet it. 
 
    “I am Donat.” 
 
    “I am Talysse, from Saldemer.” She faltered. “I already said that, didn’t I?” She frowned. Everything seemed strangely distant, unreal, as if she were in a play.  
 
    “From Saldemer,” Donat went on. “Are you traveling?” 
 
    Focus returned and she went on her guard. She looked down and took another mouthful, trying to decide how much she should say. 
 
    “Do you run away?” Donat pressed. 
 
    “The young lady does not have to give an accounting to you,” Guarin said, coating the words with censure. To Talysse he said, “My nephew is still learning courtesy.” 
 
    Donat ducked his head in apology, but his blue eyes were bright with curiosity. 
 
    “Have I run away?” Talysse echoed the question. “I suppose I have. A wizard came yesterday to take me to Paris.” The words came out so quickly, they caught her by surprise. She blamed the boy with the blue eyes. 
 
    “Paris! Truly?” Donat leaned forward in excited interest. 
 
    “Truly.” No sense it trying to hide it now, she thought. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Donat,” Guarin began threateningly, but Ceranne interjected. 
 
    “Peace, husband. Talysse, do tell us if we pry.” 
 
    “I will, but you aren’t. It’s good to have someone to talk to about this.” And it was. Everyone in the room waited on her words. It made her feel like some troubadour spinning tales for a noble family. 
 
    “Go on, then.” 
 
    “You asked why. The wizard—his name is Saveric—told me there is a school up there.” She gestured vaguely. “I would become a wizard myself.” 
 
    “Truly?” Donat said again. 
 
    “She can fly,” Guarin said. “Are you forgetting?” 
 
    “I’d like to be a wizard,” Donat announced. “I’d enchant the herds so they would never wander and would come whenever I called.” 
 
    Talysse could not help but smile at this. Then she shook her head. “I wouldn’t. School means years of study in stuffy rooms with stuffy books, watched over by stuffy old men.” 
 
    “It must be for years?” Donat asked. 
 
    “Invariably. And afterward, you’d be placed at some noble court in a foreign land where you spend your days in plots and politics and everyone must speak Latin. You would never be able to return to your herds and horses.” 
 
    Donat made a face. “Wizards. Schools.” 
 
    “I agree,” Talysse said. 
 
    “Pardon me, ma’amselle,” Guarin said, “but you appear to know much about wizards for one who never leaves the Camargue.” 
 
    “Now who is being rude?” Ceranne said sharply. 
 
    “Oh, that’s all right,” Talysse said. “I know a bit because my patron, Remigius, is a wizard. He has told me stories.” 
 
    “Your patron is a wizard? Interesting.” 
 
    “Is that unusual?” Talysse asked.  
 
    “I do not know,” Merino said, “having little to do with wizards myself. What I find interesting is that your patron never suggested taking you away to Paris, and now a second wizard has concerned himself with your future. I doubt wizards spend time on a nobody.” 
 
    Talysse did not respond. She had never wondered about it before. The twins had a patron, an uncle, who was noble. Why was her patron a wizard? Her parents had given her into his care, but why a wizard? Why indeed did he keep her in the cenobitum rather than at a school for wizards? Why did the offer come from a stranger? Why was she so important that she had been chased up the tower? 
 
    Donat broke into her thoughts. “So Paris is just another sort of prison, isn’t it?” 
 
    The words reverberated as if a bell had rung. “Exactly,” she said emphatically. “My whole life I’ve been in the cenobitum. I’ve had enough of walls; I want to see the rest of the world.” 
 
    “Parts of the world are not so safe as the cenobitum,” Ceranne said. 
 
    “Particularly for a young woman alone,” Guarin added. 
 
    “I know,” Talysse said. “I wouldn’t have been alone, if it had gone according to my plan. Detta would have been with me.” She sighed heavily. “But it’s too late now.” 
 
    The realization settled into her like a stone in a river bed. Her heart had already decided; now her mind had caught up. An old sun had set, a new had risen. 
 
     “Where do you go?” Donat asked. 
 
    “To Arles,” she said, with a new confidence. 
 
    “The capital? Why there?” 
 
    “To find my parents.”  
 
    “Ah,” Donat said, pursing his lips. “It is a hard thing to be an orphan.” 
 
    “I am not an orphan, though. I am donata. Given.” 
 
    The rumble of horses made her look up. Men’s voices came from outside, calling gruff orders. The memory of the armed men crashed through the moment. She started to get up. 
 
    “Do not worry,” Guarin said, putting a hand on her arm. “I hear Yngezo and others. Friends.” 
 
    At his word, the voices now sounded younger, happier, with one squawking like an outraged hen. The door opened, and a disheveled figure burst in. The figure stopped abruptly, causing the men behind to stumble into one another. There were some colorful curses involving the ancestry of gnomes. 
 
    “Lyssie! My darling girl!” 
 
    Detta rushed forward, pulling at her apron, which had twisted around to one side. The apron was in shocking condition and her fur was matted, but her face was as radiant as a sunrise. Talysse had barely time to brace for the onslaught of hugs, kisses, and endearments.  
 
    Detta’s sweet nightingale was safe. All the gods of harvest were thanked by name. Lyssie had done a frightful thing—oh, how she had grieved poor Detta. Lyssie had done a brilliant thing, to escape from those awful men. Do you know they ransacked the vill? Shameful! 
 
    The torrent of affection continued until Talysse managed to pry the gnome free.  
 
    “Tante,” Talysse said, taking the gnome’s furred hands in her own, “my dear, what have you done?” 
 
    “Found you,” Detta said. A gnome’s smile hides behind fur, but her eyes brightened. 
 
    “You must have walked all night!” Talysse said. 
 
    Detta shook her head. “I did not leave until after midnight. I waited until the master slept, then I gathered your things.” 
 
    “My things? What did you bring?” 
 
    “Half the cenobitum,” one of the men said, “to judge from the weight of the packs.” He smiled as he produced a blue pack and a brown one. “I am Yngezo,” he added. 
 
    “I brought all I could fit,” Detta said. “This one has outer clothes, this under,” she said. “Inside this one is a comb, a ribbon, your personal book, and a few coins.” She whispered the part about coins. “No shoes, though. I did not think of shoes. Simple gnome,” she scolded herself. 
 
    “Books!” Yngezo cried. “No wonder it is heavy.” 
 
    “What of your own things?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “I did bring a second apron,” Detta confessed. “It’s quite small.” 
 
    “Two packs. All my things?” 
 
    “I had to leave some things behind. I regret this.” 
 
    Talysse shook her head. “No matter,” she said. “This is not how we planned it, tante.” 
 
    “No matter,” Detta said, her eyes sly. 
 
    “I’m not going back to Saldemer.” 
 
    “Good,” Detta said. “Wicked men are there.” 
 
    Talysse reflected that gnomes were not stupid. They were, in fact, quite clever in their own way. But they could be rather dense sometimes. 
 
    “I may be going quite far,” she said. 
 
    “Me too, then,” Detta said. “My little duck, we are together and that is enough. Where we go doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Argue with a gnome and you argue with the sea.” Ceranne smiled at her. “It is a wisdom among my folk.” 
 
    Detta cocked her head. “It would be difficult to argue with the sea. You’ll only get wet.” 
 
    Ceranne gave Talysse a ‘do you see?’ wink, and returned to serving food.  
 
    Talysse looked to the men—four of them, all young, two hardly older than herself. They stood in a line, hats in hand. 
 
    Guarin took charge. “Jollins,” he said to a burly man with black hair and eyes to match, “you are eldest. Say what happens.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Mon sieur, I tell the truth in every aspect. Early this morning, we ride to the herd of the one-horned bull. On the way, near the salt road, we see a gnome—” 
 
    “Her name is Ardetta,” Talysse broke in. She gave what she hoped was a sternly dignified look. 
 
    “Your pardon, ma’amselle.” The man flushed under his dark skin, but he continued.  
 
    “Madame Ardetta is on the high road. She asks us if we see a girl with silver hair.”  
 
    He glanced at Talysse and smiled. “Naturally we know this is the silver gull. I myself see her fly.” Here he looked more directly at Talysse. The other men appeared jealous. Talysse was flattered and confused at the same time. Was she famous? 
 
    Jollins’ face grew somber. “Earlier, even before sunrise, we meet riders in the marais. They are pretending to be royal soldiers, but I do not hear truth in their words. They, too, ask about the silver gull. I give them only the words such men deserve.” 
 
    The other gardiens gave approving nods. 
 
    “You found Detta?” she prompted, wanting the man to finish the story. 
 
    “She walks all night with two full packs on her back. When she speaks of l’oiseau d’argent, we know to get her to safety. The ruffians are not … gallant. This is the closest cabano. Perhaps these men—I believe they are foreign—do not know of cabanos, but perhaps they do. Perhaps it is not safe to stay.” 
 
    Ceranne stepped over to the lad and kissed both his cheeks. “You do well, Jollins. Your uncle will be proud.” At these words, the youth drew himself up as straight as a soldier. 
 
    “Madame is generous.” 
 
    “Madame is worried,” Ceranne said, “but sit at table. Will you have water?” 
 
    They would, and Ceranne brought bread with jam, and the fresh-cooked meat. The young men fell to readily, but Guarin sat frowning. 
 
    “I do not like this news,” he said to no one in particular. “A wizard. Armed men. That such things should come to the marais.” 
 
    Detta put a protective hand on Talysse’s arm. Guarin noticed. 
 
    “Do not be afraid, petite madame, we will keep you hidden. It is wrong for this man to hunt you—it is not how an honest man behaves. Also, he is a foreigner, a Frank, and so not to be trusted. Worse still, he brings armed men, hirelings without a doubt. To turn you over to such a man would be a grave injustice.” He stopped and rubbed at his thin beard. 
 
    Talysse thought the man across the table from her was as noble as any prince. 
 
    The pause lengthened. Detta touched Talysse on her forearm. “Lyssie,” she said, “perhaps we shall step outside. I am quite full and would like to stretch my poor legs.” 
 
    Talysse started to protest that she certainly could eat a bit more, but she caught the gnome’s sidelong glance. She heard the request within the pause. 
 
    “That sounds lovely,” she said. Then she turned to the woman of the cabano and added, “If it is courteous to do so.” 
 
    Ceranne handed a piece of bread to Detta and another to Talysse. “It is no discourtesy,” she said. “We will decide only how to help, not whether to help.” 
 
    Talysse led Detta outside. The sun was past noon, and gave enough warmth that she felt no need of a cloak. Neither woman spoke until they had finished their bread. The cabano stood on a wide, sandy island surrounded by reed-filled marshes. Flamingos honked somewhere to the east. Talysse winced and rubbed her shoulder. 
 
    “What will we do now, Lyssie?” 
 
    “What we have always planned, tante. I’m going to find my parents.” 
 
    “To Arles?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Detta scuffed at the sand with an unshod foot. “I have never been to another country,” she said. 
 
    “It’s only two days away,” Talysse said.  
 
    “Yes,” Detta said. 
 
    “Did you have time to say goodbye?” Talysse asked gently.  
 
    The gnome sighed.  
 
    “It was harder than I thought.” 
 
    “Was your father cross with you?” 
 
    “Oh no, not at all. It was worse than that. He was sad.” 
 
    Talysse took Detta’s hand in hers, rubbing her palm over the tight curls of gnome fur. “You’ve been a great help already. Honestly.” 
 
    Detta smiled, but her eyes remained downcast. 
 
    “You brought my clothes and money. I don’t know what I should do without you.” 
 
    “You should never do without me,” the gnome said. She twined her fingers with Talysse’s. “When do we go?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Talysse said. “Soon, I think. It worries me that there are men pursuing us.” 
 
    “If they come close, you must fly away,” Detta said. 
 
    “I won’t leave you behind again,” Talysse said firmly. 
 
    “Never have I been so far from the vill.” 
 
    “I know. And if you dare not go that far, I’ll understand.” 
 
    Detta’s lips parted. “I go where you go.” 
 
    Talysse pulled back without letting go of Detta’s hands. She had never seen Detta angry—gnomes called it ‘showing one’s teeth.’  
 
    “I only said I would understand, not that I wanted it. I know you are not afraid.” 
 
    “I am afraid, though. I’ve been afraid since I had to face my father and say I was leaving. I was afraid walking the long road at night alone. I was afraid when the gardiens put me on that monstrous big horse.” She took a breath. “But I am also compagnon, so there we are.” She wrinkled her nose and nodded once. 
 
    “Tante, you are a dear,” Talysse said. 
 
    “And you are a trial, Lyssie,” Detta said, smiling. 
 
    “I know. I don’t mean to be. It just happens.” Talysse narrowed her eyes. “If those men really are searching for me, this could be dangerous. Prevôt Trumbert is always telling me the outside world is full of danger.” 
 
    “It must be so,” Detta said, “for my father said the very same to me.” 
 
    “We shall have to be clever,” Talysse said, “and brave.” 
 
    Detta nodded. “I said the very same: ‘Miss Talysse is clever and brave, Father, do not worry.’ Such were my words.” 
 
    “How did he answer?” 
 
    “He said he was sure you were, but he would worry about me anyway, as a father should.” 
 
    “You make me sorry to take you away.” 
 
    “You do not take me away; I go away. I would be much sorrier to stay.” 
 
    Talysse sighed. “Come, tante, let’s tell the gardiens goodbye. We shall thank them and be on our way.” 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    “Our way,” Talysse said with a shrug. “We’ll follow the road, I suppose. It will take us somewhere, which is better than nowhere.” 
 
    “This is true,” Detta said. She dipped her shoulders in her own shrug. “Best we be off then.” 
 
    “Not yet, if you please,” Guarin’s rough voice boomed. He stood in the doorway. “Come inside; our debate is finished.” 
 
    The two women followed the gardien back into the cabano. The men were all standing, along with Ceranne. Talysse searched their faces in vain for any sign of their decision. 
 
    “Some say one way, and some say another. To our door comes a young woman and her compagnon, and they bring trouble in their wake. We gardiens wish peace with Saldemer, and these two”—he gestured at Talysse and Detta—“belong to the cenobitum. It would be disrespectful not to report them. These are not the first to flee those walls.” 
 
    Detta’s hand found Talysse’s. 
 
    “Then there is the matter of this wizard. The Syndicat is little more than rumor to us, but it carries a certain power in the Kingdom of Arelat. We do not know the case either for or against this Saveric, but it is rarely wise to anger a wizard.” 
 
    He looked directly at Talysse. She could not read his face. 
 
    “These are the points made in one direction. In the other direction we have this: We have given hospitality. It is not hospitable to give someone over to their enemy. While it is true we do not know this Saveric, we meet some of his men, and they do not behave honorably. There is a name for one who would take another against her will: enleveur. Never is this honorable. 
 
    “Thus the matter and the considerations. I listen to all and I decide.” He turned to Ceranne. 
 
    “Wife, close up the cabano. We drive the herd today.” Ceranne nodded and set to work at once, extinguishing the fire. Guarin turned to Talysse. 
 
    “Ma’amselle, madame,” he said, “we go to Arles.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Across the Marais 
 
    They spread out everything from the two packs in the back room as Talysse rummaged for something to wear. Detta declared she needed to re-pack everything, as she had been too rushed last evening to do a proper job. 
 
    “We did not get away as we had planned, tante, but I think we’re back on our feet now,” Talysse said. 
 
    Detta touched her chest, a sign of agreement among gnomes. “Start in storm,” she said, “end in sunlight.” 
 
    Ceranne emerged from the other room with an armful of clothes and two hats. “The cloak is the smallest I can find,” she said to Detta. “The scarf should serve.” 
 
    She helped the gnome cover her head with a blue scarf. The hat fit well enough over the top of this arrangement.  
 
    As they dressed, Talysse asked why the gardiens had suddenly—or so it seemed to her—decided to go to Arles. 
 
    “It is not so sudden,” the gardienne replied. “We debate long on this. We have a bull, a little old for the arena, but Donat and Yngezo argue for months that he is not so very old. So strong is he, they name him Puissant. A child’s name, to be sure. Here, madame gnome, let me arrange this for you.” 
 
    The cloak was indeed too large for Detta, who all but disappeared under its black folds. Ceranne took up the lower edges and made a wide hem, securing it with hard needles of thorn.  
 
    “You look sinister,” Talysse said, grinning. “A gnome sorceress, you are.” 
 
    “Ayi, ayi,” Detta said, pushing back the cowl that nearly swallowed her head. 
 
    “Why is the bull important?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “We take bulls to the arena,” Ceranne said. She surveyed Talysse with a critical eye. “Let me cover that hair of yours, argent.” She fetched a red and white scarf and a black ribbon, then continued. “There the young men will battle with our Puissant. If the bull is fierce, he will fetch a good price for breeding. If not…” She gave an elaborate shrug. 
 
    “We can braid my hair,” Talysse said, “then tie that up. Detta is clever with braids.” 
 
    In short order the gnome had done Talysse’s silver hair up in twin braids, pinned in place. Ceranne used the black ribbon to secure the kerchief. 
 
    “There,” Ceranne said with satisfaction, “you look a proper gardienne now. No one will give you a second look, save for your beauty.” 
 
    Talysse and Detta both giggled at this, but Talysse quickly put on her serious face again. “Still, why risk everything?” she asked. “We know men are on the road, searching. They won’t stop at pulling off a scarf.” 
 
    “This is so,” Ceranne answered, “but we are not so simple as that. Today we ride out to gather our cattle. A hundred horns or so. When we ride, we will be just another manade—a herd, you understand—going to Arles.  
 
    “All these weeks of spring we debate: attend the tournoi, stay in our pastures. Bring the bull, retire him here. Then comes l’oiseau d’argent and my husband says this is a sign. Good fortune will attend us. He wishes to appear practical, you understand, but I know his heart. He does not wish to allow a young woman to fall into the hands of a scoundrel.” Her voice was wrapped in iron and pride. “Come,” she added after a pause, “the men will mock us if we take too long at dressing.” 
 
    Ceranne took another moment to survey the cabano. Satisfied that all was as it should be, she pushed open the door and they followed her outside.  
 
    Several of the men were mounted already. The horses stamped and snorted as if they knew an expedition was underway. Detta crowded close to Talysse. 
 
    From around the corner came Ceranne, leading two horses. One was as white as the others while the other, a bit larger, was flecked with gray spots. Ceranne let go the one and led the spotted horse closer. 
 
    “Talysse, meet Tachette, who will carry you steady as a stream to our destination.” 
 
    Detta tried to squeeze behind Talysse, who stood, uncertain of what to do. 
 
    “Come closer,” Ceranne said. “Hold out your hand and let him smell you. You can call him by name; all horses know their name.” 
 
    Talysse thought it rather marvelous that horses should know their name. She stepped forward, trying not to be hesitant. He was so big! But he was also beautiful, and his brown eyes seemed nothing but kind. She held her hand to the horse’s nose. 
 
    He snorted. It startled her—the wetness, the warmth, the gust of breath. It was a little like being licked by a dog. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “Take a step back.” 
 
    She did so. The other horses quieted, waiting. The creamy whiteness of their coats was as dreamy as a cloud, but she rather liked Tachette’s spots. Gave him character. 
 
    “He likes you,” Ceranne said. “Come closer again and you can stroke his nose or his neck.” 
 
    “Oh, Lyssie,” Detta said, “do be careful.” 
 
    Talysse stepped forward and put her hand on the horse’s neck. His long mane hung over the neck. She was surprised by how thick and heavy it was. Muscles ran in cords beneath her touch. 
 
    “Now up you go. There’s no need to delay; Tachette here has carried many riders and has an easy manner. Put your foot into the stirrup—no, left foot—and I’ll boost you up. Once there, sit with confidence. A horse will read your temper. If you are nervous, you’ll make him nervous.” 
 
    Talysse did as she was told, and in a moment she sat so far above the ground, it was like sitting on a tree limb. She nervously tried to figure out how not to feel nervous. 
 
    “Can you stand in the stirrups?” 
 
    She could not. Her feet barely reached them. Jollins dismounted and the two gardiens made quick adjustments, then boosted Detta up. She sat perfectly still behind Talysse. 
 
    “Hold on to your compagnon, madame gnome,” Jollins said. “Tachette will never lose a rider, but… well.” 
 
    “My legs do not stretch very far,” Detta said. 
 
    “Swing both to one side,” Ceranne advised. “Then you can hold on to the back of the saddle. Jollins, loop her in, eh?” 
 
    Over her shoulder, Talysse watched as Jollins ran a leather rope around Detta, hooking it to something on the back of the high saddle. After he was done, and she had tugged on the belt, she looked much happier. 
 
    “Off we go, then. Don’t worry about Tachette, he will bear you safely.” 
 
      
 
    Talysse fell in love with her horse within the first hour. He was surely the strongest and wisest of all the horses, the finest-looking, and he loved her in return. She was certain of it. She spent much of that first hour reassuring Detta. 
 
    “Feel how strong he is, tante. Just put your hand on his quarters. Do you see?” 
 
    Detta patted at the horse as if he were a cat, manufacturing a smile for Talysse. 
 
    Guarin and Ceranne led the little party across the marais, and Talysse marveled at both riders and horses. The gardiens rode with their tridents at rest, the three-pronged points rising a good three feet above them. The men wore their black hats, which stayed on their heads despite the steady breeze. Red neckerchiefs set off their sky-blue shirts, tan pants, and tall black boots, all so similar they might have belonged to some noble family, wearing their colors. Ceranne wore much the same, but her kerchief was wound about her head to keep her black hair in place, with a white cap pinned there. Her shirt, too, was white. Her black skirt, richly embroidered, was split and she rode in the same manner as the others. 
 
    At first, Talysse was swept away by it all. She knew the feeling of being above the ground, but that was while flying. Now she was well off the ground yet still tied to the earth. It was as if she had somehow grown taller. The horse seemed to know not only which direction to go, but exactly where to put his feet. Never once did he sink into muck or stumble in a hole. The horse filled her senses and she drank him in gladly. She leaned forward, putting her face into his heavy mane; the scent spoke of muscle and salt, earth and water, but over it all was the rich smell of horse, and it was wonderful. She kept hold of the reins in one hand, running the other down his powerful neck. The whole movement of him was a marvel—legs, body, neck, head—combining to make her feel as if she were walking and flying at the same time. She understood now why noblemen ride, for riding itself was a noble thing. Her only distraction was the occasional squeak from Detta whenever the horse altered his gait in the slightest. 
 
    Then it ended. Guarin pulled up and signaled for the others to halt. The gardiens dismounted. They were on a long strip of elevated ground, covered with tough grasses and a few stunted trees. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Talysse asked.  
 
    Yngezo reached up to help her down. 
 
    “Because it is time,” he said. 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “To stop.” 
 
    She went to Ceranne and asked the same question. 
 
    “We rest the horses,” the gardienne said, “and we rest ourselves.” 
 
    “Well,” Talysse declared, “I’m not tired, not a bit.” 
 
    A couple of the men nearby chuckled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are new to riding,” Ceranne said, “so you do not know. There is a soreness, un dolor, that comes here and here.” She touched her lower back and her thighs. 
 
    “I’m not sore,” Talysse replied. “I do wish they would not laugh when I speak.” 
 
    “You are the silver gull; you are accustomed to flying, but not to riding. The soreness will come later. For now, I suggest you walk around, to assuage your muscles.” 
 
    Talysse wasn’t sure what “assuage” meant, but she knew she did not want to plop down on the ground like the others. She struck out in an arbitrary direction, walking so fast Detta had to trot to keep up. Talysse noticed, and slowed her pace. It did feel good to stretch her legs a bit. 
 
    “How are you enjoying our ride, tante?” 
 
    “Oh, it is quite… that is, very… I… do you think we shall be going awfully much further?” 
 
    “You seemed worried back there.” She shouldn’t tease Detta, but sometimes it was too tempting. 
 
    “We sit far from the ground.” 
 
    The direction Talysse had chosen ended in water and reeds. “We’ll turn around here,” Talysse said. “Tachette is very tall, isn’t he? He’s every sort of wonderful, don’t you think?” 
 
    Detta took a deep breath. “He is certainly a wonder, I must admit that. But I must also admit I am every sort of frightened.” 
 
    “Truly?” Talysse looked at Detta. “But you mustn’t be. He’s quite calm—you heard Guarin and Ceranne both say he is, and he’s never once tried to bolt.” 
 
    “Bolt…” The word came from Detta in a gasp. 
 
    “Not once,” Talysse said. “He’s the best animal I have ever known in my whole life, and I’m sure he likes me.” She looked with concern at the gnome. “But if you are frightened, you might ride with Guarin, who is a far better horseman than I. Or Ceranne. Or any of them, really.” 
 
    “Never. I ride with you.” Detta stamped mid-stride for emphasis, then added, “Unless you do not wish me to ride with you.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Of course I want you to ride with me.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to squeak.” 
 
    “Did you squeak? I hadn’t noticed.” Talysse smiled. 
 
      
 
    They stopped every hour. By the third stop, Talysse was glad of it, and was glad of help getting down. Her walk during the rest was slower, and she hoped the rest would last just a little longer. By the end of the day, her rear end hurt so much she lay face down to go to sleep. The next morning, she was certain she might never walk again. 
 
    The gardiens were kind. They advised her to bathe in a nearby freshwater stream, and Ceranne massaged her back and legs. They gave her extra time before starting and took longer breaks along the way. They all told her this was expected and she was not to be ashamed, but they also pressed on. To her surprise, Detta suffered no aching muscles, though she did say her rear end hurt as well. Talysse thought this was unfair, then thought it was unfair of her to think it. 
 
    By late in that day, Talysse did not want to ever see a horse again, much less ride one, but she climbed back on Tachette after each stop and did not complain. If Detta did not complain, she certainly was not going to. Just when she thought she might fall off the horse just to gain a respite, Donat called out that he saw riders.  
 
    “Four men,” he reported, “all armed. They look like northerners.” 
 
    Guarin came close to Tachette and spoke in a quick, low voice. “I thought this might happen,” he said, “as we got close to Arles. I have a plan for it.” 
 
    Two other gardiens, one of whom Talysse recognized as Yngezo, rode up. Guarin nodded to them. 
 
    “Go with these two and hide in the herd. You will be safe there. These Franks will not venture among the cattle.” 
 
    “Hide among cows?” Detta said, her voice squeaking.  
 
    “Our cattle will not harm you, little one. Yngezo and Carbo are gardiens. They will keep the herd quiet.” 
 
    “We will do as you say,” Talysse said, trying to sound brave. 
 
    The white horses rode at a canter across an expanse of grass-covered sand, straight for the herd. At the edge, Carbo stopped and they dismounted. 
 
    “Hold hands,” he told them, “and follow me.” 
 
    Detta took hold of Talysse’s hand, her six fingers intertwining with the human’s five. Talysse looked back, but could hardly see over the backs of the cattle. The cattle of the gardiens were all black, nearly as tall at the shoulders as Talysse. The bulls had white horns that curved forward to rather nasty-looking sharp points. Carbo threaded his way to the center of the herd. 
 
    “Crouch down, ma’amselle,” he said. “Onto one knee might be more comfortable. Do not stand up until I come for you again.” 
 
    Talysse looked over the backs of the cattle, scanning for sign of the riders. 
 
    “Do not be afraid. The cattle will not hurt you.” 
 
    Talysse sniffed. “I’m not afraid of cows.” She knelt as if to prove it. 
 
    Detta, who did not need to crouch, whispered, “But I am. A little.” 
 
    Carbo left. The cows mostly ignored them, being rather more interested in the fresh spring grass. One bumped Talysse as it turned, but for the most part they left a little space around the two women. Even so, Detta stayed close to Talysse and did not let go of her hand. 
 
    Then they heard voices. 
 
    “Hela, strangers.” It was Carbo’s voice. “Are you lost?” 
 
    Another voice spoke. Talysse thought it might be one of the guards who had chased her, but could not be sure. “We are looking for someone,” the voice said. 
 
    “You would do well to speak with Guarin.” 
 
    “I have,” the man said. He sounded impatient. “I am speaking to you now.” 
 
    “This is so.” 
 
    “I look for a young girl. You will know her by her silver hair, like metal.” 
 
    Detta reached up and patted the hat more firmly onto Talysse’s head. Talysse frowned at her.  
 
    “Silver hair? An elf, then. I shall watch for such a girl.” 
 
    “There is a reward. A gold florin.” 
 
    The cattle shifted and a bull moved nearer, as if to examine these additions to his herd. His white horns were each as long as an arm.  
 
    “Who offers this reward?” Carbo asked. 
 
    “My lord.”  
 
    A wave of cold water ran through Talysse, as if the ocean had just washed across her belly. She balled her fists and tried to control her breathing. Detta leaned into her. 
 
    The bull moved closer and stopped just in front of the women. He lowered his head until he was nose to nose with Talysse. His horns extended on either side of Talysse’s head. His eyes, deep brown and big as spoons, stared unblinking. His huge nose flared. He smelled of earth and flesh.  
 
    Detta’s eyes became perfectly round and she clasped both hands carefully over her mouth.  
 
    Talysse knew she was trembling, but she did not feel afraid. A part of her was calmly curious, fascinated by this great beast. The creature stood before her, as if some enormous black boulder had risen up from the earth itself, woken, and breathed. She stood within his world, and he walked through it, placid and commanding. The gardiens might believe they were the masters, but down here at eye-level, among shoulders and legs and horns, this animal reigned king. For the briefest moment she could feel herself a part of his realm. Distantly she knew her heart was racing. 
 
    “Your lord,” Yngezo said. “And who is that?” 
 
    “The offer is made by the king himself,” said the first man. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “You watch how you wag your tongue, swamper, or I’ll trim it for you.” 
 
    “I ask because there are many kings.” Yngezo’s voice was nothing but humble courtesy. 
 
    There was a long silence. The bull stared at her. He had his strength, his sharp, white horns. She felt herself suspended before him like a gull above the surf. The bull snorted once and turned away.  
 
    “Gah,” the man said, “we waste our time with these cow tenders. All the while, the girl gets further away.” 
 
    Talysse listened to the sound of departing horses. Some minutes passed before Carbo came threading his way through the cattle. 
 
    “They are gone,” he said. He held out his hand to Talysse and helped her up. 
 
    Jollins and Guarin brought Tachette, after waiting for the men to disappear in the distance. Talysse made a point of climbing up on her own. 
 
    As she did so, she asked, “Do you think he saw us?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Carbo said. He sniffed in disdain. “But I do not care for his manner.” 
 
    “I do not care for his face,” Yngezo said. “I am thinking I should like a chance to fix it.” 
 
    The two men chuckled. 
 
    “Do you not find our cattle most friendly?” asked Carbo once Detta was also in place. 
 
    Talysse assured him that she did. The encounter had left her exhilarated, and the visit of the bull had awakened her to a wider world in which strange forces strode across a new landscape. 
 
    As they rode, Talysse said to Detta, “Wasn’t the bull marvelous?” 
 
    “No! He was big and scary and dangerous. I don’t call that marvelous at all.” 
 
    “Oh, tante. He was magnificent.” 
 
    “For you, perhaps. These things are different for you.” 
 
    “Keep that scarf on your head, ma’amselle,” Carbo said. “We may be watched, and it is some distance yet to Arles.” 
 
    The warning dampened her spirits, but only for a little while. 
 
      
 
    Guarin moved the herd further away from the road after that. To Talysse he appeared to wander aimlessly, but Yngezo assured her the man knew every inch of the land. They came to a stretch of wide water and there they finally turned north again. The waterway stretched into the distance.  
 
    “What is that?” Talysse asked. “Is it a lake?” 
 
    Yngezo laughed, then caught himself. “Your pardon, ma’amselle,” he said, still stifling his humor. “That is not a lake but is the river Rhône.” 
 
    Talysse mouthed “oh” and felt her cheeks flush. She had never seen a real river before. She knew what one ought to look like, or thought she did, but the blue, still water seemed little short of miraculous. This was the Rhône, which fed all of Arelat, and more besides. She was not entirely sure how far it stretched. Perhaps all the way to Angleland. 
 
    “It is very beautiful.” 
 
    “That it is,” the gardien agreed. “Nor do you see her at her best. Sunset turns the whole river to gold.” 
 
    She paid little attention, for she was sure he was only teasing her now. Besides, she was enchanted by a line of white birds that glided along the water near the shore. They appeared to move without any effort at all. 
 
    “Swans,” Detta said, leaning closer. “I saw one once, with my da.” 
 
    “Swans,” Talysse repeated. They were the loveliest birds she had ever seen. Far more lovely than flamingos, and far more graceful. Their white forms reminded her of white sails at sea, shining against the blue water. But here on the Rhône was added a third color, the lush green of oak and cypress, their arms reaching right down into the river. 
 
    The setting sun may have turned the river to gold, but Guarin had moved further away from it, following a line of low hills. After another hour, Guarin called a halt for the day. 
 
    “We are still a few hours from Arles,” he said to Talysse when he came to check on her. She was walking Tachette, her legs stiff and aching, but she tried not to show it. “I do not want to make our entry at the end of the day,” he added, as if this explained something. 
 
    “What did he mean?” she asked Donat, later. 
 
    “We bring the bull to the ring,” Donat said. “A bull is dangerous in the city, so we must escort it to the arena. If we do this late in the day, few will attend us, but do it when the sun is high and we will have crowds.” 
 
    “You just said it’s dangerous,” Talysse said. 
 
    “It might be with others,” Donat said. “We are gardiens. We know how to bring a bull to the ring.” 
 
    “Maybe Guarin will let you watch,” Jollins said kindly. “It is a noble sight.” 
 
    Talysse said she hoped so, but she was unsure what sort of sight that might be. In any case, she was thinking more and more about going to see the king. Would he be at the arena? She did not want to ask. She had made herself look foolish enough for now. Instead, she decided to go for a walk. Her legs were still not entirely used to riding. Detta trailed after, but kept quiet. 
 
    Despite there being farms aplenty, there were also empty places—meadows, glades of sycamore or alder, wide fields of sunflowers, and innumerable ponds and small lakes connected by lazy, winding streams. The sun touched the horizon. As if this were a signal, insects rose up in black clouds. In places they were so thick they drove her back, making her change direction. She didn’t mind; she wasn’t heading anywhere in particular. 
 
    Soon after the rise of the insects, frogs made themselves known. First these were few and scattered, seeming to call to one another. Within minutes, thousands of them sounded, blending into a steady roar, barely modulated, as if the sound were made by a single, subterranean beast. Pelicans swept lazily by, choosing their supper at leisure. The sky deepened from rose to red to violet, and she returned to the camp. 
 
    Talysse smiled. That so much familiar should feel so new, it was as if she were hearing an old song with new ears. As the last color drained from the sky, stars shone forth as scattered gems. No moon would rise until later. The only light now came from the single campfire around which were gathered the gardiens, one gnome, and herself. The fire danced, lighting their faces and outstretched hands. The horses stood nearby, eating noisily. Further in the distance, the cattle held a quiet conversation. Someone brought forth a rabbit and two partridges—when had they had time to hunt? Her stomach growled in appreciation. 
 
    She felt as if she were in a kind of cenobite cell, a magical room of orange and yellow and shadow, guarded by strong wards, with diamonds in the roof. Thus had these people lived for a thousand years, and now she was among them. 
 
    “It could be a place,” she said aloud, softly. 
 
    “What did you say, Lyssie?” Detta asked. 
 
    “Nothing much,” Talysse replied. “I was just thinking.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    This could be a place where she might go, after she had found her parents. She could live among the gardiens with their white horses and their black cattle and their tridents and hats. 
 
    It could be a place. 
 
    Later, as the crescent moon rose and the frogs were silent at last, Talysse slipped easily into a familiar dream. In this dream, she found her mother, whom she resembled to a remarkable degree, living in a grand castle on a lovely, tree-covered mountain. Her mother had married and had fair children, but her husband had perished in foreign wars. Talysse played with her siblings in beautiful gardens and everyone loved each other very much. 
 
    Detta was there, too. 
 
    Then came the other dream. There, she had found her father, whom she resembled to a remarkable degree. He was a brave chevalier, of immense fame and fine humility. Together they embarked on astonishing adventures, with their squire Detta beside them. They fought against the Troll Empire, retrieved lost treasures from a kobold king, and even slew dragons. Both dreams stirred her spirit, even as they saddened her heart. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Arles 
 
    The city appeared first as a distant island in a green sea, with its walls as the shoreline and angular roofs rising up like mountain tops. Between them lay farms, their fields springtime green, dotted with low, neat houses and outbuildings too small for human habitation. 
 
    Talysse and Detta rode on Tachette, the gnome clinging tightly behind the girl.  
 
    “How are we to find the king?” Detta asked. 
 
    “He is at the royal palace,” Talysse said. “That’s where kings live.” 
 
    “Oh,” Detta said. “I never knew.” 
 
    “Well, they do. They live in perfectly enormous houses with a hundred rooms and ten hundred servants and retainers and knights.” She added, after a moment, “And all their families too, I should think.” 
 
    “Ayi,” Detta said. “I would get lost in such a place.” 
 
    “Well, we shan’t, for I don’t plan to go wandering around. I shall go straight to the king.” 
 
    “Might he not be busy?” 
 
    “Honestly, tante, I wonder if you are trying to annoy me.” 
 
    “Never,” Detta said, “only…” 
 
    “Only what?” 
 
    “If the king will not see you, what then?” 
 
    “Of course he will see me. He must.” 
 
    “But if he will not?” Detta pressed. 
 
    Talysse heaved a dramatic sigh. “Then I shall throw it all over and drown myself in that river.” 
 
    “Oh.” Detta patted Talysse on the back. “I would rescue you.” 
 
    “I will keep looking until I’ve found them.” 
 
    “Oh,” Detta said again. “I had thought perhaps we might go home, if the king will not see us.” 
 
    Talysse twisted in the saddle, which creaked loudly. “My dear, sweet gnome. They are my parents. How could I not keep looking? How could I just give up?” 
 
    “You could not,” Detta said, and there was a weight upon her words. 
 
    “Don’t you see? I’ve left Saldemer. I don’t have a home now. The only thing for me is to go forward, to find a new one.” 
 
    Detta shepherded a smile onto her face. “I do see,” she said, “and I shall be with you to find it.” 
 
    “Good,” Talysse said. Then she whispered to herself, “Soon, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    Guarin brought the herd to a corral, where he made quick arrangements with the hetman there. They seemed to know one another. The drovers cut the bull from the herd. They arranged their horses around the animal to keep him from wandering. Guarin then approached Talysse. 
 
    “We enter the city,” he said. “Madame gnome cannot ride with us now.” 
 
    Detta squeaked a protest. 
 
    “My apologies,” the gardien said, but you cannot ride a horse alone.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to!” 
 
    “If you ride in back of Mlle Talysse, the whole city will know of it, for no gardienne rides so.” 
 
    “How shall I stay with my compagnon?” Detta asked. She sat up straight, as if before a tribunal. 
 
    “We have a plan. Madame goes to the east gate with Donat.” 
 
    The young man appeared at the mention of his name. Talysse smothered laughter with her hand. 
 
    “Oh, go ahead and laugh, please,” Donat said, his blue eyes twinkling. He was dressed as a farm boy, with worn sandals, a patched tunic, and a straw hat whose brim flopped down nearly to his shoulders. “I look ridiculous.” 
 
    “You look very convincing,” Talysse said from behind her hand. 
 
    Donat helped Detta to the ground. 
 
    “Once through the gate, madame, Donat will take you to the arena. No one will look twice at a country boy and his gnome.” Guarin turned to Talysse. “You,” he said, “are more of a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my hair covered,” she said, suddenly anxious. 
 
    “Yes, certainly. Then, you will ride with us, taking the bull to the arena.” 
 
    “I?” 
 
    “Verily. The horse likes you and Tachette knows the city.” 
 
    “Won’t everyone be watching?” 
 
    “They watch the bull, not you,” Guarin said. “We guide the bull. You come behind, mostly to block any hotheads from trying to dash in and touch the bull. They like to do this to prove their courage. Yngezo rides beside you. No one remarks an awkward boy riding in the rear van.” 
 
    Talysse was about to protest she was neither awkward nor a boy, but she kept her tongue. She reached down and patted Detta, who was twining her fingers so anxiously they almost formed knots. 
 
    “There, you see, tante? Guarin has arranged everything. I will see you inside, very soon.” She put more confidence into her voice than she felt. 
 
    Detta looked up. “Ayi, are you sure, Lyssie? Ayi.”  
 
    “Quite sure,” Talysse said. 
 
    Detta nodded and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “Hoi,” Guarin called in a loud voice. In smooth, swift movements, the gardiens arranged themselves on either side of the bull, which was snorting and tossing his head nervously. Yngezo moved to Talysse’s side. 
 
    “Stay next to me, argent, and you will see a thing to remember. L’entrée!” 
 
    Talysse said she would ride close. At another command, the gardiens set out with Guarin at the point of the wedge that encompassed the white-horned bull. She and Yngezo closed the back of the wedge from a couple of yards behind. 
 
    As they rode at an easy pace, Yngezo said, “If he tries to lag, I will use my trident to urge him along.” He handed a second long spear to Talysse. “Seat it there,” he said, indicating a kind of pocket alongside the saddle, “but do not try to use it. You have no practice. Dropping it brings shame.” 
 
    Detta called out a farewell from behind, but Talysse could not reply. With one hand she held the trident, which was heavier than she had expected and required her attention to keep in place. Her other hand held Tachette’s reins. The general excitement affected him as well, and she had to keep a firm grip to settle him. For a time, it was all she could do to keep from falling off. 
 
      
 
    The city wall swept forward like a cresting wave. Directly ahead, an opening yawned, a low rectangle of shadow. The gardiens rode into it like a flight of swallows. The light of morning dimmed briefly as Talysse passed beneath heavy wooden beams, the muffled thunder of hooves suddenly louder. She glimpsed armed men liveried in azure and gold, then she was through. 
 
    The white horses seemed to know where they were, for they trotted proudly, at the edge of a canter, keeping close to the bull, never breaking rank. The bull ran, but now and again he plunged or tried to turn. Somehow the horses kept him on course without once coming within reach of the horns. Talysse had to do little more than stay mounted, for Tachette naturally fell in step with Yngezo’s horse.  
 
    From open windows and doorways leaned the citizens of Arles. Dark-haired women waved kerchiefs of blue and yellow, or red and white. Men waved their hats, shouting as if for a champion. Behind the company ran a straggle of boys and young men who cried out “Toro! Taureau! Les gardiens!” Some gave out along the way, but others were always ready to join. Among them were young men dressed in white pants and white shirts, each wearing a red kerchief around his neck.  
 
    All along the way, the road cleared itself, people and animals scattering down side streets or gathering like leaves at the edge of plazas. The whole parade thundered down cobbled streets that curved more than they ran straight, narrowing until the flank riders brushed the faces of whitewashed buildings. It was like being aboard some grand, complicated barge that sailed between brightly-colored waves. Then all fell away, buildings and people alike, and there was the arena. 
 
    Talysse gasped. One moment she was on a paved trail winding through a forest of doors and windows; the next she had pulled up before an immense structure that could have held ten Saldemers. She had only a moment to admire the warm, honey-yellow stone arena with its immense arches stacked one atop the other, a structure seeming to be built as much of air as of stone. 
 
    “Hoi,” a rider called, gesturing insistently. Tachette danced, impatient. Talysse eased the reins and he quickly caught up and followed the others into cool darkness. 
 
    The arch led into a tunnel whose walls shook to the heavy tread of unshod hooves. The rich odor of livestock hung in the air. She could imagine herself swallowed by an immense whale. 
 
    After only a moment Guarin called a halt. The gardiens pulled back and men on foot came forward. Using prods, they took charge of the bull, leading him down a side passage. The gardiens dismounted, so Talysse followed suit. She stood, a little bewildered, holding Tachette’s reins and stroking his neck. Jollins found her. 
 
    “Our work is done for the time,” he said.  
 
    Her mind was still careening down strange streets. “Do you always enter the city this way?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, though I never come into the city,” he replied, “except to bring the bull.” 
 
    Guarin motioned at Talysse. “Come and we will see how our bull fares in the arena.” 
 
    “Where is Detta?” she asked, reluctant to go further without her compagnon. 
 
    “She is with Donat,” Guarin said, “and so she is safe. The city is a busy place, Talysse. It takes longer to cross than a marais in a rainstorm. Let us go. It is more pleasant in the open than in this dark cave.” 
 
    She did not want to sit here by herself. Once again she was reminded how dependent she was on these gardiens, not merely for protection against Saveric, but even to know where next to place her foot. She got up with a sigh and followed him along a slanting tunnel that vanished into bright sunlight and noise.  
 
    As busy as the city streets had been, the arena was even busier. It was as if the streets were siphons pouring people into a vast bowl, where they now bubbled and jostled like a boiling pot.  
 
    “Follow me,” Guarin said. This was easily done because she could hardly have gone in any other direction. Narrow stone stairs rose seemingly up to the sky. Stone benches arced away left and right, almost solid with people, an even mix of elves and humans with a scattering of dwarves. Guarin stopped and worked his way along one bench. As she followed, Talysse noticed the image of a horse’s head carved into the stone at the bench’s end. A stretch was empty of people; the gardiens arranged themselves along it. 
 
    Only after she had sat down did Talysse begin to take in the whole of the place. The warm colors of stone and sand were decorated with a wild panoply of color. The humans seemed to favor white and red, though here and there bright gold and pale blue marked people wearing the colors of the Kingdom of Arelat. More varied were the elves, who seemed to favor every color as long as it was bright—scarlet and indigo, vermilion, saffron, verdigris, and colors for which she had no name. And a hundred shades of hair, from slate to her own shining silver. Her heart leaped at the sight of this. They were like her! She resisted the urge to tear off her kerchief and throw away her black hat. 
 
