Ivaldi: Book 2 Chapter 5
The Gift of the Moon

That same night | stood on the battlements looking out to the hill s,
enjoying the peace ad darknessafter the noise and dare of the
festival. A light drizzle was falling, but | welcomed it as a deansing
from the pollution of Tash. Clouds drifted over a glowing patch of sky,
parting sometimes to reved a sickle moon. | climbed upon the wide,
wet stone battlement and sat straddling it, swinging one foot over the
abyss Here was freadom, the night and the wind entirely mine, and |
lifted my arms to the sky. There was no barrier between myself and the
elements but my thin nghtshift, and that was son soaked through as
the drizzle dhanged to rain in eanest. The base of the Bladk Tower
was lost in darkness and | felt | was clinging to the last solid pieceof
the world, floating in the empty Void, and that my stone perch would
soon aso dislve, leaving me to drift forever in nothingness alone.
The sensation was © piercing that | remember it still. The loneliness
frightened me suddenly, and | climbed down, went inside, and got in
bed, to read under soft brown Hankets, book propped on my knees.
Wind gusting through the open door made the lamp flicker, but | liked
the smell and rhythm of the rain too much to closeiit.

The book soon palled; | had read it before. | closed it and bent my
head on my knees. When | looked upagain, aman was ganding in the
outer doorway, his bladk hair blown by the wind, and | thought | had
seen hisfacebefore. He stood asif he had been there for some time,
watching me. | was uddenly aautely conscious that my wet shift was
crumpled on the floor, my shoulders and breasts bare to this man's
gaze Yet hewas looking at my face- intently, but without the pleaor
thred always present in Tash's eyes.

| looked at the floor, then, irritated with myself, stared into his eyes
and said, “Are you hereto threaen my life, or my modesty?’

He answered with a smile, “I am no thred to your life, and you clealy
haven't any modesty.” | blushed and puled the blanket up to my chin.

“Well, then, unlessit’s your habit to go to agrea ded of trouble to
insult women in their own bedrooms, | can not fathom why you are
here.” | tried to sound as if having a strange man in my room was an
everyday occurrence Infad, rarely in my life had | even spokento a
man who was not a servant or ablood relation.

“l was curiousto lean how you redly fed about your imminent
marriage. Y ou seamed touchingly shy in the presence of your
intended, but | felt you were ready to do him violence Am | right?’
He said this offhandedly, but | lost the control to which | clung so
desperately.
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“Violence? | hissd. “Oh, yes, | would kill him if I could. And I will
kill myself before | marry him!” Suddenly | was crying. And then |
was gartled to fed the stranger’s arm around my shoulder, for | had
not head him move from the doorway. | had rarely been touched with
affedion, or at all, since ealy childhood when | had begun to shrink
from my mother’s clutching caresses. This contad was © warm, so
welcome, that | cried still more to redize how much | had missed it.
When | finally stopped crying | was hudded within his arms, my heal
on his $oulder. | drew bad to look at hisface

“Who are you?’ Name, origin, status: these were interesting questions,
but not the aiticd ones. | wanted to know how and why he had come
there, and what was the unacaistomed warmth he had aroused in me. |
had not dared fed anything like it in so very long.

“I amafriend, and | think | can help you. | saw you at the Festival -
felt your anger, adually, brighter than flames, brighter even than your
hair. | suspeded you were not the modest maiden you appeaed to be.
Helpless perhaps, but by no means resigned. Are you?’

| nodded, then shook my head, uncertain which quality he was
inquiring about: modesty, helplessiess or resignation. He duckled
softly.

“But how did you get in here?’ | asked.
“Very carefully,” he said drily.

“Could | leare? Soon? Before | have to let him touch me ayain?’ |
shivered in disgust. He held me tighter.

“You cannot take my path, but we will find another for you. Y ou may
have to endure Tash alittle longer, but you will not marry him, nor
anyone dse gainst your will.” He said this with a quiet intensity that
made it ring true. Then he held me & arm’slength and looked into my
eyes, asif he expeded to find there someone he knew. When he
looked away, | wondered if he was disappointed.

“Itislate. | must go,” he said abruptly. | made an uncertain movement,
asif to hold him. “I will be bad,” he said softly. He put a hand to my
lips, forestalling questions. “1 don’'t know when. Soon.” He kissed me
swiftly, and it was @ different from Tash's dobbering assaultsthat |
was left breahless When | looked towards the doorway again, he had
vanished.

Throwing bad the blankets, | ran out to the battlements, but did not
find him. He had vanished with the rain. The douds parted, leaving me
and the thin moon to stare & ead other. | raised my armsin salute,
thanking the moon for the gift it had brought me.
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Duvalye returned lessthan a month later. There was an odd expresson
on hisface amost of salf-disgust, when he strode into my room. The
outside door swung behind him in agust of wind. His hair was ruffled
and his clothing disarrayed. | shrank alittle from him.

