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To Jeff,
for being there and being a true brother
even when | failed to understand.

Part | - CHAGS-BU LDI NG

Justen watched fromthe snooth stones of the oldest pier in Nylan as the Shierra pulled away
and out into the channel. The black iron plate of the deckhouse and single turret glistened in the
nmor ni ng sunlight, and the four-span gun pointed forward like a black staff ainmed at chaos.

Athin line of white water flowed aft fromthe newest warship of the Mghty Ten as she eased
out into the @ulf of Candar between the twin breakwaters that dated back to the building of Nylan
itself.

The young man in engineers' black brushed a hand through his short and Iight brown hair before
glancing at the three students. "Watch closely, with just your eyes, after she clears the
br eakwat er . "

"Wat ch what ?" asked the thin, redheaded boy.

"The ship, silly," answered the stocky girl.

"Why?" questioned Norah, a petite and bi g-eyed blonde girl.

"Watch," repeated Justen

As heat pulsed fromthe Shierra's funnel, visible only as a wavering of the greenish-blue sky
to the west, white streaks seemed to flow back fromthe bow as the bl ack warship built up speed.
Suddenly, both wake and ship vani shed, |eaving only the heat |lines across the western sky.

"What happened?" asked Daskin, the redhead, a hand raised to scratch his thick, curly hair.

"The Brother raised his shields, of course, just like we're going to be taught to do." The
stocky girl, Jyll, did not quite snort her disgust, but flipped her hair away from Daskin.

Justen stepped back to avoid swallowi ng | ong, black, |oose tresses. He did not contradict her
stat ement about being taught shielding, but it would be years before any of these three were ready-

at least fromwhat he could tell, but that, thankfully, was not his decision.

"Let's go." He turned uphill, and the three students followed, Norah trailing, her eyes stil
turning seaward toward the heat lines that were the only trace of the Shierra. A light breeze,
bearing a remant of chill fromthe later winter, ruffled his black overtunic.

As they passed the arnmory, a | anky, red-haired woman in green energed.

"Krytellal" Justen waved.

"Justen. "Il walk up to the classroombuilding, if you' re headed that way." Krytella smled.
"Do you know if Qunnar's anywhere around?"

"No. He's up at Land's End, studying the Founders' records of the Change." Justen tried to keep
his voice level. Gunnar, always Gunnar, as if his older brother were the great Creslin hinself.

"Are there any? Real records, | nean?"

"l suppose there must be. Dorrin certainly left records.” Justen stopped outside of the |ong
and | ow bl ack stone building that al nost seemed part of the grassy hillside.

"But he was an engi neer."

"He al so wote The Basis of Order. Mst of it, anyway." Justen gestured at the three students.
"You can get sonething fromthe fruit table in the dining hall. Then we'll neet in the corner
room"

"Thank you, Magister Justen," the three chorused.

"I"'mnot a mmgister, just a junior engineer of sorts,
al ready trooped off.

"How can you be happy of fering beginning order-instruction to spoiled kids?" asked Krytell a.

"Why not ? Soneone has to, and-" Justen stopped, realizing that once again Krytella had conpared
him unfavorably, to his older brother. He forced a grin and continued. "-and |'d better catch up

Jus-ten observed, but the three had
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with them before they eat all the fruit."
"Tell Gunnar | need to talk to him"

"I will, but youll likely see himbefore | do."
"Have fun with your students."
"Thank you."

The three had not eaten all the dried fruit, having left at least half of it. In passing the
shack table, Justen grabbed several dried pearapple sections and stuffed themin his nmouth. He
chewed and swal | owed qui ckly. Then he wal ked down the stairs to the bel owground corridor that
bi sected the sunken i ndoor garden. The garden separated the dining wing fromthe cl assroons.