    She drank in that sight for several minutes before paying attention to the rest. The amphitheater itself rose impossibly high, crowned by arches that appeared to serve no purpose other than to show it could be done. At the very bottom was an oval of sand that matched the rich yellow of the stone, perfectly level and perfectly groomed, as if living feet had never trodden it. The oval was bordered by a wooden wall about five feet high, painted dark red, which set apart a walkway between the seats and the arena’s sand. Something like stalls occupied that space. What was all that for? She could not tell. 
 
    Donat emerged from the shadows with Detta hurrying behind. Guarin raised an arm; Donat spotted him and climbed the stony steps. 
 
    “How fare you?” Guarin asked. 
 
    “Well enough,” Donat answered. “Small trouble. They watch the gates, as you supposed, cousin. You plan well to send madame gnome in separately.” 
 
    Guarin nodded, Donat sat, and no more was said. 
 
    That’s all? Talysse thought. There must be more. What sort of “small trouble”? She scooted over to make room for Detta to sit beside her. 
 
    “Oof,” the gnome said, “I am so very glad to see you, Lyssie. Ayi! Have you ever seen anything like this?” She waved a hand at the arena. 
 
    “No, never,” Talysse said. “But you must tell me everything. What’s this about a small trouble?” 
 
    Detta’s reply was forestalled by a flourish of trumpets off to her left. A whole band stood on a dais at the lowest level—several tall drums with taller drummers, trumpeters with their bronze horns gleaming in the sun, and three with what looked like skinny lutes. 
 
    Down in the arena, a broad wooden gate swung open and the crowd uttered a shout that gradually fell away to silence. 
 
    “So,” Talysse turned again to Detta, “tell.” 
 
    “We walked to the city, Master Donat and I. It’s rather a long walk, not to complain.” 
 
    The stringed instruments set up a droning sound, but Talysse said to keep going. 
 
    “We reached the city soon enough, though. I don’t mind saying that between the great numbers of people and the great high walls, I was nearly overcome. How can people live in such noise?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Talysse said. She thought it was exciting, herself, but she did not want to distract Detta from her story. The drummers were joining with a slow, deep pattern, slower than a heartbeat. She leaned closer so she could hear. “When you got to the gate, is that where you had the trouble?” 
 
    “Indeed. It may have been small trouble to the gardien Donat, but it seemed large enough to me, and I had to face it alone.” 
 
    “What? Alone? Where was Donat?” Talysse shot an angry look at the gardien. 
 
    “He said I should do better alone. He said they were looking for two, so I should be only one. And if Donat were with me, the guards might ask him about me and he might have to lie.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Talysse said.  
 
    “Oh, look!” Detta exclaimed. 
 
    Horns joined the other instruments as figures emerged from the darkness of the wide gate: two lines of women, colorfully dressed. They moved in an elegant step, a dozen in each column, in perfectly matched rhythm, like palace guards on parade. The music sped up, becoming almost wild, yet the steps of the women kept their slow march, on every eighth beat. It set Talysse’s blood racing. 
 
    “They are all such beauties,” Detta said. 
 
    Some of the women were old, some young, but they were all magnificently arrayed. Each wore a brilliantly white shirt, and a red skirt that went to the ankle. Black boots, shined to a high polish, gleamed against the sand. Graceful embroidery varied the common uniform, tracing patterns in yellow and green and pale blue.  
 
    As they marched, now one woman, now another, executed a pirouette, or raised an arm, or gave a hop, always in time, seeming to be both planned and spontaneous. In this manner they reached the center of the arena where they and the music stopped, save for the slow thump of a deep drum. 
 
    “My, my,” Detta said. 
 
    “Go on with your story, tante. But hurry. I expect we’ll be interrupted again.” 
 
    “I went in a line of people. Guards questioned everyone. They arrested the man just in front of me, saying he was a brigand who had robbed a merchant. Then they called me forward. Called me ma petite, which I don’t truly much care for, but they were courteous enough. They asked me my business, but then another man came. He wore a brown robe.” 
 
    “Tante!” Talysse cried out so loud the others looked her way. 
 
    “It was not him,” Detta said quickly. “I would know that villain. But maybe one of his order? ‘Let me see your face, gnome.’ That’s what he said, nor even a ‘good day, madame.’ He had a voice like thick oil. But I showed my face. What else could I do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Talysse said. 
 
    “The man says, ‘A gnome the color of a fawn. Why are you here? Do not lie to me.’ That’s what he said! Arrogant man.” Detta trailed off in soft snarls.  
 
    “One of the guards, the kindly one, speaks up. ‘Here now,’ he says, ‘we’ll be asking the questions. This is the king’s city, not yours.’ 
 
    “That evil man says, ‘The Syndicat searches,’ and the guard comes back with ‘For two. A gnome and a girl. Before me is only a gnome. I do not see a girl.’ And he looks at his comrades and says, ‘Do you?’ 
 
    “The other men laugh. One says the Syndics can all go suck eggs.” Detta giggled at this. “And the wizard retreats, wondrous to say, and the guards let me through. I went and hid, me. Waited for Master Donat, who came and found me. He says I am not good at hiding. I think he is joking, but I cannot tell.” 
 
    The lone drum was now joined by the other two, rattling in a kind of tumbling rhythm. Out from the entry sprang a lone woman, and a single, sharp shout came from the crowd. 
 
    “What’s is happening?” Detta wondered. 
 
    The woman contrasted with the others in every way. Where the two lines of women had entered in a stately walk, she charged into the arena like a loosed animal. She ran, her long dress swirling as she spun and leaped, until she had passed between the others. Where they were all coiffed and finely dressed, her brown hair hung loose, spiraling like her dark green dress. Her shoulders and feet were bare. Her dance was all leaps and twirls and sudden crouches, her face at times nearly touching the sand. The music was as wild as the dance. After a breathless minute of this, the music shifted again, into a rolling, surging tune. 
 
    Now entered a single rider, a gardien on a magnificent stallion of purest white, its long mane hanging well below its neck. The rider, with his trident and black boots, bore down on the dancer at a wild gallop. The two fell into a mad duet, the young woman and the rider. The movements of the horse—plunges and rears and prancing steps—were every bit as astonishing as those of the woman. More than once, Talysse gasped or cried out, nor was she alone. All around the arena people called out and even screamed. The musicians sent out cascades of notes and harmonies. 
 
    Then, abruptly, it ended. Horse and woman stood, panting wildly, leaning into each other. The music resolved into a sweet melody, the cascades swirling into a languid pool.  
 
    The gardien dismounted. Together, he and the woman led the stallion out of the arena. The music returned to the entrada and the other women followed in halt-step. The doors closed. The arena roared in appreciation. 
 
    Guarin leaned across Ceranne to speak to Talysse. He had to shout over the cheering of the crowd. 
 
    “Now we will see our bull. He is up first.” 
 
    At that, an array of horns sounded and the big gates at the end of the oval swung wide. 
 
    From the opening now marched two lines of human men dressed in white pants and shirts. They took the same route as the women, but the men strode in long, easy strides, waving to the crowd. Once at the center, they bowed grandly, then went to the wall that encompassed the arena and climbed over it, spacing themselves in small groups all around the circumference. The crowd fell silent again. 
 
    Talysse began to get restless. This is going to take all day, she thought. She looked at Detta for sympathy, but the gnome leaned forward, eyes bright and eager. 
 
    Pipes shrilled. The wood gate opened again. The crowd called ‘là là, taureau!’ and out came the bull, charging the length of the arena so fast Talysse thought he would crash into the fence, but he pulled up just short and stood, lowering his head and pawing at the sandy arena floor. Absurdly, on his back was pinned some sort of bright blue ribbon. 
 
    He was all black, with curving white horns, their tips deadly sharp. Instantly she was back in the herd with the massive head and wide nostrils inches from her face, the brown eyes regarding her. She hoped the men would not hurt the bull. 
 
    Horns sounded and twenty young men vaulted over the fence into the arena. What followed was itself a kind of dance. The youths shouted and waved their arms. One or another ran at the beast, coming from behind or on a flank, or even from in front, getting dangerously close. The bull chased this or that one right up to the fence. The fleeing youth jumped, planted one foot on the top, then leaped over as the bull pulled up short, thwarted by the fence. Sometimes the bull went right up onto the fence with his front feet, scattering those behind and eliciting shrieks from those in the front rows, while the rest of the crowd cried out ‘ooh! Là!’ Once the bull caught a man. He ran him down and would have gored him but for the others, who rushed to distract the creature.  
 
    It all seemed madness to Talysse. 
 
    “What are they doing?” she asked Guarin. 
 
    “They compete to win the cocarde,” he answered. “The ribbon on the bull’s back.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “They test themselves against the bull. But also the bull shows his strength.” 
 
    She watched a few more minutes in silence; it still made no sense. Then the horns sounded and the young men retreated behind the wall. Five gardiens rode out on their white stallions. Using their tridents freely, they herded the bull from the arena to wild cheering. The young men, though, looked dejected. 
 
    “I don’t understand any of this,” Talysse said. 
 
    “The bull won,” Detta said. “Wasn’t it grand?” 
 
    “Tante?” Talysse said, utterly surprised. 
 
    “I’ve not seen a feria before, but my da did once. He told us about it often, but it’s ever so much more exciting in person.” 
 
    “Did you notice the bits of thread on the horns?” Ceranne asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “The raseteurs—those young men—must pluck each thread from the horns. If they get them all before the signal, the man with the most threads is awarded that bull’s cocarde—that ribbon on its back. But if threads remain, then the bull has won. He has proved his value and will be used in breeding for the next year. This one will fetch a good price—the youths took only four threads.” 
 
    Before Talysse could tell Ceranne how ridiculous it all was, the pipes sounded again. 
 
    Five more times, bulls ran. The day grew warmer. Talysse wanted to be indifferent, but each bull behaved in new ways. She quickly spotted her favorites among the raseteurs and found herself cheering along with everyone else. It helped when a vendor came by with fruit and cool water. 
 
    At last there came an end. The sun was just touching the western edge of the arena. Despite all the excitement, Talysse felt she had wasted the day away. Guarin and the others stood up. Finally! Talysse thought. 
 
    She followed the others through a crush of people, all of whom appeared to believe they ought to be the ones to leave first. Talysse began to worry that Detta might be knocked down, but she could do nothing to protect her. It was all she could do just to keep from being trapped with her arms at her sides. They shuffled and pushed their way through the dark tunnel and out of the arena, back into bright sunlight. Talysse felt relief, not only from the crowd, which now surged away like a river meeting the sea, but also to see that it was not so late as she feared. Early afternoon. 
 
    Ceranne pulled Detta and Talysse to one side, to an island formed by a vendor’s stall. 
 
    “Guarin and the boys need to bring Puissant back to the pens, then they will bargain our cattle for a good price. Ours is the only victor today, so we will get the best price. Did you notice?” 
 
    Talysse said she did, though in truth she had found it all hard to follow. Besides, she had other matters on her mind. 
 
    “I need to go,” she said, unable to find any polite way to say it. “I have to find the king.” 
 
    “I understand, but the city is a chancy place,” she said. “I worry about you going alone.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Talysse said, again regretting that she sounded so blunt.  
 
    “What about those who search for you?” 
 
    “They won’t find me. And if they do, it’s not likely you would be able to stop them, since they’re wizards. Coming with me would only put you in danger as well.” 
 
    “Donat says he will go.” 
 
    “I thank you and I thank Donat,” Talysse said, finding her manners at last. “And I thank Guarin and all the others. You have saved me twice already.” 
 
    “They say three times makes the charm.” 
 
    “They also say third try is ill luck.” 
 
    Ceranne smiled. “There is no end to things they say, is there?” 
 
    Talysse smiled back. Detta looked from Talysse to Ceranne and back again, but said nothing. 
 
    “So. I can see you are determined, and you are a young woman of great determination, along with skill and courage. If the Syndics happen upon you, they may come to regret it.” 
 
    Talysse’s chest swelled. Besides Detta, she’d never had anyone pay her such a compliment. 
 
    “I’ll do all I can to stay out of their way,” she said. 
 
    “Wise too, I see. But now I’m just flattering. You must go at once. Keep that hair of yours covered, but I must take back the hat. No longer should you try to pass as a gardien. The façade is too easily penetrated. You are simply a country girl and her gnome, seeing the sights, yes?” 
 
    Talysse nodded and handed over the black hat.  
 
    “I’m sorry I lost the other.” 
 
    “No matter. You must come visit me, when your search is over.” Ceranne leaned forward and kissed Talysse on her forehead, then leaned down to kiss Detta on the top of her head. She whispered something to the gnome that Talysse couldn’t hear, then stood again. “May the luck of the white horse go with you.” 
 
    “And with you,” Talysse said, though she did not know what white horse was meant. 
 
    With that, Ceranne gave her a little push, setting her out into the flood. All Talysse had to do was follow it. Within two heartbeats, Ceranne had disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    In Search of a King 
 
    Talysse felt like a coracle thrown by a tide. The crowd around the arena moved this way and that. At first it was all she could do was keep hold of Detta and not to lose her footing. Then a current caught them and swept them into a street. They washed up onto a small porch that fronted a severe-looking stone building with no windows. 
 
    “Ayi, ayi,” Detta panted, one hand to her chest. “I almost lost my pack.” 
 
    “I know,” Talysse said. “Everyone is in such a hurry.” 
 
    “And so many of them!” 
 
    Talysse adjusted the pack on her shoulder. “Well, we can’t just stand here. Let’s go further, out from between these buildings. They’re so close.” 
 
    “Don’t let go!” Detta said, and the two dove back into the throng.  
 
    They wove through masses of people, who seemed to be moving in every direction possible, and some that were impossible. The buildings stood three, four, even five stories tall. At street level they were stone, but the upper stories were timbered, with the wood painted blue and white and yellow. 
 
    Talysse turned into a wide secondary street. Every building crowded shoulder-to-shoulder with the next, though here and there a tunnel revealed an interior courtyard in which she caught fragments of green. She tried to keep her mind on eluding any who might be trailing her, but impressions of the city nearly overwhelmed both of them. Detta kept uttering cries of surprise and Talysse kept craning her neck and gawking. The bright colors of window shutters and doors, the steeply canted roofs, the small statues perched on upper levels—a hundred impressions kept surprising her. Building after building looked grand enough to be a palace.  
 
    They worked their way along more streets, none of which were empty. Not only had she never seen so many people in one place, she had never seen so many different kinds of people. Humans made up the majority, but gnomes were plentiful as well, hurrying along in small groups, heads down, intent on their business. 
 
    “Why are they all away from their vills?” Detta wondered. “It’s time for spring planting.”  
 
    “They live here,” Talysse said, though this was only a guess. “Or they are here on some errand. After all, you yourself are here, true?” 
 
    Detta winced. “It is so,” she said quietly. 
 
    But it was the elves who most caught her eye. These moved about singly, gliding through the crowds as easily as a fish in a stream. Their hair, whether silver or gray or black, caught the sunlight and glittered like ice. Their thin faces looked straight ahead, eyes in constant movement, as if watching for game in underbrush. Each kept his third eye closed. She wanted badly to speak to one, but they looked busy and intimidating. Besides, she was going to see the king. 
 
    “It may be possible to ask one of those men,” Detta said, pointing to three armed men standing idle between two buildings. They wore the gold lion of Arelat on azure and white clothing. Talysse snatched at Detta’s arm and pulled it down. 
 
    “Detta,” she whispered, “no. Let us ask a merchant instead.” 
 
    The buildings on this wide street all had doors deep at the end of dark entryways, but down the side streets were shops. These had wide windows, with coverings that folded out to make tables. These were covered with hats or tools or foodstuffs, depending on the shop. Some signs made sense—a key, scissors, a kettle—but others made no sense at all. What did a dragon mean? Did they sell dragon claws? Were dogs for sale at the sign of the dog? Well then, what did the one-legged man signify, or the man riding a fish? 
 
    They stopped at a shoemaker’s shop, leaning through the open shop window to speak to the man inside. He was an ancient craftsman, hunched over a boot fitted onto a last. 
 
    “Your pardon, sir,” Talysse said, trying hard to sound polite but not provincial. 
 
    The shoemaker looked up from his work. His hands and forearms were stained and he squinted badly. He looked them over and one eyebrow went up. He returned to his work. 
 
    The two waited a moment, then Detta said, “Perhaps he did not hear us. He is very old.” 
 
    “Your pardon, sir,” Talysse said more loudly. “Where does the king live?” 
 
    The man raised a bony arm and pointed toward one wall of his shop. 
 
    “Pardon?” Talysse was baffled by this. 
 
    The bony arm jabbed. “Straight on,” he said, then he returned to his work. 
 
    Talysse backed away, feeling as if she had disturbed some subterranean animal. 
 
    “Come along, Detta,” she said. “This may be more difficult than I thought.” 
 
    They asked directions four more times. No matter which direction they were headed, the instructions were variations on the same: 
 
    “Straight on.” 
 
    “Directly, thus.” 
 
    “Follow this street.” 
 
    Or simply an arm, pointing. 
 
    “Lyssie, look. Let us stop there.” Detta pointed to a sign hanging over a door. Six faded white rectangles were painted on it. 
 
    “Is it an inn?” 
 
    “Better,” Detta said. “It is a reader.” 
 
    “Oh, not now, Detta. Besides, we must be careful of our money.” 
 
    “You know best, of course,” Detta said, then added a very small, “…but.” 
 
    Talysse looked inquiringly at her. 
 
    “I do not know where to go or how to get there or who to ask. Do you?” 
 
    Talysse had to admit that she did not. 
 
    “I shall use my own money,” Detta offered. 
 
    Talysse smiled. “Don’t be so solemn, tante. We’ll go see the reader. I could do with a laugh. But she must not cost too much!” 
 
    The buildings here were nondescript and shabby, though they had once been grand, with windowless stone façades, all three and four stories. The reader’s was a narrow wooden building, unpainted, two stories. A narrow gap separated on either side, as if the other buildings could not bring themselves to touch it. The shop had no windows, and no door. Instead, a colorful curtain hung in the entrance. The gnome approached it gingerly. 
 
    “Hello?” she called in a soft voice. 
 
    “Just go in,” Talysse said. 
 
    “What if she is busy?” 
 
    “Then we’ll leave.” 
 
    “What if she is not at home?” 
 
    “Detta,” Talysse exclaimed, exasperated. She pulled the curtain aside and all but pushed the gnome into the room. “Let’s get this over with.” She stopped just short of saying “this foolishness.” She told herself to let Detta have this moment, but added that she would also be on her guard. 
 
    The interior was small, dark, and redolent of sweet herbs. Talysse had never been to a reader of cards, but they figured in many a legend. Mostly readers were placed at an empty roadside, or in a forest hut, and always they wore lots of gold bracelets and silver rings—each one enchanted, of course. The women at fêtes, the real readers, wore brass and nickel, and told the foolish what they wanted to hear. 
 
    This room showed no sign of decoration. A single lamp burned on a lone table, lacking any sort of chair or stool. Near the table, which stood against the far wall, was a second doorway, also curtained. Figures and shapes were woven into it, indistinct in the wavering light. No breeze disturbed the curtain, but the shapes seemed to move of their own accord. 
 
    As she squinted through the dim light, the curtain moved and a human woman stepped through. She assessed her visitors with a single, sharp look. Talysse felt she’d just been weighed like a sack of flour. The woman was heavy, neither young nor old, with small eyes that crouched beneath heavy brows. Her skin was pale as yellowed parchment.  
 
    “We ask for a reading, madame,” Detta said, her voice brave. 
 
    “A silver each,” the woman said. Her voice whispered like wind in grass. 
 
    Talysse was about to declare that was too high a price, but Detta was already holding her hand out, a clutch of pennies in it. 
 
    “I am Olu. Come inside.” 
 
    Talysse thought this behavior rude, but she followed the woman through the curtain. The second room was no closer to what she expected—a wide table with stools on the near side. On the other, a high-backed chair, carved with a pattern of oak leaves. It was the grandest thing in the room, the woman included. 
 
    She moved smooth as a shadow, settling into the tall chair like a leaf.  
 
    “Sit.” The command slid across the table. Talysse glanced at Detta, then both sat. The stool was tall and narrow and uncomfortable. Talysse hoped the business would not last long. 
 
    The only thing on the table was a stack of cards no taller than the side of her finger. She could see no markings on the yellowed backs. The place, the person, the cards themselves—all appeared as ordinary as a warehouse and just about as interesting. 
 
    “The gnome will ask her question.” 
 
    Detta did not hesitate. “How is my family?”  
 
    “You must ask of yourself, not of others; for yourself and not for others.” 
 
    “Oh.” Detta leaned to one side, a sign of confusion and uncertainty. 
 
    Talysse suppressed irritation. This human must have little experience with gnomes not to know they always put others before themselves. Her ignorance, she vowed, had better not hurt Detta’s feelings. 
 
    Talysse folded her arms. The woman would ask her next, and she had not given it any thought. Several clever, sarcastic questions flitted through her mind. When will I learn to fly? That would trip her up. Where is my magic staff? Then she thought, Where is my mother? and the question seared her heart and nearly leaped into her mouth. She clamped her teeth to keep it in, startled by the sudden intensity. She was scolding herself for even thinking of a serious question, and almost missed Detta’s. 
 
    “When will I return home?” 
 
    Olu picked up the deck and held it out in her open palm. The cards were nearly square, unlike any sort of cards Talysse had seen. “Speak your question to the cards.” 
 
    Talysse suppressed a groan at the theatrics. Detta leaned forward, close to the cards. She spoke in her kindest voice, as if she were talking to a doll. 
 
    “When will I go home?” 
 
    The reader pulled back. Using just the one hand, she dealt the cards into three ranks of five across, laid with perfect neatness, like soldiers on parade. The pale backs looked up at the dark ceiling. Talysse wondered what sort of patterns would be on the reverse. 
 
    Olu whispered something. Her hands rested on the table. Nothing happened. Talysse shifted in her chair and scowled as nothing kept on happening. Detta stayed rapt, all her attention on the blank cards. 
 
    Olu breathed in, sharp and sudden. Both her hands fluttered across the cards then came to rest again. A moment later, smoke appeared. 
 
    Not a general smoke, nor any kind of smoke Talysse had before seen. From each card rose a separate tendril, like the smoke from a snuffed candle, but heavier and slower, almost oily in look, serpentine in movement. Each tendril disappeared into the darkness of the high ceiling, and each left behind a picture. 
 
    On each card an image had appeared, drawn in black charcoal. Olu had never touched the cards. Talysse held her breath. This was no charlatan. Her cards had answers. She was at once afraid and hopeful. 
 
    Olu pointed to the row of five cards nearest Detta. “Your past.” She pointed at the middle row, then the third. “You. Your future.” 
 
    The figures on the cards were ridiculous. A knife. A plough. Sheep in a field. Two dogs. A running figure chasing two others down a road. The images were hard to see. Talysse wished for more light. Olu’s voice distracted her. Sibilant and soft, it drew her attention like a lone snake in a ballroom. 
 
    “Your vill is at peace. Everyone is healthy. Your nephew’s arm heals. All is orderly.” 
 
    “May the gods keep them so,” Detta said, quiet and solemn. 
 
    “You are caught between horns,” Olu continued. “Every choice is hard, all roads are stony and steep. But here—” She indicated two cards at the center, the dogs and the sheep. “Duty serves honor. Everything balances on that.” 
 
    Talysse thought this needlessly vague, but Detta was nodding, so she let it go. Olu passed her hand over the third rank. The figures there seemed to shudder under her hand. 
 
    “You will not return to your vill for a long time,” Olu said. 
 
    Detta gave a long, shuddering sigh. 
 
    “But long before that, you will be home. Trials await, but a home waits for every true heart.” 
 
    The reader leaned back in her chair. With a start, Talysse realized the cards once again lay in a single deck. Detta was looking at her, eyes shining. 
 
    “All is well, Lyssie, and all will be well.” 
 
    Talysse did not see how the gnome had come to that conclusion, but she nodded. 
 
    “Ask your question,” Olu said. 
 
    It took a moment for Talysse to realize who the reader meant. Her head was not quite spinning, but it teetered dangerously. Some, she knew, truly could read the cards—that was one reason why there were so many fakes. Had she happened upon the real thing, just when she was lost? She was so afraid to hope, it made her insides hurt.  
 
    Olu picked up the cards and held out the deck. 
 
    “Ask the cards.” 
 
    Who is my mother? Where is my father? Why am I hunted? So many questions pushed forward at once, her mouth felt full of them. When she opened it, though, only one came out, emerging like the cry of a newborn. 
 
    “Who am I?” 
 
    She tried to call the question back. It was a foolish question, the question of a child. But too late. Her question lay on the table like a wounded bird, showing everyone just how lost was the girl named Talysse, who did not know her parents, her people, or herself. 
 
    Olu gathered the cards, her face showing the briefest of frowns. The cards dropped from her hand like leaves and arranged themselves like ducklings. The pattern was unlike Detta’s—a circle of cards, with one at the center and four at the sides. That’s me in the middle, Talysse thought, and was terrified to see what shape might appear there.  
 
    Olu passed her hands over the cards, palms down. Talysse felt her heart pounding, could hear it in her ears. Her breaths shuddered by. She feared what Olu would say, but feared also the silence. 
 
    Breaths came and went. Detta glanced sidelong at her. Olu stared at the cards as if her eyes might command them. Talysse thought of the Danish king commanding the sea to halt. But of course it never did. 
 
    “You are not elf.”  
 
    Olu’s voice held statement and question in either hand. The cards lay pale and empty on the bare table. 
 
    “Half elf,” Talysse said, forcing her words from a strangled throat. “My mother is human.” 
 
    The reply did not please Olu, but the reader gathered the cards into a deck once more. 
 
    “Speak your question,” Olu said, adding, “the same question,” with heavy emphasis. 
 
    “Who am I?” Talysse asked again, and told herself her voice did not tremble. 
 
    Again Olu spread the cards. Again the pattern and number of the cards was different. Talysse had no doubt now—this Olu was a true reader, which only made the waiting worse. Her question hung like a sword over her head. 
 
    A minute passed in long breaths, then another. Even the silence waited. No black smoke rose and no shapes appeared on the blank white cards. Abruptly, Olu stood. 
 
    “We are done,” she said, her voice brittle and cold, as if she announced a death. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lyssie?” Detta wondered, also standing. 
 
    Talysse felt as heavy as wet clothes. She struggled to gain her feet. “I don’t know, tante, but something is.” 
 
    The gnome looked to the reader. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “The cards do not speak,” Olu said in clipped tones. “I laid the pattern for elves, but the cards would not speak. This one”—she did not look at Talysse—“is not elf. I dealt the pattern for humans, but the cards were silent. This one is not human. The cards do not know her. That is what it means.” 
 
    She laid two silver coins on the table. 
 
    “Take back your money. We are done.” 
 
    “Lyssie.” Detta’s voice edged toward a wail. 
 
    Talysse picked up the coins, scarcely feeling them. She looked at the blank cards and shuddered. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, or someone with her voice was saying. “It’s time to go, that’s all.” 
 
    She walked out of the house, into the street. A cold fist had hold of her heart. 
 
    Who am I? 
 
    Not human. 
 
    Not elf. 
 
    What am I? 
 
    The sun hung bright between white clouds in the blue Arelat sky. 
 
      
 
    The day and the city wore at them steadily. Talysse was wrapped within herself. Detta kept glancing at her with eyes full of worry. Twice she tried to cheer Talysse up, but the girl answered only in monosyllables. The heat pressed down, but Talysse would not stop. She would walk every street in the city, she declared in her longest sentence, until she found the king. 
 
    They passed by low brick houses all but concealed by vines bearing tiny purple flowers. They entered an unguarded stone gateway that pierced a thick wall. 
 
    “Who knew there was so much stone in the world?” Detta wondered. 
 
    Still more stone awaited them. Beyond the arch, buildings and streets alike were stone, though there were fewer people. Talysse gave up asking for directions and wandered more or less at random. Her feet were sore, her legs ached, and her stomach was empty, but she refused to stop. She scanned the skyline whenever they emerged into a plaza, judging any tall building to be the palace. 
 
    None were. 
 
    She halted in a small square, which was far less busy than the main streets. An orange tree grew in the center, but it was not thriving. All around the square were three-story buildings with brick walls for the lower levels, and wood for the third. All the windows stood open and voices drifted down like leaves. Mothers called to children, whose high, bird-like replies echoed off every wall, but no faces appeared. It was like being in a plaza of cheerful ghosts. 
 
    “Well,” Detta said, as she set down her pack, “here we are, though I do not know where here is.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Talysse said. She sighed heavily. The incident with the reader had receded somewhat. It hung behind her like a black rain cloud. 
 
    “Oh, Lyssie.” Detta put one hand to her mouth. “No matter,” she said firmly. “We’re sure to find it.” 
 
    Talysse lifted her chin. “Not by standing here, we won’t. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    In the end, they found the place by accident. It was simply a gray, grim wall, with no windows and a gateway nearly as large as the city gate, guarded by armed men. Each man was tall, bearded and stern.  
 
    “They’re city guards,” Detta whispered, looking at them sidelong. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “They’re dressed the same, with that gold lion.” 
 
    Pulling Detta behind her, she approached the one who looked least frightening, mostly because he was younger and had at least glanced at her. 
 
    “Your pardon, sir. I am looking for the royal palace of King Raimón.” 
 
    His eyes, gray as the steel of his lance, flickered. 
 
    “Be off,” he said. 
 
    “Please, great lord,” Detta said. “We have been searching all day.” 
 
    The guard stamped his lance for a reply. Detta squealed and retreated behind Talysse. Another guard stepped forward. This one was bigger, with a white scar that disappeared into a black-and-gray beard. 
 
    “You want the palace?” 
 
    Talysse gulped and nodded. 
 
    “There ain’t one. Not in Arles.” 
 
    Talysse’s mouth went dry, but she pressed. “I seek an audience with the king.” 
 
    One of the men laughed aloud. “You going to petition the king when he sits under the great oak tree?” 
 
    “Is he there?” Talysse asked. Hope leaped up within her. 
 
    The older guard waited for the laugh to trail off, then looked down at her as if she were a rather interesting bug. 
 
    “Hear me, country girl. This is the royal castle. Not a palace; only emperors live in them things, and there’s no great oak tree. You be thinking of King Louis up in Paris and him long dead. But you ain’t going to see the King of Arelat because he ain’t in the city.” 
 
    The stone buildings seemed to crowd around her and her heart curled tight against itself. 
 
    “But I must,” Talysse said. It came out as more of a whine than a declaration. She was very tired. 
 
    “But you won’t,” the guard said, without cruelty but also without sympathy. “Do you have a letter for His Majesty? Are you an ambassador? A visiting monarch?” He chuckled. “Of course not. Now be off. You make me look foolish, talking to a bumpkin and her gnome while I’m on duty.” He resumed his position. The younger guard, without moving his head in the slightest, gave her a look that seemed to dare her to speak even one more word. The faces of the guards became more impenetrable than stone. Talysse turned away, dragging her heart with her. 
 
    She walked in no particular direction.  
 
    Within herself, Talysse ran an unending, circular conversation. She would wait for the king to return. But then she would be found. So, she would fight. She would be captured. She would flee. She had no destination. She would return to the gardiens. They would leave Arles and go back. She could not go back. She would wait for the king. And so round and round went her thoughts. 
 
    The last hours of daylight slid by in a haze of dejection. Talysse would walk for a while, then sit at some bench or at a fountain side, or merely against a wall. Detta would put down the pack, covering a sigh with one hand, and sit beside her Lyssie without a word. In a moment or a minute or several, up Talysse got and the gnome followed. The whole time they exchanged no more than a hundred words. 
 
    Talysse walked and thought, without getting anywhere with either. At last, the last of the sun’s rays faded to darkness. Lights came on in the half-timbered shops and stone houses, and her stomach made a decision. 
 
    “Detta, we have to eat.” 
 
    The sign of a rooster hung above a wide door. The sign having been newly painted gave her a bit of hope. The door was large and heavy and moved only grudgingly. Talysse was still pushing when someone pulled it open from the inside.  
 
    “Ho, easy now,” a voice said. A big man smelling of grease and sweat staggered out and kept going, the sour smell trailing after him. 
 
    Talysse squinted through a light haze of smoke. Torches cast pools of amber light onto some tables while others sat in deep shadow. Most of the benches were occupied by human men. Talysse ducked her head, feeling at the edges of her scarf for stray hair.  
 
    “Come along, Detta,” she said, tugging at the gnome’s cloak. “Let’s find someplace in the shadows.” She made her way to a table next to the wall, just big enough for two. A burned-out torch hung above. 
 
    Exhaustion settled over her like a heavy blanket. She wanted food and sleep equally, but both were going to require her to keep thinking for a little longer. 
 
    A stooped, older woman appeared at the table. She looked at them expectantly. Talysse looked back and summoned a weak smile. 
 
    “Food or drink?” The woman’s voice was clipped in a strange accent. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry,” Talysse said. She tried to straighten her body. “We are very tired. What kind of food?” 
 
    “What kind? The kind we have.” The woman looked around when men at another table called to her. “Quick now.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” Talysse thought she might be repeating herself. “Food and drink, then.” 
 
    The woman hurried off without acknowledgment, disappearing into the gray haze. 
 
    “Do you think she will bring us some?” Detta asked. 
 
    “I hope so,” Talysse said. She leaned against the wall. “Else I think I’ll just die right here.” 
 
    Drink appeared first, and Talysse was halfway through the tankard before she realized she ought to have waited for the food. By the time the plate of cold meat, hard bread, and discolored cheese arrived, her head was spinning. She pushed the tankard away until she had filled her belly, then finished the tankard more slowly. 
 
    “Detta, get out our coins. We shall have to pay for this.” 
 
    “I could not eat the cheese,” Detta said. “It has gone bad.” 
 
    “I think we’ll have to pay for it anyway.” 
 
    Detta spread the coins on the table between them just as the old woman reappeared. All were copper, save two. Several had a lion with a staff, but others were marked by three bars, and two with a fleur-de-lis. The silver coins were very small, stamped with a checkerboard pattern.  
 
    “Put that away, you goose,” the old woman hissed. 
 
    Detta looked up, puzzled, but Talysse grasped the message at once. She scooped the coins into a pile and covered them. It only required one hand. 
 
    “What do we owe?” 
 
    “A penny each for the meal, and two for the wine.” 
 
    Talysse slid out four copper coins. The maid said, “No, it’s two each for the drinks… oh, never mind. Put your money away, you simpleton. Half the tables are watching.” 
 
    Talysse scooped the coins back into the pouch. She dared a glance. “I don’t see anyone looking,” she said. 
 
    “Naturally. That’s what marks you. Can you muster six silver pennies? I could get you a room with a lock.” 
 
    Talysse shook her head, feeling another layer of tiredness descend. 
 
    “We have only four, plus the coppers.” 
 
    “It would take all you have, but you’d be safe for the night.” 
 
    “Lyssie,” Detta began. 
 
    “Hush, tante,” Talysse said. To the maid she said, “We need the money for food. We can sleep outside.” 
 
    The serving woman gathered the four coins. “Off with you, then,” she said, sounding put out. “May you be luckier than you are smart.” 
 
    Talysse wanted to reply, but the maid turned heel and hurried to another table. She wanted to say, I don’t need to be lucky, I am strong. No cutpurse could get through my defenses! She aimed a dismissive snort after the woman. 
 
    But she also looked at the room again. The men at the tables talked as ever. None looked at her, but she could not shoo away the thought that she had shown her modest wealth plainly. Someone had to have seen. In the normal bustle of the inn, she thought she caught quick, sharp looks, like knife jabs. Hard-eyed men leaned close, whispering. She had so little; why would anyone bother to rob her? 
 
    She stood up. “Time to leave, Detta,” she said briskly. She grabbed a last piece of bread, scanning the room as she did so. People had been coming and going all along. Someone might be lying in wait just outside the door. She thought again about the maid’s offer of safety. 
 
    Let them try, she told herself. I’ll thump them good. But the words wilted even as she thought them. She could fly. She could manipulate a flame. Just lately, and only occasionally, she could shape salt water. There had been exercises at the cenobitum on physical fighting. Had she stayed, there would have been lessons in bladework. 
 
    But right now, tonight, out in the darkened streets, what would she do? What could she do? Leap away, leaving Detta at the mercy of ruffians? A sour fear sank into her stomach. 
 
    “Lyssie?” 
 
    Detta’s voice pulled her away from her thoughts. She blinked. She was being timid. They would be fine. Who would rob them for a handful of silver? Almost anyone, she answered herself Her vision narrowed as she crossed to the door and pulled at it. Go through the door, her mind ordered. Her body obeyed. She gave herself no opportunity for thought. It was the same set of mind she had used when she first leaped from a tree into empty air, first held fire in her bare hand, first flew over the blue sea. She considered only the moment.  
 
    The two left the inn. Night had fallen. The moon formed a pale scythe at the end of the street. The only real light came from a few windows or an open door. People moved in handfuls, hurrying past the girl and the gnome with incurious glances. Night was for being home, being where you belonged, not in the streets. The only ones who belonged in the streets at night were best avoided. 
 
    Alleys opened like caverns in the dark. Talysse watched each sharply, heart crawling up her throat at each approach, settling again as they passed. She began to think about where they might sleep. None of those dark alleys seemed like a place to stay safely. Maybe a different inn would cost less, but where were they to find more money tomorrow and the day after? 
 
    These and similar thoughts occupied her, when two men struck from behind. A blow sent Talysse stumbling into one of the black alleys. A high window dripped faint light into the darkness. The man had shoved her hard; her right arm hurt. Had he hit her? Confusion swirled with the dark. The other man had picked up Detta and now tossed her to the ground like a sack of flour. The gnome scrambled to her feet and stood close to Talysse, who put a hand on her shoulder. The gnome trembled like a rabbit. 
 
    “Hand over the purse.” 
 
    Her attacker moved close, hand out. His face was as hard and expressionless as a board. He stank of old liquor and older sweat. A smell of rot came from his mouth. 
 
    Talysse pulled the purse from her belt. All her courage was gone; she only hoped they would not hurt her or Detta. She was helpless, sick. Her insides were turning into puddles. She placed the purse in his palm, then snatched her hand back. It was like setting something in the mouth of a spider. He took the purse into his left hand, then he hit her. Her eye glimpsed the quick snake of his fist. She felt the blow catch on the side of her face. There was a pure, clean sound of a bell, and the night exploded into stars that pulsed with colors. She fell back and bounced hard against the wall. 
 
    Detta shrieked and did not stop until the other man struck her, too. Even through the lights, Talysse saw the gnome fall. The ringing faded, her sight cleared, and her fists clenched. She leaped at Detta’s assailant, snarling and spitting. Strong hands pulled her off and flung her aside. She hit the ground hard, but got up again at once. No one was going to hurt Detta. 
 
    A third man appeared at the opening of the alley, a tall silhouette. He carried a staff even taller. Was she going to be clubbed to death? The possibility felt real, but abstract. 
 
    “Return what you have taken,” the man said in a deep voice that held tension, promised violence. 
 
    “Easy now, citizen,” said the man who had hit her. He edged to one wall while his partner moved to the other. They ignored the women, and Talysse eased to Detta’s side. “You got no business here.” The two bandits slid forward like whispers. 
 
    The tall man did not move. He held the staff at an angle so that it crossed his body. 
 
    “You shall not be clever,” he said. “Return what you have stolen.” 
 
    “Never stole it. The girl handed it over. See? It’s right here.” 
 
    They were within three paces of the man. The one with the coin purse made a strangled noise and threw the coin purse at the man’s head, and both robbers sprang forward, seemingly to dart past and escape, making the man have to choose which one to stop. 
 
    He chose both. The staff blurred. A series of sharp thwacks, and both robbers were on the ground, unmoving. He poked at each, nodded, then returned his quarterstaff to the sheath on his back. He came no closer but spoke in a deep voice. 
 
    “My name is Jehan d’Ursay,” he said. “Mademoiselle has nothing to fear from me. Are you hurt? Is the gnome injured?” 
 
    Talysse’s insides were no longer water, but she was shaking and her head reeled as if she’d been spun like a top. She struggled to her feet, propping one hand against the wall. 
 
    “Je… Jehan? Who are you? Are you a wizard?” 
 
    “No, mademoiselle. I am an elf…” He said another word but it throttled in his throat. 
 
    Talysse staggered over to where Detta lay. She shook the gnome gently, but got no response. She looked to the elf. 
 
    “Can you help us? Detta will not wake up.” 
 
    “Best get on home,” the elf said. “It is not safe here.” 
 
    Talysse rubbed Detta’s hand. “We don’t have a home,” she said, the words sour in her mouth. 
 
    Jehan took a step forward. “Listen to me. These two will wake up soon enough. I tell you it is not safe.” He turned to go. 
 
    “I heard you,” Talysse said angrily, “but Detta didn’t. That’s because they knocked her out. She can’t move and I can’t carry her. Why did you save us only to leave us here?” Everything was so hopeless, she had to let go of Detta’s hand, for her own were closing into fists. She badly wanted to hit someone. Anyone. 
 
    The elf stood at the end of the alley, muttering. Then he laughed—a short, bitter sound. It made her turn to look at him. 
 
    He was coming into the alley. He stepped over the body of one of the bandits and came near. 
 
    “Will this be the first, then?” he asked, but he said it low, as to himself. Talysse barely heard him and the words made no sense anyway. He knelt and picked up Detta, cradling her gently against his chest. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. “Stay close. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    The Elf Chevalier 
 
    Talysse stayed close, though she had to quick-step to match the elf’s long strides. They had not gone far before they arrived at a wide door. He pulled it open. Inside was an antechamber with two doors, the one on the right with a bed painted on it, the other with a table. He took the right-hand side into a hall, lit only from an open door at the end. Partway along, he opened a door into a small room. Moving in almost total darkness, he laid Detta onto a bed, then lit a lamp. The sudden light showed a room as plain as her cell back in Saldemer. Talysse rushed to Detta’s side. The gnome lay in a straw bed, on her back, eyes closed. Her fur had been dirtied by her fall, but otherwise she could have been merely sleeping. 
 
    Jehan knelt next to Talysse. He listened to Detta’s breathing, felt for a pulse at her neck, examined her for blood. 
 
    “Will she…” Talysse forced her words from a tight throat. “…will she live?” 
 
    “She will not die,” the elf said. “When she wakes, we will see if her mind has been hurt or only her head.” 
 
    Talysse’s gut twisted. She thought for a moment she might get sick. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “You saved our lives.” 
 
    Jehan did not respond. He stood, moved over to a wooden table, and leaned against the wall near the door. He gestured to indicate a stool where she might sit. 
 
    She thanked him again and pulled the stool next to the bed. Voices of men came through the thin walls. 
 
    She examined Jehan, who appeared to ignore her stare. He could be handsome, she thought, if he did not look so morose. His lips were full, but they turned down at the corners. His eyes also turned down, with lids lowered and wrinkles at the corners. He was Unsighted, with a faint scar on his forehead where his third eye used to be. His hair fell in white, unkempt waves like sea surf over his shoulders. His clothes were worn, chosen without care. She thought he looked like an abandoned house. Yet, for all that, he was well-built, strong in back and legs, wide-shouldered, with powerful arms. There was a brooding, brutish air about him, a tension as of an ill-used animal. 
 
    “This is an inn for the tourniers,” Jehan said. “They will be loud, for some among them are celebrating.” When Talysse looked at him quizzically, he explained, “Those who fight in the tournoi—the tourney, as some call it, though that is not quite the proper name.” 
 
    “Are you a soldier?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “No,” Jehan said, then added, “I was. I… am trying not to be.” 
 
    Talysse kept talking to him, in part to keep herself from fussing over Detta. “How does a person try not to be a soldier? Can’t you just leave?” 
 
    “I did. But they still have something of mine.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My armor. And my sword.” 
 
    “Oh.” Talysse studied the man in the flickering light. His eyes were deep-set, so she had to look hard to see their color: stone gray. “Are you a nobleman?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    He rubbed one long hand over the other. “If you must know…” he said, then trailed off. 
 
    When it was evident he wasn’t going to continue, Talysse prompted him. “I’d like to know,” she said. 
 
    His back straightened, as if he had decided something. 
 
    “I am an elf chevalier,” Jehan said. 
 
    Her heart tripped over the words. 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “No.” Her heart staggered at the word. “But I intend to be,” Jehan said. 
 
    She had to look away, to gather her wits again. It took a moment, but it gave her time to scold herself. You are searching for your parents. This man may know something. Dig in your toes! She suppressed a smile at that: She had used one of Detta’s admonitions. Lean forward, dig in your toes, and go. 
 
    “Does that mean you are on your quest?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    She turned back to face him. “You are rather frustrating to talk to, did you know that?” 
 
    “I have heard this.” A smile came and went quickly, like an echo of laughter.  
 
    “And you, mademoiselle, how came you to be in that place, beset by bandits?” 
 
    She hesitated, then decided it would not hurt to tell him a little. 
 
    “I am looking for my parents,” she said. 
 
    “In the alley?” 
 
    She somehow managed to laugh and be angry at the same time. Something about the moment knocked over her reserve. Talysse abruptly launched into a quick explanation of how she and Detta had come to Arles— about her patron Remigius, the visit from Saveric, the story of her parents, the pursuit, the gardiens—her recounting was jumbled, but Jehan listened patiently and gravely. 
 
    “You have suffered much for one so young,” he said at last. His eyes were downcast. 
 
    Having emptied herself to this stranger, Talysse found herself with little else to say. The silence grew uncomfortable, so she asked him again about his own past. 
 
    “You said you are a chevalier,” she said at last. 
 
    “I set out to be a chevalier,” he said, “but I am a poor man and unlucky. I lost my way,” Jehan said. “To survive, or so I told myself, I entered the service of a company. Condotierri. Hirelings.” One hand reached in empty air as if searching for a word. 
 
    “Mercenaries.” 
 
    “Also so called,” he said with obvious distaste. 
 
    “That was wrong?” 
 