“I should not be here,” he said, “but I could not stay away.” | stared
uncomprehendingly. “I want you as | have not wanted awoman in...
many yeas. Thereis me fate that binds me, tied in red, red hair.
How did you grow it so long and bright?’ He sat on the bed beside me
and stroked my hair, wrapping it around his hands. He pulled gently so
that my head tilted badk. Then he kissed my throat, and with that
single gesture aoused all the desire that | thought Tash hed shrivelled
Inme.”

Teja broke off her narrative, looking away with a faint, strange smile.
Then she continued rapidly:

“Duvalye cane to seeme several times after that, and finally 1 found
my opportunity to escgpe from Stanets. Together we cane to Ivaldi,
where | lived with him until his deah. And now | continue to live here,
in his house.”

The story had thinned out abruptly. What was e hiding?
“How did you escgoe?’ | asked. She paused.

“It turned out to be smpler than I’d imagined,” she said slowly. She
seamed wary now, less sire of what she was going to say. “I had a
signet ring from my brother, and the Crown Prince s ®d is dmost
identicd to the king's. One night | knocked my maid unconscious with
a heary brasscandlestick, put on her clothing, and left the harem
through the servants' entrance In the stables, | showed the ring to the
groom and told him to give me ahorse for the king's business He
didn’t dare question me. So | rode to Duvalye's house in the hill s, and
we cane avay together.”

“Didn’'t anyone look for you?’

“The king and most of the @murt were avay on the last hunting trip of
the season, and the rains garted ealy that yea. By the time they began
looking, there was no trace Or so | assume. At any rate, they never
found me.”

“And they never thought to ask Duvalye aout your disappeaance?’
“Hewasn't thereto ask.”
“W hich should have led them to susped something, | would think!”
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“No. Even if they suspeaed him, which they had no reason to do, he
was away from the hill s often enough that his disappeaance 4d that
particular time was not damning. No one but myself had seen im in
Stanets sncethe Feast of the Blue Moon, so for all they knew, he
could have left much ealier.”

“No one else had seen hm? How did he get into your room in the
tower, if he didn’'t have an acomplicein the catle?’

“1 thougnt that was clea,” she said with a seaetive smile. “He didn’t
come from within the castle. He cane from outside.”

“Oh, | see” | said sarcasticdly. “He flew up to your room at the top of
the highest tower in Stanets.” It could even have been true; perhaps he
was a powerful mage.

“No,” Tgareplied, “he dimbed.”

This was beyond belief. She had told me the tower was the height of
thirty men; no mage would take the trouble. Flying would have been
eaer. “He dimbed,” | repeaed, staring at her. She nodded.

“The cavings must be very deep,” | ventured tentatively.

“No. They never were, and with the yeas they have worn down.
They’re no deeper than afinger’s breadth in most places.” Tegjawas
clealy enjoying my confusion. | was determined not to give her the
pleasure.

“All right, he dimbed,” | said matter-of-fadly. “And you escgped
dressed as a maidservant, and the two of you came to Ivaldi together.
Then what happened?’

“Your gossps must have told you that as well.”

“They say that he died mysterioudly, and you were in sedusion for
several months, mourning him.”

“I wasn't in sedusion; | wastrying to die.”

There wasn't much | could say to this. Finally I came out with, “Well,
| am grateful to whoever persuaded you to live.” She nodded soberly.

“It was Peter, a... relative of Duvalye's. Duvalye had told him not to
let me die. Y ou see the bond between us was very strong. Such bonds
are not broken without a grea ded of pain.”

| nodded understandingly, but | did not redly understand. | had lost
very few people in my life whom | redly cared about, and in those few
cases they had not even died; | had left them, by my own choice Yeas
ago, | dimly recdl, | had missed my mother when | left my island. Just
now | was gill vaguely missng Chitra. But a grief to die for wasa
matter for song or legend only; | half-consciously dismissd it astoo
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thedricd. After al, most of Tga's gory was probably a fabrication,
much of it was too fantastic to be true. Better to ferret out what fads
there were.

“Was Duvalye Ivaldin? What did he do for aliving?’ | asked abruptly.

“He was Ivaldin, but he was the last survivor and inheritor of an
ancient family. All this,” she waved to indicae the house and its
sumptuous furnishings, “is old money. Duvalye did not need to work.
He considered himself a scholar and historian.”

Strange mincidence historians were few in Ivaldi. “1 have afriend
who also studies history. Did Duvalye know Ozin?’

“Only by reputation. Duvalye was redusive.”

“It seams unusual behavior for areduse, to go to so much trouble to
complicae hislife with awoman,” | said, gently teasing.

“I not only complicated hislife,” said Teja soberly. “I also caused his
dedah.”

With that, her narrative mood ended, and, probe though | might in
subsequent visits, it was a long time before she would tell me anything
more dout Duvalye.
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