The three | ooked up fromtheir cushions as he closed the door

"Take out your Basis of Order. Let's take a |look at the third section of the first part, page
fifty-the part about the concentration of order." Justen waited as they paged through the books

that were still too stiff, as if the only tinme they read was when Justen insisted. "Wuld you read
it, Norah?"
The wi de-eyed bl onde cleared her throat. "... a staff, or any other object, nmay be infused with

order. If the Balance is nmintained, concentrating such order nust result in a greater anount of
chaos sonewhere el se. Therefore, the greater the effort to concentrate order within nmateri al
obj ects, the greater the anpunt of free chaos within the world."

"What does that nean, Daskin?"

"I don't know, Magister."

"All right. You read the words, the same words."

"The sane words?"

Just en nodded.

" a staff, or any other object. .." Daskin repeated the words already read al oud by Norah

"Now, what does it mean?" Daskin sighed. "l guess it's sonething about why the engineers don't
put order into everything they build."

Justen nodded at Jyl |

"Is that why there are only ten of the black iron ships?" she asked.

"How much order goes into building a ship like the Shierra?" Justen probed.

"Lots, or you wouldn't have asked," Norah said, grinning.

"How rmuch iron would it take to build a hundred ships?"

"But iron's stronger, isn't it?" asked Daskin.

"You can grow nore oaks and firs, but you can't grow nore iron. Once you' ve taken iron out of
the earth, it's used. Once you renpve that iron fromthe high hills . . . then what?"

Al'l three | ooked blankly at the floor

"What hol ds Recl uce toget her?"

"Order," the three muttered.

"What does iron do?"

"Hol ds order."

"Fine. What happens if we take all the iron out of the high hills? Wiy do you think we try to
buy as nmuch iron as we can from Hanor, or even from Lydi ar?"

"Ch . . . That keeps nore order in Recluce?"

"Right." Justen forced a smle. "Let's look at the question of linmts. Were will you find
that, Jyll?"

The stocky girl shrugged.

Justen took a deep breath instead of yelling. He waited before saying, "Look toward the end of
the opening chapters. Al of you. Tell ne when you find sonething."

Justen wal ked fromone corner of the roomto the other. Had he and Gunnar been so sl ow?

The three students continued to page slowy through The Basis of Oder

Finally, Norah raised a hand. "Is this it?" She cleared her throat, then began to read slowy:
"If order or chaos be without linmts, then common sense would indicate that each shoul d have
triunphed when the great ones of each discipline have arisen. Yet neither has so triunphed,
despite nen and wonen of power, intelligence, and anbition. Therefore, the scope of both order and
chaos is in fact limted, and the belief in the bal ance of forces denonstrated ..."

Justen nodded, "What does it nmean?"

"I'"' mnot sure."

The young engi neer | ooked out the wi ndow, across the ridgeline and northward to the bl ackstone
wal I s that separated Nylan fromthe rest of Recluce. Then he | ooked downhill and out across the
Eastern Ccean. Maybe Krytella was correct. Sonmeone had to teach, but was he the right one?
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"The road has reached the old donmai n of Westwi nd." The ol der counsel or rubbed her forehead for
an instant, then dropped her arnms onto the ancient black-oak table of the Council Room The faint
sound of surf from the beach bel ow the Bl ack Hol di ng hissed in through the hal f-open w ndows on
the early spring breeze.

"The road does not concern ne so nuch as the troops that precede it,"
hai red man

"Ryltar ... the road is the key to the troops, and to the trade that follows. Wen that road is
finished, it will be the only direct access to Sarronnyn."

The third counsel or pursed her thin lips, then coughed. "So far, the Sarronnese have | ost
nearly two thousand troops."

"The Spidlarians lost twice that, and there the Wiites razed three cities, and we did nothing,"
responded Ryltar dryly. "No one can even precisely locate Diev to this day."

"At the tine, we didn't exactly have too much with which to respond." The ol der wonan, bl ack-
hai red and broad-shoul dered, shook her head.

"You are so good at keeping me honest, Claris." Ryltar smled.