    “Not in itself. But time passed, and all I knew was war and killing. I told myself I still searched for my purpose, but the search was drowned in blood and drink. Then there was no war and there was only the drink. And then I lost my armor to a cheat. That was two days ago. Now I have nothing, not even the drink. When my mind finally cleared, I knew what I had to do. The cheat fights in the mêlée tomorrow. I will recover my sword and armor, and so recover my honor.” 
 
    The resolution on his face was so tentative, Talysse felt sorry for the elf. She knew something of what it felt like to be both determined and uncertain. She tried on a smile. “So it’s all right then.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You seriously must stop doing that—saying no like that—if you want people to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want that.” 
 
    She was not going to let his gloom spread. “Why is it not all right?” 
 
    “It is not simple.” 
 
    “Neither am I.” 
 
    “I see you are not.” Again that smile ghosted across his face. “I had intended to take my armor back in the mêlée tomorrow.” 
 
    “You said that. I’m sure you can; you were amazing back there in the alley. I’ve never seen anyone fight with just a pole.” 
 
    “It is a quarterstaff,” Jehan said. 
 
    The conversation stumbled to a stop again. The silence only reminded her how alone she was. 
 
    “Very well. I’ll tell you about myself first. Then maybe you’ll talk to me. My name is Talysse and she is Ardetta, my compagnon. We are from the cenobitum of Saldemer.” 
 
    “I am not curious,” Jehan said. Talysse ignored him. 
 
    “I’m searching for my parents—I’m half-elf, half-human, you see. I have magical power.” 
 
    “Is silence one of them?” 
 
    “Very funny. Hear me not laughing. You are a dour man, did you know?” When Jehan did not reply, she went on, “We came to see the king.” 
 
    “Many do.” 
 
    “But he is away.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jehan said. “He is at war in Gascony.” Talysse was about ask where Gascony was when a groan from Detta distracted them both. 
 
    She took Detta’s hand. The gnome’s brown fingers twitched. She touched her face; the fur on her cheeks was slick with sweat. 
 
    Jehan came over to the bed, where he stood tall and gloomy as a birch in winter. “Your friend awakens,” he said quietly.  
 
    The words caught at her heart. She had never thought of Detta as a friend. She was her tante. Her compagnon. But how many gnome companions fought bandits in an alleyway? How many aunts talked back to a wizard? Detta was something more. “Friend” was as good a word as any. 
 
    Detta’s eyes opened.  
 
    “Tante,” Talysse said softly. “I’m here.” 
 
    The gnome smiled, moved, then winced. “Oof,” she said, “my head hurts.” 
 
    “You were struck by ruffians,” Jehan said.  
 
    Detta propped herself up gingerly. “I remember. I saw you drive them away, but then I must have fainted. Foolish gnome.” 
 
    “It is good a sign that she remembers.” Jehan stepped closer. “May I?” 
 
    “Don’t touch it, please,” Detta said. 
 
    He needed only a glance. “You must sit up, Madame Ardetta,” he said. He helped her to sit up in the straw. “I have a salve that will help.” So saying, he fetched a small jar from his pack.  
 
    “What is it?” Detta asked, pulling back. 
 
    “Paste of arnica—the mountain sunflower. Now hold still, if you please.” 
 
    Detta submitted with a small whimper. The elf was almost delicate in his ministration. Talysse warmed to him. 
 
    He nodded and put away the jar. “Leave it alone as best you can,” he said. “You can sleep, but you must not lie down.”  
 
    Talysse gave the elf a small smile. “You are very kind,” she said. 
 
    Jehan looked down at his hands and wiped them on his pants. “I have some experience with wounds. The gnome is well,” he pronounced. “She will sleep in the bed tonight. I have a bedroll for mademoiselle.” 
 
    “What about yourself?” Talysse asked, hardly paying attention. She kept patting Detta’s hand. 
 
    “I have slept on stone, sand, and mud,” the elf said. “A floor is comfortable enough.” 
 
    Detta swung her legs over the side. “That would not be proper. The guest does not put the host onto the floor.” She swayed and Talysse made her lean back again. 
 
    “There is no inconvenience,” the elf said. 
 
    “Detta, Jehan here is a fighter. He was just about to say why he has been banished from the tourney.” 
 
    “I was not.” 
 
    “Banished? Or about to say why?” 
 
    “No. That is, yes.” 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    “Mademoiselle is relentless!” Jehan got up and paced. With his long legs, he could manage only three paces in one direction. “Very well,” he said, surrendering, “I shall tell you. I could not fight in the tournoi because my armor and sword were stolen.” 
 
    “Brigands!” Detta exclaimed.  
 
    “A thief,” Jehan said. He scowled. “I was betrayed by my own gonfaloniere.” 
 
    “What’s a gony-fony-leery?” Detta asked. “Ooh, tender.” She touched one hand to her head. 
 
    “Gonfaloniere,” Jehan corrected her pronunciation slightly. “Standard bearer.” 
 
    “You have a standard bearer?” 
 
    “Formerly.” 
 
    “I thought standards and banners and such were for armies.” 
 
    “As they are. Also at mêlées. Each man has his standard displayed at the edge of the field. When a man is bested in combat, he goes to the standard of the victor, there to pay his ransom.” 
 
    “You do not kill the other?” 
 
    “Sometimes a man is killed, but that is not the intent.” 
 
    “This man, your gon—um, standard bearer,” Detta said, “he stole from you?” 
 
    “Yes. I do not regret the armor; it was not truly mine.” 
 
    “Did you steal it?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “No!” Jehan all but roared. 
 
    “Peace, peace. I was only joking.” 
 
    The elf peered at her in open confusion, as if he had never heard of jokes. 
 
    “It is not important,” he said. 
 
    Talysse sensed a mystery here. “You must tell us more. At least say why you cannot fight.” 
 
    “In the jousts,” Jehan said. “I can still fight in the mêlée. Or could have, but I have lost my standard and its bearer.” 
 
    “Lyssie could be your gony-fony-leery,” Detta said. 
 
    “Oh, tante,” Talysse said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Simple gnome,” Detta said, abashed. 
 
    Jehan raised his head. His voice rumbled. “Would mademoiselle be willing?” 
 
    Talysse started to laugh, then stopped when she saw he was serious. “You don’t have a sword,” she observed. 
 
    “I have my quarterstaff.” His voice grew stronger. 
 
    “You don’t have any armor,” she said. 
 
    “But I do. I have only to go get it.” 
 
    “You seem awfully confident.”  
 
    He smiled. “That’s because I have a standard bearer.” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “Come,” he said. “Be my gonfaloniere tomorrow at the mêlée.” He raised an eyebrow. “Or would mademoiselle prefer to sit here and feel sorry for herself?” 
 
    Her eyes sparked. “I would prefer,” she said, haughty as a noblewoman, “to be called by my name.” 
 
    Somehow, Jehan managed to bow while seated. “Most excellent,” he said. “I am pleased to form this association”—he paused, then winked—“Talysse of Saldemer.” 
 
    She could not help smiling in return, though a voice at the back of her mind said she was Talysse of nowhere at all. 
 
    “Normally, the gonfalonier is paid three silver pennies. Help me and I will divide the prize money with you. It will be more than three pennies.” 
 
    “Please do not think to pay us, sir,” Detta said. “Payment is owed from us to you, not the other way around.” 
 
    Jehan gave a bow of respect. “I would not dishonor myself by failing to pay. Now I need only find a banner.” 
 
    Talysse thought for a moment, then touched her scarf. “Will this serve?”  
 
    Jehan laughed a second time. “Very nicely. I dare to say no one else in the arena will have such a standard.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Tournoi 
 
    The approach to the amphitheater was far different than it had been yesterday. She thought about Ceranne and Guarin and the gardiens. No doubt they were already returning to their marshlands and horses. They were nicer people than Jehan—or at least they were less difficult. He walked too fast. 
 
    Talysse called to Jehan as she hurried in his wake. “Slow down a little, won’t you?” 
 
    The elf glanced back, paused. Talysse had been chasing after him since they left the inn. 
 
    “I can keep up,” Detta said, and she had, but she was puffing and her head was down. Jehan set off again as soon as Talysse reached him. 
 
    Talysse said, “Can you imagine him going to fight dressed like that? With only a stick?” 
 
    “It’s a quarterstaff,” Jehan rumbled from up ahead. 
 
    Talysse gave Detta a ‘whoops, he heard that’ look.  
 
    She hurried to catch up again with Jehan, Detta following at a determined trot.  
 
    The street and its buildings ended. Across a space hardly twenty paces wide rose the amphitheater of Arles, its walls the color of dark butter. It was as if someone had built a city within the city, complete with its own walls, gates and population. She had been here only yesterday, but everything looked different now, for today the crowd was nearly all elves. 
 
    In dress they were not so very different from humans, their chief differences being in their appearance—the hair and their third eye, and their preference for strong colors. They did, Talysse noticed, tend to favor jewelry. Men and women alike wore rings, bracelets, necklaces, pins, clips in their hair, even beads on their soft leather shoes. A faint but distinctive jangle echoed softly off the stone walls. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many elves,” Detta said. 
 
    “Nor have I,” said Talysse, “but you know what? We’ve only been here two days and already I’m tired of saying all the things I’ve never seen. Honestly, we’ve never seen much of anything, have we?” 
 
    “It is very grand, even so,” Detta said. 
 
    “And very busy. Stay close, tante,” Talysse said, worried that the press of the crowds might sweep them apart.  
 
    The amphitheater was indeed grand, almost too much so. Her eyes could not take it all in, for the thing curved away on either side like a mountain. When she looked up, the crest cut against the blue sky like shoreline. From within came a busy mutter, like wind in a pine forest. 
 
    People seemed to enter it at every point, through every arch, but Jehan guided them to one in particular. As they passed beneath the arch, she felt Detta tug at her arm. She glanced down to see the gnome’s eyes wide with worry. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It is very big,” Detta said. “I think I am being swallowed.” 
 
    “It is only stone,” Talysse said. 
 
    “Yet it roars like a great beast and its mouth is dark.” 
 
    “Stay with me, dear,” Talysse said. She squatted to bring her eyes level with Detta’s. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.” 
 
    Detta nodded and squeezed her hands. “I am a foolish gnome.” 
 
    They did not emerge directly into the arena as she had imagined they would. Instead, she found they were in the interior of a dark palisade, smelling of elf—a musty odor that reminded her of thyme and soil. Most people crowded toward an interior opening, but Jehan took them into a narrow hall, to a single human, bored and impatient, standing before a postern gate. The space was dark and cool. Jehan removed his cap and stepped up to the man. 
 
    “These are your aides?” The man at the doorway sneered in Talysse’s direction. “A girl and her gnome?” 
 
    Talysse looked at Jehan. His glum face shifted subtly. His eyes went level and narrow, his jaw set as if reinforced with iron. His long, muscular frame composed itself, like a hunting cat. 
 
    “You have my token,” Jehan said in a dry voice. He placed an object into the man’s outstretched hand. 
 
    The admission guard looked at the square bit of lead stamped with the lion of Arles. On the reverse was a man with a spear. The guard seemed to wait for something to happen. He flipped the token over in his hand, then over again. Jehan took a small purse from his belt and emptied it into the man’s hand. Out fell three pennies. 
 
    He scowled at Jehan, dissatisfied, but resigned that the elf had given him all he had. “Get on. Find an open stall.”  
 
    They emerged from the tunnel and stepped into pre-dawn gray. A sound like a nearby sea washed through the amphitheater, for the place was nearly full. Elves filled the stone seats row upon row, a kind of colorful lichen stretching from the ring of the arena itself right up to the very edge of the top, as high as the beacon of Saldemer lighthouse. She gaped, unmoving until she felt Detta tugging at her arm. 
 
    “The chevalier goes that way.” Detta pointed to her right. Jehan was just disappearing among a press of men. The two hurried after.  
 
    The arena floor had been covered with fresh sand. Around its edge stood a wooden wall about shoulder high, painted bright red, a little battered from use. Between the wall and the stone base of the amphitheater ran a space about ten feet wide. Every few feet was a stall big enough for three or four people, most stalls being already occupied by men being outfitted for the mêlée. Talysse and Detta hurried past the comments and the leers to catch up with Jehan.  
 
    His stall was a narrow, wretched thing, really only big enough for two. Detta had to stand outside it, dodging hurrying servants and fighters. A bare pole was erected in one corner; in the other stalls they flew banners, some frayed but all bearing images of animals or symbols. 
 
    “All the others,” she said to Jehan, “have armor and weapons. All you have is a big stick.” 
 
    “It is an advantage,” he said. What might have been a smile ghosted his lips. “Few will care to attack a man who has no armor to ransom.” 
 
    “Or they will attack first the one who looks like an easy victory,” Talysse said. 
 
    Jehan ignored that. “We need your banner,” he said, glancing up at the pole affixed to the stall.  
 
    She removed her scarf and held it a moment. “I’ll want this back,” she said, then handed it over. It was her reminder of the gardiens and she did not want it lost. Jehan nodded, secured it to the pole, and ran it up. She thought it looked ridiculous, a scrap of red and white hanging limp in the warm air. But the sun felt good on her head. 
 
    Detta tapped at her side, then cocked her head. 
 
    “Not to worry,” Talysse told her. “Look around. There’s silver hair everywhere. We’re among elves now, not likely to be noticed.” In truth there was more white and gray than silver, but the metal color was common enough. 
 
    Out in the arena, fighters were assembling. Their arrangement appeared random to her eyes. Some men stood just outside their stalls, but others gathered in groups, and still others wandered toward the middle of the arena.  
 
    “Why do you wait?” she asked Jehan. 
 
    “The horn has not sounded.” 
 
    “Those men do not wait,” she pointed out. 
 
    “No, they do not. They are wrong to do so.” 
 
    He was irritating her again. She cast about for some focus for her irritation. 
 
    “Is this all I am to do, stand and watch you fight?” 
 
    He glanced at her, then back out upon the arena. Fifty men or more were already on the sands. 
 
    “Yours is an important task. When I best an opponent,” he said, “that man will go to my standard. You must say you are the gonfaloniere for Jehan d’Ursay. He will leave his name and his arms with you. You must remember the name exactly, and must keep all the arms separated, making sure not to mix them up.” 
 
    “Are you planning on conquering them all?” 
 
    “Only those who attack me. I am here for only one.” 
 
    She started to ask about that one when bugles sounded in a brave flourish. Before they had finished, Jehan vaulted over the wall, carrying his quarterstaff at the ready. 
 
    Talysse cried out in surprise, and called out, “Don’t get killed!” He pivoted and raised his quarterstaff in a salute. Her heart fluttered in reply. He looked impossibly brave in his linen shirt, his pants held up by a rope belt, and his fine leather boots. Everyone else in the arena was armed and armored. Some wielded clubs, others maces. A few had swords. Fifty or more men, and all of them looked like killers, save for one, his white hair in braids, striding toward the center. 
 
    “He’ll be dead within a minute,” Talysse muttered. Detta leaned into her.  
 
    “I can’t see him,” she said.  
 
    Talysse boosted the gnome, who set her toes into one of the vaulting steps. “Ayi, ayi,” she said after a moment. 
 
    Bugles sounded in rising trills. Men who had previously moved at random now faced off against each other, some individually, others in lines of four or five. There came a single brilliant, shrill pipe and the arena exploded into chaos. Fighters ran at each other, with such wild ferocity Talysse expected to see blood shoot up in fountains. Men shouted, cried out, cursed, yelped. Metal clanged against metal, a fine brave sound. Metal also crunched against leather and bone, a grimmer sound. The crowd added their own cries to the din, shouting for their champion, no doubt, but the effect was a steady roar like a giant waterfall. Within the first moments, men lay on the ground, writhing or motionless. To her surprise, a man helped up another, who handed him his sword. The first warrior pointed. The man, staggering a little, made his way to one of the stalls and just stood there, beneath a black banner with a red boar’s head. 
 
    “There he is!” Detta cried, pointing. “Oh, he will be killed! But no, no one touches him, the brave chevalier.” 
 
    It was true. Jehan strode purposefully, scarcely glancing to one side or the other, like a man late for market. All around him men fought, a score of simultaneous duels, but no one challenged him until he was fully a third of the way across. Perhaps, Talysse thought, his theory was right. 
 
    Then a man wielding a greatsword ran at him. Talysse gasped. The attacker wore full helm and chain armor, with greaves and boots. He looked like some ancient warrior-god bearing down upon a doomed mortal. 
 
    “Look out!” Talysse cried, though her voice was as lost in the clamor as a drop in a rainstorm. 
 
    Jehan appeared hardly to notice the man. At the last instant, he took an odd sidestep, like an acrobat going into a leap or tumble. The mailed man missed his swing and went off balance. Jehan whirled quickly and delivered a blow to the base of the attacker’s neck. Though it seemed little more than a tap, the man pitched forward into the sand and did not get up. 
 
    “Hurrah!” Detta shouted. 
 
    Jehan helped the man up and spoke to him, pointing, then he walked away. 
 
    The armored man stumbled his way across the arena, dragging his sword. He proceeded to climb out of his armor even as Talysse kept trying to look past him. He gave his name; she noted it. The armor clanked at her feet. 
 
    “You have been defeated by Jehan d’Ursay,” Talysse said to him, and she was surprised at how pride leaped into her voice. The man nodded and slouched away. 
 
    “He had hoped for better,” Detta said, smirking. 
 
    “Where has Jehan gone?” Talysse wondered. There was so much fighting in the middle now, she caught only glimpses of him.  
 
    “Can you see him?” Detta asked. 
 
    “No. Wait, yes, there he is. Over there.” Even as she pointed, another man, this one but lightly armed, toppled to the ground. Jehan bent down, spoke to him, pointing back toward her. The fallen man got to one knee and nodded. Talysse raised an arm and pointed proudly at the red-checked kerchief hanging above. 
 
    Jehan stood and moved forward once more. Fighting swirled around him, then a red warrior emerged from the mob. Others moved away. 
 
    He stood before Jehan, armed and armored. His cap, vest and greaves were all of boiled leather, dyed dark red. Even at a distance, Talysse could see the armor was well used. The man bore a wide-bladed sword that shone with oil. He was about the same size and build as Jehan. He stood with feet apart, waiting. Talysse caught her breath. Her hands gripped the wall.  
 
    Jehan tapped the staff to his own forehead, then on the hard-packed sand, then pointed it directly at the man in red, who knocked it aside casually with the flat of his blade. For two heartbeats they faced each other, swaying, then they sprang together in a sudden rush. The armored man rained a steady hail of blows, aiming at Jehan’s head, legs, body, arms, one after the other, quick but methodical, like a school exercise for advanced students. Like a teacher, Jehan caught and turned aside every stroke. Some he dodged, moving an arm, head, body, just enough to make the sword miss. Other blows he caught with his quarterstaff, knocking the blade to this side or that. Not once did he so much as attempt a reply. 
 
    After a full minute of this furious attack, the man broke off, standing still. “He must catch his breath,” Detta said, “but see? Our champion stands easy.” She bobbed up and down on her perch. 
 
    Again the red fighter advanced. This time his movements were more measured but also more vicious. Talysse thought surely this time he would drive past the quarterstaff. He feinted at Jehan’s head, then drove a powerful blow at his stomach. Jehan whirled like a dancer and the sword stabbed empty air. The quarterstaff blurred and the warrior fell.  
 
    “The enemy is staggered,” Detta said. “Jehan, Jehan!” 
 
    Jehan waited while he climbed back to his feet. At once, the man charged again. Talysse’s heart hammered. The warrior swung his weapon like a scythe, but Jehan stepped inside the wide arc. Quick as a falcon, the quarterstaff struck crosswise at leg, shoulder, head. The man spun, staggered, fell. Jehan pounced, driving one knee into his opponent’s back.  
 
    For a long minute Talysse lost them in the mêlée. When she saw them again, the red warrior was standing unsteadily, removing his armor. He handed Jehan his leather cap. The cuirass and greaves followed. Jehan picked the sword up from the sand, then strode back across the arena. No one stepped forward to challenge him. 
 
    Talysse and Detta cheered like madwomen. They looked at each other and grinned, then cheered some more. 
 
    Jehan slung the armor over the wall, then vaulted over himself. His shirt was torn across the front and was turning red on the upper arm. He picked up the cuirass and examined it, frowning. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” Talysse said. Her blood still raced within her, but the elf appeared barely winded. 
 
    “A scratch.” 
 
    He made a disgruntled sound and set the cuirass aside. 
 
    “You don’t look very happy that you won,” Talysse said. “You should be proud. You fought like a lion.” 
 
    “Honor is served,” he said. He picked up a greave and began to inspect it, his mouth tight. “He has let the leather go dry,” he muttered. 
 
    “Will you sell it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She could not figure out why he seemed so unhappy. She tried something cheerful. “It’s probably worth a whole hat full of silver,” she said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She tried again. “Is there a prize you have won?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Talysse scowled. “Well, you’ve managed to take all the fun out of this.” She was about to say more when Detta spoke. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” she said. “Here comes the red warrior, but the red on him now is from something else.” She snickered at that. 
 
    Jehan turned casually, but Talysse saw his neck muscles go tight. He reached for his quarterstaff. 
 
    “You won, comrade,” the man said as he approached, holding up one hand. Blood colored his pale hair. “I’m here to pay ransom.” He winced each time he put weight on his right leg. 
 
    “No ransom, Lexu,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Knew you’d say that. Told the captain. A stubborn ass, that Breton is. That’s what I told him.” 
 
    Jehan stood as if he were carved. A gash on the man’s forehead oozed red. 
 
    “Pfaugh,” the man said. “Merdre. Sixty deniers for the kit.” He held out a purse hesitantly, like a schoolboy who thinks his knuckles were about to be rapped.  
 
    “No ransom.” 
 
    “Rules of the tourney, comrade. You got no choice, you. I’m allowed to buy back my own kit.” He looked to Talysse as if to say, see what I have to deal with here? 
 
    Jehan said, “This is not your armor; it is mine. You know this, Lexu. I have taken it back. No ransom.” 
 
    But the man was no longer listening. His eyes darted like black minnows from Talysse to Detta and back. He stepped away, staring, then moved further away. 
 
    “You have a girl as a squire?” 
 
    But Jehan turned his attention again to the armor, examining each clasp, running his hand over every surface. Talysse noticed a device on the cuirass—the embossed outline of a hand, palm outward. 
 
    “I am the gonfaloniere,” she said, hoping she had pronounced it correctly. 
 
    “With a scarf for a banner, and a gnome for a servant.” The man laughed, though he winced as he did so. 
 
    “She is my compagnon,” Talysse said, stepping in front of Detta. 
 
    The man chuckled. “My mistake. The Red Hand has come upon hard times, I see.” 
 
    Talysse glared. “You should speak courteously to the man who beat you.” Her clenched hands were on her hips. 
 
    The man only stared at her, a hungry, mean look. 
 
    Talysse shook a finger in the man’s face. “You are rude,” she scolded. “I may give you a thrashing myself.” 
 
    “A gnome and a human girl,” he mused, “or is she an elf?” 
 
    He said it so softly, only Talysse heard it. 
 
    Abruptly he changed his tone, raising his voice to speak to Jehan. “Tell you what, comrade. I’ll bring your response to the captain. I take your point of view, naturally.” He kept retreating as he spoke. “No hard feelings.” 
 
    He turned and sprinted across the arena. The sands had largely emptied, for a mêlée never lasts long. Those who remained were too exhausted to fight with much effect, but were too desperate to lay down arms. For these men, defeat meant poverty. He wove between the handful of duels still dragging on.  
 
    Something slithered through her gut, something left there by the man Lexu. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    “I am inspecting my arms,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Can we not do so in the shade?” 
 
    Detta seemed to understand. “It is true,” she said, “I am somewhat overcome by the excitement. Your pardon.” 
 
    Jehan glanced up and shrugged. He pulled down the red-and-white banner and returned it to Talysse, who quickly covered her hair again. The three made their way into one of the numerous alcoves that lined the outer wall of the arena.  
 
    “So, no reward,” Talysse said. It was cooler in the shade and she was thinking again of money. 
 
    “I bested two. We take their armor to the bench, where they will ransom it or I will sell it.” He looked at her, one eyebrow raised, assessing. “Then I pay you.” 
 
    “I do not see a bench,” Detta said. 
 
    Jehan cocked his head. “Banca,” he said, searching for a word. “Banque. The king’s agents run it. I will show you.” 
 
    Between the three of them they were barely able to carry everything. “I have no money to hire a boy,” Jehan said. Talysse was determined to show she was worth any two hired boys, but it was a struggle to keep from dropping something. 
 
    Fortunately it was not far, a large room beneath the stands, a room full of benches and cabinets, with men in royal colors taking names and indicating what should be stored where. 
 
    “We will come back tomorrow,” Jehan said, “and collect the money.” 
 
    “What about today?” Talysse asked. The whole business felt confusing, and she was anxious to take up her search again. 
 
    “I am a victor today,” Jehan said. “Now I have credit.” There was an amusement in his voice she did not understand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    The Geas 
 
    As they made their way back to the inn, people hailed Jehan, mostly from a distance, with a wave or nod. Once, though, two elf women, both with dull gray hair, approached with hands at their side, palms forward. 
 
    “Sieur d’Ursay?” one asked. Her head bobbed down briefly. 
 
    “I am,” Jehan said, slowing but not stopping. 
 
    “We saw you in the arena,” the other said. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the first one said. “You were the best fighter there.” 
 
    “Of the entire tournoi,” added the other. She put her hand to her mouth as if to temper her enthusiasm. 
 
    “I thank you for your praise,” Jehan replied, managing to bow without entirely stopping. The women gasped, one dared to touch his arm, then both hurried off in a flurry of whispers. 
 
    “Our chevalier is famous,” Talysse said with a smile. 
 
    “Impudent women,” Detta grumbled. 
 
    “Hmph,” Jehan said as a reply to both. 
 
    They returned to Jehan’s little room. He stashed his armor in two bags, inspecting each piece as he stowed it. As he worked, Talysse caught him studying her with the same appraising look he’d had back at the arena. Finally she could not keep quiet. 
 
    “Why do you keep looking at me?” she demanded. 
 
    “You are here. Ought I look away?” 
 
    “No. Or yes. I mean, it’s how you look.” 
 
    “How do I look?” 
 
    “Now you are teasing me,” she said. 
 
    “A little,” he replied. He stopped working to regard her openly. “I am thinking. I do not mean to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you are thinking, or do we have to talk around it for a while?” 
 
    “Lyssie,” Detta whispered, “that was perhaps rude.” 
 
    “I am wondering about a thing. Two things,” he said. “One of them is this: What do you plan to do now?” 
 
    The question struck her like a slap. She had been wondering herself, but without properly thinking. She didn’t want Detta—or Jehan—to know she had planned so poorly. She tried out an idea. 
 
    “I will wait here, for King Raimón,” she said. 
 
    “But Lyssie, we have no money,” Detta said. 
 
    “I know. I can find a job,” she said to the gnome. “We won’t have to wait all that long, I’m sure.” 
 
    “You don’t know how long,” Jehan said. “Wars do not run on a schedule.” 
 
    “I know that. Anyone knows that, obviously.” 
 
    “When he returns, he will not see you.” 
 
    “You’re not very helpful.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be. I’m telling you the king will not see you. Only that.” He put aside the first bag, pulled off his boots, and began to polish them. 
 
    “I suppose you have a better idea,” Talysse said. If he wasn’t going to help, he shouldn’t have brought it up. 
 
    “No,” was all he said. 
 
    “Well, what am I supposed to do? I can’t go back.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “What does ‘ah’ mean?” 
 
    “There is a difference between a thing you cannot do, and a thing you do not wish to do.” 
 
    “You’re very profound.” 
 
    “The difference is important.” Jehan rubbed at the leather. “I spent years in the companies because I could not walk away from them.” 
 
    “You’re a mercenary.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “How did you leave?” 
 
    “I decided I was wrong. I had been staying not because I could not leave but because I would not.” 
 
    “You just decided?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “That’s very nice for you. But you’re a man. You have money, and you have your quest.” 
 
    “You are a woman and you have a quest. Money can be found.” 
 
    Talysse glared at him, but only because she could not think of a reply. 
 
    “The question is,” Jehan continued, “what do you want?” 
 
    “I want to find my parents.” It was true, but the answer felt less than sufficient. 
 
    “How will you do this?” 
 
    “I will see the king.” 
 
    “He is not here. What will you do?” 
 
    “I already said I will wait. Aren’t you listening?” 
 
    “The king will not see you. Aren’t you listening?” 
 
    “I hate you!” 
 
    “That is neither here nor there. What will you do?” 
 
    The question hung in the air like a hawk. She felt very much like a mouse. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Talysse said in a whisper. 
 
    “Will you go home?” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said fiercely. 
 
    Jehan smiled. 
 
    “All right. I will not, then. You are very irritating, do you know that?” 
 
    “I have heard this. So, you will not go to Saldemer, you will not go to the wizard Saveric. That leaves your patron, no?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Jehan considered this. “You will have to find out. Learn where he is. What do you know about him?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Despair made her reply weak. 
 
    “You know he is a wizard.” 
 
    “Yes. A Syndic.” 
 
    “So, that is something more than nothing. I have heard of these Syndics, but where are they? Are they court magicians? Do they have a chapterhouse? A tower? A magic castle?” 
 
    Detta snorted, but Talysse only frowned. 
 
    “I should know this. I should have asked.” 
 
    “But you did not. That is done, as much in the past as Saldemer. Let us talk of what is yet to be done.” 
 
    “I’m trying to, but—” 
 
    “No. Stick to the trying part.” 
 
    “Remigius is somewhere.” It was so little, she felt ridiculous. 
 
    “That is a start,” Jehan said with no hint of sarcasm.  
 
    She took it as encouragement.  
 
    “I don’t think he’s in Arles,” she said tentatively, “because I believe he would have found me, somehow.” 
 
    “That seems possible.” 
 
    “I know he is not at Saldemer.” 
 
    “Progress.” 
 
    “That’s all I have.” 
 
    “Where would you look to find out more about the Syndicat?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Gods but I am tired of saying that! I don’t know anything at all. I’m just going to stay. I can ask these questions better in Arles than elsewhere.” 
 
    Jehan nodded, but said nothing.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I had hoped to travel further with the karwan. I like Brasc.” 
 
    “Why can’t you? And who is Brasc?” 
 
    “I cannot travel with the karwan because I am staying with you.” 
 
    “With me? Why?” 
 
    “Mademoiselle Talysse, I have been lost since leaving the companies. I was lost when I met you.” 
 
    She shifted uneasily. He was leading up to something. She waited. 
 
    They sat in silence for so long, Talysse thought she might burst out weeping, or else laughing, just to break it. Then she noticed something very odd, a thing she was certain she had not seen before. 
 
    The elf was smiling. 
 
    It was a languid thing, appearing first just at the corners of his mouth. The thin lips slowly formed a small arc, but reaching up to his eyes, which sparkled more with satisfaction than with merriment. Talysse stared at him, but he neither spoke nor moved. He just sat there, smiling, until she couldn’t stand it anymore. 
 
    “What?” she demanded. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lyssie?” Detta asked. 
 
    “Look at him. What’s he doing?” Talysse shifted in her seat. 
 
    “He’s just smiling, I think.” 
 
    “Well, I wish he wouldn’t. It’s unnatural.” 
 
    “Are you happy about something, chevalier?” Detta asked. 
 
    “I am, madame,” he said, the smile somehow not moving. 
 
    “You want to explain, or are you just going to grin like a puppet?” Talysse felt like she might break out in itching. 
 
    “We might be pleased for him, Lyssie,” Detta chided. “He has been a hero today, after all.” 
 
    “I smile about something else,” Jehan said, his attention finally shifting to take them both in. “Or, rather, something consequent upon it.” 
 
    Talysse tried to puzzle out that remark, but decided simply to be irritated by it. Why couldn’t he talk like regular people? 
 
    “I have found my quest.” 
 
    “Truly? That is a fine thing,” Detta said. 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell us, or is it a guessing game?” Talysse knew she had no reason to be rude, which also irritated her. 
 
    “You are,” he said, and Talysse’s internal monologue about annoying elves came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “I?” 
 
    “You are my geas.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s an elvish word, or one we’ve borrowed. It means a burden.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you so much.” 
 
    “You did not let me finish. Geas also means a goal or purpose, or a challenge.” 
 
    “Burden, goal, challenge.” 
 
    “All those and more. It is what is laid upon an elf chevalier, and is what sets us apart from any other sort of chevalier.” 
 
    “And I’m your geas?” 
 
    “Yes. It is quite extraordinary.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    But he was not speaking to her. “I recover arms and honor, and now? Is it a sign? Can this be? Surely it must, can only be. The first, on the first day.” 
 
    “If you’re going to talk to me, could you at least make sense?” 
 
    “Pardon, mademoiselle. I am an elf chevalier.” 
 
    “I know. A confused one, I must say.” She was the one confused, though. 
 
    “Formerly,” Jehan said. “Do you know of the quest of a chevalier?” 
 
    “They go about on quests in the stories.” 
 
    “One quest, but twelve labors. Once the chevalier has performed twelve labors, he may serve as a Paladin at the Imperial Court.” 
 
    “So?” Talysse was sweating, thirsty, and thoroughly done with elvish circumlocutions. 
 
    “You are my geas. I shall help you find your parents.” The smile now moved over his entire face. 
 
    Talysse’s eyes went wide. When she realized her mouth was open too, she shut it with a snap. 
 
    Jehan stood up. He seemed taller. 
 
    “Is anyone else in this room hungry?” 
 
    “I am,” Detta said at once. Then she covered her mouth, surprised at her own boldness. 
 
    “The food here is not excellent, but it is plentiful. It’s time I celebrated something.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Victory 
 
    “Now I shall begin to reward you,” Jehan said, before they entered the tavern. “All you can eat tonight. Tomorrow I shall sell the ransom armor and you shall be well paid.” He was so obviously cheerful, Talysse could not help but smile. He nodded at the wide tavern door. 
 
    “It will be noisy in there, raucous, but you need not worry. They are only honest warriors; there is no danger here.” 
 
    Talysse thought she would be the better judge of danger—everywhere she went, men told her she was safe. They had yet to be correct. 
 
    “Why do you bring your quarterstaff?” She nodded at the weapon strapped to his back. 
 
    “Oh, that,” he said. 
 
    “Did you just blush?” Talysse suppressed a smile, but Detta giggled. 
 
    “Of course not,” Jehan rumbled, but he averted his face. “There is a certain interest… talk… my victory…” He looked at her fiercely. “I won the mêlée with only this weapon.” 
 
    “You’re going to show off,” Talysse said, unable to keep the smile away.  
 
    Jehan growled an inarticulate reply. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Talysse said. “You deserve to show off. It was a grand feat of arms.” She meant it sincerely. 
 
    “The other fighters will wish to see the weapon as well as the man who wielded it,” Detta said. 
 
    “Hmph,” Jehan said. “Just so. Enough. Let’s go in.” 
 
    Talysse and Detta followed, exchanging quick smiles. 
 
    The leftward door opened onto stairs that led down—eight steps and through a wide, low-beamed portal beyond which lay a sea of sounds and smells. The air sagged under layers of scents: roasting meat, sweating men, applewood fires, tendrils of oregano and lavender and tarragon. Her appetite grumbled like a bear, for she had not eaten since morning. 
 
    She stepped through the opening with Detta clutching her belt. Dozens of voices surged over her, most deeply male, the cadences of Occitan washing up next to Ligurian and Catalan and Gallic. Here and there ranged the higher tones of women. One was singing, the clear quaver of an elf. 
 
    Jehan plunged directly into the crowd, pushing forward like a barge heading up river. He maneuvered them to a table that emptied even as they approached, the men grandly and in good humor yielding it “to the famous chevalier!” 
 
    “You two stay here,” he commanded. “I’m off to find food.” 
 
    Only then did the swirl of the place resolve into comprehensible images. She and Detta sat at a table against the outer wall, not so very far from the entrance—a table much like the one last night, though this inn was more crowded and raucous. The mood was celebratory rather than sullen. Every inch of the place held long, heavy tables with matching benches running their length, and every bench was crammed with people, mostly elves. From their manner and bearing, Talysse guessed many had fought in the arena, or had been gonfalonieri. Like myself, she added, wondering at this. Already her life seemed utterly transformed. 
 
    Well across the room stretched a counter that functioned as both serving bar and barrier against the crowd. Humans bustled on the far side, busy with food and drink, and an orange-yellow glow spoke of kitchen and cook-fires beyond. Once in a while, a human woman rounded one end, burdened with trays. 
 
    The place was more chaotic than the arena had been for the mêlée. Yet, within a mere minute, Jehan emerged from the throng. 
 
    “They will bring you food, all you can eat.” 
 
    “We can eat quite a lot,” Talysse said. 
 
    “Good. Take your time. I have several friends here to greet. You stay put, yes?” 
 
    Talysse nodded and Jehan rushed off. 
 
    “The chevalier is actually cheerful,” Detta said. 
 
    “I know,” Talysse said. “It seems strange, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Detta agreed, and the two spent several minutes discussing whether all elves were usually morose, or only elf chevaliers, or only Jehan. They had to sit side-by-side to hear each other over the din of the crowd. There was a great deal of laughter and singing, all of it loud. Then the food arrived, and neither spoke much for quite a long time. 
 
    They ate soup and bread, a plate of dried meats, hot vegetables in a cream sauce, and still the food kept coming, along with a light red wine that went down like water. Jehan was easy to see across the big room, for he remained standing, talking and laughing with a group of men. He waved at her once and she waved back. 
 
    The two women were savoring small cakes sweetened with honey when a movement caught Talysse’s attention. The movement slipped through the crowd like a shadow blown by the wind, then Saveric eased onto the bench across the table. Talysse’s throat closed; she could not swallow. She felt her eyes go huge. 
 
    “Be assured,” Saveric said, speaking fast and low, “I mean you no harm. I shall exercise no violence against you, I promise. Look.” He placed his hands on the table, palms up. His flesh was sallow and soft. “I have not my staff. Stay and hear me; do not rush away.” 
 
    Talysse’s feet were lead, her blood ice, and her brain a useless rock. She sat unmoving. 
 
    “I take your silence for assent,” the wizard said. He leaned back. His hands turned palms down. 
 
    “First, I must apologize for my men. They should not have behaved like that.” 
 
    “You chased us,” Detta said, her voice small but clear. 
 
    Saveric grimaced. “Indeed. The blame is mine; I accept it.” He placed one hand over his chest. “At our interview I was… inept.” 
 
    “You grabbed my arm,” Talysse said, having found her voice at last. 
 
    “I did.” Saveric hung his head briefly. “To my regret. That was foolish. I wished to urge you but I only frightened you, a mere girl all alone.” 
 
    Mere girl? Talysse straightened to make a reply, but the wizard continued, not quite looking at her. 
 
    “You were afraid, so you fled. What could be more natural? And somehow you escaped all the way to this place.” He could not quite hide his mystification at this. “But you are an innocent, unfamiliar with the world, which is a violent and dangerous place. So I sent my men to search for you. I feared you had leapt to your death in despair.” He looked at her now. “How did you climb down from that tower?” 
 
    “I didn’t climb. I flew.” 
 
    Saveric rocked back. He put his fingertips together. “So it is true. Hm, hm.” 
 
    Talysse tried to wish the words back. Anything she told him about herself was like ground yielded. The inn was beginning to feel like a trap. She stole a glance, but the crowd blocked her view. She could not see Jehan. 
 
    “Well and well. I offer my apologies, at any rate. I do not even ask you accept them.” 
 
    Talysse swore she could actually see him put on a mask of benevolence.  
 
    “All I ask is a chance to make my offer more clearly.” A smile crawled onto his face. 
 
    Again Talysse remained silent. She looked more openly for Jehan, listening for the deep boom of his voice, but songs had broken out in raucous competition. Men crowded at nearby tables, some still wearing armor. Saveric pressed on as if they were seated in a quiet study.  
 
    “You are a girl of great promise: so Trumbert told me, so I see you to be. Promise, however, is not realization. I have known many a talented youngster who went astray, many a flower that failed to bloom, all for want of instruction and opportunity. This is what you need, child, instruction and opportunity. Paris offers these. I offer these.” 
 
    He leaned forward again. Talysse leaned back the same distance. Detta’s hand found hers under the table. 
 
    “You see,” the wizard continued, “how I am forthright with you. I could tell you sweet lies and put myself in a favorable light, but I shall not dissimulate. I respect you too much for that.”  
 
    His eyes bore into her. He was too eager. Talysse wished he would stop talking. She wished Jehan would come back. She wished she were anywhere but here. 
 
    “Therefore this: Had you been ordinary, I would have returned to Paris, where I have much to do. Yet here I am, still in the Kingdom of Arelat. That is a measure of my interest… no, of my hope in you.” 
 
    The smell of the place was as thick as the noise. A man leaned against the wall in the near corner. Beside him was a black staff; how had she not seen that before? Where was Jehan?  
 
    “Remigius,” she said, hardly able to think.  
 
    “Ah, your so-called patron.” Saveric shook his head. “I must tell you hard news about Remigius. He is ambitious and vain; worse than wanting power, he wants fame. To gain it, he has labored in secret for years. I have watched him. He intends to rule the Syndicat. I have tried reason, warnings, threats, but all I have done is made him push forward his plans. Just how you fit into those plans is as yet unclear to me, but it clearly has something to do with your… unusual… powers. He has used you from the start, you poor thing.” 
 
    I am not a poor thing! 
 
    The wizard sighed and shook his head. “You see how I put every foot wrong, with you as well as with him. And with my own order. When I tried to warn them, they accused me of jealousy. 
 
    “I am thwarted there, but let me at least protect the one—the two; your pardon, madame gnome—whom I have so recklessly endangered. I urge you again, come with me to Paris, for Remigius is searching. If he finds you, what do you suppose will happen?” 
 
    Saveric leaned forward, pushing the question at her. Talysse saw herself in a room of stone, surrounded by herbs and vapors, bound by chains. She pounded her fist on the table and the image vanished. 
 
    “No,” she said, as firmly as she could. “I will not.” 
 
    Saveric looked disappointed, but she did not trust the look. 
 
    “You think to find your parents,” he said, “but they are not what’s important now.” 
 
    Talysse got to her feet so abruptly, Detta nearly tumbled as the bench rocked back.  
 
    “Don’t tell me what’s important,” she shouted. She climbed onto the table, searching for Jehan. This wizard was nothing but another Trumbert, telling her what to think, what to feel. 
 
    “Do not try to leave,” Saveric said, with just enough edge to his voice that she grew more alarmed.  
 
    “I don’t want to go with you,” Talysse said as firmly as she could. “I want you to leave me alone.”  
 
    It took only a moment to see it: three men there, and two there, all armed and all moving toward her. The face of one bore a gruesome scar. 
 
    Seeing her on the table, a man called out, laughing, “A song! Chanson!” 
 
    “Sit down, girl,” Saveric shouted and now more heads turned. “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    Talysse wanted to tell him what she thought about stupid, but the three men began to push through the crowd, shoving people out of the way. Cries of indignation rang out and other voices grew more quiet. She looked all around her, but could not see a way out. A wall to her right. Saveric, now standing in front of her, almost in arm’s reach, with his own men to her left and behind. 
 
    Then, abruptly, the three on the left fell and there was Jehan, quarterstaff in hand, with other elves behind him, also armed: knives and short clubs, two bare-fisted, one wielding a metal tankard. All looked as dangerous as a pack of dogs with teeth showing.  
 
    Saveric gave her a pained look. “You have allies, it appears.” 
 
    A few of the men moved to block the two gens d’armes who were closing in from behind. Jehan stepped forward. One of the men with him, a big human with an enormous red beard, said loudly, “See yourself out, brother. We can keep these entertained.” He pointed with a long knife. 
 
    Jehan leveled his quarterstaff at Saveric. “This one’s a wizard,” he said. “Best sit him on his hands.”  
 
    The elf chevalier moved closer. Without taking his eyes from Saveric, he spoke. “Talysse, step to the doorway,” he said, his voice tight as rigging in a high wind. “Wait there. Do not go outside without me.” 
 
    Talysse hesitated, her pulse galloping. The wizard’s eyes glinted in the torchlight. “It is a misunderstanding,” he said through tight lips. 
 
    “Speak again, wizard,” Jehan said loudly. “I wish to break your head.” Rough laughter came from the crowd. To Talysse he said, “Best be quick.” 
 
    Talysse climbed down and helped Detta after her. She edged her way past Saveric as if he were a coiled snake. The whole tavern had fallen so quiet she could hear the crackle of the cook fire. With a soft shuffle, a way cleared to the door. She stopped at the first step and turned. Jehan was right behind her. “Out we go,” he said softly. 
 
    They went through the door into the vestibule. Talysse started to go outside but Jehan tapped on her shoulder and pointed to the door with the bed on it. She looked at him questioningly but he put a finger to his lips, then went through to the rooms. Talysse followed, but her mind raced. Why was he not fleeing? The wizard would have men looking; she pictured scores of armored men rushing through the streets shoulder to shoulder. Once in Jehan’s room, she whispered her concern. 
 
    “Grab everything, quickly. We have only moments,” he said, scooping up his own armor and throwing things into a pack.  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “My friends can delay them for minutes, not hours. Hurry!” 
 
    Detta was already packing. Talysse snatched up her own pack. “Fine. Whatever you say. But if we’re caught, it’s your fault.” It was ungrateful, but she was bewildered and frightened, and anger was her familiar retreat. Within a single minute, the elf was ready. He turned. Detta stood and nodded. Talysse stuffed her boots into her pack and shrugged. 
 
    Jehan led them across the hall and into another room. Judging by the armor on the bed, it too belonged to a tournier. This room had a window. Jehan opened the shutters and leaned out, then signaled. He climbed through and dropped to the ground. A moment later, they were all three moving down an alley a few feet wide. Where it opened into a street, Jehan stopped and leaned close.  
 
    “The inn opens back the other way. There were sure to be guards waiting for us that way,” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    “You could have said so earlier,” she replied. 
 
    “We had to get out of the room. All rooms will be searched, soon.” 
 
    “Where do we go now?” 
 
    “Away.” 
 
    “Away where?” 
 
    “Later,” Jehan said. He gave her a push not at all gentle. “Stay close to me.” He crossed the street into another alley. Over his shoulder he added. “Madame must run, likely.” 
 
    “Oh, mercy on me,” Detta muttered, but she broke into a brisk trot. 
 
    Jehan led them on a path so roundabout, Talysse thought they might be visiting every district of the city. Jehan strode purposefully but never got too far ahead. He kept a constant watch, pausing at each crossroads to look up and down each street, and looking behind them so often Talysse felt sure they must be being followed. After a time, Detta’s breathing grew labored. Her own legs were starting to sing. 
 
    Jehan drew them up short. They stood near the city wall, in deep shadow under a slim moon obscured by thin, fast-moving clouds. Impoverished wooden houses leaned tiredly against the big wall, which loomed like a black cliff in the gloom. Jehan positioned them between two lightless shacks. 
 
    “Stay,” he whispered, then faded into the dark. That he whispered seemed ominous. Talysse and Detta looked at each other. Jehan returned before either could do more than recover her breath. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    He led them past two more shacks and into a gap: a small door in the wall. Jehan herded them through. The door closed behind, though Talysse never saw anyone. She looked around.  
 
    They were outside the walled city. 
 
    “One more rush, mes filles,” Jehan said, still in a whisper. “Then, safety, or so I hope.” 
 
    The elf was off again, across the roadway that ran at the base of the wall, and into a street. Buildings rose on either side, the same that had looked friendly and bustling by day; now they loomed darkly, each a lair to hold an ambush. 
 
    The buildings soon gave way to wide fields, some marked by fences. In the more open areas she could just make out the shapes of wagons, nose to tail in big circles. Jehan headed for one of these circles, then paused at the edge. Between the wagons glowed a campfire. Voices murmured as they do late at night. He seemed to debate something with himself for a time, before going on. 
 
    After the camps there were no more lights. A rustle now and then spoke of deer or owls or raccoon moving through underbrush. The only other sound was an occasional liquid murmur sliding away on her left. The smell of water and mud confirmed that they were close to the river. Was the elf about to have them swim? A hundred questions and concerns crowded each other. Just as she thought she might burst from them, Jehan held up a hand. He signaled them to stay, which he repeated until both women nodded assent. Then he slipped into the darkness. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Detta whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know. Where are we ourselves going, that’s what I want to know.” 
 
    The big form of the elf reappeared silently. He put his face in front of Detta’s and put one finger to her lips. Detta nodded, head down. Talysse scowled at him, but realized the look was lost in shadow. She nodded, but added a long sigh. 
 
    Jehan vanished again. Talysse fretted in silence. 
 
    What was she doing? She barely knew this man. He fought well—amazingly well—but he appeared to have any number of his own problems. She would follow him, because she had little choice just now, but that didn’t mean she would trust him. 
 
    Why was she the object of such attention? She was no beautiful princess, was not even pretty, despite what Detta might say. The men showed no interest in her that way. Yet a wizard and a chevalier had both made her the center of their attention. Why? She kept finding people she did not want, while she could not find the ones she sought. It was all too maddening, and she couldn’t even get mad. 
 
    “Come.” Jehan’s voice sounded from nearby. “The bridge is unguarded, but we must hurry. Someone may think to set a watch.” 
 
    Talysse squinted through the darkness. A shadowy figure gestured, then stepped closer. 
 
    “If mademoiselle pleases,” Jehan urged through tight lips. “Once we cross the river, we can vanish onto side roads. Even the king himself does not have enough men to search them all. And once over the river, we will be outside the kingdom anyway. Do hurry!” 
 
    Talysse did not move. Finally, a chance to get angry. 
 
    “Mademoiselle, I beg you.” His tone was so sincere, it nearly moved her. 
 
    “I’ll go,” she said, “but you must promise me something.” 
 
    “Anything!” 
 
    “You must answer all my questions.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “And teach me the quarterstaff.” 
 
    “What? Absurd!” 
 
    “Ooh,” Detta murmured. 
 
    Talysse folded her arms and tilted up her chin. 
 
    “Not absurd,” Jehan amended, “just mad.” 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    He sighed loudly.  
 
    “Anything, if you will only go now, as fast as you can. Be grateful for such a dark night, or someone would surely see us on the bridge.”
  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    The Cierzo Karwan 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” Talysse asked on the first morning after fleeing Arles. 
 
    “Away,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Obviously,” Talysse said. “But where to?” 
 
    They walked for a time without speech. She was starting to get used to these pauses and knew better than to try to hurry them. Their pace was slow, for after a night of running, Jehan appeared content to match his speed to the gnome’s. 
 
    “Toulouse is possible,” Jehan said at last. 
 
    “Who is Toulouse?” Detta asked.  
 
    “Toulouse is a city,” Jehan said. “The County of Toulouse lies beyond the borders of the Arelat kingdom and beyond the reach of the Gaulish king. The Count goes his own way. I am thinking he may protect us, at least long enough for mademoiselle to choose a direction for us.” 
 
    That halted her questioning for a time. Choose a direction? How was she supposed to know that? All her thoughts and hopes had been focused on Arles. With the king gone and the city too dangerous for lingering, she felt as if she were a tiny boat dropped into the midst of a featureless ocean. Or a boat dropped into a forest, she thought bitterly. No idea where to go and no way to get there. She supposed Toulouse might be as good a place as any, but she did not say that. She wanted to pretend like she knew how to choose. 
 
    “Is this city very far away?” Detta asked. 
 
    Talysse took the gnome’s hand. 
 
    “A week or more,” Jehan said. He showed no sign of hearing Detta’s small squeak, but Talysse felt the clutch of her hand. “For we must move by devious routes.” 
 
    The routes were plenty devious, as far as she could see. Jehan kept them to the side roads of side roads, encountering animals more often than people. They cut through glades, sought out shadows, ate beneath willow trees or behind brakes and hedges. When near a village, he had them wait until nightfall, always making sure the three of them were never seen together. 
 
    “It is better we be secret than speedy,” he said. He had to say it more than once, for Talysse was inclined to impatience. 
 
    “So what if we are seen by villagers or a goose girl?” she asked. “As long as it’s not by Saveric. Even if word got back, we would be days gone—or could be if we didn’t keep sitting down.” 
 
    Jehan considered, or pretended to. “Imagine yourself as Saveric,” he said. 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Learn to think as your enemy.” 
 
    Talysse shook her head and gave Detta a look. The gnome’s shoulders lowered in a shrug. 
 
    “You are at the inn,” Jehan continued. “Your quarry has just escaped. What do you do?” 
 
    “I look for her,” Talysse said. She made a sour face at the elf. 
 
    “No, you don’t. You are a wizard. You have gens d’armes at your command.” 
 
    “All right.” She was beginning to understand it was no good trying to talk past Jehan. She pictured the inn: the smells, the noise, the people. 
 
    “There would be some fighting,” she said, “but I would want out of there as soon as I could. By the time I got loose, the girl would be gone. I probably go out into the street anyway, but that’s no good. My men show up.” 
 
    “Some are hurt,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Very well, some are hurt. But that’s not important.” 
 
    “Correct,” Jehan said. 
 
    “The point of them,” she said slowly, “was to gain a little time. Once we had some distance, Saveric would not know which way to go.” 
 
    “Now you do well, but stay with the wizard. What would Saveric do next?” 
 
    “Look for us.” 
 
    “How? Do you wander about?” 
 
    “No, I would ask questions. Obviously.” She walked in silence, then said, “Do they have rooms? Where are they staying?” She began to walk more quickly, like a hound picking up a scent. “Ask there first. Yes, the elf has a room, just next door.” She glanced at Jehan. “No wonder you hurried us through that window.” 
 
    “You are Saveric. You don’t know about the window.” 
 
    That nettled her for only a moment. She was in the room, frustrated. Angry. 
 
    “There are no belongings. The quarry has been here and left. I don’t know which way, but they cannot be far.” 
 
    “Good. Now what?” 
 
    “Send my men. Spread out. Search every alley!” She was caught up. 
 
    “And you, yourself?” 
 
    “Um… I don’t go. I’d just be one more pair of eyes.” 
 
    “Can you search magically?” 
 
    Chilled, she said, “I don’t know. We don’t know.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Detta said. “If he could do that, he would have found us already.” 
 
    “Madame is right,” Jehan said.  
 
    “Why, tante, that was quite good.” 
 
    “You were thinking the same,” Detta said, touching fingers to forehead in deference. “I interrupted.” 
 
    “Then you must interrupt often,” Jehan said.  
 
    Detta smiled broadly. Talysse was already back on the problem, in character. 
 
    “I stay in the room to look for any clue.” She frowned. “I don’t think I find one. I go back to the tavern, asking what anyone knows. Who is the elf? Where does he come from, who are his friends, where might he go? I offer bribes.” 
 
    “You hear many things,” Jehan said. 
 
    “All lies,” Talysse said with unfeigned irritation. “I waste my time here. I go back to… where do I live? Not in Arles; he said he was from Paris.” 
 
    “In a hotel,” Jehan said. “A fine one. But the question is not where you are staying but what you do next.” 
 
    She worked on this for a while, head down. Abruptly her head snapped up. “The Syndicat. I call upon the Syndicat to search for them.” A pause. “Saveric doesn’t need to catch up with us,” she added quietly. “He can have his people intercept us. He can look in every direction at once.”  
 
    Talysse regarded Jehan. “We must stay hidden,” she said. Her eyes were wide. 
 
    “We must stay hidden,” Jehan confirmed. “Learn to think as your enemy does, Talysse, or be captured by him.” 
 
      
 
    But they did not hide for much longer. The next day—the third since leaving Arles and crossing the wide, dark bridge over the Rhône River—they were forced onto a main road by encroaching marais to their south and west.  
 
    “We do not want to hide so well we sink into the mud,” Jehan had blandly observed.  
 
    So they walked along a good road, mostly empty, with Jehan scanning constantly in front and behind. In the late afternoon, with the sun starting to descend into their eyes, he stopped them, then hurried them off the road into a tangle of scrub oak and buckthorn. 
 
    “Wagons are coming from behind,” he explained. “We will wait for them to pass.” 
 
    Jehan had said the town of Vauvert was not far and Talysse had been hoping for lodging, or at least a warm meal. 
 
    “It would be wiser,” the elf said. “Merchants talk, and innkeepers talk even more.” 
 
    She resigned herself to eating dried meat and stale bread, washed down by tepid water. 
 
    The rumble of wagon wheels soon sounded. Peering through the buckthorn branches she saw not a wagon but a parade of wagons—she counted nine, with more hidden by a bend in the road. 
 
    Jehan stood up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Talysse demanded. “You’ll be seen.” 
 
    “I know these people,” he said. “Stay here. I’ll go talk with them.” 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    “We may have caught some luck,” he said. He glanced down and, for once, trouble had left his brow. “I won’t be long. Wait for my return.” 
 
    Like I would just leave, Talysse thought. For the briefest moment she entertained that idea. All she’d been doing was following others for over a week now, and where had it got her? Hiding in the bushes, that’s where, with a wizard hunting her. 
 
    “Talysse?” Detta touched her shoulder, her eyes questioning. 
 
    “We’ll wait,” she said. “For now. What are these people, I wonder?” 
 
    “Wagoneers,” the gnome said. 
 
    Talysse looked over at her. “What? You know them?” 
 
    “My da told me stories,” Detta said. “Wagoneers are elf folk who travel… well, in wagons.” She waved an arm toward the line of wheels and dust. 
 
    “Where do they live?” 
 
    “In the wagons.” 
 
    The elf strode toward the wagons, one arm raised in a hail. Talysse gazed in wonder at the parade, which was as colorful as a sunset. Every wagon was painted, even to the wheels. Each was pulled by a horse that itself was decorated with ribbons and even flowers. The people, hard to make out at a distance, wore clothes every bit as colorful.  
 
    “Living in wagons,” Talysse whispered. “Sounds wonderful.” 
 
    The line of wagons—more than a dozen were now in view—slowed to a stop. Jehan approached the lead wagon, which was painted with elaborate designs over a black base, making it look slightly sinister. In the silence, Talysse could hear voices but no words. After a short exchange, Jehan started back. The wagons moved again, but now they pulled off the road onto an empty meadow. By the time Jehan returned to the stand of buckthorn, the wagons were forming into a circle. The elf looked satisfied. 
 
    “We must wait here for the routiers to make camp,” Jehan said, “then Brasc will see us.” 
 
    “Who is Brasc? What are routiers?” 
 
    “Wagoneers,” Detta said. 
 
    “They are also called that,” Jehan said, nodding. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them,” Talysse said. 
 
    “No doubt there are many things of which you have not heard,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Fine,” Talysse said, “I won’t talk about it if you’re only going to make fun of me.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Jehan said. “I only observed, I did not mean to mock.” 
 
    He’s too sincere for me to be angry with him, Talysse thought. “How do you know about them?” she asked. “Detta said her father told her about them.” 
 
    “Indeed? Madame’s father is a man of the world, then.” 
 
    Detta giggled—foolishly, Talysse thought. 
 
    “Are they bandits?” 
 
    “Some accuse them of thievery. Occasionally, the accusations are true,” Jehan said with a touch of humor in his voice, “but they are not bandits. They travel over all Europa, and have done so for generations beyond remembering. They buy here and sell there, and thus make their way. They also bring news, from one elf community to another. They are highly regarded by elves everywhere.” 
 
    “Sounds like you know them well.” 
 
    “We are to watch for the smoke of their campfires,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Very well, I’ll ask it as a question. How do you know these particular… what did you call them?” 
 
    “Routiers. Drivers. Wagoneers.” 
 
    “Wagoneers, then. How do you know them?” 
 
    He sighed. “Mademoiselle Obstiné,” he said, without rancor.  
 
    “No need to flatter,” Talysse said, smiling. 
 
    “I traveled with them for a time. The wagonmaster, Brasc, took me in when I was… lost. Hopeless. For reasons I still cannot fathom, he saw hope where I saw none. He gave me a job of sorts, to protect the karwan—their name for the whole train of wagons—though in truth no protection was needed. He bore my moods and despondency until I had come around enough to care for myself. And he took the karwan to Arles, in part to give me the chance to recover my arms.” 
 
    This was as long a speech as she had heard from the elf, but the wash of bitter regret mingled with respect impressed her even more. 
 
    “The wagonmaster sounds like a good man. And,” she added after a moment, “a good judge of character.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “He took you in,” Detta said. “Is that why you hope he will take us in as well?” 
 
    “It is,” Jehan said, “though it’s a little more complicated than that. We shall have to make the case.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Jehan said. “Look, there is the first smoke. Let us go, and save up your questions for later.” 
 
    Talysse bit back her next question and stood to follow Jehan. Was she going to have to beg for help? The thought tasted sour, but the thought of campfires and wagons pulled her forward. 
 
      
 
    The sun had settled behind the western horizon, flooding the sky with color. Blue deepened toward indigo in the east; to the west, a bank of white clouds took on tinges of vermilion and rose. Whippoorwills and nightingales sang. A flight of storks swept overhead, setting up a din as they landed and silencing the chorus of frogs that had been growing in volume with every step. 
 
    The karwan lay in an arc of dark wagons with heavy spoked wheels. Some were mere two-wheeled carts with sides but no top. Others were much like transport wagons, with high sides, a wide bed, and a canvas cover. By far the most common, though, were wagons unlike any she had seen. These were four-wheeled, each with wooden walls and a curved wooden roof. Pennants hung along the edge of each roof. Many had windows, and all had a door at the back. Each was painted with a kind of undercoat of a specific color—this one was the color of spring grass, that one sunset orange, another was a summer-haze blue, while still another a cheery sunflower yellow. Onto the base color were drawn designs—some of animals, some geometric or floral, each utterly unique.  
 
    Inside the arc of the camp, fires burned brightly. One of these was crowded with people getting their supper, while around the other gathered only a handful. The smell of roasting meat set her mouth to watering. Voices of men wove among those of women, accompanied by the laughter and shouts of children. A clear tenor sang a nonsensical, burbling song about lovers and cakes and hot baths. After the rush and noise of Arles, the whole scene was as peaceful as an afternoon nap. 
 
    “It’s lovely here,” Talysse said. “I hope they will take us in.” 
 
    “Assuredly they will,” Detta said. “We are in the company of a hero, after all.” 
 
    Talysse said nothing to this, awkwardly aware of the smooth skin between her gray eyes. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Jehan said. “It is no small matter for the routiers to accept a guest.” 
 
    Talysse had feared as much, but Jehan’s gloomy assessment discouraged her.  
 
    “They will be eager to help my darling,” Detta said. “Anyone would.” 
 
    After Jehan said nothing to this, Talysse said, “Don’t look to him for comfort, tante; he’s gloomy by nature. To hear him talk, everything will always turn out for the worst.” 
 
    “Come, let me give you advice, with the earnest hope you will follow it,” Jehan said. “You are not yet welcomed, and among routiers this is a thing taken most seriously. Until you are welcomed, do not speak. Try not to look anyone in the eye, and for all love stare at no one. Stay by me. I’ll go straight to Brasc, the wagonmaster, and put your case to him. Do not speak, do not interrupt, unless Brasc bids you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Detta said promptly. 
 
    “I do,” Talysse said after a hesitation, “but I don’t like it.” 
 
    “You are not required to like it. Routiers are proud, with a quick temper, but they are a good judge of people. If Brasc speaks to you, answer honestly. He will know if you try to deceive him. It won’t work and you don’t want to anger him, believe me. From the moment you step inside the wagons, you are a stranger, gadj—foreign—it is not a nice word. If they approve, you will be welcomed. It is an honor. Treat it so.” 
 
    “That was quite a speech,” Talysse said. “Am I supposed to be afraid? Because I’m not.” She clenched one fist. 
 
    Jehan said only, “Stay close.” 
 
    A whinny came from nearby. Detta jumped sideways at the sound. 
 
    “Horses,” Jehan said. “They keep them hobbled at night. Nothing to fear.” 
 
    “She wasn’t afraid,” Talysse said firmly. 
 
    “But I was,” Detta whispered.  
 
    They stepped inside the line of wagons. Impressions that had lapped at the edge of her awareness now flooded in. Music came to her, swirled away, mostly as snatches of song, but from further away came a lute accompanied by the same clear tenor voice she had heard before, this time singing in a strange language. 
 
    Closer to hand were the smells of cooking—roasting meat accented with thyme and rosemary. Her stomach growled at her. She told it to hush, but it growled again, so loudly that Detta stifled a giggle. 
 
    As strong as were the smells and sounds, what Talysse saw put those in the background. She was used to a regulated life, a world in which all came to dinner at a bell, rose to another bell, moved through the day in an orderly progression. The wagoneers were a churn of motion, like the sea in a storm. People sat on the ground, seemingly wherever they pleased. They called out to each other, shouting over one another, singing at random. Children ran among the adults, intent on mysterious games. No one seemed to belong anywhere in particular. 
 
    The clothing radiated color in the evening light—sun yellow, spring grass green, sea blue, brick red. The women wore dresses of white that stopped at their ankles, so heavily embroidered they seemed more thread than cloth. Entire scenes tumbled down their backs and arms. Forests spread across mountains, horses pulled wagons across fields, and foxes scampered, all caught up in threads. 
 
    The men were every bit as colorful, with wide, black pants whose legs bore complex symbols. Their shirts were of every color—orange, blue, pale yellow—seemingly anything but white. These, too, were embroidered with scenes and glyphs. 
 
    Talysse wandered happily through this. Her senses were assaulted and overwhelmed, and she was surrendering joyfully. This was life, she thought, real life. She had spent her entire existence in a closet, thinking it was the world.  
 
    I’ll never go back there, she thought to the oncoming night. Aloud she said, “I could live here.” 
 
    “But, Lyssie,” Detta said, “they don’t really live here. Wagoneers don’t live anywhere.” 
 
    “They live everywhere,” Talysse said, and even her own voice sounded enchanted. “The wagons are their home, wherever they go. Don’t you see how marvelous it is? I didn’t like Arles one bit.” 
 
    “Nor did I,” Detta said. “But how could we live among the wagoneers? I do not know their customs.” 
 
    “In the city,” Talysse went on as if Detta had not spoken, “everything is so crowded you can’t see, so noisy you can’t hear, so full of smells it’s one big stink. But here, Detta, I can hear each voice, smell every scent. The city is a swamp. This is a garden.” 
 
    “It seems nice,” Detta said, hesitantly. 
 
    Jehan spoke just loudly enough to interrupt. 
 
    “We come to Brasc’s wagon. Remember what I told you.” 
 
    “I know,” Talysse whispered back. Heroic rescuers really ought not be so irritating, she thought. 
 
    A stocky elf sat on a stool near the fire. To one side and a little back sat a woman, just visible in the darkness. Still further, the shape of a man who held some sort of instrument in his lap. The campfire tossed shadows with yellow light. 
 
    She examined the seated elf, a man so brown he could have been made of the earth itself. The brim of his straw hat turned up at the sides. His hair was the color of old silver. His sight eyes were going gray, but his third eye between them was still sky blue. He stood at their approach. 
 
    Jehan stood before him and spoke in a clear voice. “Brasc, peace and greetings.” 
 
    “Jehan d’Ursay, peace and welcome,” Brasc said, his voice like iron wheels on gravel. His face was hard and dark. 
 
    “I have come to make a request,” Jehan said. 
 
    “We welcomed you once before. We will hear you,” Brasc said. “I heard of your victory in the arena. Neus was there and saw. He says you felled armed men with only a quarterstaff.” 
 
    “It is so,” Jehan said. 
 
    “And I see you have recovered your armor.” 
 
    “Also true, wagonmaster.” 
 
    “It is well.” Brasc nodded, then stared into the fire silently. Jehan waited. Talysse looked down to scowl, biting her lip to keep quiet when she wanted to blurt out a plea for help. She was pretty sure that would not be wise. 
 
    “I welcome you to the karwan, chevalier, but you bring with you more than your armor.” He did not look at Talysse. 
 
    “I bring guests,” Jehan said. 
 
    “You bring trouble.” 
 
    “I do not dispute it.” 
 
    Dispute it! Talysse urged silently. 
 
    “Trouble with the Syndicat, no less,” Brasc said. “My people wish to have nothing to do with wizards. Why should I risk this?” 
 
    “This girl has harmed no one, committed no offense, yet a wizard would hunt her like a wild boar. She has no family, no protector. I ask that we be taken in as guests, as voyageurs. I can only ask as a favor. You said before that you go to Bayonne.” 
 
    “To wash our wheels in the Atlantean Sea. It is so.” 
 
    “It is possible you go by way of Toulouse.” 
 
    “It is one of several possibilities.” 
 
    “We would go so far. There, we will ask help from the count.” 
 
    “Fulk? Why him?” 
 
    “He knows me, after a fashion,” Jehan said. “I shall ask him for a letter to the king, who fights in Gascony against the Picards.” 
 
    “Known. Who is she to you?”  
 
    “My geas.” 
 
    That stopped the conversation for a moment. Brasc glanced behind him at the woman, who was almost invisible in shadow, then turned to Jehan. “This is news indeed.” He looked at Talysse for the first time, the blue of his third eye as bright as daylight. “Perhaps she is worthy,” he added. 
 
    “I have sworn to help her find her parents,” Jehan said 
 
    “Indeed,” Brasc said. 
 
    Talysse thought wagoneers could learn at least a few manners. Or were all elves like this? 
 
    Jehan spoke again. “I request these my comrades at the arena be welcomed into the Cierzo Karwan.” 
 
    Talysse felt a surge of pride at being called a comrade, even though she did not think she merited it. 
 
    “Even the gnome?” 
 
    “Ardetta of the Vill de Saldemer,” Talysse broke in. “She is my compagnon.” Then she bit her lip—she could hear the disapproval in the silence, could feel Jehan’s glare. She scolded herself for not being able to keep quiet even for two minutes. 
 
    She was still scolding herself as Jehan spoke his next words, though they were about her. He said something about her getting robbed, how she held his banner at the tournoi. Saldemer was mentioned. Her name again. Brasc said something. 
 
    “Answer the man. Look up and answer him,” Jehan said. 
 
    Detta was tugging at her.  
 
    “Art thou elf?” Brasc asked. Talysse did not miss his change to formal speech. 
 
    “I am,” she said. She had an odd sensation of tipping over. 
 
    Brasc leaned forward, inspecting her face. He placed a blunt finger on her forehead and pressed, then leaned away. “Not elf.” 
 
    “I am half-elf,” she said quickly. “My mother is human.” 
 
    Murmurs came from the other elves. He considered, rumbling, “Hm, hm.” Then he said, “It is not impossible. It has happened.” He said this as if speaking of something distasteful.  
 
    “Where is thy home, demi?” 
 
    The use of the term—“half”—made her wince. “I live in the Saldemer Cenobitum,” she said. Hadn’t Jehan already told him this? 
 
    “Art thou orphaned?” 
 
    “I am donata,” Talysse replied. “Given.” His questions pried uncomfortably at her, as if he were rummaging through her belongings. 
 
    “Why does this wizard hunt thee?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Talysse said. She felt small, standing before this man in the flickering firelight. She knew her defenses were going up. Don’t be rude, she counseled herself in Detta’s voice. 
 
    “He spoke with thee, did he not? What did he say?” 
 
    “He said he wanted to take me to Paris, to learn to be a wizard.” It sounded petty in her ears. 
 
    Brasc considered. “Thou hast no wish to be a wizard?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I know I don’t want to go to Paris. I want to find my parents.” 
 
    “Are they in my karwan?” 
 
    “No. Obviously.” 
 
    “Why obviously?” 
 
    “Because my mother is human. She’s a great noble lady, and my father is an elf chevalier.” 
 
    Brasc’s eyebrows went up and he cocked his head. “Like our Jehan, here,” he said, but he seemed to be thinking of something else. 
 
    “Only if he has defeated a giant to save a beautiful woman.” All her walls were up now. 
 
    Brasc turned to exchange a look with the other man, the singer, who strummed an odd chord by way of reply. 
 
    “So,” Brasc said. He turned back to her as if returning from another conversation. “Thou will not go to see Paris.” A gentle mockery was in his voice. “Why should this wizard pursue thee? Art thou special?” 
 
    “I can fly,” Talysse said. Her chin tilted up and her eyes dared him to doubt. 
 
    “Verily?” 
 
    “Verily,” Jehan said. “I have heard it from gardiens who swear they have seen it.” 
 
    When did he talk to Guarin and Ceranne? Talysse wondered. He must have checked up on me. 
 
    “The gardiens are no fools,” Brasc said. “They have clear eyes, for humans. So. A demi is rare but not unheard of. A girl who flies is unusual but not impossible. You bring me a rara avis, Jehan.” Brasc smiled at this. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “This wizard Saveric grieved me at Arles. His men were discourteous to my people. They beat a man who would not tolerate their insults. On the best of days I would have no traffic with wizards, and this is not the best of days. I do not mind pulling this one’s beard.” 
 
    Talysse started to say Saveric’s beard was too short to pull, but Jehan spoke first. 
 
    “Do the other wagons agree?” 
 
    “I will speak to them later, wheel to wheel. Hospitality has its own rules.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Talysse sensed there was more to this conversation that the words alone. This must be how a horse feels, she thought, when it’s being traded. 
 
    “Very well,” Brasc said. “And thy plans now?” 
 
    “I’m… not sure,” Talysse said. “First I have to keep out of reach of Saveric.” 
 
    “Canst thou best him in battle?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I can avoid him, though. I can fly.” Pride silvered her last statement. 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    Talysse was pleased to hear honest surprise in that word. 
 
    “I have not seen it,” Jehan said, “but I spoke with a gardien who swears it is true.” 
 
    Brasc said slowly. “A rare skill,” Brasc said slowly. So, when the wizard gets too close, fly away?” 
 
    Talysse nodded, not at all sure that’s what she would do. 
 
    “Leaving behind thy compagnon?” 
 
    Detta smothered an “eep” with both hands. 
 
    “Of course not,” Talysse said, putting one hand on Detta’s shoulder. “I would carry her.” 
 
    Detta “eep”ed again. Talysse hoped Brasc would not ask if she had ever done this. 
 
    “And should the wizard accost thee inside a building, such as…” He pretended to consider. “…an inn, wouldst thou fly up through the chimney like a starling?” 
 
    Now he was just mocking her. She glowered at him. 
 
    “Do not be angry merely because I ask thee to think. I would do the same of any warrior.” Here he glanced meaningfully at Jehan before returning to her. “There is no shame in asking for help, no shame in accepting it; there is only shame in believing it is not needed.” 
 
    Talysse looked at Brasc for a long time. His third eye had closed; she half expected it to flicker open so he could read her true mind. Hah, she thought, good luck to you there. I don’t even know my mind myself, half the time. But the eye remained closed and her own thoughts remained jumbled. 
 
    “We will go with you,” she said at last, because she had to say something. “If you will have us.” 
 
    “I have not yet offered,” Brasc said, “but I do so now. I make a guest of this woman and this gnome.” His voice rasped like a rake through gravel, but he had called her ‘woman’ rather than ‘girl’ and Talysse’s heart warmed to him. 
 
    The wagoneer held out both hands, palms up. “Welcome, Talysse du Camargue, and Detta of Saldemer Vill. You are guests of my karwan.” 
 
    The switch from the formal to the familiar made her heart warm still more. Had she found a protector or a friend? 
 
    “Come along,” Jehan said to Talysse. “I am hungry and tired.” 
 
    “Go to the convidat,” Brasc said. “Neus will take you in hand.” 
 
    “Convidat?” Detta asked as the three left the light of the campfire. 
 
    “The guest wagon,” Jehan said. 
 
    The guest camp was the same as the others, though here only one person sat at the fire. He stood as they approached. 
 
    “Hela, Jehan.” He was young, hardly older than Talysse. The campfire showed him to have silver eyes, with the third eye a deep blue, which he quickly closed. Elves considered talking to strangers with the third eye open to be somewhere between rude and threatening. 
 
    “Hela, Neus,” Jehan said. “We have guests.” 
 
    “I’ve heard. Now I see them.” 
 
    Jehan gestured to small rugs spread on the sand. Elaborate patterns were woven into the wool. “Sit,” he said. “Eat.” 
 
    Talysse sat gladly, but she was not hungry. Detta took a bit of bread and made Talysse eat a piece along with a swallow of water. “For politesse,” she whispered as she handed her the cup. The events of the past two days felt like someone was sitting on her shoulders; Talysse yawned widely. 
 
    “I apologize,” Talysse said. “I am very tired.”  
 
    “I am not surprised,” Neus said. “Jehan is arranging the wagon for the two of you. He and I will sleep out here.” 
 
    “Oh,” Detta protested, “it is wrong for me to put you on the ground.” 
 
    “The chevalier will have it no other way,” Neus said amiably. “This is the convidat, a guest wagon.” He waved a hand at the dark shape.  
 
    “Voilà,” Neus said with a flourish, “our hotel.” He grinned. 
 
    “You are most courteous,” Detta said, but she said it to Jehan, who was helping her up the step into the wagon. Talysse followed close behind. 
 
    The interior of the wagon was lit by a single candle near the door. The wavering light showed a plain bench running the length of the wagon on either side. Some sort of cloth hung down the sides, and the benches both had blankets on them. It was comfortable enough. Jehan bid them sleep well and blew out the candle.  
 
    Talysse expected to fall asleep instantly. Instead, she lay awake listening to Detta’s breathing slow and deepen. In the utter blackness, she felt the rush of events wash over her like a wave. From the moment she leaped from the tower she had been hurtling outward, racing from moment to moment. Now it felt as if a tide had left her here, on an unknown beach, staring back across the days to the white walls of Saldemer. She imagined she saw herself peering through the gate, her hair moving like a silver liquid against her shoulders. Was that truly her? 
 
    She seemed such a child, that figure in the gateway—innocent of life, wondering about the world, naïve to deception. Though scarcely a week had passed, Talysse felt herself educated, experienced, and already wearied by the world. Her parents were not where she had thought they would be, and the king was out of her reach. One wizard had abandoned her, and another pursued her. Why should she be so unimportant to one, yet so important to another? She had dragged her tante away from hearth and vill; been taken in by strangers, then put them in danger.  
 
    And now where? This parade of elf wagons was off to some place called Bayonne to do something absurd. Washing their wheels. What was that? And where in the world was Bayonne? 
 
    More questions. They drifted like smoke through her mind. The blackness now was from her closed eyes. The smoke of questions thickened, and at last she yielded to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    The Trovador 
 
    Talysse awoke alone in the wagon, but voices sounded all around her. The shutters of both windows stood open, letting in two squares of sunlight that intersected above her. She stretched awkwardly, between the benches, then got up to stick her head outside. The air smelled of earth, grass, horses—a warm smell, as if the world were an oven. Detta and Jehan stood talking; Neus leaned around the open door. 
 
    “You are fortunate in your sleep,” the young routier said. “We get a late start today.” 
 
    “Why late?” Talysse was still wiping sleep from her eyes as she hopped down and kissed Detta on her forehead. 
 
    “I will put away the blankets,” Detta said. She handed bread and cheese to Talysse. “Eat a little something, my dove.” 
 
    “There has been discussion,” Jehan said. 
 
    Talysse cocked an eyebrow at him. “Do you want to explain, or do you just expect people to guess what you mean?” 
 
    Neus chuckled. “The chevalier is being polite,” he said. “The discussion concerned you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Talysse said, abashed. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “There are always problems,” Neus said. “The discussion concerns what to do about them.” 
 
    “About me, you mean.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Jehan put a hand on Neus’ shoulder. “The karwan moves soon,” he said. “I’ll explain as we go.” 
 
    Neus climbed into the driver’s seat. Jehan indicated they should go inside. 
 
    Detta had everything neatly tucked away under the benches, with blankets folded on top to serve as cushions. The wagon lurched into motion as Neus called out to the horses. Jehan climbed inside and closed the door. 
 
    “You should know what was said,” Jehan began, “for not everyone has welcomed you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Detta said, “I’m sorry.” She patted one cheek of her furred face. 
 
    “Don’t pat your cheek,” Talysse said crossly. “There’s nothing to apologize for.” 
 
    “No, there is not,” Jehan said. “You have not offended anyone, but you worry some, Talysse.” 
 
    “We mean no harm,” Detta said. 
 
    “Yet you may cause it,” Jehan replied.  
 
    “What do they say?” Talysse asked.  
 
    “Some say that the routiers have no reason to anger a wizard, still less to anger the entire Syndicat. They say your troubles are your own, even if you have not made them. That there is nothing the karwan can gain by sheltering you, but it has much to lose. They say perhaps you are a runaway, an escaped servant who has created a story to make herself appear virtuous.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Talysse said. “I never ran away.” 
 
    “You flew,” Detta said.  
 
    “Other things were said. It doesn’t matter, for Brasc stands in your defense. As do I.” 
 
    The addition of those three words, coming after a short pause, warmed her heart.  
 
    “I thank you, sieur chevalier,” Detta said. She spoke with such formal courtesy, Talysse had to suppress a smile.  
 
    “And now I must go,” Jehan said.  
 
    “Go?” 
 
    “We are newcomers to the karwan,” Jehan said. He put a hand on the door handle. “I have questions for the wagonmaster, and he will have a few for me as well. Be sure to latch the door behind me.” 
 
    Talysse wanted to ask him to explain, but she did not really know what to ask or how to ask it, so she merely sighed and shook her head as he hopped out. She slipped the metal latch. 
 
    “I do think he likes being mysterious,” Talysse said. 
 
    “He is an elf chevalier,” Detta said. “He embarks upon grave matters.” 
 
    “Yes, well.” Talysse shrugged. “He doesn’t really irritate me,” she said, “not as much as I pretend he does. I just wish he would talk more. If he’s to be my—our—champion, don’t you think we ought to know more about him?” 
 
    “He has more experience of the world than we do,” Detta said. “Perhaps he behaves wisely in this.” 
 
    “You like him, don’t you?” Talysse said. Nothing is easier than to tease a gnome, but sometimes she couldn’t help herself. 
 
    “He is an honorable man,” Detta said, ducking her head. 
 
    They rattled on through the day. After an hour, Jehan still had not returned, but someone else arrived. The wagon rocked violently as someone grabbed hold and joined Neus in the driving seat. Soon, a high, sweet voice came from the front of the wagon, singing of kingfishers and a sapphire pond—a wistful song oddly strung over a happy melody. Talysse listened for a time. 
 
    “I heard that voice last night,” Detta said. 
 
    “Me too,” Talysse said. “I think it’s the fellow who was sitting with the wagonmaster.” She added, after a moment, “He sings very well.” 
 
    “I like kingfishers,” Detta said. “Such a pretty bird.’ 
 
    The song ended, but another soon followed, and another after that; he sang for an hour, up there with the driver.  
 
    How odd, Talysse thought. Here I sit, bouncing around inside a box listening to songs about birds and a magic stone and troll kings, on my way to who knows where, hunted by a wizard. I wonder if this is what it means to be truly out in the world, to be lost and bounced around. Perhaps I’ll ask Neus. The routiers live like this every day. She wasn’t sure if she altogether liked it, but she knew she preferred it to the familiar tedium of Saldemer. 
 
    The wagons stopped at midday. They did not form into a circle but pulled in two lines along a side road, wheels just touching the edge of plowed fields bright with spring wheat. The sun bore down, somewhat shy of hot, but promising more. Talysse could almost feel the ground heating up beneath her. 
 
    Neus busied himself with a cooking fire; Detta soon joined him. This left Talysse to meet the owner of the sweet voice. He appeared eager to meet her as well, for he walked directly up to her. He was small and slight, dark-skinned, with black hair and eyes, a close-trimmed beard, and white teeth. His smile seemed to go before him.  
 
    “Hela,” he said, “I am Gonsallo.” He bowed gracefully, without pretense.  
 
    “Hello,” she said. Not quite sure if she should bow in return, she nodded awkwardly. “I am Talysse.” She gestured toward the new-lit fire. “That is Ardetta, my compagnon.” 
 
    “It is with pleasure I meet you, demoiselle Talysse.” He raised his voice slightly and bowed toward Detta, though the gnome had her back turned at the time. “And you also, madame.” 
 
    “We heard you singing,” Talysse said. 
 
    “You came with Jehan?” The question was half a statement. 
 
    “Yes. He is an elf chevalier.”  
 
    “New-made, as I hear. Mere days ago, he was a lost spirit.” 
 
    “So you know him from before?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “Not well, for I joined the karwan only at the Twin Marais.” 
 
    “The Twin Marais! That is not so far from Saldemer, our home,” Detta said from over her shoulder. 
 
    “We came from there,” Talysse amended, “but it isn’t my home, not anymore.” 
 
    Detta’s head went down, but she said nothing.  
 
    “Well, so,” Gonsallo said. His eyes shifted uneasily. A silence slid between them. 
 
    “Where do you come from?” Talysse asked Gonsallo. 
 
    “Montellà, in Cerdanya,” he answered promptly, seeming glad to change direction. “I see you do not know the place. Few do, but I intend to change that. I am a trovador, you see.” He smiled. 
 
    “A what?” Talysse asked. “Do you mean a troubador?” 
 
    “In your language, yes. In Catalan, it is trovador. We have different traditions and styles than the Provençals or the Aquitains.” 
 
    “You play the lute quite well,” Detta said. She left off with the cooking to come over and join them. 
 
    “Ah, there is another difference.” He picked up the instrument. It looked like a lute to Talysse, but the body was flat rather than rounded on the back. “This is a cistro,” Gonsallo said, “also called a cittern.” He ran his fingers over the strings, calling forth a quick stream of notes that flew upward like a flight of sparrows. 
 
    “Cittern,” Detta repeated. “Lovely.” 
 
    “Madame is gracious,” Gonsallo said with a grave nod, but then he added a wink. Detta’s hand covered her mouth. 
 
    “You’re not an elf,” Talysse said, “and you ride on the guest wagon. Where are you going?” 
 
    A cloud passed over his face. He wiped it away again. “Nowhere in particular,” he replied. “I am making my way as a trovador.” 
 
    “With the wagoneers?” 
 
    “For now, yes.” 
 
    “I thought troubadors sang for great lords.” 
 
    “Politesse, Lyssie,” Detta scolded quietly. 
 
    “The fortunate do,” Gonsallo said. A rueful smile came and went. “I still seek my fortune.” 
 
    “We’re all seeking, I suppose,” Talysse said. “Jehan, us, you. I’m seeking my parents.” 
 
    Again the uneasy cloud. Before she could ask about it, Neus called that the meal was ready, and Gonsallo—eagerly, Talysse thought—changed the subject. 
 
    “Jehan is a good man,” he said. “You are lucky to have him as a friend.” 
 
    “I don’t know that we are friends,” she said. “He is a difficult man.” 
 
    Gonsallo laughed. “He is proud. Such men are often difficult.” He cocked an eye at Talysse. “Are you also proud?” 
 
    She scowled, then laughed in return. She could see his question was good-humored. “I have been told I’m difficult, so I guess that might come from pride. I’d rather say I’m stubborn.” 
 
    Gonsallo handed the first cup of warm soup to Detta, and the second to Talysse, before taking one for himself. Only then did he continue. 
 
    “You should say proud over stubborn,” he said. “The proud go their own way, but the stubborn refuse to move at all.” 
 
    For some reason she couldn’t identify, this made her uncomfortable. Pride was a word that belonged to kings and warriors. She was unsure what to do with it. The word did not seem to fit her. 
 
    “Jehan says I am his geas.” 
 
    Gonsallo nodded. “And I was glad to hear it. Now truly he is a chevalier. He has you to thank for it.” 
 
    “He has my misfortune to thank,” Talysse said to her soup. 
 
    “Ah, malé,” the trovador said. “Such misfortune.” 
 
    “Do you mean my parents?” 
 
    “I should not speak of that just now,” he said. 
 
    She studied his face. Something about him—his dark eyes, or the mouth that seemed always eager to smile—told her he was an honest man. “All right,” she said. “I won’t keep asking. But when you can, will you answer?” 
 
    “I will,” Gonsallo said. “I promise. But look who comes. Hela, Master d’Ursay!” 
 
    Jehan came striding up. Talysse tried to read his face, but it was like trying to read a stone. 
 
    “Have some food.” 
 
    “I ate with the wagonmaster,” Jehan said then, as if realizing how he sounded, he added, “but thank you for the offer.” 
 
    One look told Talysse there was no point in asking what he had discussed. He would tell her in his own time, or not at all. Was he that way because he was a man? Because he was a grownup? Because he was an elf? Or was it because he was Jehan? He was a puzzle, in any case, and Talysse fancied herself good with puzzles. One way to solve a puzzle was to come at it from a different direction. 
 
    “I want to learn how to fight,” she said. She took a matter-of-fact tone, asking for something quite ordinary. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” he replied, not looking at her.  
 
    Her nose crinkled.  
 
    “But I do. I don’t want to just stand around waiting to be captured, and I don’t want to run away.” 
 
    He started to answer, but she cut him off. 
 
    “Or fly away, if that’s what you’re thinking. We have time now. You’ve no reason not to.” 
 
    “I have several reasons,” Jehan said, “though you’re not likely to listen to any of them.” 
 
    He walked over to the horses standing in their traces, giving a bit of grass to each. She followed him. 
 
    “You haven’t told me any reasons, yet.” 
 
    He began making a list with his fingers. “If a man stands unarmed, his enemy can capture him. If he defends with sword and buckler, his enemy must fight.” 
 
    “And he might get away,” Talysse interjected. 
 
    “Or he might die. Will likely die, unless he is the better swordsman. Two.” He held up a second long finger to quiet her protest.  
 
    “One does not learn how to fight. It is not learning a thing like how to tie a ribbon or make a box. You don’t learn how to fight; you become a fighter. It takes months.” He looked at her at last, storm-gray eyes steady. “Years.” 
 
    “Everyone has to begin somewhere,” Talysse said. He ignored this. 
 
    “Three. I am no teacher. I am too… abrupt.” She thought he had meant to choose a different word. “I have no patience, no experience with teaching.” 
 
    Everywhere men block me, she thought. They tell me what is best, where to go, how to speak. They never ask, they only tell. 
 
    “If you don’t want to teach me, just say so.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Fine. Buon. I’ll teach myself.” 
 
    “That would be neither wise nor effective,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Then make it so!” Frustration surged within her. She stalked away, but turned after a few, stomping paces. A thought had occurred to her. She turned slowly, for dramatic effect. “I’ll leave,” she said. 
 
    His face showed no comprehension. 
 
    “I’m your geas,” she said. “How will you become a chevalier without a quest?” 
 
    “I shall find another,” he said. He sounded determined, but she had felt the ground between them shift. His eyebrows lowered; the corners of his mouth turned down, and his eyes paled to mist gray. 
 
    She laughed. Now he was the one unsure. His eyes had paled to mist gray. 
 
    “Why do you laugh?” 
 
    “Because,” Talysse said, “I didn’t know an elf could pout.” 
 
      
 
    A day later, the karwan neared the great city of Montpellier. A number of routiers went into the city together, Jehan along with them. Talysse wanted to go as well, but he told her the Syndicat had a house there and it would not be safe. She agreed, reluctantly. So she spent half a day pacing about the circle of wagons. The elves were courteous enough, but they treated her as an outsider. They greeted her, replied when spoken to, offered food, but no more than that.  
 
    In Arles she had felt overwhelmed, swallowed up, as Detta had said. Here, she felt like she was peering over a wall at a lovely home, knowing no one inside. The hours moped by. She only knew the routiers had returned when she saw Brasc. 
 
    “Has Jehan returned as well?” she asked him. 
 
    “He has,” the wagonmaster said. He was scarcely taller than she was. His skin was almond brown. “The chevalier is away over there, among those trees.” He pointed to a stand of olive trees. 
 
    “What is he doing there?” 
 
    “Carving.” 
 
    Carving? She didn’t bother to ask why. She told Detta to remain at the karwan, and set off toward the trees. 
 