"You're rather good at making me sick, Ryltar," added the younger wonman. "The point is that
Fai rhaven has taken the next step in inplementing Cerryl the Geat's naster plan for conquering
Candar. The question is what we intend to do about it?"

"Ah, yes. The great master plan of which we have heard so nuch for so many decades. Thank you
for rem nding ne, Jenna."

"Ryltar, be serious." Jenna held back a sigh.

"I am being serious. Wiy don't we face the facts? First, with our ships, even if all of Candar
falls to Fairhaven, just how could the Wiite Wzards threaten us? Second, we scarcely have the
trained troops to send an arny to Sarronnyn, nor could we raise such a force w thout conscription
and conscription would destroy us nore surely than Fairhaven would." Ryltar turned toward Jenna.
"Just tell ne. What is the threat to Recluce? Wat can Fairhaven really do to us?"

"Destroy our basis of order, or reduce it to the point where our ships can no | onger defend

suggested the wi spy-

us.

"Ch? Have you been talking to old Gylart agai n?"

"I don't think that Gylart's age autonatically discredits his logic," interjected aris
"Jenna' s-or Gylart's- point is valid. The Wiites are creating 'donesticated order to increase
their chaos power. Once they take Fairhaven, what is to keep themfromtaking Hanor? O for the
Hanmorians to follow the sane exanpl e? How woul d that affect your nost profitable trade routes
then, Ryltar?"

"We are talking centuries. Besides, | return to ny original point. Just what can we do?" Ryltar
sni | ed again.

"Run up the ensign," ordered the captain. On the staff above the iron pilothouse fluttered the
bl ack ryall on a white background. "Looks to be a Lydian trader." Hyntal turned to the two
engi neers. "We'll just pull alongside for a mte, Brother Pendak, and you see if you sense
anyt hi ng. "

Pendak nodded.

"Captain! She's turning! Trying to run before the wind."

"Shields!" snapped the captain. "Just between us."

"Shit," muttered Pendak.

"Want hel p?" asked Justen

"Not now. "

Justen sensed the effort Pendak marshaled to create the barrier that blocked the Lydians' view
of the Llyse.

"Starboard a quarter."

"Coming starboard a quarter," echoed the woman at the helm

The LlIyse turned downw nd, and heavy turbi nes whined beneath the pl ated decks, the sound so
faint that Justen sensed the increased power rather than heard it. Ahead off the Llyse's starboard
bow, Justen sensed the Lydian ship, flying only the duke's banner, not the crinmson-trimed white
banner of Fairhaven, as it lunbered through the heavy swells. Wat he and the crew saw off the bow
was a bl ack enptiness. Wat the Lydians saw was an enpty sea off their port quarter
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"Course bearing on the Lydi an?" asked the captain.

"Steady on the starboard forequarter, Captain. Three cables and cl osing," answered Pendak, the
shi p's Brother

"Bring her port an eighth. What devil's trick are the Wites up to now?"

Captain Hyntal had never forgotten that his great-greatgrandfather had captained the Bl ack
Hamer. Unfortunately, he had never |et anyone else forget it either, reflected Justen

"Coming port an eighth." The worman at the hel meased the wheel port to parallel the Lydian's
cour se.

Spray flashed across the deck, and tiny droplets nmisted into the pilothouse where Justen stood
besi de Pendak. The ol der engi neer's forehead remai ned beaded with sweat fromthe effort of holding
the singl e-edged shield in place.

Hyntal turned toward the gunnery chief. "Ready, weapons?"

"Turret's ready. Captain. Shells and rockets on standby."

"Drop the shields, Brother Pendak," ordered Hyntal. "Let's see what those devil Whites have
added to this stew "

The Lydi an ship appeared off the starboard bow The carved plate over the unused paddl e whee
read Zenyla. Pendak w ped his forehead and reached for the water bottle. "Harder to keep a single-
edge shield than a circular one, Jus-ten."

"I could tell," Justen whi spered back

Hyntal glared at the engineers but said nothing as the LIyse edged up to the trader.

"She's not furling those sails."

"Put a signal rocket across her bow. "

Fl ssttt. . . The signal rocket flared in front of the Zenyla

The Ll yse kept abreast of the trader until a bl ue-edged white banner floated on the aft
jackstaff. Then a second parley flag fl apped over the mai nmast as the trader shortened sail

"Grapples.”

"Aye, grapples.”

"Boarding party."”

The stern-faced, black-clad nmarines nustered on the starboard side, then swarnmed onto the
mer chant man.

"I't's your turn, Brothers," suggested the captain.

"You wanted to see what it's all about, Justen," Pendak said.

The younger engi neer foll owed Pendak up the | adder and onto the gently pitching deck of the
Zenyla, where the crew had already circled away fromthe boarders and were clustering either on
the poop or near the bowsprit.

The bl ack-clad nmarines narched the man in the captain's jacket to the foot of the mast. "They
say he's the captain.”

"Have you al ways been the captain of this ship?" asked Pendak wearily.

"Yes, Master."

The wongness of the words twi sted at Justen. He | ooked at Pendak. Pendak | ooked at the head
mari ne, an intense-appearing young man naned Marten. "Find the first mate."

Marten and anot her marine turned, but even before they took a full step, a nman junped fromthe
poop into the sea.

For a tine, the marines and the two engi neers watched the water bel ow, but no head appeared and
Justen could sense no one there.

"Was that the captain?' asked Pendak, turning to the pseudo-captain

"No, Ser."

The wrongness still turned in the man's words.

"Find ne the second mate."

"I'mthe second.” A burly man stepped up to the marines, his face and forearns tanned and
| eathery, his hair sun-bleached and his trimmed beard a mixture of blond and white. Hi s words rang
true to Justen.

"I's this man a convict?"

"Beggi ng yer pardon. Master ... but ye'll put us all in a terrible stewif this goes on."

"Do you want us to sink the ship?" snapped Pendak

"We'd be fools to want that."

Justen cleared his throat softly. Pendak | ooked at him then nodded.

"Were all of you threatened if you didn't agree to call this nman the captai n?" asked Justen

"I wouldn't say as it was a threat exactly." Sweat appeared on the burly nmate's forehead.

"More like you didn't have much choi ce?"

"I don't know as how | could answer that." The words choked forth, and perspiration coated the
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mate' s face.

The soaked shirt and red face nmade Justen's decision. "That's all."

"We'll need to | ook around," Pendak added. "Not that we expect we'll find anything."

"As you wi sh, Order Masters."

"You want to take forward?" Pendak pointed toward the bow.

"Fine." Justen wal ked forward, and his senses ranged over the ship. Pendak was right. The ship
felt orderly, too orderly. Before long, he wal ked back to the narines, where the ol der engineer
wai ted. "Nothing. Baled Sligan and Montgren wool, dried fruits, perfunme wood, and some big jugs of
oil."

Pendak shook his head. "Let's go." He nodded toward the marines, then turned to the burly
second. "Good sailing. Mate."

"Thanks be to ye, not that nmost will, Wzards." The perspiring man hal f - sal ut ed.

(Y4

The dull clank of one hammer and yet another |aid upon chisels echoed through the chill air of
t he deep canyon.

A line of bent figures trudged back fromthe pile of rock that marked the edge of the
construction. Each worker passed the deep, straight clefts that separated one foundation bl ock
from anot her, each foundation block a stone cube thirty cubits square.

Behi nd the | aborers stretched the knife-edged raw sl ashes that marked the great Wsthorn
H ghway. The base of that hi ghway had been formed fromthe nortared and fitted stones nmat |inked
the foundation bl ocks. Each |ong section was as straight as a quarrel, a segnent of the road that
woul d run from Fairhaven to the Western Sea through Sarronnyn and to Sout hwi nd.