    She found him sitting on a rock beneath a gnarled, ancient olive tree. He had his quarterstaff locked between his knees, with his knife out.  
 
    Yes, carving. She shook her head. More puzzles. She tried again, mainly because being utterly idle was beginning to wear on her. 
 
    “Teach me to fight,” she said, without preliminaries. 
 
    He replied without looking up. “I cannot teach you to fight.” 
 
    “Of course you can,” she said. “Besides, you promised.” She sat down next to him, to show that she wasn’t going to be dismissed easily. 
 
    “Fighting is a study, as I have said,” he told her, “a discipline. I still practice, even though I am very good.” Without even standing up, he spun the quarterstaff so close to her face, she felt the rush of air as it passed. She flinched, then she insisted. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    He ignored her, and returned to his carving. She saw he was cutting a figure into the staff. Sunlight glinted off the knife as he worked. They sat quiet for a time. She looked out over wide fields of poppies in the distance. The open space made her long to fly.  
 
    “Jehan, trouble really does follow me, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    “Then I should be ready to meet it, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    He regarded her without replying. 
 
    “Show me how to fight,” she said again. 
 
    “We have spoken of this. Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “Don’t you be ridiculous. When trouble comes, should I lie down and let it walk over me?” 
 
    “I shall defend you,” the elf said gravely. 
 
    She wanted to leap over and slap him. “Are you going to follow me around all day, every day? Shall we never be apart?” 
 
    Jehan frowned. 
 
    It is, Talysse thought, quite a satisfying thing to irritate an elf. 
 
    “Teach me the sword and buckler, Jehan, and maybe one day I’ll be the one to defend you.” 
 
    “Women don’t fight.” 
 
    “Hah! Shows what you know of women.” 
 
    “It would be unseemly.” 
 
    “I’ll show you unseemly!” She let her voice rise to a shriek. 
 
    “Too loud,” Jehan scolded. She reined herself in. 
 
    “I am a good student when I want to be, and I want to be. I’ll suffer your instruction without complaint.” 
 
    His knife whispered at the wood and tiny nicks fell onto the grass. “Why?”  
 
    She started to reply, then took a moment to think. “I need to do this,” she said. “I’m tired of feeling helpless. The only thing I know how to do is to flee.” 
 
    “That is often the best choice.” 
 
    He was delaying, but he was not denying. 
 
    “Sometimes a person can’t just fly away. Sometimes,” and her voice grew thick, “a person can, but ought not. If they went after Detta, I would stand, even if standing was all I could do. But I’d be ashamed of myself if I didn’t fight. Why not make me a better fighter?” 
 
    He looked up from his whittling. He had decided, she could see it. His eyes glinted like the knife’s edge.  
 
    “Mademoiselle is relentless.” He smiled his slow grin. 
 
    “And don’t forget it,” Talysse said. She loved him for that smile, but refused to return it. She was determined to be serious. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he said. He nodded once, then set knife to wood once more. 
 
    The single word hung in the air, shimmering like a hummingbird. She sat still. To move or speak might make the thing fly away, so she held her breath and held the thought.  
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    Tomorrow she would learn to fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    The Fisher Elves 
 
    Jehan got her up before dawn, before the karwan was even stirring. Motioning Talysse to silence, he led her back to the same olive grove, where he picked up something from the ground seemingly at random. 
 
    “Here,” Jehan handed her a branch nearly as tall as herself. Smaller twigs grew from it. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It is a branch.” 
 
    “Obviously,” she said. “What am I supposed to do with it?” 
 
    He held out his knife. “You are supposed to fashion it into a weapon.” 
 
    She took the knife but glared at Jehan. “It’s not even straight,” she protested. 
 
    “It will serve.” 
 
    “I came here to learn the quarterstaff, not woodworking.” 
 
    “To learn the quarterstaff, you first need a quarterstaff.” 
 
    “Can’t we buy a proper one?” 
 
    “When you learn proper use.” 
 
    “Gah!” She threw down the branch. “You’re infuriating. It’s not even big enough.” 
 
    “It will serve,” Jehan repeated, “for learning.” 
 
    She kept up her glare, but it was like glaring at a wall trying to make it into a door. I will not quit. Her words mocked her temper. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, picking up the branch again. She cut away a twig, then realized she would need to trim the bark off as well. She hacked angrily. 
 
    “Be careful you do not cut yourself,” Jehan said. “It will delay your training.” 
 
    Talysse shot him what she hoped was a withering look, but he did not wither, so she attacked the branch instead. One twig after another fell before her blade. More carefully, she peeled away bark. One end of the branch was too thick, so she carved at that, slimming it. She became absorbed with keeping the surface smooth. Satisfied at last, she handed the knife back. Her temper had abated. 
 
    “Hold out two fingers,” he said, “like this.” 
 
    He extended his arm and pointed with two fingers. She copied him.  
 
    “Now, balance the staff, like so.” He placed his own quarterstaff athwart his fingers, adjusting until it balanced.  
 
    “Do you see? Mine balances exactly in the middle.” 
 
    She tried her own. When it was balanced, her fingers were a couple of inches from the middle.  
 
    “Make it balance properly.” He handed the knife back to her. 
 
    It took her half an hour, but she managed to get the staff—it no longer resembled a branch—to balance properly. 
 
    “It is still not straight,” Talysse said after Jehan nodded approval. 
 
    “No matter,” Jehan said. “This is only for beginning. But already you know two things to look for.” 
 
    “Straightness and balance,” she said. 
 
    “Just so. Now. Hold the staff across your body, thus.” 
 
    They spent an hour among the olive trees. After a while Talysse heard the karwan awakening—horses and elves speaking each in their own way, wagons creaking as people came and went—but Jehan continued the exercises. She refused to call it training. Eight different ways to hold a stick, that’s what it was. She was about to storm off when he showed her the first strike. 
 
    More time passed. Unmistakably she could hear the routiers preparing to leave, but he kept her there because now he began to spar with her. The staves cracked loudly, sending birds aloft. With every exchange, he showed her a new place to strike an opponent, by striking her. 
 
    “Why do you hit me so hard?” 
 
    “Because you do not stop me.” 
 
    “I’m just learning!” 
 
    “So you will get hurt often. An enemy will not be so kind. Are you ready? It will hurt again.” 
 
    The exchanges intensified. She refused to cry out, but she could not help flinching as he came at her again and again. 
 
    “Do not flinch! If you flinch, you will die.” 
 
    “It hurts.” 
 
    “That is the point. It will hurt every time. You must learn to accept pain as part of combat. You cannot let it affect how you fight.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to be a warrior,” she sulked. 
 
    “Your enemy will not care about your plans. He is there to end your plans. Do you intend to yield?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Bon. Again. On your guard.” 
 
    She stepped back. “The karwan is leaving,” she said. 
 
    He appeared to notice for the first time. “Once more,” he said. “Then we go.” 
 
    She took the last strike on her left shin. 
 
      
 
    When the karwan stopped at midday, Talysse went looking for Jehan. She hurt all over, but she was going to ask for another session, just to show him that she was not afraid and was not weak. He had been spending most of the midday meals at the wagonmaster’s fire, so she went there first. She approached from the far side of the wagon, not to be snooping but only because she had wandered a bit trying to walk off the ache in her legs, so she heard them before she saw them.  
 
    Their voices were low, intimate.  
 
    “You look better, my friend,” Brasc said. 
 
    “I feel better.” 
 
    “It is because you recovered your armor. You have left that life on the road behind.” 
 
    “True, but more than that. I had to get my father’s armor back from that cur. But it is Talysse who gives me hope now.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Brasc. “Your geas.” 
 
    “I hear doubt in your voice.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your calling,” Brasc said quickly. “It’s the girl I doubt.” 
 
    Talysse edged closer. She strained not to miss a word. 
 
    “Don’t give that face,” Brasc said, “you know what I mean. That story about her parents.” 
 
    Talysse moved closer still, and her heart moved up her throat. 
 
    “The girl did not lie,” Jehan said. 
 
    “I do not say she lied. But the story. Gonsallo knows it well, for it is Catalan.” 
 
    “So claims the trovador.” 
 
    “I have heard it myself,” Brasc went on. “In Pau, and a much grander version in Bordeaux. The girl has been told a lie.” 
 
    Talysse swallowed hard. She put a hand on the wheel to steady herself, for the world seemed to be tipping, and it was suddenly hard to breathe. 
 
    “She has been told something,” Jehan said. “We do not know what is a lie, what is exaggerated, and what might yet be true. I know she is a donata. I know she wishes to find her parents. I know she is in danger from a wicked man. That is enough for me.” 
 
    Talysse spun on her heel and staggered away like a drunkard. A lie? What did this mean? She would go to Gonsallo and make the singer tell her the truth. If, she added, angry with herself for the thought, I even want to hear it. 
 
      
 
    Gonsallo sat on a stool at the guest wagon. He was bent over his cittern, plucking individual strings and listening intently. Talysse strode up to him, fearing that if she hesitated for even a moment, her resolve would melt away. She barely noticed Detta, who was busy making up a cookfire. Gonsallo glanced up. 
 
    “Ah, demoiselle. I have a new song. Would you care to hear it?” 
 
    “No,” Talysse said, so curtly that the trovador’s face fell. “I have to ask you something,” she added. 
 
    “Well enough,” Gonsallo said. He poked at a string, ran a trill up the bottom string, making it sound like a question. “I shall listen.” 
 
    “Is the story of my parents only a song?” The question burst from her like a single exhalation. 
 
    A look passed over Gonsallo’s face. Compassion? Pity? It lasted no more than a single heartbeat, the shadow of a passing bird, then he spoke. “Only a song? Is that how you would say it? You might as well say Jehan’s quarterstaff is only a stick.” 
 
    Talysse looked down and spoke to the ground. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do,” he said, “and I have no answers for you.” He inspected the body of the cittern closely, as if answers might be found in the wood. 
 
    “Talysse,” he said, “when I was a boy, my father was away all the time. My mother said he was an important man at court, the king depended on him, and so he must needs be absent.” He paused, but Talysse said nothing and did not look up, so the trovador continued. 
 
    “Others said he was a nobody, a peasant who tended the hounds. All I knew of the man was that when he came home, he drank too much, was cruel to me, and I hated him. When I grew up, I learned it was all true. The king loved to hunt and loved his dogs, and no one was so good with them as my peasant father, who drank too much and who despised my music.” 
 
    Talysse heard the despair in his voice, but her own pain was louder. 
 
    “You tell me this why?” 
 
    “The stories about my father were legends of a sort. I never knew the real man. Perhaps we never know the whole person, but only the songs we hear about them.” 
 
    Talysse kicked at the dirt. “At least you have a father,” she said. 
 
    “Many times I wished I had not.” 
 
    A silence sat between them for a while. She pushed at the dirt with her toe, but inside she was pushing against the world, which seemed determined to cave in on her. “Remigius lied to me,” she said at last. 
 
    “Possibly. But is all of it a lie, or only part?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. She looked up, caught Gonsallo’s eye. “What do you think,” she asked, “truthfully? Are my parents elf and human? A chevalier and a noblewoman? Are they even alive?” 
 
    Gonsallo put down his instrument and faced her. “Brasc did not wish to tell you, neither did Jehan. I must respect their decision.” 
 
    “Why? It’s not their parents. It’s not their story. Do you know the truth?” 
 
    “Please, demoiselle, I have already said I do not know where lies the truth in this. I believe the wagonmaster and your elf chevalier are searching for the true story. I know it pains you not to be told anything, but can you not see it may pain you worse to be told a thing only to find out it is not true?” 
 
    “I think I might have already been told that,” Talysse muttered. She looked down at her hands to find they were twisting each other. She forced them to her sides. 
 
    “Your patron told you a story,” Gonsallo said. She looked up and saw only compassion in his eyes. 
 
    “I will not say he deceived you, for a story is not a lie. He told it to you for a reason. He told it—not very well, I must say—when he could have merely lied. He might have said your mother died in childbirth and your father is unknown. Or the two of them went over the sea, to Outremer. Or that they were quite ordinary people, carried off by a plague and you were found abandoned, squalling in a hut. A dozen other lies come readily to mind, but instead he told you this sweet, sad tale. Why do you suppose?” 
 
    This question sat between them like an unwelcome visitor. She considered it, but did not know how to think about it. She leaned forward. 
 
    “To spare me something?” 
 
    “It is one possible reason,” Gonsallo said. “There could be others. As I said, I do not have answers for you. But your patron did not tell you this for no reason at all. And it was not without reason that he continued to be your patron all these years.” 
 
    “You think I should find Remigius first, then look for my parents.” 
 
    The trovador shrugged. “I sing songs,” he said, “I do not sing advice.” 
 
      
 
    Talysse did not let it go—could not let it go, for a fear was in her that would not leave—but she did manage to stop asking about it. She rode inside the wagon in silence that afternoon. To her surprise, Detta opened a conversation instead. She sat next to Talysse on the bench, with Gonsallo sitting across from them. Jehan and Neus rode up top. 
 
    “Where is your home, sir trovador? Have you traveled very far? Whoof!” Detta grabbed at the bench as the wagon lurched over a hole. 
 
    “Careful, madame!” Gonsallo said, reaching across to steady the gnome. “Neus tries to avoid the worst of the holes.” 
 
    “That was not the worst?” 
 
    Gonsallo laughed, an easy sound. “The worst of them can swallow the whole wagon.” 
 
    Detta’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Well, perhaps not quite. But no, that’s not the worst. I have found that the best way to ride in the convidat is to be always prepared to fall onto the floor.” 
 
    “Ayi, ayi,” Detta said. 
 
    “But you asked about my home. I come from Catalunya, near the mountains.”  
 
    “Which mountains? I believe there are many.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Gonsallo laughed again. “Our mountains are called the Pirinaeus.” 
 
    Detta repeated the word slowly. “How does one live, in mountains?” 
 
    “We live near, not in. You should not picture us living on the side of a cliff. We grow some wheat, raise a few sheep. My family is poor, but we come from noble stock.” 
 
    “Do you go back to visit?” 
 
    “No,” Gonsallo said. The interior was full of shadow, so Talysse could not see his face well, but his trovador voice was as expressive as a face. A long sadness dwelt in that single word. 
 
    “That is unfortunate,” Detta said. “I could not do without family.” 
 
    “Have you not already done without them?” Gonsallo asked. “Your vill is far behind you, madame.” 
 
    “It is,” she said, “and I miss each of my brothers, my parents, aunts and uncles, and most of my cousins.” He smiled at that. “But Lyssie is my family now. She calls me tante,” she added proudly. 
 
    “Tía, in my language,” Gonsallo said. “It is good you have family with you, but I must walk in the wide world.” 
 
    “Lonesome,” Detta said. 
 
    “Sometimes. It’s unavoidable, I suppose. If I let loneliness hold me back, though, I’d never be more than just another sheepherder, living on memories of castles.” 
 
    “You want to be more,” Detta said. 
 
    “That I do,” Gonsallo said. For the first time, Talysse heard a strength in his words. She was fascinated to see Detta draw him out. 
 
    “I want to be a great trovador, to write songs that are sung in the halls of the mighty, long after I am gone.” 
 
    “Oh. You are like Lyssie. You long to fly high.” 
 
    He nodded and chuckled. “I do indeed, though I fear it will never happen.” 
 
    “Why not?” Detta reached across to pat Gonsallo on the hand. He startled at the touch, but did not pull away. 
 
    “When I left home,” he said, “I found a patron, a Navarrese nobleman—” 
 
    “Lyssie has a patron,” Detta interrupted. “He is nice.” 
 
    Talysse kept silent at this. She was not at all sure Remigius was nice. She was not sure of very much, these days. 
 
    “This is different. Or, well, I suppose somewhat similar. He was nice as well, and for many months I was content. It was not exactly the halls of the mighty, but I wasn’t exactly writing epics, either. Mostly romances, I confess.” 
 
    “Love stories. I like a good story about love.” 
 
    Gonsallo went on. “When I was not singing for the lord and his men in the great hall, or for his wife and her ladies in the garden, I roamed the countryside, through green valleys and stone villages, listening to the songs and stories of peasants, for I had an idea I might find my epic among the common folk. Their struggles are as worthy as those of viscounts, are they not?” 
 
    Detta nodded. 
 
    “Of course they are,” he agreed with himself. “It did not happen,” he said, after a pause. “A pestilence struck the land, which had already suffered from famine. The lord was kind, but he could no longer support me. Care of his own people came first. It was a right and proper decision. I respected it, but I also had to leave and I had nowhere to go.” 
 
    Gonsallo turned to peer out the window. “We draw near to the village of the fisher elves, I think.” 
 
    “Oh, please don’t stop,” Detta said. “What happened after you left?” 
 
    “Little that was good.” 
 
    “You poor lad.” 
 
    “Poor I was. I passed from one misfortune to another. More than once I slept outside, and dined on air. I managed to find small jobs performing at festivals, but how is one to know when the next one is, and where? It was all rumor and chance. 
 
    “In desperation, I wrote to the senyor in Navarre, begging for any small gift. It was a shameful thing to do.” His voice thickened.  
 
    “There is no shame in need,” Detta said earnestly. “We all need a little help from time to time.” 
 
    “It felt shameful, and still does. But from that moment my fortunes improved. I was at the Twin Marais, to work the festival there, and caught the eye—the ear, rather—of Brasc, the wagonmaster. He took me in as his guest. He did not pay me, but he fed me, which was a kingly gift at the time.  
 
    “I traveled with the karwan to Arles. There, just before we left, I received a letter—not from the senyor, but from his widow. I had left, but the hard times had stayed. The senyor went away to the troll wars in the south, and there died in battle. The senyora told me the estate had recovered somewhat, her two boys would grow to manhood, and I was not to worry. Imagine such pity! 
 
    “A second letter came with the first, this one a letter of introduction from the senyora to the Count of Foix himself. She has family at Orthez. The relationship is distant, but she begged him at least to give me an audience. 
 
    “So there you are, little one—if not a happy ending, at least a hopeful middle.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear it,” Detta said. “Now all you need is your epic.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Gonsallo said, “but enough of all that, for unless I miss my guess, we have arrived in Agde, and now you will see fisher elves.” 
 
    In the shadows, Detta clapped her small hands in delight. 
 
    The wagon stopped amid a clatter of voices. Talysse climbed out of the wagon, and she had hardly put foot to ground before Neus appeared, followed by Jehan. 
 
    “We are among friends here,” the young elf said, “but I would caution the mademoiselle.” 
 
    “Caution?” 
 
    “Not every wagon agrees with Brasc’s decision to take you in.” 
 
    “I know,” Talysse said. 
 
    “Some have,” Neus hastened to add. “Most have, I should say. But as you move around our camp—we make our camp outside the village—you may encounter black looks. Some may cast their third eye upon you.” 
 
    At this, Detta touched the back of her hand to her forehead, the gnome sign to ward off an evil eye. 
 
    “Do not be afraid. It would be best for you to pay no attention at all. Walk on. The fisher elves—you will know them by their dress and speech—have no such prejudice. I invite you to come see how we trade with the Settled. Oh—that is the polite, proper name for those who live outside the wagons.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the other,” Talysse said. “Gadj.” 
 
    Neus winced. “That is not a nice word,” he said. “‘Settled’ is proper.” 
 
      
 
    Talysse and her companions waited for Neus to secure the wagon in its place for the night and tend to the horses, then the five of them turned to the village of fisher elves. A few minutes’ walk took them into the center. 
 
    The elf village arced around a little bay, each building standing on heavy stilts. The tide was out, and slim blue boats lay like stranded fish across the mud flats. Nets were strung up on poles, drying in the high sun. An old man, his hair gray and thin, worked at repairing one of the nets. He was either whistling or else singing in a high, thin voice. 
 
    The houses were all the same—wood planks arranged vertically like posts, worn to an uneven gray by wind and crusted white by sea salt, with heavy, thatched roofs. The smell of fish was inescapable. 
 
    She supposed most days the villagers would be about their business, but today the karwan had captured all their attention. A circle of people formed between the village and the wagoneer camp, a hundred or so in all, counting the women and the handful of children who played almost silently. 
 
    Neus was right; it was easy to tell the fisher elves from the routiers. Though they were all elves, the fisher elves wore their hair long, and even the men held it bound in a headscarf—she supposed because of sea winds, she supposed. Their clothing was simple, plain, and practical. The men wore shirts of red or blue with a deep V that showed much of their chest, and wide pantalons that many wore rolled up above their knees. The women favored blue smocks unadorned and pleated, with bright yellow shirts and a close-fitted cap of dark blue. All were barefoot or else wore heavy wooden shoes. Their skin was the color of hazelnuts.  
 
    At the center on a low platform stood one of the wagoneers, a man Talysse did not know. In a clear, somewhat stilted voice he spoke in a language strange to her, save for a few words here and there. She caught “Empire” and its variants, along with “troll.” He spoke with broad gestures that made her guess he was describing a battle of some sort. Then he recited a long list of names in a sad, slow voice. 
 
    He was followed by one of the fisher elves, a droopy fellow in a plain tunic and tall boots. He spoke in a slow drawl that was much more understandable, about finding a wrecked ship. She heard the name Perpignan. 
 
    “Fisher elves catch more than fish,” Gonsallo explained. “They can dive hundreds of feet deep—legends talk of a hundred fathoms and more. There, they catch strange fish never found in shallower waters, but they also find sunken treasures of all sorts. Some say they converse with mermen.” 
 
    “Pish,” Detta said. “A merman’s just a legend.” 
 
    Gonsallo only smiled and shrugged. Talysse said nothing. She was less sure these days about what was or was not legend. The distinction had been clearer back in Saldemer. 
 
    Another wagoneer stepped to the dais. 
 
    “Why do they give speeches?” she asked. “Why not just talk to each other?” 
 
    “What is said to all is known by all,” Jehan intoned. Talysse turned to him, curious, but he did not elaborate. Gonsallo did. 
 
    “There is plenty of talk,” he said, “once the trading starts, and on into the night. When speaking one to another, though, it is easy to speak rumor as fact, to take facts and exaggerate them, or even to fabricate whole stories. When one stands at the Speaking Table”—he nodded at the platform—“the whole community hears it. They do not hesitate to call out corrections.” 
 
    “But,” Talysse said, “what are they saying?” 
 
    “They are hearing the messages. Or maybe telling. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Messages?” 
 
    “Come. We go around. It is rude to watch when it is not your business.” 
 
    As they continued on their way toward the village, and Jehan elaborated. 
 
    “Wagoneers—all elves, really—are good at remembering,” Jehan said. “With training, some get very good at it, able to remember and recite messages than can go on for hours.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly. This is how elves pass information from one community to another. They use three messengers so the message is rendered clearly and reliably. Earlier, these three would have stood before any who cared to listen and given tidings—what has happened through the Empire. Now they deliver personal messages and hear new messages to be delivered elsewhere.” 
 
    “Why don’t they just write letters? Seems a bit silly.” 
 
    “Elves have a saying: With pen and ink, one can say anything.” Gonsallo nodded agreement with this. 
 
    “Well, that’s what pen and ink is for, obviously,” Talysse said. “Don’t roll your eyes at me; I hate when you do that.” 
 
    “Pardon,” Jehan said gruffly. “The saying means that on paper a person might tell any sort of lie, but when it is said in front of others, it is harder to lie, and if told, the lie will be remembered as a lie. The lie on paper continues to lie. Elves trust a person’s word more than they trust his writing.” 
 
    “They probably can’t write anyway,” Talysse said. She didn’t mean to be scornful, but it sounded like it. 
 
    “Most do not write. It is a point of pride with them. Routiers don’t write either, saying that it impairs memory.” 
 
    “That’s plain dumb,” Talysse declared. “If they wrote things down, they would not need to remember so much.” She nodded her head in satisfaction. 
 
    “Also, the speech is in Old Elvish,” Gonsallo chimed in. “A rather limited tongue, said to be the very thing spoken in the First Land.” 
 
    “Not ‘said to be’,” Jehan said gruffly, “but is in fact.” 
 
    “In any case,” Gonsallo said, “the language is limited and formal. Harder to lie in it, or so I understand.” 
 
    “It is precise,” Jehan said. 
 
    “It also allows elves from all over Europa to communicate reliably, by way of the wagoneers and these Tellings.” 
 
    Talysse wanted to know more about the First Land, but Jehan hushed them. 
 
    “This one I must hear.” 
 
    The speaker, a fisher elf, went on for a long time. Talysse thought she caught a word or two, something about Arelat, but the cadences were so odd she gave up trying to follow. 
 
    He was the last speaker, and when he had finished, the assembly dispersed in a wave of murmurs. Jehan spoke in his own. 
 
    “I need to talk this over with Brasc. Others too, likely.” 
 
    “What did you hear?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “Too much and not enough.” 
 
    “Huh. And why did I expect a straight answer?” 
 
    “You should go back to the convidat. Eat. Do not wander. As soon as I can, I will return and bring you your straight answer.” 
 
    Talysse bit off a retort. She did not want to ruin a chance at an answer, especially a clear one. So far, all her questions were clearer than any of her answers. 
 
      
 
    She had barely finished eating when Jehan returned. His eyebrows sat low and he walked fast. 
 
    “He’s thinking,” Talysse whispered to Detta. 
 
    “Oh dear,” the gnome whispered back. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “Come,” Jehan said. “There is time now to train.” He took up his quarterstaff. 
 
    Talysse scrambled to her feet. Detta followed suit. 
 
    “Might I come as well?” Gonsallo asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Silently, Talysse urged the Catalan to be quiet. Jehan’s moods could go as quickly as they came. She fell in behind the elf. 
 
    “You and Madame Ardetta stay here. Go into the village, if you wish. Pass the time.” 
 
    “What did you find out from Brasc?” Gonsallo asked. 
 
    “Nothing. He is otherwise occupied. So there is time.” 
 
    He begrudged her this training, she was sure of it. All she wanted now was to get away before some idle comment should give him a reason to turn aside. This moment was important to her. It was her chance to prove herself to him, to be more than a burden. To be worthy. 
 
      
 
    “When you strike,” Jehan said, “you exhale. This is natural and beneficial, part of the energy you expend.” 
 
    Talysse wiped a trickle of sweat from her neck; she hoped the lesson would end soon. 
 
    “To make this more effective, you will learn to exclaim as you strike.” With that, the elf struck the ground at her feet, uttering a loud cry as he did so. Talysse flinched and stepped back, more at the cry than the blow, for the latter happened too fast to see. 
 
    “You will try.” 
 
    “Try what, yelling?” 
 
    “Yes. As I did.” He regarded her with that bland earnestness that so irritated her. Learning to fight should be exciting, or at least challenging. It should not be learning how to shout. 
 
    “This is just boring,” she said. “And now it’s silly as well as boring.” 
 
    “You may stop learning, if you wish.” 
 
    “I’ll do it, but I won’t like it.” 
 
    She spun the quarterstaff and struck the ground to one side of the elf.  
 
    “Hah,” she stated as she did so. 
 
    “Again. At my toes, if you please. Be more vociferous in your cry.” 
 
    “Yah!” she yelled, this time managing to strike at the front of his feet, but well short of them. 
 
    “Again. Louder. And closer.” 
 
    “Hee yah!” She was louder, but the blow landed even further away. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    She tried out an entire vocabulary of cries and shouts. After a while, she had to admit that some sounds worked better than others. Weirdly, some even produced better accuracy. She sweated freely now, and was getting thirsty. In part to slow the pace, she asked him a question. 
 
    “I notice you don’t shout. Why is that?” 
 
    “You will not shout with every blow. Use it for the killing strike, to add strength.” 
 
    Killing strike? She had not been thinking about killing anyone. She steered away from the topic. 
 
    “I think I have my sound, though ‘yah’ isn’t much of a battle cry.” She chuckled at her own joke. She needed a break. 
 
    “A battle cry is for an army. It encourages the soldiers. You will have no need for that.” 
 
    “No army?” 
 
    “We are your comrades. We need no encouragement.” 
 
    She gulped. He had done it again. Boring, boring, superior and cold, followed by more boring. Then, without warning, he slipped past her defenses and touched her heart. She wondered if he even knew. 
 
    We are your comrades. 
 
    “Again,” said the elf chevalier, but Talysse had had enough. 
 
    “Yah,” she declared evenly. “I’m hungry. Let’s go eat.” 
 
      
 
    That evening, the fisher elves invited the whole of the wagons to a feast. Cook fires sprang up along the sandy beach, their light supplemented by torches that cast a strange, blue light courtesy of a plant-like substance the elves had harvested from the sea. Glowing blue pillars marked the way from one fire to the next, like incandescent hallways. The moon rose, laying a coat of silver on the sand and lighting up the waves while casting all else into darkness. The fine spray tossed from the line of breakers made Talysse think of the white horses of the gardiens. She felt a sudden pang of loss. 
 
    Odd that she should miss people she’d known only a few days, but they had been so welcoming, making her feel at home. Ceranne was so gallant and kind. The men were brave and handsome. And the horses! Oh, Tachette! Their faces and voices were as near in memory as those of the fisher elves in person.  
 
    “Lyssie, are you cold, dove?” Detta looked at her, concerned. 
 
    “I’m all right, tante.” 
 
    “You shivered. I thought you might be cold.” 
 
    “I’m quite all right,” Talysse insisted in a tone that silenced the gnome. 
 
    There was no home for her in a cabano. She knew this. Nor was there a home for her here among the wagoneers, no matter how much she wished there were. 
 
    A home with humans.  
 
    A home with elves. 
 
    Both seemed to fit, yet neither felt right. What was wrong with her? She told herself she must find her parents before she could think about a home, but that didn’t feel quite true either. No matter where she was—cenobitum, cabano, karwan—she was always the outsider. She was always peering over a wall at someone else’s contentment. 
 
    Don’t be such a child, she scolded herself. There are no walls here, only friends and campfires. Enough with moping. 
 
    “Come, tante,” she said abruptly, getting to her feet. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    Elf music does not proceed song by song. Rather, it begins with a rhythm, or sometimes with a lone melody, and others join in. Pipes, lutes, citterns, horns, and voices—these meet, mingle, feed off each other without cessation. As players join or leave, as a mood or idea rises, the musicians adjust. A melody shifts, the rhythm follows. A singer may suddenly sing in words, a verse or a whole epic. Others join or echo. There is no audience, or else everyone is both audience and performer. Even the dancing becomes part of it. 
 
    Every campfire birthed its own song, though twice during the night all were caught up in a single refrain that rose until the stars themselves stopped to listen. Talysse threw herself among these currents of elf music, longing to find refuge there. She danced endlessly. Detta dropped out, spent, but Talysse kept on. She did not cease to sway even as she ate, even when she rested. She danced like breathing.  
 
    She became so lost in the music she was unaware that for close to an hour she flew as she danced, with the air as her partner. She danced to lose her worries and so she danced until she had lost herself. All thought fell away, and the music embraced her like the unending ocean. 
 
    She awoke at dawn, lying on the sand, with the sea whispering at her ear. She was deliciously tired. Her muscles seemed to hum in remembrance of a tune. The rising sun cast light in a dramatic flourish against the bellies of clouds gray with rain, born onshore by a mistral wind. A smile lay on her lips, as lazy as a cat. 
 
    “Up. Up. We leave directly.” Jehan’s deep voice broke the morning into shards. “A storm is coming. Two storms.” 
 
    She frowned. She glanced seaward. 
 
    Two storms? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Joana and Bernat 
 
    “What has happened, Jehan? You must tell us.” 
 
    Talysse accepted the crust of bread proffered by Gonsallo. The trovador glanced at Jehan. 
 
    He must answer now, Talysse thought. He’s pretty much trapped here. 
 
    The four of them were in the convidat with Talysse and Detta on one side, Gonsallo and the elf across on the other bench. Neus was up top, driving the two bay horses along at a good clip, which meant Brasc was driving the whole karwan at not quite a trot. 
 
    Jehan had ignored all her requests for explanation after he had roused her from her pleasant slumber on the beach. He told her nothing—neither where they were going nor why. The looks on the faces of the other elves—routier and fisher alike—were so serious she left off pestering and got herself ready. She and Detta were first in the convidat. She felt a little smug about being faster than Gonsallo or Jehan, but mostly she worried. She feared she was the reason for the anxious haste. 
 
    But she had him now. He was in the wagon and Neus would not stop for a grumpy elf. Not even an elf chevalier. 
 
    “So, tell us.” 
 
    “He did not put you off without reason.” Gonsallo, not Jehan, spoke. “We had to leave as soon as possible. We would have left before sunrise, but that the roads are unsafe at night for wagons.” 
 
    Talysse kept quiet. She was willing to let him wander a bit, so long as he came to the point soon. 
 
    “We heard the news last night, coming in pieces, a little from this man, a little from that. The fisher elves, knowing a karwan might stop, had send finders to Béziers and even as far as the Little Rhône. Some found stories that took time to verify, which is why they came back late.” 
 
    The trovador paused. Talysse squirmed. “What did they find?” she asked. Her voice squirmed along with her body. 
 
    “We are still pursued,” Jehan said. “Men in the livery of the Syndicat, plus some wearing the Arelat lion, are seen along the main road. Rumor has them from Montpellier to Narbonne.” 
 
    “You can think how many men this would be,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Aye,” Jehan agreed. “Somehow this business keeps getting bigger.” He gave Talysse an assessing look she didn’t much like. 
 
    “But never mind that,” Jehan said, “because we are leaving the coast. We will pass around Béziers and go up the Aude River to Carcassonne. Another karwan goes to Toulouse by way of Castres, which will draw attention should anyone look westward.” He nodded and folded his arms over his chest. “Brasc is a good wagonmaster.” 
 
    The rush of names and news left her hardly any wiser than before, for they were all strange to her. One thing was clear enough: Saveric still hunted her, and he was using more than a handful of hired gens d’armes to capture her. And Brasc was still willing to risk much on her behalf. She wanted to ask about that, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer. More than ever she felt like a hounded fox, and more than ever she was grateful not to be all alone. Once more, she shut her questions away in a box. 
 
    Gonsallo kept glancing at her and sighing. When she asked him about it, he gave a forced laugh. 
 
    “It is nothing, demoiselle. I am a singer and so I have moods.” 
 
    The elf, too, was in a strange mood. Though, Talysse thought, that man is always in one mood or another, few of them good. 
 
    That evening she asked Detta what she thought of their new companions. The gnome was full of comments about how handsome and noble was Jehan, how friendly the trovador was and how well he sang. “That Neus fellow seems an honest, sturdy sort.” 
 
    But she had nothing to explain the dark looks or mysterious moods. Talysse was ready to suppose it was only her own imagination, which was tending to run wide and far now that it had been cut free from its roots. After the karwan had stopped, though, and everyone was busy with this or that task, she was sure the same tone was settled over the men. They kept looking at her when they thought she would not notice.  
 
    She kept to herself all through supper. Gonsallo entertained them with loud, brash songs of mountain bandits and wayward demoiselles. He drank more than he should have, Talysse thought, for eventually he shifted to slower songs about lost love and wandering heroes. It reminded her uncomfortably of the story about her father. 
 
    She and Detta sat close together by the fire, with Jehan opposite and Gonsallo a little further back in the shadows. Neus went away to bed the horses down, then sat leaning against one wheel. The spiced wine, the music, and the murmur of a hundred voices mingled with a thousand frogs, together with the shifting moonlight, combined to put Talysse into a dreamlike state.  
 
    The trovador began another song, this one slower, sweet and sad. He sang a verse, then played the cittern for a long time before offering up another verse. The effect was akin to the moon passing between dark clouds. 
 
    “Talysse, you have spoken before of the other wizard, the one called Remigius,” Jehan said. “So this man took you, gave you to the cenobites. He pays the rent, does he?” 
 
    “He does more than that,” Talysse said. “He protects me, guides me. He doesn’t come around often, but he talks to the Prevôt and me when he does. I get in trouble sometimes, and he helps me out.” 
 
    “A mentor, then.” 
 
    Talysse shrugged. “I suppose so. He doesn’t teach me, but he says what I am to learn. He is my patron.” 
 
    Jehan made a sound of skepticism. “What about your parents, then? What can you say about them?” 
 
    “I know only what my patron told me. I was too little to remember them.” She trailed off, staring into the campfire. The troubador had fallen silent, only sloppily strumming a few chords now and again. Talysse took a breath and spoke without looking up. 
 
    “My mother was a noblewoman who fell in love with an elf. She was young and very beautiful. He was an elf chevalier, like you, Jehan.” 
 
    “Not much like me, I think,” Jehan interjected. Talysse ignored that. 
 
    “Her father was a hard, cruel man, who would never allow his daughter to marry an elf.” She looked up abruptly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean….” 
 
    Jehan waved it away. 
 
    “Joana and Bernat.” Gonsallo slurred the words. He had moved closer to the group. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It is a legend, demoiselle,” he said.  
 
    “A legend? No. I told about my parents. There are many songs about men and women and love. You have confused them.” 
 
    “With respect,” Gonsallo said, as indignant as he could manage, “I do not confuse songs.” 
 
    “Then you see something that isn’t there. Sing the song, and I’ll prove it.” 
 
    His eyes regarded her with such sadness, she was almost sorry she had dared him. 
 
    “Why would anyone tell her such a lie?” He said it to himself, his voice grieving. 
 
    “Sing it,” Talysse snapped. She felt suddenly cornered by dark forces, as when Saveric had appeared at the inn. “Please,” she added in a whisper. 
 
    “Lyssie,” Detta said, taking her hand. “It is late. Perhaps the singer is tired.” 
 
    “I cannot sing it,” Gonsallo said, “for my fingers have had too much wine.” 
 
    “There,” Talysse said, glimpsing an escape, “he admits he cannot. Who ever heard of a troubador too drunk to sing?” 
 
    “No one!” Gonsallo said, suddenly loud. “I’ll tell it instead.” He glared at the others. 
 
    “Talysse?” Jehan said. 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded. Something inside her was frightened, but she scoffed at herself. It was a legend, told by a drunkard. 
 
    Gonsallo’s head drooped and his eyes closed. He remained that way for so long, Talysse thought he had fallen asleep, but then he straightened and began to speak. 
 
    “An elf chevalier passed by a glen. There he saw a group of ladies. Beguiled by their voices, he approached them courteously. All the ladies were beautiful, but one was the most beautiful by far, the lady Joana. Tall, graceful as a doe, with golden hair, alabaster skin, and a voice like honey.” 
 
    His voice became stronger, almost musical. She could almost hear the notes of the cittern beneath the words. 
 
    “Suddenly the ladies were attacked by a terrible giant. The warrior stepped forward and defended them. The two fought for most of the day until at last, the warrior struck so great a blow that the giant was felled. 
 
    “Joana cried out in admiration, ‘Ben fet!’ which means well done. At the sound, the warrior, who had placed one foot atop the giant’s chest and was about to cut off the beast’s beard, turned and removed his helm. 
 
    “The woman gasped. Before her stood the most beautiful man she had ever seen, clad in armor that sparkled in the sunlight, with strong arms and silver hair and three eyes, for he was an elf. 
 
    “They fell in love at once, of course.” 
 
    She shot him a look to see if he was mocking her, but could not read his face. 
 
    “These two fell in love, a human noblewoman and an elf, who carried the name of Bernat. She saw in him a grave courage, a gentle heart, and a merry humor that ran through him like a stream in sunlight. He saw in her wisdom and compassion, a love of truth, and the promise of eternal happiness. 
 
    “They met in secret for many months, as there was no possibility of marriage between a human and an elf, not with her being noble. The elf, moreover, was no ordinary warrior. He was an elf chevalier who had felled the giant as one of his twelve labors. So neither could he marry, until he had completed his quest. All that long summer they were together and were happy. In the autumn of the year, Joana showed with child.”  
 
    “Knowing the child could only be an outcast, they conspired with a wizard to get the child to safety in a secluded place. This much they managed, but Joana’s father forced the lovers apart.” 
 
    A terrible coldness had settled in the pit of Talysse’s stomach. Her face felt pale and cool even before the fire. “What happened to them?” she asked. 
 
    “Here the story varies. In one, Joana was married to an older man, a drunkard Dane living in a lonely castle on a distant coast, or perhaps she was married to a fat merchant who brought money to her impecunious father. However it happened, she lived a life of wretched isolation. Bernat was banished from the land, taken to the Troll Empire, or to Samarkand, from whence he spent long years fighting his way back to his beloved. He underwent wrenching trials and overcame great obstacles, only to have cruel fate deal him undeserved reverses. He perhaps lies dead in a distant forest, a black arrow through his heart, felled by some assassin.” 
 
    “Here, now,” Detta exclaimed, putting one arm protectively across Talysse. 
 
    “Are these the things your patron told you?”  
 
    “No,” Talysse said. “Or,  not in exactly those words,” Talysse said. She squirmed as she sat, daring him to question her. 
 
    “Joana and Bernat’s story,” the man said. He studied her face. “You do not know the names?” 
 
    Talysse shook her head. 
 
    “Who told you your story?” 
 
    “My patron, Remigius.” 
 
    Gonsallo looked sharply at her. “Remigio? The wizard?” 
 
    “Remigi-us,” Talysse corrected. “Yes, he is a wizard. Do you know him?” Getting information from the trovador was like drinking water from a leaf. 
 
    “I may,” Gonsallo said. “Does your Remigio—Remigius—belong to the loyal and ancient order of Syndics?” He asked this with heavy irony. 
 
    “He does,” Talysse said, her voice pitching upward with excitement. This was too much of a coincidence. At last, someone who knew something! 
 
    “And he lives in the mighty castle known as the Redoubt?” 
 
    Talysse cocked her head. 
 
    “Built by Carleman?” Gonsallo slurred the words badly. The final cup was proving one too many. 
 
    “I do not know the Redoubt,” Talysse said. 
 
    “Where… whoa, no spinning.” Gonsallo leaned far to one side, then righted himself. “Where does your Remy… Remo… your wizard. Where does he live?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Talysse admitted. She pursed her lips. Why did she know so little of her own patron? She had never wondered about him; lately, she was too angry with him. Now this felt like a foolish oversight. If she knew where he lived, she could have gone straight to him. “Do you know where the Redoubt is?” she asked. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    She wanted to shake him. The wine was taking him away, and his answers with him. 
 
    “The Redoubt! Where is it? Can you take me there?” 
 
    “Talysse,” Jehan said gently, “the wagoneers have given you welcome. They can protect you, but this minstrel cannot.”  
 
    “I’ll protect myself,” Talysse said. “Gonsallo, can you go there?” 
 
    “Sí. Oui. Oc,” the trovador said, stumbling among his languages. “But tonight I go elsewhere.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Dormir,” he said. He grinned, leaned over, and fell off the stool. Jehan stood and prodded the man with the toe of his boot. “Schlafen,” the trovador slurred. “Sleep.” 
 
    “Disgusting,” Jehan said. 
 
    “He drank too much. Did you mercenaries never do so?” 
 
    Jehan snorted. “It is time for all of us to go to sleep. You will sleep in the convidat. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on this scoundrel.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Talysse and Detta lay on the floor of the wagon, two blankets under them and one over. Despite being tired, Talysse was full of talk and speculation. The gnome silently traced the patterns in the wood grain of the floor.  
 
    “What’s wrong, tante?” Talysse asked, finally realizing Detta was not listening. 
 
    “Nothing at all, my dove,” Detta said, but her voice strained at the reply. 
 
    “Yes, there is. I can see it. Please tell me.” She hated to see Detta pained. 
 
    The gnome looked at Talysse. Her amber eyes glistened like wet stone and her body gave a shudder. In a choked voice she said, “Can we not go home, Lyssie?” 
 
    Talysse held back her first words. Then she said, as gently as she could, “We can’t. You know that.” 
 
    Detta nodded. “I do. Truly I do. And that is what’s wrong. It’s wrong not to be able to go home, don’t you think?” Her voice pleaded, though her words did not. 
 
    Talysse started to agree, then considered silently. Go home? Something in the phrase tugged at her, but not in the direction of Saldemer. She had lived her life at the cenobitum, but the place did not feel like home. Her spirit fretted as she realized that she did not know what home felt like. She’d never had one. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said slowly, feeling her way along the words, “we are heading home after all. I don’t know where that is yet, so it feels like being lost, but somewhere out there is a place, and when we come to it, we’ll be home.” 
 
    “It will be your home,” Detta said. She stared into the darkness. “Perhaps I shall have two homes.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Flight and Fight 
 
    Talysse awoke before dawn, with snakes churning in her head. Every snake was a fear.  
 
    She knew this feeling and knew she would not be able to go back to sleep. She dressed quietly, but of course Detta woke up as well. 
 
    “I’m just going out to exercise,” she told the gnome. Detta disliked the quarterstaff training, so Talysse called it exercise rather than training.  
 
    “I cannot come,” Detta said. 
 
    “I know. I’ll try hard not to get hurt.” But that was a lie. All she wanted was to get hurt and to hurt something else. Something to pound the snakes out of her head. 
 
    The eastern sky hinted at dawn, but daybreak was an hour away. She padded to where Jehan lay sleeping and knelt to nudge him awake, but his eyes were already open. Barely. 
 
    “Teach me more,” she whispered. The snakes writhed. 
 
    “Go away,” he rumbled. 
 
    “Training.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Spar, then.” She pushed at his shoulder. “Before the karwan leaves.” 
 
    His eyes cleared and he looked at her steadily, then nodded.  
 
    Ten minutes later, the two stood under a huge sycamore in a glade of lesser trees. Jehan had not spoken, nor had Talysse. He took up a defensive stance. 
 
    “Begin.” 
 
    That surprised her, but she did not hesitate. She took the one offensive stance she had learned and advanced on him. She intended to go through a series of moves—a jab, defense, overhand strike, defense, swipe left, defense—but with the first jab her blood went to an instant boil. Jehan became the target for all her rage and fear. She swung wildly; he parried easily. She spun in a sweep, leaped in a jab, a false jab, another jab. She spun the staff in a whirlwind. She struck down, up, and from either side, high and low. 
 
    He parried it all. After a few minutes of this, she stopped, panting hard. 
 
    “You’re indulging me,” she accused him.  
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Fight!” she yelled, and returned to the attack. 
 
    She was no more effective, but finally Jehan spoke as they fought. 
 
    “I never indulge,” he said. “You are learning. You are undisciplined, but you show promise.” 
 
    She redoubled her attacks at hearing that familiar phrase. She knew she should try to be clever, to feint, but all she could do was throw wave after wave of direct assaults. She was unleashing, not fighting. Her skin became slick with sweat and she had to wipe off each hand. Both times, Jehan took the instant to rap her on the shoulder. 
 
    “You are too fierce,” he told her. “You waste effort and breath. Never waste breath when each one may be your last.” He fetched a blow to her head that made her ears ring.  
 
    “I thought you might calm down after some exercise, but I see I must do that for you. Be prepared to defend.” 
 
    She took a defensive stance, but instead of waiting for him to advance, she leaped forward and launched into another furious assault. He parried, but he revisited almost every blow back on her. Her attacks became steadily wilder. Her forehead had begun to bleed, and she felt light-headed. 
 
    “Enough,” Jehan said, and took three steps back. 
 
    “Never,” she snarled. Her conscious thought had almost vanished, leaving her a panting animal, all claws and teeth, and with a bestial cunning.  
 
    She invited him to attack.  
 
    He stepped forward, the concern on his face shading into anger. She saw his third eye flicker, saw his attack coming. 
 
    Not this time, elf. I am a hummingbird. I see every move and I’m gone before you even begin. Her every muscle quivered, ready to move in any direction. 
 
    “Why are you grinning at me?” she asked. “You look ridiculous.” 
 
    Then she realized he was looking up. 
 
    At her. 
 
    She looked down to see she was hovering six feet off the ground. She looked again at Jehan, her eyes wide, then she tumbled down in a heap. 
 
    “A new move,” Jehan observed. 
 
    “Ow,” Talysse said. 
 
    They grinned foolishly at each other. Jehan extended his hand and helped her stand. 
 
    “Did you plan all that?” Talysse asked, brushing dirt and twigs from her clothes. “To provoke me?” Exhaustion was washing over her. 
 
    “I did not,” Jehan replied. “You woke up provoked, I do believe.” 
 
    She nodded, sheepish. “I did that.” The staff was still in her hand. She planted it like a flag. “I’ve never done that, Jehan, hung in mid-air like that. There’s not even a wind.” 
 
    “A small one,” Jehan said. “Fitful. You’ve never done that, you say. Shall we see if you can do it again?” He paused, then added, “Unprovoked?” 
 
    She took up her opening stance and nodded once. 
 
    “Not now,” Jehan said, “alas. We must get back, for the karwan will leave soon.” 
 
    Later, she told the others about it as Detta fussed over the cut on her forehead.  
 
    “I did it without thinking,” Talysse said. 
 
    “It must have been quite the sight,” Gonsallo said. “Not you flying, but the look on Jehan’s face.” 
 
    “It was,” Jehan said. “Now we have a new thing to practice.” He gave the trovador a wry look. “The flying, I mean, not the smiling.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Talysse said. 
 
    “And every day,” Jehan said. “This gift must be explored and put to good use.” 
 
    “I would think any attacker would stand dumbfounded,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Jehan did,” Talysse grinned. 
 
    “I stood,” Jehan said, “but I was not dumbfounded.” 
 
    “Truly?” Gonsallo asked. 
 
    “I was delighted. If she can harness this power, Talysse will be a formidable opponent. She may have to be.” 
 
    “You must let me see this,” Gonsallo said. “So I can make it into song.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Jehan said. “We will explore what she can do. I do not want rumors to run ahead to the ears of our enemies.” 
 
    “Are they so close as that?” Detta asked. 
 
    “You make her anxious, Jehan,” Talysse said. 
 
    “I do not know how close they are, madame,” Jehan replied to Detta, “and so I am cautious. But even a wizard might… stand dumbfounded, as the trovador says, if he sees a girl with a quarterstaff attack from the sky.” 
 
    He spoke soberly, but Talysse was beginning to learn the signs of humor in the elf, however slight. She was glad not to have an audience. She was eager to learn, not to hold a Demonstrandum. She only hoped she would be able to do it again. Unprovoked. 
 
      
 
    After the news about the pursuit, Jehan held their training sessions close to the karwan, and only in the hour of dusk. Talysse did not care of this, for she knew the elves watched her, making every session feel like a Demonstrandum. The wagoneers themselves helped, though, by being critical. 
 
    “She is only a girl,” was the statement she heard most often, a petty sentiment that still bit at her like a gnat. 
 
    “This is a dangerous indulgence,” someone argued. She listened because she heard Neus’ voice in reply. She stood outside the circle of wagons, which were proving to be helpful in the business of eavesdropping. 
 
    “Have you seen her fight?” 
 
    “That’s irrelevant,” said the other man. 
 
    Of course he would say that. He’s a man, she thought. 
 
    “How so? She learns to fight; all fighting implies danger.” 
 
    “She is female. It is unseemly for a woman to learn manly arts. Or would you have me learn to birth a child?” 
 
    “You never know what you might learn of value, Tenif.” 
 
    She never learned which routier was Tenif, but with that exchange Neus moved onto her list of favorite people. He had not needed to defend her, and this was a new experience for her. That someone could like her for no other reason than her own self struck her as extraordinary.  
 
    Jehan liked her—she supposed—because of his quest. Detta liked her because she was Detta, and a compagnon. No one truly understood a gnome’s bonding. Remigius liked her, or she had always believed he did. That was a thing without cause or reason, a fact of the world as true as Trumbert hating her.  
 
    Saveric disturbed this uncomplicated view. She did not think he liked her, but he pretended (or was it real?) to admire her. But in the way someone might admire a jewel, wishing to take it for their own.  
 
    Talysse shivered. She did not want to be possessed. 
 
    Then Gonsallo, who was kind. Did he like her? Or did the Catalan care for her the way he would for any injured creature?  
 
    And today, Neus, defending her, why? Because he thought it was just? Because he defended a friend, though he barely knew her?  
 
    It was all too complicated. She folded up all these thoughts and put them away, like folding a cloak and putting it in a chest. She took her quarterstaff and gave her mind over to her body, telling her heart to be quiet.  
 
      
 
    Flying came easily. The difficulty, she discovered, lay in being able to fight from up there.  
 
    Each evening Talysse hopped out to find a grove of trees, or even just a tumble of rocks, where she could practice her newfound ability.  
 
    At first, every move sent her tumbling. She had to start her training all over again, with the most basic moves executed slowly, carefully.  
 
    “Two steps forward, one step back,” as Detta would say. Except this is two steps forward and one step up.  
 
    Jehan set his quarterstaff at the ready. Talysse stood opposite him, her own staff in a similar position, held across her body. Jehan nodded. 
 
    For the past hour it had all been defense. She could now move backward, up, or to either side to her own satisfaction. They worked for a while on doing just enough.  
 
    “Don’t fly to the tree tops,” Jehan told her, “when all you need do is avoid the end of a stick.” Or a sword, she added to herself.  
 
    This was more difficult. Her instinct was to get well away from a threat; she had to force herself to stay closer, which mean risking the occasional whack. Jehan was not holding back any more. Two bandaged fingers on her left hand were testament to that. 
 
    Now it was time for an attack. He had given her no instruction; she was to come at him “as you please.” 
 
    Get a touch. That was her first aim. If she managed that, she would see if she could knock him down. 
 
    The two advanced toward each other. The elf moved in an easy glide, smooth as a snake. Talysse coiled within herself without breaking stride. She reached for a current and sprang forward. 
 
    Her leap carried her only knee-high from the ground, but she covered fifteen yards in a single bound, staff held forward like a lance. At the last moment she reversed it and punched a blow at Jehan’s ribs. His quarterstaff caught it. He did something and Talysse tumbled headlong. She had barely the time and wit to recover and land on her feet. But she was facing away, stumbling, and she was not surprised when she felt the end of the quarterstaff press against the back of her neck. 
 
    “The leap was from too far,” Jehan said, lowering his weapon. She turned to face him. 
 
    “It gave you too long to react.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t a foe be surprised by it?” 
 
    “Once, perhaps. Not twice.” 
 
    She glanced downward, ran her thumb along her staff.  
 
    “Do not be downcast. That was a good maneuver, done well for having been done mid-air,” Jehan said. “Had I not been prepared, had you struck from closer, I believe you might have scuffed my armor.” 
 
    She looked up. There it was, just the slightest movement at the corners of those thin lips. She smiled in return. 
 
    “Again,” she said. 
 
    “Again,” he agreed. 
 
    “I have an idea for another move,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, as the karwan made its way past Béziers, Talysse explored the range of her powers. At first, she failed often, for this was not at all like flying. She quickly learned she needed to use the quarterstaff as well; she could not rely solely on her ability to fly. 
 
    “It’s more like jumping,” she said to Detta on the first day, “but without the coming down part.”  
 
    “Only it’s not really like that,” she said to Jehan, “because it’s different.” 
 
    “Don’t think what it is like,” he told her. “Think what it is.”  
 
    After each time, success or failure, he asked what she felt and thought. What muscles did you use? What was in your mind? Did you feel anything just before? Just after?  
 
    “Search those thoughts and sensations,” he said. “Grab onto them when you can. If you can catch them, you can control them.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She was frustrated. “It’s not anything I can explain. It’s just a skill I have.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. A swordsman has a skill. When he jabs, the blade goes forward. Every time. When the archer draws his bow, he knows the arrow will fly. A skill is reliable. You have a gift, but you do not yet know how to use it. We will practice until you are reliable. Then you will have a skill.” 
 
    She wanted to think he was being mean, or at least rude, but she knew he was right. Which was worse. So she nursed her bruises and cuts, and tried to get a good night’s sleep. She looked forward to every next training session, while the same time dreading it. The only way forward was to get better.  
 
    “Get hit less.” 
 
      
 
    Brasc squeezed every minute of light from each day. Some of the drivers complained: The horses were tiring, the wagons wore down, supplies ran low. No one openly suggested they leave Talysse by the roadside, but when she walked through the camp a silence greeted her and whispers followed, until she spent whole days in the convidat, even taking her meals within. All agreed that something would be decided at Carcassonne. 
 
    The combat practice continued, even when spring storms raced overhead, soaking them in downpours that raced up from the south or hailstorms that rattled the wagons with sudden violence. The winds were swift and fitful, and Talysse worked mostly on tight control, learning to hover close to the ground, to use the sudden shifting wind to make quick movements. The whole world around her rushed as if eager to be somewhere else. In these wild currents Talysse was mastering how to grab hold, to stand atop them, as grand as a Poseidon upon the waves, and to use her staff to deal a blow in any direction.  
 
    Jehan still parried her strikes, could still knock her from the air if he tried, but no longer did he lecture her while they sparred. He saved his breath and concentrated. He spun, dodged, lunged, using all his senses and every skill. When a session finished, sweat shone on his brow and he leaned upon his staff. 
 
    But he did not relent. 
 
      
 
    Talysse tried to explain to Detta why she was learning to fight. 
 
    “All the time I have to be careful.” 
 
    “That seems wisest,” Detta said. 
 
    “I don’t want to be careful, tante. I left the cenobitum for something grander, not for more of the same.” 
 
    “The wagonmaster seems upright.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. He’s no Trumbert, I’ll grant that. So it’s not exactly, precisely the same here, but look: See the wagons? Are they not a kind of wall? Am I allowed to fly? And, oh tante, am I any closer to my parents?” 
 
    Detta stroked Talysse’s hand as if the girl had a fever. “There now,” she said, “calm yourself. It’s no good being a storm in a bottle.” 
 
    “But that’s what I am. ‘A girl of great promise’ means I’m all promise but no reality. I have to go out and do something, anything, even if it’s the wrong thing, or I’ll never be more than a promise.” 
 
    Detta patted and stroked and clucked, but no reassurance came from her. Even so, the familiar motions had their effect. 
 
    “There I go again, don’t I?” Talysse said. As quickly as that, the storm passed. “When I lived at Saldemer, I could lose my temper and it didn’t matter—those walls really did protect me, in a way.” 
 
    Detta’s face was still compressed with worry. She continued to hold Talysse’s hand. 
 
    “But I’m out in the wide world now, and I can’t be throwing my temper around or I’m liable to hit someone.” She drew a deep, steadying breath. “I have to be smart as well as brave. Especially when I’m mad.” 
 
    She smiled, which made Detta cock her head, wondering.  
 
    Talysse laughed. 
 
     “I won’t say not to worry about me.” She now took Detta’s hands in her own. “I like when you worry about me. But have faith as well. We have a plan. We have friends. We even have a champion.” 
 
    “The elf chevalier,” Detta said. 
 
    “The elf chevalier.” 
 
    “He is a great warrior.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Talysse. 
 
    “And very handsome.” The gnome ducked her head. 
 
    “Why, tante, have you fallen in love?” 
 
    “Don’t tease,” Detta said. 
 
    “I’m not,” Talysse said, though she was. “He is handsome. And noble, and every girl should be in love with him.” She smiled again, and now she was patting the gnome’s hand. 
 
    “Are you in love?” Detta asked. 
 
    “No, strange to say. I am not. I don’t quite know why. He feels more like an ally—he called me a comrade. I think I am not quite a real girl to him. I am more of a thing, a geas. Uff, what a clumsy, unattractive word.” 
 
    “I’m glad he is with us.” 
 
    “As am I. I am a fierce opponent. My enemies should fear me. But I’m not a fool. I need allies, all the help I can get, and even that may not be enough. I’m up against a wizard, after all.” 
 
    “Oh, you will find your parents, Lyssie. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Even after what Gonsallo said?” 
 
    Detta looked down and said, “Even so.” 
 
      
 
    The road passed between rugged hills that were covered by a thin gauze of new heather. Rocks stuck out across the landscape, decorated with lichen, like gray skulls beneath hair of yellow and green. They were two days from the Aude River. Across that river, Brasc assured her, lay safety. 
 
    The land fascinated her with its hills and colors. The sky looked different—clearer, somehow. The clouds had an edge on them. The air moved differently here, felt strange. Back in Saldemer it came in waves as wide as the sea itself, as if a giant over in Africa had exhaled. Or it came in torrents from the north, pouring out to the sea in rivers. In these foreign hills the wind surged or scurried or swirled—the rounding of each hill brought surprise. 
 
    It was exhilarating. She had lived life under a blanket. Now it was thrown back and she blinked, amazed, in new light.  
 
    Rocks astonished her. Saldemer was a place of sand and water, and solid ground was a hard-won rarity. Here in the land of Narbonne, solid ground was plentiful and water was rare, and the bones of the earth poked through everywhere. In some places, where the hills crowded close and their sides became as steep as walls, stone came right up into the road. 
 
    The karwan stopped. Voices called out, carrying questions and orders and curses in equal measure. Talysse was learning this meant the road was blocked or that a wagon had broken down. They would be stuck here for a time, either way. The hillsides rose steep, forming a gray hall with a blue roof. The air hurried by as if anxious to be gone. Voices sounded hollow, echoing from the rocks.  
 
    Talysse glanced at Gonsallo, who was standing to see what had happened. 
 
    Thunder sounded from an unseen place far away. When it sounded again, though, she reconsidered. The sound did not boom like thunder. Closer now. It did not rumble like thunder. Closer still. 
 
    It growled.  
 
    She watched, frozen, as a creature bounded down the steep hillside. She tried to put a name to it—dog, bear, wolf—but nothing served. Nothing made sense. 
 
    It was too big, for one thing, as big as the bulls in the arena at Arles. It had no horns, but it did have teeth. She saw these plain enough when the beast leaped at the horses. The poor animals had scarcely begun to react when it hit. They reared and screamed. The traces groaned and snapped, then the monster was on them, its long-fanged mouth tearing open the neck of the nearest horse. The second horse plunged and the whole wagon went over on its side. Talysse barely managed to leap free, tumbling onto the hard ground. The impact stunned her, knocking the staff from her grasp. 
 
    The sound of flesh tearing and bone crunching sounded close to her ear. Her mind supplied the image, terror the spur. She scrambled to her feet, snatched up the staff, and clawed her way up the hill in a blind panic. She stopped only when the cries of men and women penetrated her fear. She turned. The hill was so steep she had to lean her back against it to keep from sliding. Beneath her, carnage churned. 
 
    Both horses lay dead, tangled in the traces, flesh showing red and white at neck and belly. The beast stood amidst them, its face and body smeared in blood. Routiers rushed toward the scene. The monster eyed them as if deciding which of these annoyances to kill first. As she watched, someone darted in from behind, jabbing with a blade. The beast yelped and spun. The attacker got away with inches to spare. She heard jaws snap shut. The attacker reached a safer distance and turned. It was Gonsallo.  
 
    I must get down there. The thought was a single urge, without real words. As surely as if she had been pushed, Talysse slid downward amid a cascade of dirt and rock. 
 
    The beast heard. Its head, enormous, dripping blood, turned toward her. Its eyes, deep and dark as two wells, regarded her. She went cold inside, as if someone had poured sea water into her. The shouts of others became muffled, buried under the beast’s deep growl. It took a step toward her. 
 
    She clawed back up the hill, stabbing into the hillside with the staff to keep from sliding. The sensation of teeth and breath against her back was so strong, she finally stopped and turned once more. 
 
    The beast had gone back to feeding. She shuddered in relief, then could not stop shaking. Death was down there, had looked at her.  
 
    Wind slid over her, turning her sweat to ice. 
 
    More routiers hurried up. They arranged themselves as for battle: two groups of men, one ahead and one behind. Brasc stood in the group forward, Jehan in the one behind. Some of them had swords; two had spears, one had a bow, but most only had clubs. The feeding monster glanced at them between bites. Once, it bellowed a warning, a roar so loud it seemed to shake the hill itself. 
 
    Charge. Attack. Help. 
 
    Again the impulse hammered. Helpless people were down there. Her friends were down there. Her tante was down there. 
 
    Death was down there. 
 
    Someone shouted—Jehan?—and an attack began. The archer fired, hit. The beast bellowed and spun. A spearman charged from behind, another from the flank, but the creature saw or sensed them. It reared on its hind legs like a bear, swung one paw, and a man tumbled through the air with an awful sound. Everyone now charged, but the creature was deadly fast. The charge quickly broke up in fear and confusion. 
 
    The archer fired again. This time it provoked the beast into a charge. Its roar came in bursts, a furious bellow promising carnage and pain. The beast was on the archer in a heartbeat, dropping to all fours. It charged like a boar, sending men scattering in every direction. 
 
    Save for Jehan. The elf stood near the wagon. He spoke to it and Talysse felt comprehension pierce her. Detta was still inside the wagon. Jehan would defend her. He would die. 
 
    Once more she shivered, but at last she felt the wind that had been blowing all along. Now it spoke to her and she to it. Fly, it said. Now, she replied. 
 
    She dug her heels into the flank of the hill. She used the staff to propel herself into the air that for her was never empty. 
 
    The muscles of the wind came at once into her hands, as familiar as a friend. She climbed high before ever she looked down. She canted over, holding the staff securely but not tightly, ready for attack and defense equally. Every moment and movement of her training was held in that grip.  
 
    Below her, the beast was attacking the chevalier. It had reared up again, trying to find a way past the blur and sting of the sword, through the hide of the red armor. It swung a heavy arm. The chevalier dodged, countered.  
 
    Talysse hovered like a hawk. She let go of the current that held her suspended. She dropped, faster than stone, impelled by the wind, slung downward like a crossbow bolt. She struck the beast at the base of the skull. Together they crashed to the ground, and neither moved for a long moment. Talysse, her head whirling wildly, rolled onto her back. She saw the creature get unsteadily to its feet. Its heavy head swung toward her, pink slaver dripping from its jaws, its eyes small and bright, filled with malevolence. It swayed and shook its head. 
 
    At that moment, the elf chevalier leaped onto its back and plunged his sword into the beast’s neck. Its mouth opened to show long teeth stained with red, then twisted away. Others raced to the attack and the monster went down under a hail of blades and bludgeons. Talysse’s head spun again and she fell back to the ground. 
 
    In a fog of pain and exhaustion she felt more than saw Detta rush to her side, trying to tend to all her wounds at once, while simultaneously praising and scolding her. Jehan knelt by her side and ministered more effectively. Her cuts were bandaged and she was taken under the shade of an elm tree. 
 
    Later still, she discovered that she had broken her staff. She did not remember. As the routiers dragged aside carcasses and worked to repair the wagon, Jehan disappeared for a time, then returned with a new staff. He had purchased it in Montpellier, he said, but kept it hidden until he judged Talysse was ready for it. 
 
    Her new staff was just taller than she was. Each end was weighted by an iron sheath nearly a foot long. The staff itself was ash, smooth and golden. She placed its middle at her two fingers and it balanced perfectly. She was too exhausted to smile, but she thanked him. 
 
    “It is not a present,” the elf said. “It is yours because you are ready.” 
 
      
 
    In one quarter she was praised for her courage, but in another they asked why a mountain wolf had attacked, and they spoke of the ill luck that had befallen them since Arles. Several had been injured, one badly, and two fine horses were dead. What might explain this, they asked one another loudly, then whispered their replies. It did not help that Lop had to give up one of his own horses to replace the ones killed. He handed it over only at Brasc’s insistence, and with many a black look at Talysse. Even Jehan was met with ill grace, for all regarded Talysse as being his charge in some way. 
 
    “It’s not right,” Talysse complained to her companions. She had tried to keep her disappointment private as the karwan continued along the road to Toulouse. “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “It is natural enough,” Jehan said. “People look to place blame for misfortune.” 
 
    Talysse glared at him. She was hurt and angry and she wanted him to feel the same. 
 
    “Be patient with them,” Gonsallo advised, then he said no more. The look Talysse hurled at him made the trovador suddenly interested in tuning his cittern.  
 
    “It is most unfair,” Detta said, scooting a little closer to Talysse. “If not for Lyssie, we might all have died. Ayi, ayi.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Talysse said, and she patted Detta on the arm. “So we were attacked. It must happen all the time, out in the wild like this. I should think.” Her look dared the others to disagree. 
 
    “Maybe this creature was driven by hunger,” she continued. “He ate those horses fast enough.” 
 
    “Poor horses,” Detta said softly. 
 
    The two men pretended to be quite busy. 
 
    “What other explanation is there? Maybe wargs have always lived here and no one knew. I suppose the wagoneers know every hill and cave?” 
 
    “Mayhap,” Detta agreed. The men worked in silence. 
 
    “Or what? I suppose Saveric conjured a monster, is that what you think? Nonsense.” She dismissed the proposal no one had made. “He could have killed me twice over, but didn’t. Gah. I don’t care, I truly don’t. The thing is dead. That’s all there is to say.” 
 
    So ended the one-sided conversation she had almost every day. Every night, she dreamed of teeth and blood, and woke up sweating. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    River Crossing 
 
    Another storm came in the night, announced by thunder that shook the wagon. The shutters were closed, but lightning lit the gaps in quick flashes. Talysse sat up, blinking in the erratic light. 
 
    “A storm, my dove,” Detta said. She, too, was sitting up. 
 
    The thunder sounded again, long and close, reverberating in her chest. 
 
    “Uff!” Detta cried. 
 
    Outside, horses shrilled. A child wailed, and voices called out in commands and oaths.  
 
    Talysse opened a window. Lightning jagged overhead, fingers reaching nearly to the ground. It revealed a camp in turmoil, people running, hitching the horses. She caught only that glimpse, then darkness returned.  
 
    The rain came all at once, in gusts that hammered huge drops against the wagons. 
 
    The door of the wagon swung open. The wagon lurched heavily and for a moment only a single hand clung to the door. Talysse caught a glimpse of the other wagons behind, barely visible through waterfalls of rain. Then Jehan swung into view, all but dove into the wagon, and slammed the door behind. 
 
    He was muddy and soaking wet. He shook himself like a dog and droplets sprayed the walls.  
 
    “Hey!” Talysse cried. 
 
    “Apologies,” Jehan said. “Trouble has come with the storm.” 
 
    Thunder boomed, sounding very close. Detta let out a small yip. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “Gens d’armes on the road behind, riding even at night, even in the storm. They are surely the wizard’s men.” 
 
    “Then we flee,” Detta said. 
 
    “Yes, but the bridge ahead is guarded, by the count’s men.” 
 
    “I do not know this count,” the gnome said. 
 
    “The Count of Toulouse has chosen to cooperate with the Syndicat, or so it appears. Brasc does not want to take a chance on loyalties when there is another way.” 
 
    “What way is that?” 
 
    “We cross the river.” 
 
    “You said the bridge is guarded.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    The wagon lurched into motion, jerked, then lurched again, rattling from one end to the other. 
 
    “The only safety for the karwan,” Jehan continued, “is to get across the river at once. The Count of Toulouse may be willing to detain routiers in his own lands, but he won’t invade another to do it.” 
 
    “Across the river?” Detta asked. “Is it quite a small river?” 
 
    Jehan waved a hand. “We are at the Aude, madame. It is big enough and its waters are high. But be reassured. Brasc is an old hand. You will be as safe as can be on the river.” He smiled at her. 
 
    “Big enough,” Detta said. “Ayi ayi.” Then she said, “Uff!” as the wagon thudded hard and stopped. Even through the drum of the rain they heard Brasc shouting at the horses. The wagon rocked forward and back twice, then lurched free of whatever hole had caught it. 
 
    “We head for a ford,” he said. 
 
    He put a hand on Talysse’s shoulder. “I must go up front to help Gonsallo.” 
 
    “Gonsallo!” 
 
    “Yes,” the elf said. “In the rush, we find ourselves short of drivers. I know little of wagoneering, but maybe between the two of us we can manage.” 
 
    His grip on her shoulder was firm, his eyes steady. She nodded. 
 
    For the next hour the wagon rattled along the road. Talysse sat on her knees to peer out the window, but could see little. The wagon jounced and rolled so hard, she kept getting tossed about and eventually gave it up. Long rolls of thunder joined the steady beat of the rain, while lightning bathed the interior in lurid colors. Talysse had to close the shutter to keep the rain out. Detta’s eyes were big as cups, but she held Talysse tight and told her not to be afraid.  
 
    She was just about to knock on the wall and ask where they were when the wagon turned rather sharply to the left. The road at once grew much worse. Talysse and Detta were thrown about so violently they retreated to the floor, clutching each other. After several jarring minutes of this, the wagon shuddered to a stop and did not move again. The door opened and Jehan poked his head in. 
 
    “What is it?” Talysse asked, aware her words were edged with fear. She pictured armored men surrounding the wagon, halberds and swords drawn. 
 
    “We’re crossing the river.” 
 
    She stepped out, into the heavy rain. The wagon stood alone at the edge of a wide river that boiled along only a few feet in front of them. Nearby, willow trees drooped under the storm, trailing their green arms in the river.  
 
    Detta looked out.  
 
    “Madame,” Jehan said, “it is best you remain inside. Do not worry. These wagons float.” 
 
    Detta gulped. “Float?” 
 
    Brasc strode up, leading a roan-gray stallion with long black mane and tail. Water poured from them both in fountains. 
 
    “We cross here at once,” he said, his voice booming like the thunder. “Jehan and you, up. Unlash the poles. Fend off branches. The horses are strong. They will get you across.” 
 
    Jehan went up the side as easy as walking. Gonsallo climbed a little more uncertainly. He called back down to Talysse, “Keep my cittern out of the water as best you can, please.” 
 
    “When we get over,” Brasc said, “we will not stop until we are among the trees. Stay inside until then. You as well, mademoiselle.” 
 
    Talysse looked across the river. Three wagons were in the water. As Brasc had said, they really did float. One jolted, then rose partway out of the water. 
 
    Brasc climbed onto the driver’s bench. “Trovador, the buckets!” 
 
    Gonsallo handed down two wooden pails with rope handles. 
 
    “What’s this for?” 
 
    “Bailing.” 
 
    “You said the wagon floats.” Talysse looked around in alarm. 
 
    “I did and it does. It also leaks. Quickly!” 
 
    Talysse edged past the horse, whose looped reins were tied next to the wagon door, and hopped inside. As she pulled the door closed, the wagon lurched forward. 
 
    “Eep!” Detta said. 
 
    “Hang on, tante,” Talysse said, “this will be rough.” 
 
    Yet it was not. The wagon rocked and bumped at first, then it slid left and went smooth. Talysse peeked out the window and stifled a cry. The river was just outside, a mere arm’s length below. Where the current pushed the wagon a small wave rose, grasping up toward the window. The wheels rotated serenely, freed of their burden. Sound became muted and close. When thunderclaps struck, the sound skipped across the water like a flat stone. The steady rain speckled the river’s surface with a thousand dots. It felt as if she had been transported to another world and rode in a magic ship. At a distance she heard Brasc talking to his horses, encouraging them like a father. She heard also their snorts as they labored through the current. 
 
    Her feet were wet. Looking down, she saw a layer of water on the floor, not yet deep, but encroaching. Detta, seated on the bench, had not yet noticed. As calmly as she could, Talysse reached over, got the bucket, and said, “Tante, could you make some room at the window?” 
 
    “Of course,” Detta said. “Did you want a look?” She moved aside. She noticed the bucket and her mouth made an O, but no sound came out. 
 
    “Not to worry,” Talysse said, trying not to sound worried. “This is why they gave us the pail.”  
 
    The river buffeted the wagon, pushing at it like an unruly crowd. Twice the wagon shuddered as it struck a sandbar and the wheels dug in. Water seeped in steadily but not too fast. Every couple of minutes Talysse scooped another pail full and managed to get most of it out the window. Detta tried to help by using her cap, muttering dolefully that they would be safe, they would not drown. 
 
    They hit a third sandbar. The wagon stuck, lurched, then stuck again and this time did not move. Brasc’s voice came through the window, commanding and then pleading with the horses. One horse was uttering a terrible cry. 
 
    “Hoi in back there! We’re caught up!” 
 
    “It’s the horse,” Jehan called out. Thunder boomed overhead, drowning out any reply. 
 
    Talysse went to the door and opened it. Detta cried out to be careful, but Talysse pretended not to hear. She swung the door wide with one hand and gripped the jamb with the other. 
 
    The wagon stood in rushing water almost to the axle. The current surged through the wheels and around the bottom of the wagon just above the step. Brasc’s horse, still tied to the wagon, lunged horribly. One of its legs was caught on something below the water. Its intermittent cries sounded like those of a terrified child. 
 
    “Cut it loose,” Brasc roared through the storm. “The lead horses can’t pull. Damn all, cut it loose!” 
 
    “No, no,” Talysse whispered. The stallion’s eyes rolled wildly. 
 
    Gonsallo appeared above her head. He let himself down, clinging to the side of the wagon, a knife in one hand. 
 
    “Close the door, donna,” he said. “You might fall out when we break free.” 
 
    “I will not,” she said. She let go of the door and grabbed hold of Gonsallo’s thick leather belt. “You’re more likely to fall than I.” 
 
    The little Catalan nodded once. He leaned forward. Detta grabbed Talysse, wrapping her furry arms around the girl’s waist. “Not without me,” she said. 
 
    He sawed at the rope that tied the stallion to the wagon, but the horse’s frantic efforts to break free made the rope tighten and go slack repeatedly. He yelled “Hold me tight!” and Talysse re-set her grip.  
 
    Gonsallo let go of his hold on the door. Leaning far out over the rushing water, he pulled the lead rope tighter and cut furiously. His weight pulled her one way, the wagon pulled the other; only Detta, her feet planted against the wood wall, kept them all from tumbling out. 
 
    After an achingly long moment, the rope came apart, the wagon lurched forward, and all three cascaded onto the floor, with Detta at the bottom. Another lurch, and the wagon stilled as it swung out into deep water again. Gonsallo jumped to his feet. 
 
    “Shut the door!” he shouted as he climbed back to the roof. 
 
    With a start, Talysse saw water coming in. It took all her strength to pull the door closed. Once she had secured it, she grabbed the bucket and bailed as fast as she could, for the water was well up to her calves. As she worked, all she could see in her mind was the last glimpse before she’d gotten the door closed—a roan stallion, water pummeling its flanks, its eyes showing white. 
 
    She was still bailing when the wagon struck the far shore. Brasc urged and cursed the horses out of the river, across rough ground, and into a stand of trees. As soon as the wagon stopped, Talysse dashed outside. 
 
    Brasc was already back to the tree line. Talysse joined him, followed by the others. All watched the horse. 
 
    “Ah, the poor animal,” Detta said. 
 
    “Come away,” Jehan said to Brasc. “It does no good to watch.” 
 
    “I am sorry, capitano,” Gonsallo said.  
 
    The stallion fell to its knees, but struggled back up again. No one wanted to leave. To turn away would be to abandon it a second time. 
 
    Talysse looked at the trees. Most were willows, their thousands of branches forming the curtain behind which the karwan hid. Nearby, an elm towered over them—an ancient thing, with limbs as thick as a man reaching up and out. She leaned close to the trovador and spoke quietly. 
 
    “Gonsallo, how is the horse stuck, do you think? Is he in mud?” 
 
    “Non, jovencita. The river bed is sandy. He has caught his leg on something. A sunken tree limb, I think.” 
 
    “Could you get him free?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Alas, I do not walk on water.” 
 
    “No, but I can fly.” She looked at him steadily. “I can take you there.” 
 
    Jehan overheard and broke in. 
 
    “You should take me,” he said. “I am stronger than the Catalan.” 
 
    “True, but you are also much heavier. I’m not even sure I can carry Gonsallo. I’ve never carried anyone.” 
 
    Gonsallo laughed nervously. “She jokes.” 
 
    “I do not,” Talysse said. 
 
    The stallion plunged again. Now that Gonsallo had drawn her attention to it, she saw that the animal’s left hind leg did not budge more than a little. 
 
    “I cannot ask you to do this,” Brasc said, “though it is a brave thing.” 
 
    “So don’t ask,” Talysse said. “But I can’t bear to watch and do nothing.” 
 
    “Talysse?” 
 
    Detta stood next to her. Her wet fur was like a brown mat thrown over her. “You will come back?” 
 
    “I will, tante. I promise.” 
 
    “Oh, do not promise, Lyssie. It tempts the gods. If you fall, I will come after you.” 
 
    Talysse fought back sudden tears. She must be tired, she thought, to cry so readily. “You stay right here,” she told the gnome. “I’ll come back.” To Gonsallo she said, “Up that tree, as high as we can go.” 
 
    Jehan boosted them both onto a lower branch. Just as they began to climb, Brasc called to them from the base of the elm. 
 
    “Hurry,” he called. “The gens d’armes are not far behind.” 
 
    She had nearly forgotten the pursuit. If they see me fly, she thought, they will know they have found me, but once we are in the water, the men will not risk coming out. All the more reason to hurry. 
 
    She wondered how high she should climb. As much height as she could, but every moment spent climbing might prove to be one second too long. She refused to look down, keeping all her attention on the branches. They kept getting smaller. Still without looking down, she selected a solid branch that swept out toward the river. 
 
    “This one,” she called down. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, not at all sure. Now it came to the moment, doubts crowded around her, even as she edged out onto the bare limb. The river crossing had tired her and the scramble up the elm tired her even more. Did she need her muscles to fly? Were the soldiers already at the other shore? Was she high enough, or too high? Would she be in time? Could she even carry another person? 
 
    The last thought came to her as she reached the furthest safe point of the limb. Always before, she had crouched on a branch and sprung out, like jumping over a hedge. That wasn’t going to work with a second person. They might hold hands, but a solid jerk could break their grip, sending Gonsallo to his death. 
 
    “Shoulderback,” Gonsallo said from behind. “I see you hesitate. I am thinking of ways as we climb and this is best. I hold around your shoulders, from in back. Shoulderback.” 
 
    Talysse stood, one hand on a branch. Gonsallo put his arms around her chest. 
 
    “Apologies, jovencita,” he said, his mouth at her shoulder blade. “This is ungallant.” 
 
    Talysse felt her cheeks burn. She scowled. She was about to plunge into empty air and she worried about modesty? 
 
    “It is necessary,” she said tersely. “Hold tight. We will fall at first.” 
 
    Gonsallo said, “What?” before Talysse leaned forward and the two shot almost straight down. 
 
    Almost. The wind currents threaded the air like massive vines. Talysse grabbed hold of one then another, sweeping beyond the line of willows and out over the river. Gonsallo held so tightly she thought he might break her ribs. He was praying loudly into her back.  
 
    The extra weight kept forcing her down. She felt the currents keenly, but every vine, every broad snake proved porous. She sank through them as if a giant hand were pressing her through a mountain of threads. She could not fly. All she could manage was to try to fall more slowly. 
 
    They shot out over the water, which was coming much too close. The river was a curtain of gray, dotted with raindrops, its fabric torn by debris broken loose by the flood. If they fell, they would drown. Swirls and eddies spoke of powerful forces beneath the surface. She refused to consider how they were going to get back. 
 
    A powerful wind ran down the spine of the river. She gathered it beneath her and rose a few feet. She angled toward the stallion, which stood with its head low. Its hind leg jerked a moment, then the horse stood still again. He’s still fighting, Talysse thought. What spirit! 
 
    At the last moment she suddenly worried about how to land. She came down hard a few feet upstream from the horse. Gonsallo released his hold and they both stumbled into the horse. 
 
    Talysse sputtered. Gonsallo called over the noise of the rain, “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No,” Talysse said, amazed to find it was true. She had two seconds of elation, then the horse uttered a shuddering cry. 
 
    “Hurry, Gonsallo, we’ve no time.” 
 
    He was at the horse’s rear flank. The river swirled at his knees, and he fought to keep his balance, bending so far he submerged his face. 
 
    The horse reared and plunged. The arrival of people seemed to give it a new strength, but its struggles were wild. 
 
    “There is a log down here, all right, but I can’t work the leg free. The horse tries to kick when I get near.” 
 
    Talysse put one hand on the stallion’s neck. He was quivering and snorting, his muscles spasming. The river shoved at her, threatening to snatch her away, but she focused only on the terrified animal. She spoke to him, careless of her words, except to make them calm and warm and steady. She pressed her body to his, trying to lend her strength to him. She kept her hand to his neck. 
 
    “That’s better,” Gonsallo yelled over the storm. “Keep doing that.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure she was doing anything at all, but she kept doing it, kept talking to the horse. Into her voice she put a warm breeze through tall green grass. Strong legs ran across an open field. She spoke to him of white horses crashing through ocean surf, long manes flying. The sun was warm and gentle, and every living thing ran strong as daylight. 
 
    The stallion snorted and moved forward. 
 
    “Got it!” Gonsallo cried. 
 
    She heard the words, but they made no sense at first. She was still far away in the Camargue. 
 
    The stallion moved forward again. Gonsallo called out, “Hang on,” and Talysse at the last instant took hold of the mane before the horse plunged into the water. Her head went under, came back up. She gasped, swallowed water. The current pressed her against the animal. She felt powerful muscles work, though her own were failing fast. With what remained of her strength she climbed onto the horse’s back and clung there with both arms around his neck, fingers locked into his mane. Though the horse must have been exhausted, it now swam smoothly. She felt its strength close to her body. Stretched out as she was, it felt almost like flying. 
 
    She turned her head to look back, expecting to see Gonsallo abandoned on the sandbar, but he trailed behind like an otter, holding on to the horse’s long tail. She lay her head against the stallion’s neck and told him over and over that he was wonderful. 
 
      
 
    The wagons were strung out between alder trees. Three men came and took the horse away. He was shivering badly, but one of the men assured her he would live. All three men looked at her as if she… as if I could fly, she thought. She smiled at them, then Gonsallo hustled her to the convidat and warm blankets. 
 
    Brasc came by not long after. He heaped praise upon her until she asked him to stop. It was embarrassing.  
 
    For a time, only the rain spoke. Then Brasc called out. 
 
    “Lop! Over here, lad.” 
 
    The driver of another wagon sloshed through the mud to join the small group.  
 
    “Minado has a broken axle,” Lop said as he approached. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Brasc considered this a moment, then cocked his head to one side. A smile crept onto his face. 
 
    “What?” Lop said. “I know that look.” 
 
    “A thing occurs to me.” 
 
    “A scheme?” 
 
    “Oc.” 
 
    Lop grinned. Brasc spoke to the others. “Let me set out this scheme before any of you start telling me it won’t work.” 
 
    Talysse listened in silence as the wagonmaster spoke. She stole glances at Jehan, to see what the elf thought, but she couldn’t read him. 
 
    Brasc’s plan was to give most of the karwan to Lop—fourteen wagons. He was to go to Carcassonne, cross there, and continue to Toulouse, taking the customary route from there to Bayonne. He was the Cierzo Karwan now. 
 
    Somewhere before getting to Toulouse, they would be stopped and questioned. Their story was simple and sad. 
 
    “The karwan crossed the Aude River at a ford during a storm. The river had shifted and the ford was no longer safe, but the elves did not know that. Five wagons were lost. Minado’s wagon will provide proof. Your wagonmaster, the tragic Brasc, perished in the crossing.” 
 
    Lop snorted. “They will wonder why we did not use the bridge at Homps.” 
 
    “Yes, they will. We had heard rumors—all humans know how elves gossip—that armed men were questioning all routiers. That fool Brasc was smuggling and feared a search. And he believed the ford was an easy crossing.” 
 
    “They will ask about Talysse.” 
 
    “Who? Oh yes, we heard about that back at Arles. You’ve not found her yet? A mere girl? And a gnome, you say? Bait them as far as you judge wise, Lop.” 
 
    The young man looked eager. 
 
    “They will nevertheless insist on a search. Let them—be sure to dump all your contraband here; put it into Minado’s wagon.” 
 
    “He will not be happy,” Lop said. 
 
    “No indeed, but we cannot replace the axle and to leave the wagon here gives lie to the tale.” 
 
    Lop nodded. 
 
    “Meanwhile,” Brasc went on, “I will take five wagons to the rendezvous at Puig Balabor. We can do some good trade there.” 
 
    He turned and spoke directly to Talysse. 
 
    “That will end our road together. Your way goes into the high mountains; I will not take my wagons there. Many peoples come to the rendezvous—hunter elves, Andorran dwarves, trapper folk, shepherds of the Merino herds, sometimes an ogre. Someone will know of your Remigius and his Redoubt. Even the trovador has heard of him.” 
 
    “Heard of who?” Gonsallo emerged from the rain. He looked around the group. “What did I miss?” 
 
    Brasc ignored him. 
 
    “So you see, Talysse, you need not go on alone, at least not yet.” 
 
    “Alone?” Gonsallo repeated. “Of course she cannot go alone; what nonsense. I shall go with her, and the chevalier and the good madame, I should think.” 
 
    Detta moved closer to Talysse’s side. 
 
    “That is very kind,” Talysse said, “but you have all endured too much because of me. You have lost business.” She said this last to Brasc. 
 
    “Aye.” Lop shook his head sadly. 
 
    “And you seem to be making new enemies. Now you want to split up the karwan? More risk. It’s not right. I don’t even know where I’m going or what I’m doing.” She took an uneven breath before adding, “Or who I am.” 
 
    “You are Lyssie,” Detta said, low. 
 
    “Dividing the wagons is exactly the right thing to do, for it will repair some of the damage. After the rendezvous at Puig Balabor, my wagons will go to Foix and Pau, which have ever been independent of Gaul and of Toulouse alike, then on to Bayonne. Some will say they heard Brasc had perished in a storm crossing the Aude. Ah, but not. He was washed down river many miles. All save one wagon made it. Three horses lost, alas.” 
 
    Talysse saw he was enjoying his own fable. 
 
    “You see?” Brasc said, a smile at the corners of his mouth. “We slip through their fingers, deliver you to the mountains, and Brasc of the Cierzo gains still more fame.” 
 
    The rain fell steadily well into the afternoon, the clouds so heavy no one could find the sun. The Cierzo Karwan divided itself in a meadow, where the tracks would quickly disappear under the new grass. The wagon with the broken axle was pushed into the Aude, and the river swept it quickly out of sight. Lop and Brasc parted with a few more words of planning, and Talysse was on her way south, into the Pirinaeus Mountains. On her way to answers, she hoped. All she had so far was a pocket full of questions. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Puig Balabor 
 
    Brasc still called it the karwan, though he refrained from naming it Cierzo. Wagons divide, he said, then join together again, like any wind. 
 
    He took them away from the river, traveling up a side valley in order to skirt Limoux. They would avoid cities now. 
 
    And roads, evidently, for what the wagons followed were only parallel tracks made by carts, with the grass worn down by feet and hooves. People did not talk much, even on the wagon, even around the campfires. When they did speak, it was in lowered tones, without gaiety, as if there had been a death in the family. Most people, whenever Talysse happened by, seemed to be looking elsewhere. 
 
    “Three days, jovencita,” Gonsallo counseled her. “Then you will be finding your patron and your answers. Until then, you must endure.” 
 
    Jehan insisted she continue her practice with the quarterstaff. 
 
    “I know how to fight,” she said. “I killed the wolf, you know.” 
 
    “Yes. Now you practice so you do not forget.” 
 
    She tried to avoid him, tried to put him off, and tried open refusal. None of it worked, so she practiced trying to hit Jehan.  
 
    He was quicker than the wolf. 
 
    Once they gained the Aude River again, late that first day, the road began to climb. The next day, they entered a deep valley whose sides eclipsed the sun by mid-afternoon, then emerged into more open country. The valley was festooned with red poppies and pale asters. Beyond the valley, the hills piled layer upon layer, losing color at each rank until blue mountains faded to blue sky, divided by a thin, uneven line of white. Lavender scented the air. 
 
    The towns gave way to villages, the villages to hamlets. The buildings in all these were of rough-hewn stone, capped by steep roofs of red tile like little red hats. Here and there, stone towers rose two or three stories high, with no door at the base. Jehan told her that the families in the area could retreat to these in times of war. 
 