A wall of solid stone terminated the western end of the canyon. The trees and soil nore than
two hundred cubits above had been renoved, and the dust and white ash fromthat renoval sifted
downward into the chill depths. Wrkers coughed, squinted, and blinked away the ash and grit. But
they kept wal ki ng, |ugging their baskets of fractured stone fromthe pile at the end of the canyon
back to the unl oadi ng station.

Three figures in white-white boots, tunics, and trousers-stood hal fway between the unl oadi ng
pl atform and nme nountain wall that marked the end of the road.

Their breath floated |ike white steam above the cold stone and over the scattered patches of
snow and i ce.

Behind them the stone-master directed the spout to spew the smaller granite chunks into the
space between two foundation bl ocks. The yet-unlined watercourse beside the | eadi ng edge of the
road held no water, nothing except powdered rock, grainy snow, and scattered ice fragnents.

Tweet.' Tweet! A whistle split the chill.

"Stand clear! Stand clear!" The warning shrilled fromthe thin |lips of the overseer, a wonan in
white | eathers who also wore a sword and a white, bronze-plated skull cap

"Cl ose your eyes! C ose your eyes!"

The nanel ess wor kers huddl ed behi nd the novabl e plank barriers, eyes closed.

Crack! Crackkk!

A flash brighter than the noonday sun, sharper than the cl osest of |ightnings, flared across
the stone wall that faced the end of the highway. Rock fifty cubits deep splintered, separated,
and slid into a rough pyranmid at the base of the canyon. Rock dust nushroomed, addi ng a powdered
white mst to the air, blurring the sharp edges of the canyon walls.

"Head out. Load up," called the overseer

Two of the three wi zards wal ked slowy, tiredly, back toward the amber coach that waited where
t he snoot h-fini shed pavi ng stones ended.

The workers staggered from behind their barricade toward the pile of granite that would be
renoved for fill, or for reshaping by the stonecutters before the nmasons came and fitted and
nortared the stones together

"Load up!" cane the conmand agai n.

The workers' steps carried themonce nore toward the tumbl ed rocks, as workers' steps had
carried nanel ess prisoners for centuries on the great highway to the west. Even before the dust
had settled, those steps carried them as so many before them forward toward the |oading rack
that other prisoners had slid into place beside the tunbl ed stones.

"Just the gray stones . "

The long line of workers edged forward, nmen and wonen bearing identical baskets.

dink... clink... Behind them the stonenasons resuned their work, Grafting the flush-fitted
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gray walls and stormdrains that |inked the base bl ocks of the road.
The | oadi ng crew began to place the squarish stones into the |oading bin, and the first porter
eased his basket into the rack.

"Next!"

The workers shuffled forward, their |eather boots scraping on sharp-edged stones.

"Next!"
V

"What' I | you have, gents?"

Gunnar coughed, cleared his throat, and notioned to Jus-ten

"Dark beer." Justen glanced past the serving worman toward the new gas | anps by the door, still
unlit in the afternoon |ight pouring through the hal f-open wi ndows of the inn

The wonman | ooked at his black tunic and trousers.

"Dark beer," he repeated.

"I don't even want to know about your day, Engineer.’
head and gl anced toward Gunnar

"Greenberry." The sandy-haired man's fingers drumed idly on the polished dark oak

"That's not nuch better. You |like anything to eat? The mutton pie's tasty, and even the chops
are good today."

"No, thank you," the brothers said, alnost in unison

"Well ..." nmurnured the woman, turning toward the kitchen. "No telling with wi zards and
engineers . . . just no telling, but what they've done today, who'd really want to know? Dark beer
and greenberry ..."

Justen grinned.

"The beer's not good for you. Wiy do you drink it? Just to nmake Father angry, or to annoy ne?"
Qunnar smled faintly.

"l suppose that annoying my terribly superior older brother is as good a reason as any. Except
that it's not true. | just happen to like the taste. Besides, | amnot a great Order Master, a
superior Air Wzard such as you. I'mjust a lowy engineer who toils in the workroons under the
scat hing eye of Altara."

"I's she really that bad?"