    “Is there often war here?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “Once there was,” Neus replied, “but few armies come through these days. Mostly the towers are a refuge for bandits or for nobles during their endless squabbles. When things get dangerous, the peasants go up into the mountains to hide among the dwarves.” 
 
    Besides the towers, standing like posts that had lost their fence, they came upon isolated farms with walls and barred windows and strong gates. Everything about these foothills spoke of prowling dangers. 
 
    After another day of travel, the oak and poplar began sharing the ground with pine and cedar. The mountains crowded close as they went over a little stone bridge, beneath which the Aude River rushed in a torrent of white and spray. Then they emerged into a pleasant valley with an actual town, beyond which lay yet another gorge.  
 
    Near the town rose spires of gray rock, like enormous stalagmites rising from the cave of the world. Among these, looking much like them, was a tower. Brasc skirted wide around these. Neus said it was held by an irascible old baron who robbed passing merchants by claiming they owed him a tax. He was impregnable in his tower, and the people of the town simply left him alone. Talysse said this was irresponsible and that the people would not leave a wolf to prey on travelers. To this Neus observed they might, if the wolf were fierce enough, and Talysse decided to let it go. 
 
    Later, she said to Detta that she was getting tired of meeting so many new people. “They all behave differently, and I’m getting exhausted trying to understand them all.” 
 
    “To each vill its hearth,” Detta said. “You get tired, my dear, because you don’t just understand them, you judge them. This one is worthy, that one is not. This one is sensible, that one is not. It is more wearying to judge.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t really see another way. If you meet someone, you must decide what sort of someone they are.” 
 
    Detta said nothing, which Talysse knew was her way of disagreeing. Back in Saldemer, this was always a signal for Talysse to disagree openly and try to provoke a discussion. Lately, though, she herself stayed silent, and instead thought more about what had been said. She wasn’t sure this was wisdom, but it felt like it might be. 
 
    After the next gorge came another, even more dramatic. The road edged below gray cliffs that rose straight up from the River Aude which frothed white with rapids. Between the two was barely room for the wagons themselves. The crashing of the river echoed off the stone walls, and they crossed over narrow bridges without sides. Talysse wondered what sort of people built these things. Dwarves, she decided. 
 
    Once past the cliffs, the forest crowded close, with tall pines that stretched their dark green arms right into the roadway. Above them was a ribbon of blue sky darker and harder than the blue of the seaside. Everything around her was harsh and unforgiving—stone, hard earth, even the trees with their needles instead of gentle leaves. And always beyond, the mountains, now covered in a mantle of snow. 
 
    Doubts crept close as well. She felt herself as crowded as the road, with dangers on every side. Despite the closeness, she felt exposed, like a stone on a mountainside, prey to wind and sun. She knew her friends were near, but they seemed somehow fragile as well. Behind her, only a couple of days away, lay cities and towns and lush farms. Further on, the sea which she now loved more than she ever had when she lived next to it. Why shouldn’t she turn back? Trouble chased her, so why keep running? 
 
    Talysse was still arguing with herself when the steep road flattened out and the wagon ran once more on smooth road. She swung out the door and scrambled onto the roof—she was getting quite good at that, she told herself. 
 
    Looking around, she could imagine herself transported to another world. The tough pine and oak had drawn back to reveal a narrow valley that stretched ahead for some miles. The valley lay nearly flat between enormous gray cliffs that seemed to stretch right into the sky. Her first thought, upon viewing the bare-headed mountains, was that if she could leap from the top of that cliff, she might fly across the whole world. Down here in the valley, though, she felt hemmed in. 
 
    While the mountains were bare and steep, the valley was flat and verdant. Lush grass made a carpet from wall to wall. Once green, it was now turning brown under the warm June sun. A little stream ambled over a rocky bed, pooling into ponds before spreading out into a small lake. This water lay on one side of the vale, brilliantly green, like an emerald laid upon the breast of a gray giant.  
 
    At the side of the lake stood a village of wood houses built atop stone pillars, a good four feet above the ground, as if the buildings had hiked up their skirts to cross a marsh. Hundreds of elves were there, but there must have been thousands of sheep, covering much of the valley with a kind of dirty, restless snow. Dogs ran among the sheep, chasing and turning to an unseen purpose. The sheep muttered and complained with thousands of voices, like some vast choir singing a song known only to themselves. The sound of it echoed from the granite cliffs, mingling until all was a continuously shifting drone, like surf on a wide beach. 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Gonsallo said. “Puig Balabor.” 
 
    Detta cocked her head. “Poo-ee Ballybore?” 
 
    “Non,” Gonsallo said without reprimand. “Pwee-ball-a-bor.” 
 
    Detta imitated him, speaking slowly. 
 
    “Oc,” he said, “buon.” 
 
    Talysse edged forward. “Pwi Valador,” she ventured. 
 
    “Puig Balabor,” Gonsallo said, enunciating. “It is not the largest marchiet in the Pirinaeus, but one of the most pleasant, or so Brasc says.” 
 
    “It is quite pretty here,” Talysse said. She waved an arm. “Because of the mountains, obviously.” 
 
    The lead wagons curled into a circle at the lower end of the lake. As Gonsallo maneuvered their own wagon into place, Talysse noticed a small group camped between themselves and the village. 
 
    “Humans,” she noted with surprise. “Why are they here?”  
 
    “They are here to trade,” Gonsallo said, “as are we.” 
 
    “They buy sheep?” 
 
    “No, not at all. These sheep are headed for the alto, the gran pastura further up. The grass down here will die in the summer, so the herders take the flocks high up. Whoop, whoa there.” He brought the wagon to a stop. 
 
    “So what do the humans buy?” 
 
    “I will answer every question, if the jovencita will take up some work,” Gonsallo said as he jumped down. “Help me with the horses.” 
 
    “Very well.” Talysse clambered down. 
 
    As they worked, Gonsallo explained that hunters came out of the mountains at this time as well. “You can tell them by the skins and furs they wear in place of clothes. You won’t spot any now; they avoid the sheep. You will see them at the feast. They sit apart because they do stink.” He made such a face, Talysse burst out laughing. 
 
    “It is a sensible thing,” Gonsallo went on. “They steep themselves in animal scents so they are not detected.” Again he made the face. “Bugbears do not smell pretty.” 
 
    “They hunt bugbears?” 
 
    “They do, and more. The hunters are the best in the world. They go after creatures no one else dares to face—or, at least, others are well content to leave such hunting to the elves.” 
 
    This only made Talysse long to see them: mighty hunters cloaked in the skins of beasts, with tall bows and arrows as long as her arm. Perhaps they were here even now, cleverly hidden, undetected. 
 
    “Are these the ones who know how to find Remigius?” 
 
    “I do not know, but the hunters roam far. If there are dwarves here, they might be asked as well.  
 
    Here, bring water.” Gonsallo handed her two buckets. 
 
    She fetched back as quickly as she could and set a bucket before each horse. The animals drank deeply. 
 
    “The water in the lake is amazingly clear,” she said to Gonsallo. “I could see the bottom as plain as anything.” 
 
    Gonsallo nodded. “Everything here is clean and fresh. I love these mountains.” 
 
    “You were saying about the hunters,” she prompted. 
 
    “The hunters stay in the upper mountains right through winter. Here’s a brush; wipe down Steady. I’ll do Easy.” He began to brush the roan. 
 
    “Isn’t it terribly cold?” She only wanted to hear more. 
 
    “It is. They have stone huts for shelter, and monstrous big dogs who hunt with them. They kill deer and rabbit and such for food, but mostly they are after beasts such as griffins, snow bears, aatxe, the gran llop—anything the counts have named for a bounty. Merchants pay them to help keep the passes safe, and the herders pay, to cut down on creatures who would attack their sheep. Hunters also will search in hidden places to find lost treasures. You never know what might turn up at a marchiet. Which is one more reason why there is always a karwan about at a rendezvous.” 
 
    “You sound like you’ve been here before,” Talysse said.  
 
    “A marchiet was held near my town, over on the Navarrese side,” Gonsallo said. He shrugged. “I suppose the business here is much the same. Come, let us go to our camp.” 
 
    Talysse hoped for the feast, but she soon learned that a fête du marchiet was largely one’s own affair. Representatives from each group—villagers, hunters, herders, merchants, routiers—did meet at a common table, mainly to iron out the rules of trade. Most people sat among their own, though there was a good deal of visiting back and forth. 
 
    Brasc and Jehan went off together almost at once. Gonsallo was preoccupied with his cittern, which he claimed might never recover from its river crossing, so Talysse and Detta wandered among the camps. She was fascinated by the variety, but she was not as touched by this place as she had been by the routiers or the gardiens, nor by the fisher elves. The shepherds were friendly enough, though so laconic she could not strike up a conversation. She did not care for the hunter elves. They were weathered—lean, hard-eyed, with dark gray hair that made them all look old. Their trade was spread out on thick blankets—skins, bones, ears, tails, even heads of creatures, some of which she could not identify. She didn’t try hard. The heads seemed to watch her. 
 
    A group of hunter elves passed her by, dressed in buckskin and gray wool that was stained dark in spatters. They walked without sound, their third eye jarringly open and blue. Their passage was like a zephyr, but also like the edge of a knife drawn across bare skin. Talysse shivered and did not ask if they had seen the wagonmaster. 
 
    She wanted to be gone. She was drawing closer to Remigius, going toward him—a change from running away from pursuit. More and more questions piled up inside her, though she doubted she would like any of the answers. She had to hear them, thought, or they would haunt her like ghosts.  
 
    Detta tugged at her; she wanted to go see the dwarves. Elves had come to Saldemer from time to time, but dwarves were completely unknown and exotic. And therefore interesting. 
 
    The dwarf camp was flanked by a long row of low tables, upon which were arranged a bewildering variety of metal tools and weapons, and a few objects that looked like they might be both. Only three dwarves were there, ranging back and forth as potential customers approached. Talysse watched for a time, listening to their oddly clipped speech. They were courteous enough, but dreadfully formal, bowing often. Talysse didn’t know what to make of them, and Detta seemed a bit intimidated, so they soon moved on.  
 
    “They dress so strangely,” Detta said. 
 
    “Oh?” Talysse was again thinking about leaving. 
 
    “Like women.” 
 
    Talysse looked back, surprised. “They don’t look much like women to me,” she said. 
 
    “Their aprons. Didn’t you notice? They all wear aprons.” 
 
    Talysse chuckled. “Leather aprons, tante, to protect against sparks and heat. Like the blacksmith at your vill.” 
 
    Detta’s eyes widened. “Oh,” she said. 
 
    When they at last returned to the wagons, the western mountains had already swallowed the sun. A high chill crept across the valley. 
 
    Brasc was there. Standing next to him was a dwarf. He looked old, or at least his face was wrinkled. He wore trousers and a tunic, both the same dun brown color, as if someone had made a dye from dirt.  
 
    “I have your guide,” Brasc announced as she and Detta came near. “His name is Gans and he has lived in these mountains for all of his life.” 
 
    “Can he lead us to the Redoubt?” 
 
    The dwarf made a sound into his beard. He stood with feet apart, hands behind his back, staring into the middle distance. Talysse disliked him at once. 
 
    “He says he knows where it is,” Brasc said. “You can set out in the morning.” 
 
    The dwarf bowed wordlessly and walked away. Well, Talysse thought, in the morning, then. 
 
      
 
    The herds left at dawn, which in this deep valley meant when the sky grew light, for it would be hours yet before the sun itself climbed over the lip of the eastern cliffs. Thousands of sheep raised their voices as elves and their dogs formed the chaos into individual herds. At first, the noise was so great, all conversations were suspended and the routiers worked in silence. Gradually, the bleating choir moved further up the valley, until the sound was akin to a waterfall heard from a distance.  
 
    The hunters had gone even before the sheep, and the dwarves left soon after. Gans appeared, like some brown phantom. He stood a little apart, a sturdy walking stick in one hand and a heavy pack on his back, unmoving and silent. 
 
    The valley grew quiet and solemn, like a long hallway in an empty house. 
 
    Talysse went from one task to another, preoccupied. Her mind fretted and flitted as she worked on a problem. 
 
    She told herself she ought to have left last night, under cover of darkness. Detta would grieve, but then she could return to her vill and be safe at last. Jehan could undertake some grand quest, and Gonsallo could sing about it. Perhaps they would travel with the karwan. 
 
    But that was foolishness. Detta would not go home; she would try to follow after. Simple gnome. Probably get herself killed, and it would be Talysse’s fault. As likely as not, Jehan would go with her. No, escaping by herself was not possible. She would have to go with the dwarf. But the others didn’t have to. 
 
    Jehan and Gonsallo were just finishing preparations.  
 
    “Hela, jovencita,” Gonsallo called as she approached. “See here, Brasc has acquired a pony for us.” 
 
    A small horse with long brown and white hair stood placidly as he was loaded with packs. Detta was fussing with Talysse’s pack. 
 
    Talysse looked from one to the other. Each face pulled at her heart. 
 
    “I have to go,” she said, unable to be anything other than direct, “but you do not have to. This is probably your last chance to go your own way. It’s sure to be dangerous.” 
 
    Gonsallo held his cittern and strummed a chord. “I am a trovador,” he said. “I go where the song goes.” 
 
    “You can’t sing if you’re dead,” Talysse said. She hoped being blunt would make him reconsider. 
 
    “A mysterious child. Rival wizards. A disgraced elf chevalier righting old wrongs. Wagoneers. If I walked away from such a song, I should be shamed from elf to dwarf and all the courts in between.” He gave her his lopsided grin. “You wouldn’t want me shamed, would you, demoiselle?” 
 
    Talysse had to look away. His cheerfulness was worse than courage or fear. Her eyes went to Jehan. 
 
    “Jehan…” she began, but he cut her off. 
 
    “Geas.” The word struck like a hammer. She felt the weight of it. 
 
    “Geas,” she echoed, hopelessly, but deep inside her a fear turned around and went back into its cave. She still had her chevalier. 
 
    “Lyssie,” Detta said, her brown eyes wet and shining, “do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “Gods, no!” Talysse blurted the words before she could hold them back. “But if you die, that would be leaving me forever.” 
 
    Detta nodded. Her eyes cleared and her chin went up. “There is no place in this world better for me to die than with you.” 
 
    Talysse tried to speak, could not, and settled for holding the gnome tight to her. She might have held her forever, but Brasc called out to them. 
 
    “Buon, we leave at once.” 
 
    Talysse released Detta. She nodded to the others. “Let me say goodbye to the wagonmaster.” 
 
    She went over to the wagon, which gleamed black in the morning sun. 
 
    “Goodbye, Brasc. Thank you for all you have done.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Talysse of the Camargue. May Fortune make you her child.” He blanched. “My apologies. It is a customary saying.” 
 
    She offered a forlorn smile, for the words had penetrated her defenses. “It’s all right,” she said. “If it turns out I never find my parents, perhaps Fortune will adopt me.” 
 
    Brasc considered her for a long moment. His third eye opened and he stared for another long moment. 
 
    “What?” she said, uncomfortable under that look. 
 
    He closed the Eye before speaking. “Another wisdom among my folk,” he said. “Some are born lucky, and some find their luck. Then there are those who make their own.” He nodded. “I do believe you are among the latter.” 
 
    With that, he swung up onto the lead wagon and raised the flag. Five wagons lurched into motion. Talysse watched each of them go past. She felt silly doing it, but she bowed formally to each. The final wagon, driven by Neus, flew a new flag. Sky blue, with a single gull in flight. She thought he grinned down at her as he passed, but could not be sure. There were tears in her eyes. She let them fall. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Conversation with a Wizard 
 
    The dwarf betrayed them the first night. 
 
    He led them through a gap in the cliffs, following a furious little brook, then out into a narrow valley that wound along the feet of snow-topped mountains. The air was filled with the scent of pine. Crocus and aster adorned the ground. They marched with only brief rests, pressing forward until even the pony seemed tired. They made camp in the last shreds of daylight. 
 
    And during the night, he disappeared, taking the pony with him. 
 
    Jehan was furious about the supplies. Detta was furious because he had made off with Lyssie’s belongings. Gonsallo was furious at the betrayal. 
 
    Talysse was plain furious. 
 
    “I’ll hunt him down,” she announced. “Everyone stay here.” 
 
    “What? No,” Detta said firmly. “You don’t even know in which direction he went.” 
 
    “Not far,” she said. “His legs are only this long, and he has a pony with him. I can spot him from the air.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Jehan said. “What if you are seen?” 
 
    Talysse glared at him. “I am done being told what to do. I am under no one’s hand.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do this, Talysse,” Jehan said. 
 
    “You just try to stop me,” she snarled. He reached for her, and she dodged and took off running. Gonsallo called out after her, Detta wailed in despair, and Jehan pursued her at a sprint. She couldn’t outrun him, but she could outfly him. 
 
    She jumped, caught a current of air, and rose steeply up the mountain side. 
 
      
 
    For some time all she could do was hang on. The winds were different from those by the sea. These were no more powerful but they were wayward, shifting suddenly or even doubling back to plunge downward. She had flown enough now that she was able to distinguish between the air currents and the magical currents that lay within them.  
 
    She raced skyward until she reached the top of the mountain. Suddenly the earth fell away, the narrow current broadened, and Talysse soared. She looked down and gasped. 
 
    Below her lay a landscape so strange to her eyes, she could scarcely believe she had come from there. The trees were a kind of dark green carpet worn away at the edges to reveal the hard earth beneath. The snow on the mountain tops shone brighter than a full moon. Between the mountains lay shadows as deep as night. She saw it all, but saw almost nothing, for she was utterly within the wind itself. Sensations coursed through her that she could barely describe, much less understand. The wind had become part of her, or she of it, and her primary sense was touch. She felt more than saw the land below, as the wind mirrored peaks and valleys. She followed the currents, swooping down and back up, filled with joy.  
 
    Only a slight tiredness brought her back to her senses. She was looking for that traitor dwarf. Look for the pony, she told herself. It’s bigger, and he won’t have left it behind because it will carry the load as he cannot.  
 
    Now she worked against the wind as much as with it, as she dropped closer to the ground. As her eyes searched, her other senses were on constant watch for updrafts, so she could rise and then glide again. She followed valleys, thinking he would take the lower routes as being quicker, but the valleys were heavily wooded. She climbed mountainsides to look for caves or dwarf dwellings. She had no idea what these might look like. Stone, she guessed, and was taken in by more than one pile of boulders. 
 
    The wind was strongest next to the mountain itself. Talysse swept close, clutching at the currents, brilliant snow almost blinding her. But the wind carried her up and over, and suddenly the world spread before her as she soared and the ground dropped away. She was on the other side of the valley. 
 
    She saw the Redoubt. There was no mistaking the fortress, a tall, severe structure built into the face of another mountain at the far end of the valley. Her heart skipped a beat or two at seeing her destination. tion, but  
 
    Tiredness was becoming exhaustion. She was reaching her limits. Reluctantly, she circled back. 
 
      
 
    Was she still on the same side of the line of mountains she had first climbed? She’d gone up that valley but come back again. Truly? Or had she gotten turned round? 
 
    She had not found the thief and now she feared she had lost her friends as well, for she had lost all track of her starting point. Despair mingled with exhaustion and her limbs ached. She needed to land or she risked falling, as she had done in the marais. She spotted a path, or what she hoped was a path, and angled toward it, but it was no good. 
 
    She was coming down and all she could do was to slow her descent so it wasn’t fatal. Even so, Then she spotted the column of smoke. The dwarf! It had to be. She angled toward it. 
 
    The trees rushed up at her like green lances. A tiny clearing was below her feet, but she overshot and crashed through pines. Branches and needles cut her, but she kept her balance, landed hard, and tumbled. 
 
    She got up carefully and took stock. No injuries beyond several bleeding scratches that were bleeding. Nothing bad; nothing broken. She was luckier than she deserved, she thought bitterly. She was only a few steps from the clearing and went out there to be in sunlight. She lay down among blue wildflowers and placed her hands on the warm earth under them. Plain dirt had never smelled better. 
 
    She had missed the smoke by a good quarter mile or so. She decided that was just as well. If the dwarf had not spotted her, she would be able to sneak creep up on the little sneak. But she was spent. She would rest, just for a few minutes. It would do no good if she surprised him by staggering and falling. 
 
    She fell asleep. She dihadn’t meant to, but her exhaustion, coupled with the warm sun on the fragrant earth, lulled her. She awoke suddenly, with a cold stab of sensation that someone was watching her. 
 
    Saveric. 
 
    The wizard spread his arms wide, holding the staff horizontal. 
 
    “I mean no harm,” Saveric said. “I am not your enemy, Talysse. Look! I lay down my staff, without which I am powerless.” 
 
    She shook her head to clear it. Why wasn’t that the dwarf? Where had the wizard come from?  
 
    She didn’t believe for a moment he was powerless, but as he squatted to put it down, his bad leg caused him to twist. He stood again only with great effort. Less powerful, anyway, she thought, but the real reason she hesitated was simpler, uncalculated: She was lost and alone. 
 
    “Why are you here? How did you find me?” She had a vision of Saveric trailing after them the whole time, waiting for his chance to get her alone. 
 
    “Can we not talk,” Saveric asked pleasantly, “and save explanations for another time?” 
 
    “No,” Talysse said firmly. “Explain now, then talk.” She was trying to gain some time to recover. She was too weak just now to fly away. 
 
    Saveric sighed, but nodded. “You got away from me with that river crossing. Very clever. I did not catch your trail again until the routiers crossed at Carcassonne. They claimed you perished with Brasc, but that was a simple ruse. I knew you would head into the mountains and sent scouts to find you. 
 
    “They found you quickly enough and I set out in pursuit. Alas, with this leg,…” hHe shifted uncomfortably,. “may I sit?” 
 
    She frowned, thinking he was playing for sympathy, but he really did look pained. “Go ahead,” she said. 
 
    He moved to a fallen log. 
 
    “But leave your staff at this end,” she said, pointing,” and you sit at that end.” 
 
    It was only a matter of a couple of yards, but it would at least keep him from attacking instantly. Saveric leaned the staff, then sat rather elaborately at the other end. He sighed. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate your kindness.” 
 
    She frowned impatiently. She did not like feeling sorry for him. 
 
    “So, where was I? Ah yes, Puig Balabor. You lingered there, giving me time to catch up. I’m sure you have already guessed that I hired Gans.” 
 
    She did her best not to show that she had not guessed that at all. She nodded. “To steal our things.” 
 
    “No,” Saveric said. “I did not expect him to leave you. I shall have to settle with him later.” He dismissed the dwarf with a wave of his hand.  
 
    “I stayed close; then I saw you fly. I had to pursue, of course, but you are surprisingly fast. You have quite worn out my horse, I’m afraid. That explains the smoke, yes? I could not catch up to you, so I signaled you to me.” 
 
    He shifted his leg with obvious discomfort. She supposed a day’s hard riding had indeed pained him.  
 
    “Now,” the wizard said, “is that sufficient? Your friends without doubt saw the signal, too, and are making their way here with all haste. I would speak to you alone, without chivalric interruption.” He smiled grimly. 
 
    He fascinated her. He sat in a swath of sunlight, his robe quite ordinary, stained by travel, his dark head cocked to one side, eyes bright. He looked like some exotic, interesting bird that might be friendly but might just as well leap at her and peck out her heart. I would run away, she thought, or even fly away, but I’m lost and don’t know which way to go. And he would only follow me again. Or worse. 
 
    “All right,” she said to the wizard, “we can talk. But if you do anything I don’t like, I’ll be gone in a flash.” She hoped that sounded convincing. She took a deep breath. He was right, she had plenty of questions. She did not like that he was right about her. 
 
    “Why are you following me?” 
 
    She tried to take it back even as she said it. The question was too weak. It whined when she wanted to demand. She vowed to be more forceful. 
 
    Saveric nodded. “A sensible beginning. I have reasons, but for them to make any sense I must ask my own question in return. May I?” 
 
    He was making a show of being polite. Surely it was only for show, though she recalled her earlier conversations with him. He’d always been polite, hadn’t he?  
 
    He was still waiting for her. “Go ahead,” she said. 
 
    “Do you know of Carolus Magnus?” 
 
    She snorted. “Charlemagne. Naturally. I’m not ignorant.” 
 
    “Of course you are not. Apologies. I shall not compound the insult by asking if you know about Roncevaux, the Breton captain, or the Archmage Turpin.” 
 
    He emphasized the third name ever so slightly. She nodded, but in truth she had barely heard of Turpin, nor any captains, Breton or otherwise. She thought Roncevaux might have been a battle or something. She preferred the stories about Charlemagne’s paladins. 
 
    “Then you know the archmage died at Roncevaux, alongside Roland.” 
 
    The name Roland brought back some memory. The betrayal by Ganelon. The troll ambush in the mountains. Roland and Turpin stayed behind, allowing Charlemagne to escape with the bulk of his army, back to the safety of Gaul. How this touched her was not at all clear. 
 
    “Few legends tell of what happened on the field after the battle had ended. Thousands of bodies picked over by thousands of trolls does not make a popular theme with poets. Most people think Carolus returned after the winter snows to bury what remained of the heroes of Roncevaux.” 
 
    Still pointless, though, Talysse thought.  
 
    “They found Roland with his mighty horn shattered nearby. But they never found the archmage, and they never found his staff, with which he had cast down trolls by the hundreds. What became of the staff of the Archmage Turpin, you may wonder.” 
 
    She did not. She was wondering if she was still in the same valley as Detta and the others. In case she had to make a run for it. 
 
    “We pass from legend to rumors, which run by the dozen. Trolls took it. Not knowing how to use it, they threw it away in some chasm. Or the Troll King of Hispania kept it in one of his hundred treasure caves at Altamira. One amusing version recounts how a troll thought the thing useless, so he threw it in a campfire, where it did not burn. He tried to destroy it with his tools, but ended with a pile of broken hammers and dulled saws. At last, he threw the Stave of Turpin into the sea at Saguntum. It floated for weeks, through the Pillars of Hercules, never to be seen again.” 
 
    Talysse shifted, stretching out her legs. “Is this going to tell me anything about why you want to go to the Redoubt? Or are you practicing to be a trovador like Gonsallo?” She suspected the wizard was trying to distract her. 
 
    “It relates most directly,” Saveric said, “for one story in particular says Turpin survived the battle. He fled deep into the mountains and there built a fortress, bringing the Stave with him.” Her attention returned at once to Saveric. 
 
    “The Redoubt.” She whispered the words. 
 
    “The core of it, at least. There he lived long in arcane research, and his sanctorum was the greatest ever known—or would have been, but he kept it secret and unknown.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem likely,” Talysse said. “Why did he not return to his king?” 
 
    “Some say his mind was unhinged by the powerful magics of the battle.” 
 
    “How could a witless man build a fortress? How could a fortress be built and not ever found?” 
 
    “I have asked those questions and many others,” Saveric said. “It seemed too improbable. If Remigius’ Redoubt were Turpin’s fortress, why was he not the most powerful wizard in all Europa? He and I are rivals—why did he not move against me? Why had he not worked wonders?” 
 
    “You have a theory.” 
 
    “I do. I shall tell it to you, then you will tell me if you think it nonsense.” 
 
    It pleased her that he would treat her as an equal, asking her opinion. The chief trouble with this wizard, she thought, was that he so often made sense. 
 
    “All right,” she said, “tell me. I’ll listen.” 
 
    “Turpin did not build a fortress after Roncevaux—he built one before, years before. He was not merely one of the great wizards of all time, he was a man of ambition. He built the fortress as his own castle, a place of defense but also of retreat, where he could conduct practices that may not have been tolerated at the imperial court.” 
 
    Talysse nodded. That much, at least, sounded reasonable. 
 
    “Ganelon was friendly with Turpin; he was perhaps even a student or protégé. I don’t know if Turpin knew what Ganelon intended, but he certainly knew that he would fall under suspicion, no matter that he fought heroically. 
 
    “Rather than face his enemies at Aachen, he slipped away to his mountain fastness. I suspect he was wounded—the song certainly makes much of his wounds—and he was too weak to go north anyway. Perhaps he died along the way, or at the Redoubt—for I shall now give it that name—or perhaps he lived for years there. It is all the same, for he was never heard from nor seen again.” 
 
    “You’re after treasure,” Talysse said. She gave a small, relieved laugh. This was all nothing more sinister than lust for gold and magic. Except…  
 
    “Why not go a month ago, or a year ago? Why did you wait for me? What have I to do with staves and gems?” 
 
    A memory of a table with blank cards rose in her mind. She shoved the image away, but the memory clung, cold and damp, like a ghost in fog. 
 
    “There, you see? Below the surface, beyond the veil. You ask exactly the right questions. I do believe you will become quite dangerous, one day.” 
 
    She waved a hand, as if to push him away. She knew it was only distraction, but she could not help feeling the pull of flattery. 
 
    “It was the patronage. Why was my rival, normally a coldly reasoned man, lavishing wealth and attention on a mere girl—you must forgive me, that was my impression at the time—a mere girl at the edge of the sea? Remigius never spent a farthing unless he thought it could become a florin. What did he see in you?” 
 
    “I suppose he thought I had potential.” 
 
    “No,” Saveric said, shaking his head emphatically, “not at Saldemer. If you had potential, he would have placed you in some great school, like Salerno or Fulda, or even at Perpignan.” 
 
    That single sentence devastated her. She knew at once he was right. Remigius saw in her a child of no promise at all. She shuddered and wiped hot tears from her eyes. 
 
    Saveric did not notice. He spoke facing her, but all his attention was inward. He might have been lecturing the trees. 
 
    “He was not grooming you, he was isolating you.” 
 
    “Prison,” Talysse said quietly, the word confirming her old convictions. 
 
    “Not that either. There are far better prisons than a cenobitum. You see, from the start you were a mystery to me, and I simply cannot walk away from a mystery. So I investigated.” 
 
    Talysse sat without moving, watching Saveric the way a mouse watches a viper. She could not run. She could scarcely breathe. 
 
    “The first lie was easy—your parents.” 
 
    She refused to start crying. She let ice form over her heart. 
 
    “They gave you up, but not to the cenobitum. No, Remigius himself brought you, under cover of night, to that fat, corrupt man, Trumbert. He gave the Prevôt money, with the promise of more, and he gave him a lie to tell—a lie about an elf chevalier and a beautiful noblewoman. He was lazy there, serving up an old Pirinaean legend rather than crafting something clever.” 
 
    He shrugged. The patch of sunlight had moved as they talked and Talysse was partly in shadow. She scooted over, but everything beneath her felt unsteady. She wanted to grab the earth with her hands, to keep from falling off. Lies and lies and lies. A person can’t stand on lies. 
 
    “When did he deliver you to Saldemer?” Saveric’s question drifted past her, mysterious. 
 
    Talysse stared. A long wail curled through her mind, reaching clear into her belly. She feared to open her mouth, lest it escape. 
 
    “Don’t remember?” He said it kindly. “It’s not important. I know when it was, or it’s a sure enough guess. He brought you to Saldemer about six years ago. Do you want to know how I determined that?” His voice preened. 
 
    Six years. She could remember that far. Six, or was it more? Her separation was a trauma, Trumbert had told her. That was the word he’d used, and it lodged in her memory like a stone. One day, she might remember scraps, but it might be best, he said, if she left the past buried. She had tried for months to recall even a single scrap, without success. Detta, meaning to be kind, told her of an uncle who remembered nothing of his entire childhood, and he was an old man. 
 
    She had no proper recollection--—he could be lying to her. But she nodded anyway. 
 
    “I knew you’d want to,” Saveric said, mistaking the nod. “It was because seven years ago, we made a discovery, Remigius and I.” 
 
    She looked at him, uncomprehending. 
 
    “Seven years ago we found the Redoubt.” He paused. When she did not respond, he frowned slightly and went on. 
 
    “We explored the place together, for we were not always rivals. Does that surprise you? There was a time when I admired Remigius. I am several years his junior and he is immensely learned. He was a teacher to me, at first. Later…” He trailed off. Lines appeared at the corners of his eyes and his lips thinned. He shook his head slightly. “We fell out. I shall say no more than that.” 
 
    Saveric seemed to gather himself again. He straightened, winced hard, and leaned again with one hand on the log. 
 
    “The Redoubt was well preserved despite its age,” he continued. “Dwarf-built, certainly, with much evidence of magical engineering. We had discovered Turpin’s fortress, but alas, it had been looted long ago. Search as we might, we found no gem of power, no staff, not even books of learning. 
 
    “I was disappointed, and then I made a mistake. I have made many in my life, but none of more consequence than this one.” Genuine regret colored his voice. “I left, and Remigius stayed. He wanted to restore the place and make of it his own great tower. The place was worthless to me, so I let him have it. I thought he was making little more than a gesture, too sentimental to be grand. I wished him the luck of our find and returned to Paris.” 
 
    Talysse wished he would stop talking. The sun was not warming her. The shadows under the big pines held the coldness of night in them. She wanted only to curl up under her blanket and listen to Detta snore. She even wished she were back at Saldemer. 
 
    “Then you came along. I had suspicions, but no theories. I had to see for myself. And oh, did I see! 
 
    “You were extraordinary, Talysse. All natural talent, completely unschooled. Great promise indeed.  
 
    “I knew at once. Remigius, that sly fox, had found something at the Redoubt, something from the archmage himself, maybe. I did not know what you had to do with it, but I knew you were connected. 
 
    “He had not simply given you to the cenobites. He had not placed you. He was keeping you away. Not from himself, for he has visited you, so it must be from the Redoubt itself. Why? I don’t know. But you are a danger to him.” 
 
    “Me? Dangerous?” 
 
    “I don’t see how either, but the facts are plain. You may not want to hurt him, but I have no doubt he’ll not hesitate to hurt you.” 
 
    “But he’s my patron.” The wail inside her was at the back of her tongue. She clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    “And you are no longer at Saldemer. You are free, and that fact drives him now.” 
 
    Free. The word, so precious to her, was now coated with bitterness. This was not freedom, not boxed in by events on every side. She was hurtling down a long, dark slope, unable to turn, unable to stop. She drew a shuddering breath. With nothing to grab hold of, she grabbed hold of herself. She refused to disappear into chaos. 
 
    “You may be right,” she said, and was pleased her voice was steady. “You have questions and so do I, and only Remigius can answer them. I agree with you on this much: He is not my patron, not any more. But you listen to me. Just because I agree with you doesn’t mean I trust you.” 
 
    Saveric laughed softly. “We understand each other, Talysse. I might tell you I hold only good will toward you, that you have nothing to fear from me. Said to someone who mistrusts you, they are only empty words. And if someone does trust you, there is no need to say them.” 
 
    She was struggling to absorb it all. She felt beset on all sides by falsehood. She knew Saveric was watching her, so she fought to keep her emotions from her face. 
 
    “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    She did not reply at once. Her mind was darting like a hunted rabbit, with her heart trying to catch up. 
 
    “Come,” Saveric said, “you have asked several of me. I have been honest. May I not be allowed even one?” 
 
    Something like impatience edged his voice. 
 
    She nodded, reluctantly, distracted. 
 
    “What do you recall of your childhood?” 
 
    The question was so simple and direct, it pulled her out of her own whirlpool of thought. 
 
    “I remember lots of things,” she said. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, “but I mean from when you were very little.” 
 
    “You mean when I was a baby?” 
 
    “A toddler, let us say. What are your earliest memories?” 
 
    She didn’t like the question. It probed at her unpleasantly. He was after something, but she couldn’t see what. 
 
    “It’s hard to say. Just glimpses, I suppose. Of the sea. The light tower. The white walls of the cenobitum. I remember the first time I flew, but that was not so very long ago.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Saveric said. “A memorable event. But I mean earlier. Do you remember the day you came to Saldemer?” 
 
    “No, I was a baby, so I wouldn’t remember. Obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously. Picture your earliest memory, just whatever comes to you. Take a moment. Close your eyes—don’t worry, my staff is over there.” 
 
    She was not concerned that he would attack her. If he really was dangerous, it would be in some other way. She closed her eyes and sorted through memories. She chose one, and opened her eyes again. 
 
    “Do you have one?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “How old are you, in this memory?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Eight or nine, I guess.” 
 
    An instant of surprise crossed his face, followed by a look of confirmation. 
 
    “Nothing younger? Age six or five, let us say?” 
 
    “No. Nobody remembers when they were little.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the wizard said quietly. “Just so.” He looked at her for some time. She fretted under the gaze. Was that pity? Or calculation? She felt as if she were being weighed on scales she could neither see nor understand. Silence settled, then Saveric cocked his head. 
 
    “Your friends look for you. They are worried.” 
 
    Then she heard it, the deep tones of an elf chevalier calling her name. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    The Redoubt 
 
    “When he sees me, he may attack. I must beg your protection, Talysse. You see I leave my staff on the ground.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid?” 
 
    “I trust you, whether or not you believe in me. You want answers above all, and I am the only one who can take you to them.” 
 
    Talysse stood and placed herself between Saveric and the sound of voices. She noted he had moved closer to his staff. So, she thought, you don’t trust me as much as you pretend. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    A gnome’s shriek is high and sharp, but to Talysse it sounded as sweet as birdsong. Detta rushed toward her, then stopped suddenly and pointed. 
 
    “Him.” 
 
    “Yes, him. It’s all right, Detta. We’ve been talking. He’s going to help us.” 
 
    “Do you want me not to kill him, then?” 
 
    Gonsallo appeared on the far side of the little meadow, only a few steps from the wizard, his knife at the ready. 
 
    “Please do not,” Talysse said quickly. 
 
    Jehan burst into the scene, complete with armor and sword. He seemed to take in the situation with a single glance. He lowered his sword but did not sheathe it, positioning himself between Saveric and Talysse. 
 
    “I am glad you are safe,” he said. 
 
    “Could we not take him prisoner?” Gonsallo inquired. “Capturing is not killing.” 
 
    Talysse spent the next half hour persuading her friends that Saveric was not going to hurt her; on the contrary, he was going to help. Saveric remained silent, letting her make his case. 
 
    They all argued against it, of course. He had tried multiple times to take her by force. He was treacherous. He would turn on them all at the first opportunity, the way the dwarf had done. 
 
    That stung. Talysse was ashamed that she had abandoned her friends. She chose not to say anything about how close she’d come to falling, though Detta did fuss over her scratches. Jehan chose to stay silent about that. 
 
    In the end, one fact was incontrovertible: They were deep in the mountains without supplies, and the wizard was their best hope of finding the Redoubt. 
 
    “It is not far,” Saveric said when at last he spoke. “Less than a day away, if you but go in the right direction.” 
 
      
 
    Saveric proved as good as his word. He led them through a narrow, almost trackless valley thick with trees, then onto a plateau completely ringed with mountains. He pointed to the tallest.  
 
    “I saw it from the air, earlier,” Talysse said.  
 
    Saveric glanced at her. “You possess a marvelous gift, Talysse.” 
 
    She didn’t reply to this, suspecting flattery. 
 
    “It is some distance yet. We need to keep going.” 
 
    They camped next to a shallow pond coated with lily pads. No one spoke more than a few words at a time. Everyone just watched everyone else.  
 
    Talysse was as cautious as the others, but she could see no other way. If they’d still had their supplies and the pony—she cursed the dwarf—then they might have searched on their own. Without the supplies, they could not last more than a few days. She chose to accept the risk while staying suspicious. 
 
    They set out early the next morning. The wizard picked up a trail that wound among aspen trees. The lowest branches were a good ten feet above the ground, and there was no underbrush. Talysse could see a hundred yards or more; it was a forest of pillars. More than once she saw red deer with wide horns like those of a cow. They stood in groups, gazing solemnly, like spectators at a funeral. 
 
    The ground slanted upward steadily. After an hour, the aspen gave way to pine and then to bare rock. Their destination lay just ahead. Talysse found her heart was pounding with the thought that Remigius was somewhere inside. 
 
    The mountain rose in cliffs that climbed one above another, bare of grass or trees, a great fist of stone thrust skyward. The upper reaches were covered in snow. The wind blew hard up there, and a wide veil of spray trailed out like white hair. Gray stone plunged downward, split into crevices and shelves by the actions of sun, wind, and snow. Ice sparkled in places; in others, deep shadows clung. At its feet lay a wide jumble of boulders and lesser stones, shed from the cliffs, through which an uneven path wound.  
 
    The path ended at a tower that was set into the mountain itself, with only a single, sharp angle protruding from the gray cliff. Utterly unadorned, pierced almost at random by narrow windows, it jutted out like a shoulder, its body cloaked in stone. The cliffs were gray, but the tower had been built of darker stuff, as if it had been dug from deeper within the earth. A single door stood at ground level.  
 
    “Dwarf-built,” Jehan said. “No one else can build so strong or so ugly.” 
 
    Talysse had pictured a great castle with tall towers and blue roofs, mighty walls surmounted by flags, but this was just a tower, plain, as isolated as a lighthouse. 
 
    “You look disappointed,” Saveric said, smiling slightly. 
 
    “I thought it would be bigger,” she said. “Grander.” 
 
    “I will make in grander in song,” Gonsallo said. He hummed a couple of notes. “…and Pireinic pennants o’er-topped the tower…” 
 
    “It is a strong position,” Jehan observed, “but where are its defenders?” He looked meaningfully at Saveric. “Why does the wizard not strike us?” 
 
    “Perhaps he wants us to enter his lair,” Saveric said, “though I doubt it.” 
 
    “You would have us walk into a trap?” 
 
    “I am not afraid of his traps,” Saveric said. 
 
    Talysse stepped forward, walking purposefully to the entrance.  
 
    “Wait! What are you doing?” Jehan cried out. 
 
    “I’ve come for answers,” Talysse said, without looking back. “I won’t get them standing out here.” 
 
    Gonsallo looked at Jehan and shrugged. Detta was already trotting after. 
 
    One ordinary door stood at ground level. Over the entrance, cut into the limestone, was carved:  
 
    sol amics dins 
 
    Talysse read them aloud. “I do not know these words,” she said. 
 
    “Only friends within,” Gonsallo said. “It is Catalan. I would have expected Latin. I wonder what it means.” 
 
    “No enemy has ever taken the Redoubt,” Saveric said. 
 
    “We’re not exactly friends,” Talysse said. 
 
    “No, but once I was,” Saveric said, “and I had a key. Let us see if it still works.” 
 
    He stepped to the weathered door and touched his staff to it. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Perhaps he has changed the lock,” Jehan said dryly.  
 
    Gonsallo, peering upward, said, “I can climb that, then open the door from within.” 
 
    “The Redoubt is as filled with magic spells as it is with stone,” Saveric said. “Were you to climb, its defenses would make short work of you. Now be silent. I must think.”  
 
    Talysse eyed the walls as well. She felt outward, running her hand over the wind that swept up from the valley. She could ride them to the very top of the Redoubt, if she wished. 
 
    The wizard cocked his head to one side, then gestured with his staff. Three muffled thumps sounded. Saveric said, “Ah,” and pushed. The door swung wide. Cool air flowed from the interior like a stream from a cave. On the cool current, or beneath it, came a thrumming sound. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “Hear what, Lyssie?” Detta replied. 
 
    “What are you hearing?” Saveric asked sharply. 
 
    Talysse shrugged. “A kind of humming.” 
 
    “Like a song?” Gonsallo asked. 
 
    “No, not at all. Something deep, as if the stone itself hums.” The air flowing from the darkness was scented with secrets. 
 
    “Why do you look at me so?” she demanded. Saveric was searching her face.  
 
    “I apologize,” the wizard said. “I was… lost in thought for a moment.” 
 
    Talysse raised an eyebrow. Something about the statement felt false, but she couldn’t quite say what. She turned again to the entrance. It was time. She wished the hum would go away. 
 
    Talysse went inside, Detta following so closely she rested one hand at Talysse’s belt. Gonsallo came next, then Saveric and Jehan, for the entry was narrow.  
 
    The way curved sharply. The floor was uneven, so Talysse put one hand to the wall. Her hand passed over openings that might have been windows, but they were all dark. She was about to ask the wizard for light when the passage curved again. She saw a glow ahead. A few more steps, and she was outside again. 
 
    This was the gatehouse yard. No door could she see, but steps rose to left and right, covered by scores of arrow slits in the walls.  
 
    “No entry save up the stairs,” Jehan said. “Good design.” 
 
    “Damned dangerous in winter,” Gonsallo said. “Give me towns and taverns, thank you.” 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Talysse asked. 
 
    “Oc, I wondered that myself.” 
 
    “This is where Remigius retreats from the world,” Saveric said, “so he does not bring the world with him. He is usually alone.” 
 
    “Only friends within,” Gonsallo quoted the inscription. 
 
    “That is strange,” Jehan said. “Great men always have servants.” 
 
    “Wizards are unlike other men,” Saveric said.  
 
    Jehan grumbled a reply. 
 
    Impatience gnawed at Talysse. She trotted up the stairs. At least the Redoubt does not see us as enemies, she thought, and then thought that was a strange thing to think. This was a stone tower, not a living being.  
 
    They climbed. At each level the stairs opened into a single room, dimly lit from some outside source. The rooms were mostly empty: a table here and there, broken; a bench, overturned; shelves that might once have held books but now held only dust and spiders. But the fourth floor was different. It was larger, well-furnished. 
 
    Its ceiling was very high. Bookshelves climbed the walls, with faded tapestries between them. Its windows were open to let in light and air. Its unbroken tables held manuscripts, jars, and bottles. A bowl of soup or porridge sat among the bottles. Near the center was a single chair, on which sat an old man in brown robes with a blanket over his lap. 
 
    He looked older than she remembered. His beard was longer, unkempt, shot through with gray. His head hung down as if he was weary, and the splotches under his eyes were as dark as bruises. He glanced up as the group entered, and nodded. 
 
    “Remigius.” Talysse had often thought about their meeting. In her imagination she would scream his name in anger, or call it out joyfully. Now the moment had come, she spoke his name dully, with effort. She felt herself weighted down by the air. Her voice sounded drowned out by the thrumming inside her head. 
 
    “Colleague.” Saveric limped forward and Remigius sat up straight. 
 
    Saveric turned to face the others. He stood at Remigius’ side, leaning against the chair, the black staff in his other hand, like a mage adviser to an aged king.  
 
    “You have come many long miles, Talysse, and you’ve brought many questions. I beg you to wait only a moment more before asking them.” 
 
    “Be wary,” Jehan whispered. Talysse nodded, but she wasn’t thinking of Saveric. Something in the room felt like it was reaching out for her. 
 
    “I must try a thing first,” Saveric said. “I believe I know what will happen, but still I must try. Will you stand and wait? I promise, you will come to no harm.” 
 
    Remigius squirmed. He put his hands on the thick arms of the chair, trying to get up. Saveric put a hand on his shoulder and the old man sagged down again. 
 
    “I set my staff aside,” Saveric said. He moved to a table and lay it across a scattering of parchments, then displayed his hands. “You see my hands are empty.” He spoke as if giving a demonstration to a roomful of students. From the corner of her eye, she saw Gonsallo casually ease over to one side of the room. 
 
    “Lyssie?” Detta looked up at her. “What is happening?” 
 
    “We’ll see, tante.” 
 
    “Observe,” Saveric said. He took four steps to a place in the room seemingly like any other, but the humming grew still louder as he did so. Talysse saw Remigius’ mouth working, but no sound came out. 
 
    Saveric reached out to what appeared to be empty air, and a staff formed out of nothing. It looked ordinary enough, made of some gray material that looked very much like stone, taller than Saveric, with a clear gem at the top the size of a fist. The staff stood perfectly vertical and hung a foot above the floor. Saveric reached for it, but his hand passed to one side as if he had missed his aim. He tried again. The staff did not move, but neither could he lay hold of it. 
 
    Talysse struggled to keep her feet. From the moment the staff had appeared, the vibration in her ears had grown to a crescendo. It shivered through her like the howl of a wolf. She knew at once the reason why Saveric could not touch it. 
 
    Only she could. 
 
    The wizard stepped away. His face, contorted by effort, smoothed into a forced smile. 
 
    “I knew,” he said. His voice was resigned, tinged with sadness or regret. “But I had to try. Remigius has locked the thing away, you see. It cannot be touched by human hand. Nor elf nor dwarf.” He pretended a bow to Detta. “Nor gnome.” 
 
    “I heard it,” Talysse said. She stared at the thing, which had not disappeared. 
 
    “Indeed? I knew something was distracting you. You heard it, and now you have seen it. The Stave of the Archmage Turpin. The prize your patron,” he drawled the word, “would have kept from you.” 
 
    Talysse leaned against the table to steady herself. “Remigius, please,” she begged, “tell me what is happening.” 
 
    Again Remigius struggled like a netted fish, then again slumped. 
 
    “I’ve restrained him,” Saveric said as he took up his black-and-crimson staff. 
 
    “Ah!” Jehan said, short and sharp. “Blackguard.” 
 
    “Peace, elf. I did it only that I might have a chance to speak first—that truth might speak before falsehood—and so Talysse could reclaim what is her…” He looked at Remigius. “…her birthright? Shall we call it that?” 
 
    Remigius struggled frantically, uselessly. He was held by invisible chains and his tongue was frozen. 
 
    “First things first. Talysse, come. I believe this is yours.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Lies, and a Truth 
 
    The Stave called to her, pulled at her like an out-rushing tide. The air in the room was still, but she felt as if a great wind buffeted her, that she might be pitched to the floor at any wrong step. 
 
    “Lyssie, don’t,” Detta urged. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Caution, demoiselle,” Gonsallo said, tension in his voice. 
 
    She looked for Jehan and saw he had moved to the other wall, so that he and Gonsallo stood upon Saveric’s flanks. 
 
    “I believe the young lady will not need the protection of a chevalier and a trovador,” Saveric said smoothly. He did not take his eyes from Talysse. He held out a hand in invitation. His eyes shone with greed. 
 
    She walked over to the Stave. Her stomach was filled with cold, and water ran in her veins. Her head tumbled and all thought was drowned by the awful hum.  
 
    “There. Just there,” Saveric urged. “You know exactly, don’t you, child?” 
 
    The word “child” rankled, but distantly. She reached out. Nothing could be easier. The moment her hand closed around the Stave, everything became ordinary. 
 
    The hum ceased, and she could breathe again. The Stave, which no longer floated, felt surprisingly light. She set the end onto the stone floor. The clear gem was a foot or more above the top of her head.  
 
    “Can you sense its power?” Saveric asked, and he could not keep eagerness from the words. 
 
    She nodded. “I sense… something. It’s familiar, like I’ve found a thing I didn’t know was lost.” 
 
    “That’s because it was hidden from you.” He pointed dramatically at Remigius. “By him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Ask him yourself,” Saveric said. “Ask him why he has kept you from your true self.” 
 
    Saveric touched Remigius with the black staff. Crimson snakes writhed for a moment along its length, then Remigius shook violently and cried out, half rose, then fell back. 
 
    “Oh, Talysse,” he cried, “I am so sorry.” His voice was dry as the dust on the shelves. 
 
    She rushed over to him and knelt. She took his hands into hers. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Mortally,” he said, the word creaking. “From a wound that will never heal.” 
 
    All her questions crowded forward, but it was an accusation that emerged first. 
 
    “You lied to me,” she said. 
 
    He looked down at his hands and said, “I did.” 
 
    “He lied about many things,” Saveric said. She looked around. He was standing uncomfortably close. She took a grip on the Stave.  
 
    “Pick one,” the wizard said. “Your parents. How you came to Saldemer. Why he bribed Trumbert. Where he has been. Lies weave through all of it. Pick any one.” 
 
    “My parents.” She barely managed a whisper. 
 
    “It was only a story,” Remigius pleaded. “Ah, I am so sorry, my girl. You were too young to understand.” 
 
    “I’m not young now,” Talysse said. 
 
    Saveric snorted. Talysse shot him an angry look. 
 
    “Don’t pretend concern, old man,” Saveric said. “I have brought her here despite your best efforts.” 
 
    Remigius began to speak, but the words gurgled into nonsense in his throat. He tried again. 
 
    “I never wanted you here. It is all my fault. None of it. Go and stay.” 
 
    She tugged at his arm. “What’s wrong? You aren’t making sense. Are you ill?” 
 
    “The wizard has put a spell on him,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Sorry… sorry… sorry…” were the only words that made it out of Remigius’ mouth. 
 
    She pitied his condition, but not the man. So she said the words only to herself: You lied to me and kept me in that prison, under the hand of that awful man. What else have you done to me? 
 
    “Let him speak freely,” she said to Saveric. “Please.” 
 
    “I will give him words, but not movement,” Saveric said. “He’s still dangerous.” The black staff moved and Remigius gasped. 
 
    “You must run, at once. Get away from here, Talysse. Everything he says is a lie.” 
 
    But the hurt was too deep. “I’ll judge for myself,” she said evenly.  
 
    “Talysse, I want you to know how sorry I am. How ashamed.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what this staff has to do with me,” Talysse said, her voice firm and cold. She did not care whether or not he felt shame. 
 
    Remigius nodded in a kind of surrender. “This staff,” he said, “is extraordinary in every way. When I came to possess it—how is not important—I knew at once what I had. I became obsessed with exploring all its potential. It has many strengths.” 
 
    Remigius paused. He chewed on his lip, looked uneasily from Talysse to Saveric and back. 
 
    “Do not try to conceal or deceive,” Saveric said in a harsh tone. “What the girl does not notice, I will.” 
 
    “I know,” Remigius said, “probably better than you. Too much is at stake now, for lies to help.” 
 
    “I don’t see what any of this has to do with me,” Talysse said. “Can’t you get to the point?” 
 
    “I can,” Remigius said, “though I dread its sharpness.” 
 
    He adjusted himself. 
 
    “One of its many powers is that of creation. Some of the rooms of this tower are its creation.” 
 
    Again he hesitated. 
 
    “Even the plants.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “I became… especially interested in this power of creation. I used it to make flowers and trees. Not by the staff alone, but using also various philtres, extracts, and reductions along with it. I made dozens of living things. Even animals.” 
 
    “So it’s true,” Saveric broke in. “Turpin did create a dragon?” 
 
    “I believe so. Certain writings I found here lead in that direction. I tried it myself, but produced only a grotesque.” 
 
    Gonsallo hissed. “Lo tarrasco.” 
 
    “Yes, the tarrasque. The beast yet lives within the mountain.” 
 
    “And brings terror to all the folk for miles around.” 
 
    “I regret that.” 
 
    “You regret many things, senyor.” 
 
    “Quiet, singer,” Saveric commanded. “Lodge your complaints some other day. My colleague is about to make a confession.” His eyes all but gleamed as he leaned forward. He looked at Talysse but spoke to the wizard. “Aren’t you, colleague?” 
 
    Remigius remained silent for so long, Talysse wondered if Saveric had put a spell on him. Or if the old wizard had fallen asleep. 
 
    “A confession? An admission.” He sighed noisily, with a shudder through it. “The truth, at least.” 
 
    Remigius looked at last directly at Talysse. 
 
    “Why didn’t you come to me?” she asked. “You could have found me, after I left Saldemer.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” Remigius said, “but Saveric found me first. I fought him, but in the end he bested me and bound me within the tower.” 
 
    “You’ve been powerless?” 
 
    Remigius hung his head. 
 
    “Then…” 
 
    “Oh, gods above and below,” Saveric burst out impatiently. “Then those were my men who pursued you and yes, I hired the dwarf to betray you, and I’ve lied to you often. But I have also told you truths no one else would. You have spent your life under the hand of this man. Has that made you happy?” 
 
    Lies were everywhere around her, stacked as high as the ceiling. 
 
    “My dear girl…” Remigius began. 
 
    “Gah,” Saveric said in disgust. “Enough of this puling. He is mired in his own apologies and will never get out. You deserve better than this. 
 
    “Hear me, Talysse of Saldemer. You have no father and no mother. You are not human, you are not elf. You were created, right here in this tower, by an old man using a power he could not understand and could never master.” 
 
    “The Stave,” Talysse said.  
 
    “Indeed. Plus who knows what other precious objects he found here in Turpin’s fortress, objects which he chose to hide from me and from the Syndicat. Remigius hoped to make himself the equal of the ancients, and thus gain control of the Syndicat.” 
 
    “Never!” Remigius cried, his voice cracking, but Saveric spoke over him. 
 
    “His first try was for a dragon. That’s what the Archmage had created, and he had left his notes. But you got it wrong, didn’t you, colleague? All you could manage was a grotesque beast that so frightened you, you turned it loose in the mountains.” 
 
    “A monster,” Gonsallo muttered. 
 
    “The tarrasque. The work of a fool. And, like a fool, he tried again. This time, he wanted a human. Someone who would expand upon his power. He wanted to replace me! For that is what I would have been. I saw how he wished to subjugate me, exploit me, and I refused. That’s when we became enemies. I have always wondered why he gave up so easily. It was because he had someone else in mind.” 
 
    “You were never a colleague,” Remigius said. 
 
    “You wound me, Remigius.” Saveric put a hand over his breast. “Do you see, Talysse? He is full of poison, this man.” 
 
    Talysse blinked, struggling not so much to understand as to accept.  
 
    “He created me?” 
 
    “Oh, not he. Remigius is a learned man but it was the Stave and the potions and the ancient learning of the Archmage Turpin that made you. My colleague”—he sneered the word—“was simply another reagent in the mix. 
 
    “I said before that he wanted an assistant, an acolyte, even a partner. What he envisioned a man, full of wisdom and power. You didn’t think he had in mind a little girl, do you? No, you were a surprise. And a disappointment.” 
 
    She was tumbling down a cold, deep well. 
 
    “Stop,” Detta pleaded. “You mustn’t. It’s cruel.” 
 
    “It is cruel,” Saveric agreed, “but not so cruel as what he did next.  
 
    There you were, Talysse, an extraordinary creation, but a mere girl for all that. How useless! He couldn’t keep you around, so he got rid of you. And now comes the part I did not expect, and it put me off the track for a long time. 
 
    “Remigius was kind. The maker of monsters showed tenderness. Or so he says; I still harbor doubt. I wonder if he feared you more than loved you, and that’s why he gave you to the cenobites. Perhaps it was some of both. He hid you because if the Syndicat learned of you, there would be questions he did not choose to answer. He did not kill you because he was curious—that was it, was it not, colleague?” 
 
    He turned his attention to Remigius, who sat flushed and trembling. 
 
    “So you made Trumbert your hired dog, to see how she developed. You fancied you might yet make use of your creation, if she showed promise.” 
 
    Slowly her thoughts ordered themselves. Conflicting emotions began to die down. The lies were still there, but they had become thin, flimsy, in the face of something more important. She felt a door opening through them. 
 
    “I knew the Redoubt housed something powerful. Remigius and I had explored the place completely after we discovered it. I thought it was just another fortification from ancient days. Then, as my suspicions grew, I began to ask questions that made him nervous. He began to withdraw. Then I found out about you, Talysse, and gradually I saw the whole truth.” 
 
    He looked to Talysse. She stood up and stepped back a little. She held the Stave across her body in a defensive pose, feet apart. Saveric took no notice. 
 
    “Twice I have offered you Paris,” he said. “I do so a final time. Come with me and let me show you how to walk among the mighty.” 
 
    “Lyssie, don’t go!” Detta reached out with both hands. Tears started in her round eyes. 
 
    Saveric’s glance flicked to Detta then back again. “Bring your servant, if you wish.” 
 
    “She is not my servant,” Talysse said, her voice steady and strong. “Ardetta and I are compagnons, and we will never go with you.” 
 
    Saveric knew he’d made a mistake. She saw the arrogance falter, succeeded by controlled anger. 
 
    “I expected you to be a fool. Everything you have done has been nothing but a sad chain of bad choices. Perhaps you reflect the flaws of your maker.” 
 
    Talysse stood perfectly still. The Stave was easy in her hands, like it was a part of her. Well-balanced, she noted. Her mind was as clear as the waters at Puig Balabor. Saveric had erred twice: first by insulting Detta, second by sounding too much like Prevôt Trumbert. She was on familiar ground—she was angry. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” she said. 
 
    “About what?” he sneered. 
 
    “About everything.” She smiled back. “Obviously.” 
 
    She intended to strike quickly, catch him by surprise, but Saveric anticipated her. Something struck her brutally, across her whole body at once. She flew backward and crashed to the floor, gasping for breath, but she managed to keep hold of the Stave. 
 
    Saveric pressed his attack. More blows fell on her like giant stones. 
 
    Flat on her back, she held the Stave across her chest. She felt the weight, but the blows did no harm. She saw Saveric turn away, distracted by something.  
 
    The pressure was suddenly gone. There was a cry and a crash. Talysse scrambled up. Even as she did so, she heard a sharp crack followed by Jehan’s furious cursing. She gained her feet and looked around. 
 
    Gonsallo lay on one side of the room, groaning. Jehan was on the other, staggered. At his feet, the shattered remains of his quarterstaff. He was drawing his sword. Detta crouched near the center of the room, unmoving. 
 
    Choices froze Talysse for three heartbeats. Then she gestured with Turpin’s Stave and Remigius was able to stand. 
 
    “Saveric!” he roared. 
 
    The old wizard was himself again. Talysse—or the Stave—had broken the final bonds. 
 
    The cry disrupted Saveric’s attack on Jehan. Even so, the elf’s sword glowed red and he dropped it to the floor with a cry of pain. Saveric whirled to face Remigius. The old wizard spared a single word for Talysse. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Then Saveric leaped on him like a panther.  
 
    From the moment she had taken it, the stone staff had spoken to her—not in words or thoughts, or even images, but as a flow that she followed effortlessly. It was much like flying. Now she did not hesitate. She pointed the Stave at a spot between two bookcases where bare wall showed. She had only to think a thing to make it so. A doorway formed where there had been wall. 
 
    “Gonsallo,” she shouted, “go!” The Catalan was the closest. 
 
    He climbed to his feet. His head was bleeding. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “There!” She jabbed the Stave at the wall. He took a few uncertain steps. “To the wall?” 
 
    “Detta,” Talysse called, gentling her voice. “Run straight through. Quickly.” 
 
    Detta stood and ran directly at the wall—and through it. Gonsallo cried out in astonishment. Talysse gestured again, insistently. He took a breath and plunged through. 
 
    Behind her came the cries of two wizards locked in combat. Odors of sulfur and hot metal burned her nose. The air crackled. Her attention did not waver. 
 
    “Let me stay and fight,” Jehan said, now at her side. He had retrieved his sword, which no longer glowed. 
 
    “Go,” Talysse commanded. “I will not lose you.” She pushed the elf roughly and he too disappeared into the stone wall. 
 
    She saw the opening the Stave had made perfectly clearly, saw all three of her friends, small, as from a great distance. She took a step toward them, then turned. 
 
    Two wizards strove amid fire and lightning. Weird colors coruscated around them like twisting demons. Explosions shook the room. The wizards leaned toward each other as if both struggled against powerful winds. A howl swirled around the room, loud as banshees. 
 
    Saveric was winning. She saw Remigius weakening by the moment, stepping back and back. One whole wall of books burst into flame. Black smoke wreathed him. 
 
    She wanted him to look, to bid him goodbye, even to forgive him. But he staggered and fell, and it was Saveric who looked her in the eye, just long enough for her to see clearly the threat and the promise. She would be next. 
 
    Never.  
 
    She turned on that thought, stepped through the opening, and slammed it shut behind her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Lo Tarrasco  
 
    The stone sang to her. 
 
    Different from what the wind sang, like two songs by the same voice. This new one was resonant and booming, like breakers against a cliff, a sound that could overwhelm her, if she were not careful, and sweep her away into deep waters. At the same time, it fortified her. She felt every sinew in her body grow strong. Her thoughts flowed like flames fed by dark oils. She could taste it and smell it. All her senses had been struck by thunder, yet her eyes told her nothing had changed. There stood her friends, unchanged, save that they were all looking at her with worry. 
 
    “Lyssie? Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine, tante,” Talysse answered, her voice nearly lost in the song. She wondered that they could not hear it. At least it was better than the hum. 
 
    “We should go,” Jehan said. 
 
    “Before the wizard can break through,” Gonsallo said, pointing at the wall.  
 
    Talysse looked behind her, at gray stone. She had slammed nothing, for there was no door. She had gone through solid stone, then restored it without conscious thought. She held the staff out in front of her, staring as if it might be a snake she held. 
 
    Only now did she take in her surroundings. They were no longer in the castle. They stood in an irregular space of rough stone that might be a tunnel or a cavern. It was too dark to tell. A faint light came tumbling down through a crack high above. 
 
    “Which way, Lyssie?” Detta’s question sounded like a plea. 
 
    “I can’t see very far,” Gonsallo added, and his voice, too, held a plaintive note. 
 
    Light, Talysse thought, and the song replied. Bright light, yellow as the sun, blazed from the gemstone. 
 
    “That helps,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Ooh,” Detta said, hands clasped to her chest. 
 
    They stood in a room with only one exit.  
 
    “Good,” Jehan said. “I dislike a maze. Keep that light, Talysse, as long as you are able.” 
 
    Talysse nodded. Light streamed from the gem, but she did not feel she was causing it. The song, the steady drone that rose and fell in waves, produced the light. All came from that source, and the source was inside her and inside the gem, and the staff shook with power. She held a fire within her. A wrong step and she might vanish like smoke. 
 
    She started walking and tried to keep her thoughts at bay. If she thought about it too much, the power would swallow her whole. Every step she took was along the edge of a precipice. 
 
    The room fed into a tunnel. 
 
    “What is this place?” Gonsallo asked after a time. 
 
    “We are in the mountain,” Jehan said. 
 
    “I had guessed that, from all the rock,” Gonsallo said. “I ought to have asked, who made this tunnel? Not dwarves, I’ll wager.” 
 
    “No,” Jehan said. “This is not dwarf-built.” 
 
    “Not built at all, I should say. So, a natural tunnel, but…” Gonsallo broke off. He walked near one wall, running his hand over the stone. 
 
    “But what?” Jehan prompted. 
 
    “See here, how the stone is smooth. And just here, a groove has been worn.” 
 
    Jehan came back to examine the wall where Gonsallo stood. Talysse leaned in and the light grew brighter, as if the staff would see as well. 
 
    “It is what I was noticing also,” the elf said. “Scraped by something?” 
 
    “Earthquake?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” Detta said anxiously, “don’t say that. Not down here.” 
 
    “Could be an earthquake made the fissure,” Jehan said, “but not these marks.” 
 
    “Scrapes,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Scrapes,” Jehan agreed. 
 
    Gonsallo ran his hand over the stone again. “Something large. I think I’d rather it be an earthquake.” He shrugged. “We have to keep going, though, unless the demoiselle can wish up a new door.” 
 
    Talysse shook her head. “This thing is not a tool or a weapon,” she said, “I don’t know what it is.” Nor, she added to herself, do I know what I am. 
 
    Jehan stopped suddenly and cursed. 
 
    “What do you see?” Gonsallo asked. 
 
    “An opening. We now must choose between two dark ways.” 
 
    Talysse moved forward. The light from the gem brightened, but both tunnels stretched away into darkness. She reached out to sense the air. 
 
    “This way,” she said, after only a moment. 
 
    “You are certain?” asked Jehan. 
 
    “I can feel air coming from this way. From that way, the air does not move.”  
 
    “I do not feel anything.” 
 
    “It’s not the air, exactly. I mean, it is, but there are currents. The things that carry me when I fly. They come from outside.” 
 
    “You are sure?” Jehan said again. 
 
    “My friend,” Gonsallo said, “we are lost inside of a mountain. It’s long past the time to be doubting our captain.” 
 
    Captain? Talysse almost laughed out loud, the notion was so absurd. But she did know the second tunnel led nowhere. She moved forward, holding the staff high like a torch. 
 
    The way had been running straight, but now it began to curve, gradually, one way then the other. More tunnels appeared, more choices. Each time, they stopped and Talysse felt and listened and tasted the air, and chose. She tried to concentrate on that only, but the events in the tower kept appearing before her eyes. She saw fire and smoke; saw Remigius lying on the floor, broken and inert; saw Saveric striding down a narrow set of stairs. Saw the tower itself shaking apart. She could not tell which of these was real. They sprang upon her suddenly, like screams. 
 
    Then came a place where the air changed. Echoes sounded ahead and Jehan drew them to a halt. 
 
    “We are close to a cavern of some kind,” he said. That he kept his voice low as he spoke made his words sound menacing. Even the light dimmed. Gonsallo glanced her way. 
 
    “Are you doing that?”  
 
    “No,” she said. “Or maybe yes. I don’t know.” Her voice trembled and sounded strange in her ears. 
 
    “Never mind, Lyssie,” Detta said. She glared meaningfully at Gonsallo, who retreated a step.  
 
    “Is the place so very large?” Detta asked. 
 
    “Hard to say. But if we simply stumble forward we could easily become separated.” 
 
    “Oh,” Detta said. “Let’s not do that.” 
 
    Jehan smiled. “Be encouraged. Maybe it’s a way out.” 
 
    Talysse was sure it was not. 
 
    The tunnel curved again, ran straight for some yards. Every footfall sounded hollow and even the stillness had an echo. The tunnel opened up and they entered the cavern. The light leaped outward and was swallowed. Jehan started to speak, but Talysse put up her hand in warning. Everyone turned to her. 
 
    “Something is here,” she said softly, trying to keep the words close. The light went out. Blackness collapsed upon them, then Talysse added in a whisper. 
 
    “Something bad.” 
 
    They all fell silent. A distant sound echoed weirdly off the walls. Some distance away, there was a glow that was not daylight. 
 
    “Mon chevalier,” Gonsallo whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Jehan whispered back. “It sounds like something eating.” 
 
    They retreated back around the corner.  
 
    “We should go back,” Detta declared. 
 
    “Alas, there is no other way to go, madame,” Gonsallo said, “or I should certainly agree.” 
 
    “Could we hide until it goes away?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it most likely lives here,” Jehan said, “and we have neither food nor water.” 
 
    “Ayi, ayi,” the gnome muttered. 
 
    “Perhaps we can sneak past it,” Talysse suggested. 
 
    “Can the Archmage’s Stave make us invisible? And silent? Without scent?” Jehan did not try to soften his tone. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know how to use this. It just happens.” No one said anything. “But I can try,” she added softly. 
 
    They agreed they would move along one wall, each with a hand touching the one in front, like blind beggars.  
 
    The light went out. She tried to imagine being invisible, being silent, but had no idea if it was working. Talysse went first, holding the Stave in her right hand and running her left along the rough stone wall. She encountered no side tunnels, but the sense of fresh air was still there, beneath the reek of damp and rotting flesh. 
 
    Someone stumbled. It was only a small stumble, but it was enough to send a stone skittering and that was enough to gain the attention of whatever was across the cavern. It turned. 
 
    She knew it turned, and she knew it was a monster, because the thing had eyes that glowed like two pale lamps. They were very big eyes. Even though it was some distance away, the eyes lit up all four figures and threw their shadows against the wall.  
 
    “The tarrasque,” Jehan breathed. 
 
    Gonsallo said something in reply but his words were torn apart by a shriek that deafened them all. It sounded somewhat like a hundred eagles shrieking at once, but also a hundred lions roaring. The sound made speaking impossible. 
 
    Then it began to move. The terrible cry sounded again and again. Its eyes shook as it ran, sending beams gyrating crazily.  
 
    Talysse raised the Stave high over her head.  
 
    A massive column of energy shot out, looking like a bundle of reeds on fire.  
 
    The whole of the creature’s back was covered by a multi-colored shell. The fiery bundle struck this and exploded outward in a hundred shards that flew in every direction. They caromed off the stone, striking floor, walls, and ceiling. Talysse dropped to the ground, covering her head with one arm. The jagged pieces of the bolt ricocheted for several seconds, then silence fell. 
 
    The creature was staggered, but appeared unharmed.  
 
    Gonsallo called out, “Please do not do that again.” 
 
    The creature lumbered into motion once more. It raised its body up on its legs, reminding Talysse uncomfortably of the way a spider moves, but it was not fast like a spider. ‘Unstoppable’ seemed a better description. 
 
    Talysse stood and struck a light so others could see. She could be that much use, at least. Protect Detta. 
 
    “Get to safety,” Jehan bellowed, his deep voice echoing.  
 
    She screamed at them to stop, come back, but they did not heed her. Gonsallo dashed to one side, Jehan to the other, but the tarrasque continued to charge straight at Talysse. 
 
    “Stay back, Detta,” she ordered. Staying here, with their backs against a wall, was the worst thing she could do. There was no choice but to advance. She held the Stave in an attack position, then charged. When the beast was only two yards away, she leaped. There was little enough current, but she gathered it to her and rode it. The mouth of the tarrasque was blunt, filled with teeth, but it could not raise its head very high. She flew in over the top and jabbed the Stave into its right eye. Her aim was a bit off. She caught only the corner, but it was enough to halt the charge. Still using the faint current of air, she returned to Detta. 
 
    “Brava!” Gonsallo cried. 
 
    Jehan shouted that they must strike beneath the shell. The tarrasque turned at his voice. Talysse moved forward again. Detta came with her and threw a rock. 
 
    The tarrasque had turned again. It faced away from her now. As it turned toward Jehan, Gonsallo attacked from the other side, just by the rear leg. He drove his long knife into its upper leg, then upward, beneath the shell, and a third time, into the leg again. The tarrasque shrieked in pain, and Detta cheered, but the Catalan had stayed too long. The monster’s tail hooked around. A dreadful black spike flashed, stabbing him in the leg, and Gonsallo fell and did not move.  
 
    Talysse froze. 
 
    Jehan, unaware of what had happened, took his chance. He struck with his sword, underneath the front leg. The blade went in to its hilt. The creature screamed again. The tail waved furiously but Jehan was out of its range.  
 
    Talysse took careful aim with the Stave. A single bolt of dark red lanced out and struck the tarrasque squarely in the face. Its entire head exploded into ruin. This was followed by a strange silence that filled Talysse, as if she’d been suddenly dropped into deep water. Detta’s voice brought her back. 
 
    “Ayi, ayi,” Detta cried. She was running toward Gonsallo. “He is fallen!” 
 
    Talysse followed close after, then stopped and gasped. 
 
    Jehan came running up at the same time. The sob that came from him struck Talysse like a hot iron. 
 
    He lay with his arm strangely rigid, his face contorted. Anyone could see the trovador was dead.  
 
    Detta came up. “Ah, no, the brave boy,” she said quietly. 
 
    “The bravest,” Jehan said. 
 
    A third voice Talysse heard. Inarticulate but sweet, like mourners singing in the distance, yet somehow close. Talysse looked around. The song was in her hand. 
 
    The Archmage’s Stave glowed and vibrated and sang, and nothing was more natural or obvious than to kneel down beside Gonsallo’s body. Jehan gave her a look as if she might be about to burst into flame, or ascend into the sky. He stepped away. Talysse scarcely noticed. The sound consumed her. It struggled inside, like a captive bird. 
 
    She put her hand on Gonsallo’s blackened wound, and the sound swept out from her. One hand was on the wound, the other gripped the staff, and Talysse was somewhere in between, but she could not tell where. She felt all the tunnels of the Redoubt and they were like veins within her being. She felt air moving through them like blood, and the song resounded in every corridor.  
 
    Deeper notes rose up from below, tolling like bells of granite and basalt, long notes whose reverberations spoke of eternity. Woven into these came echoes of the ocean and the roots of mountains, and of mysteries still deeper, where strange fires dwelt in colors unknown to the sun. 
 
    Talysse drifted through the song like a melody, rising and falling as easily as a leaf. She felt storms and was herself a storm, a drop within rain, forever dissolving into mist. 
 
    A cold wind blew through her. Thoughts ran in her mind like animals fleeing a burning forest. The creature’s sting had turned Gonsallo’s flesh as cold and rigid as stone. A thin humming ran through her core; it occurred to her that she might be wailing. The sound was joined by the memory of Gonsallo’s voice, clear and pure, like mountain wine. She could smell it, feel it, from the inside out. 
 
    Her eyes were open, but they looked upon a strange landscape. The tarrasque formed a black cliff, at the foot of which lay the Catalan trovador, his form bathed in sunset red. Bright sparks hovered at the edge of sight, making sounds she could not hear. 
 
    She herself was a sculpture in ice, burning blue. On her lap lay a rod of fire. She grasped it and it was cool. It shimmered and flowed like a stream leaping from its source, straining seaward. 
 
    She let it go. 
 
    Waterfalls crashed around her, falling into fire, hissing like dragons. Fire filled her mouth and she swallowed it, and it came out through her hands. She felt herself dissolve, tumbling into brown earth. All her senses fused and fled, and she hung like a trumpet call in mid-air. A great wind caught her and she rejoiced. She felt every current: its muscle, its bones. She felt its heartbeat. 
 
    And knew it was Gonsallo. 
 
    “Talysse.” Jehan’s voice was deep and gentle. “Mademoiselle. Leave off. You have done enough.” 
 
    Her hand hurt. It clenched so tightly around the Stave she didn’t know how to let go. She could see again, see individual objects instead of seeing everything at once. Could see Gonsallo, who was sitting upright before her, his brown eyes filled with concern. Not pain. Not emptied by death. 
 
    Grief shook her. It broke in waves, leaving tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t cry, jovencita. Look. I am well. I am whole.” 
 
    “You are bleeding,” Detta said. 
 
    He looked surprised. “So I am, yet it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    Talysse was not crying for Gonsallo. Slowly she released her grip on the staff and let it fall to the ground. Her knuckles all showed bloodless white. She stared at it as if it were the hand of a stranger attached to her arm. She began to sob, unable to form words or to answer Detta’s worried questions, save silently. 
 
    Ah, Detta. It’s gone. I am crying because the staff is dead and I’ll never hear its song again. I had a second heart and it has been torn from me. 
 
    “I am crying because Gonsallo is alive,” she said aloud. “I’m crying because I’m happy.” 
 
    “That is good,” Detta said, who could not stop hugging her. “That is well.” 
 
    Jehan stepped forward to bind up the wound and stop the bleeding. As he worked with deft hands, he kept glancing at Talysse as if he’d never seen her before. After a few minutes he helped Gonsallo to his feet. 
 
    “My thanks, hero,” Gonsallo said. “I should like to get away from that beast as soon as I can.” He eyed the body of the tarrasque, a few feet away. 
 
    Talysse handed the Stave to Gonsallo. “Use this,” she said. “It is dead now. Just another stick.” 
 
    “Jovencita,” the trovador said, and tears started in his eyes. “You sacrificed such power, for a poor singer.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Talysse said brusquely, “you are quite a good singer.” She pressed the Stave on him and he took it. 
 
    “Now then,” she said, “let’s find a way out.” 
 
    A faint, phosphorescent glow came from the corpse of the monster, but only a few feet away all was blackness. Talysse felt the air and detected the trace of a current.  
 
    “Follow me,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “Detta, you hang on to my belt. Jehan, stay as close as you can.” 
 
    “We should speak every few steps, so we do not get separated.” 
 
    Talysse nodded.  
 
    Navigating across a cavern in the pitch dark was tricky, not least because the floor was uneven. She heard the two men stumble more than once. Gonsallo apologized for a stumble, saying he was still weak.  
 
    “You seem strong enough, for a dead man,” Jehan said. 
 
    “At the moment, chevalier, I think a dead man could walk faster than I.” 
 
    Talysse smiled at the exchange. If the two men could make jokes after what had just happened, they might be all right. 
 
    After several minutes she located an opening, mainly by walking into a wall, then feeling her way to the actual opening a few feet to her right. She soon found they were in a tunnel. It turned back and forth, the way the other had, but there were no side tunnels. She was grateful for that.  
 
    The air was growing fresher, the current stronger. “I think we’re on the right way out,” she said aloud. 
 
    “There was some doubt?” Gonsallo said with a small gasp. 
 
    “Never,” Talysse replied. It was easier to lie now that she thought she might be right. 
 
    “Mademoiselle,” Jehan said softly. 
 
    “What?” Talysse was suddenly anxious. 
 
    “I can see you.” 
 
    Talysse stopped, blinked, turned around. There was Jehan, Gonsallo beside him. Faint as a ghost’s shadow, but unmistakably visible. She turned back around and now her eyes could see the way ahead was lighter. 
 
    “Told you so,” she said. 
 
    A low chuckle came from behind. 
 
    The taste of the air had not lied. She still had her ability. After a few minutes, Gonsallo said he could walk on his own.  
 
    “I am stronger with every step, Talysse,” he told her. “And I do not much care for the touch of this thing. It is unnaturally cold. Besides, it belongs to you.” 
 
    She accepted it, but to herself she disagreed. The Stave did not feel a bit cold in her hand. And she had decided it did not belong to her at all. Whatever it had once been, it was no longer. 
 
    Five minutes later, they saw daylight. 
 
    Five minutes after that, they came to a wide, low entrance and emerged from the mountain onto a wide, steeply sloping meadow.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Settling Accounts 
 
    Talysse stepped forward. Even blinking against the sunlight, she knew the figure standing in the clearing. He leaned heavily on a black staff veined with crimson. 
 
    “You all live. Extraordinary.” 
 
    Saveric’s voice slid like oil across the grass. 
 
    “You are greater than ever, Talysse,” he said, “now you possess the Stave of the Archmage. Don’t be alarmed; I have no intention of trying to take it from you. I should not have tried. I see that now.” 
 
    His words clung to her like nettles. He is most dangerous, she thought, when he is being courteous. 
 
    “Can we not talk, young wizard?” Saveric smiled and took a step forward. 
 
    She was tiring fast, but she drew herself up. 
 
    “Talk, then,” she said. “Tell us how you killed Remigius, my patron.” 
 
    The word echoed in her heart: patron, patros, pater. 
 
    “That was accidental. He got in the way.” 
 
    “In the way of you trying to kill me.” She was too tired to make it more than a flat statement. 
 
    “I have already said that was a mistake. Please tell the elf to stay where he is. I will not allow violence to be done to me.” 
 
    Jehan had been edging sideways by quarter steps. He stopped. 
 
    “I am under royal protection,” Saveric said, head raised. 
 
    “You wear me out with lies,” Talysse said. She, too, had moved—only a single step, but it was away from Detta. She hoped the gnome understood. 
 
    “I do not lie,” Saveric replied. He put his free hand to his chest in protest. Talysse tensed; nothing happened, but she stayed ready, certain he would do something soon. 
 
    “Believe me, Talysse, I wish no harm to you.” 
 
    “No? Then let us pass,” Gonsallo called out. He had ranged himself to the right, but froze when Saveric glanced his way. Talysse caught the trovador’s eye and shook her head. She could not save him a second time. 
 
    “I can’t do that,” the wizard said, sounding like he regretted it. “Talysse knows this. She knows there can be only one end to this long day.” He spoke as if they were all coming to an agreement on a difficult point. Saveric gestured with his staff. Talysse managed not to flinch. 
 
    “Not another step, elf!” 
 
    Jehan had resumed his sly movement. He was nearly to one side of Saveric. 
 
    “Do not think to attack me.” Saveric turned his head to look directly at Jehan. “I shall kill you without remorse.” 
 
    “Remorse is foreign to a scoundrel,” Jehan said. He was starting to rise onto the balls of his feet. 
 
    Saveric slammed the butt of his staff into the ground. Detta yipped. 
 
    “Enough! I am out of patience. Give the Stave to me. Disarm, and you can go wherever you please.” 
 
    “No.” She stood upon the word and it was strong as stone. 
 
    “You would be my enemy?” 
 
    “You are mine,” she said. Her heart beat steady. Her mind cleared. She felt as if her whole being had emerged from a cave into sunlight. She smiled at him. 
 
    Saveric shrugged again, but this time the staff twitched. Her own staff was torn from her grip, and floated across the clearing in an instant. Saveric let go of his staff to grab it out of the air. 
 
    He uttered an ugly laugh. “Gods, but you cost me a burden of work. Had I known it was so easy, I should have taken the thing from you at the start.” 
 
    Strength sang inside her, but the song was all her own. It was a song of the wind. 
 
    “You did try,” she said. “Remember?” 
 
    That stopped him. “I do,” he said, mostly to himself. “You stopped me.” It was nearly a question.  
 
    Talysse supplied the answer.  
 
    “Turpin’s staff is dead,” she said. “The gemstone is just a pretty rock.” 
 
    “A feeble attempt,” Saveric sneered, but uncertainty colored his words. He raised Turpin’s staff threateningly, then paused, waiting for her to quail in fear. He moved it back and forth, but nothing happened. He shouted a string of words, then motioned again. 
 
    “I told you,” Talysse said, “There’s nothing left. It’s just a stick.” She said the words as clearly as she could. 
 
    Saveric snarled like a wounded animal. He threw the Stave of the Archmage to one side, and bent to pick up his own, cursing all the while. The freshening wind carried his curse across the field. 
 
    Talysse took hold of that wind. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jehan snatch Turpin’s staff from mid-air and hurl it back at the wizard. She sped it with the wind’s sinews. 
 
    The staff became a missile, a javelin hurled by a trebuchet. Talysse kept it stable, flying true.  
 
    Saveric had two moments left to him. He spent one on a curse, the other in beginning a defensive spell.  
 
    He had two moments. He needed three. 
 
    The staff struck the wizard in his right temple.  The gem shattered as it broke open the wizard’s skull, and both fell in pieces to the ground. 
 
      
 
    They were still picking up fragments of the gemstone when the soldiers arrived. On horseback, they quickly filled the little clearing. They isolated Gonsallo from Jehan by surrounding them separately, and they nearly ran Detta over. Talysse stood next to Saveric’s body, the remainder of Turpin’s staff in her right hand. The captain rode directly up to her and was about to speak, but she was done with fighting. 
 
    The wind still swept up the valley. As easily as she had picked up the staff, she took hold of two strong currents. One she wrapped around Saveric, then rose into the air on the other. She hovered high overhead. 
 
    “Go home,” she said. She pointed with the staff and the horses backed nervously. 
 
    “Your leader is dead. I have killed him. Go home, or I’ll do the same to you.” 
 
    She had meant it to sound grander. 
 
    One of the soldiers aimed an arrow at her. She watched him. He loosed, and the arrow flew. She nudged it, then threw it aside, and it tumbled to the ground. The soldier lowered his bow. 
 
    “Go home,” she repeated. “Saveric is dead, as you see.” She let the body fall. Something snapped as the body struck the ground, and the captain paled. Without a word, he turned his horse and rode away, followed by his men. 
 
    Talysse used the last of her strength to land safely, then she sagged and fell against Detta. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    Companions 
 
    Two days later, the hunter elves brought the four companions to the town of Foix. They would not go inside, leaving Talysse and the others at the gate. 
 
    “But we will tell the tale,” the elves said, “of she who brought down the black tower, and slew the awful tarrasque.” 
 
    Talysse protested that all four of them had had a hand in that. The elves bowed, did not reply, and walked away with a swift, easy gait.  
 
    “They will tell it in their own way, Talysse,” Gonsallo said. He walked now with only a slight limp. “You have lived the story, but now it goes on without you. One day you will perhaps hear it sung in a fine court somewhere, and you will hardly recognize yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t want people just making things up,” she said, scowling after the elves. 
 
    “Then you want them not to be people,” Gonsallo replied. 
 
    “Come,” Jehan said, “let us go inside.” 
 
    Brasc had left word with the Count of Foix about a certain young woman and her companions. The count gathered them up, fed them well, and rested them long. He was young and gracious, and Talysse said to Detta he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. Detta ducked her head at this declaration, and Talysse saw her glance in the direction of Jehan. She smiled. 
 
    The count informed them that the wagoneers had gone on to Bayonne, which was only a few days distant. Jehan brought up the question of what they might do next. The four of them gathered in Talysse’s room—Detta had her own but refused to sleep there—to discuss leaving and what that might mean.  
 
    “The fragments of gem we recovered from the Stave will provide us with money for some time,” Jehan said. “Or perhaps we will divide it among ourselves.” He added that last after a pause. Talysse looked at him but he kept his face expressionless. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Detta asked, but Talysse knew what he meant. 
 
    “No,” she said firmly, “we will not divide. Not the gem, not ourselves. You are all too dear for me to leave you. Besides, I owe you my life.” 
 
    “And we owe you ours,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Wherever we go, it will be together.” She said it as a question, though, and looked at each in turn. They each nodded in reply. “That’s settled, then.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was unsettled,” Detta said. 
 
    “So where, then?” Jehan asked.  
 
    “Should we go to the Syndicat?” Gonsallo asked. “Tell them what has happened?” 
 
    “I do not think that wise,” Jehan said. “They do not know who we are or where we are, and I rather like it that way. I’m done with wizards for a while.” He paused. “Your pardon, mademoiselle.” 
 
    Talysse made a face at him and he smiled in return.  
 
    “I would go to Bayonne, first,” Talysse said. “I want to see the wagoneers again, maybe even travel with them for a time. Besides, I owe Brasc a pony.” 
 
    “He will not fault you for losing it,” Gonsallo said. 
 
    “Probably not,” Talysse said, “but I bet he doesn’t refuse it.” 
 
    Jehan chuckled at that. 
 
    “I also want to go back to Saldemer.” 
 
    “Truly?” Detta exclaimed. 
 
    “Truly,” Talysse said. “I expect you will want to go home.” 
 
    Detta looked down. Her fingers intertwined. “I am compagnon, Lyssie. My home is with you. Besides,” she looked up, “I find I rather like traveling about. I once thought my vill was my world. Now I want to see all the vills of the whole world, and so love my own all the more. I don’t especially want to fight wizards and monsters, but I will if I must.” 
 
    “I know that, tante.” 
 
    “Though I do hope when we come to a river, we will cross on a bridge.” 
 
    That brought laughter from all. 
 
    “Even so,” Talysse went on, speaking mainly to the two men, “Detta needs to let her family know she is all right. You must bring your best manners, to show the quality of her new friends.” 
 
    “We shall be honored to be known in the vill,” Gonsallo said solemnly. 
 
    “And after?” Detta prompted. 
 
    Talysse shrugged. “And after, and even after? That’s too far away. Jehan here has more labors ahead of him, and Gonsallo must write his songs. Let’s you and I go along for the ride, tante.” 
 
    “What will you do with the Stave?” Jehan asked. 
 
    “Keep it.” 
 
    “But it’s drained of power,” Gonsallo said. “Now it’s just a stick.” 
 
    Talysse looked at it, balancing it on her fingertips.  
 
    “It’s a quarterstaff,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Afterword 
 
    Later legends speak of the Silver Witch and the Man Who Died, and of their friends Ardetta the gnome and Jehan the chevalier. These legends tell of how the Companions went east, into the Empire of the Trolls, and there battled the Troll Emperor himself. They speak of expeditions against the kobolds in the mountains of Illyria, against Frisian pirates, and even into the wide sands of Africa where the Lizardmen dwell.  
 
      
 
    Some of the legends may even be true. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For more Altearth tales, please visit altearth.net 
 
    Subscribe to the Altearth Chronicle and keep informed. Get behind-the-scenes stories about Altearth, learn about up-coming stories, read background on Altearth history. 
 
    Every subscriber receives a free Altearth tale, the novelette The Garden of Hugo Vuerloz as a thank you from the author.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    A song attributed to Gonsallo of Cerdanya 
 
      
 
    She jumped from the tall sea tower 
 
    and flew 
 
    high across the brown reeds of the marais. 
 
      
 
    The white horses of the gardiens bore her 
 
    to the Arelat city, 
 
    where young men dare the horns of black bulls. 
 
      
 
    She rode in the painted wagons of the routiers 
 
    along dusted roads, over deep rivers, 
 
    into the mountains where prowls the fierce tarrasco. 
 
      
 
    She was the silver gull, 
 
    the child of great promise. 
 
    With her came the gnome, 
 
    the trovador, 
 
    and the elf chevalier. 
 
      
 
    Mighty wizards trembled at their approach. 
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