"No. She pays no attention when you do it right, and she gets hotter than the Little Easthorns
the day they were raised when you don't."

"Justen! Qunnar!" a bright voice interrupted.

Bot h nmen | ooked up as a bl ack-haired young woman paused near their table.

"Ch, Aedelia. How are you?" asked Gunnar. "How s your brother?"

"His leg's much better, and Mther said to tell you hello when | saw you."

"What are you doing in Nylan?" asked Justen

"Father was bringing in sone tinber for the shipwights and I was waiting, when | thought | saw
you two cone in. So | told Father 1'd be back in a bit and cane to say hello." Aedelia smled
broadly.

"Coul d you join us?" Justen notioned to one of the two enpty chairs, trying not to be too
obvious in his admration of her endowrents.

"I wish | could, but Father's already delivered the tinber and it's a |long drive back, even

The heavy, gray-haired woman shook her

with an enpty wagon ... or nostly enpty. W did get sone fresh fish and a bolt of Austran linen."
Aedelia straightened up. "I really do have to go." Wth a last snmle, she was gone.

Clunk. . . clunk . . . The two heavy nugs canme down on nme table. "There you be, honored young
gents. And that'll be five for the both of you, three for the beer and two for the green stuff."

Gunnar extended a hal f-silver. The wonan nodded and took the coin.

Justen lifted his mug and took a deep swallow. "Ah . . . that's good."

"Do you do that just to annoy nme?"

"No. | do it because it tastes good, and it was a |long day. And because- Leave it at that."

Justen stopped and gl anced into the coner, where two white-haired men sat hunched over a Capture
board. The gane had clearly only just begun, since nost of the white and bl ack tokens were stil
stacked beside the board. He | ooked back at Gunnar. "Krytella was | ooking for you the other day,
when you were at Land's End."

"And you're telling me now?"

"I haven't seen you since then
beer.

Justen pointed out before taking another swi g of the dark
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"You're drinking that too fast,"

"So? Drink your dammed greenberry."

"Justen ... | haven't done anything to you, have |I? W are brothers, you know.'
was | ower, softer.

"No, it's not you. It's just...

"Wonren pr obl ens?"

"I suppose so." Justen took another swallow fromthe rmug. "And student problens."

"I told you that teaching wasn't all that Verdel said it was."

"You' ve told ne a great deal."

Gunnar's voi ce

Just en shrugged.

"Sorry." Qunnar sipped the greenberry. "Are you going for a ship's Brother slot?"
"I went out with the Llyse the other day-"

"I know. "

"l know you know. You know everything. Just let nme talk, all right?"

"Sorry."

"Anyway, | watched Pendak. He seens pretty good with the shields, and he can tell when
soneone's not telling the truth. But | don't know The whol e business really bothered ne. That
poor crew had been nani pul ated. They didn't even know who the captain was."

Gunnar nodded. "Pendak told me about that. He was upset."

"Way woul d sonmeone do sonething |ike that?" Justen took another swallow of the dark beer

The bl ond man shook his head. "Maybe the White Wzards are trying to provoke us again."

"Why would they do that? It's never been terribly effective before.™

"Peopl e's nenories are short." Gunnar paused. "Wat did Pendak do?"

"What could he do? The real captain junped overboard. And the ship hadn't really done
anyt hi ng. "

"I don't like this," Gunnar nuttered, slowy sipping his greenberry.

"That's what Pendak and Captain Hyntal said. Why would a nerchant ship try to get away when we
were just on a routine patrol? It doesn't nake sense." Justen took another swallow of the dark

beer, licking the remnants off his |ips before setting the nug on the table.
"It has to nake sense. W just don't know how." Gunnar | ooked up. "There's Krytella."
"Of course."

Gunnar frowned, but stood and waved. "Krytella!"

The redhead sniled broadly and hurried across the room gracefully stepping around the
unoccupi ed tables. "I was |ooking for you." She | eaned forward and ki ssed Gunnar on the cheek

"That's what Justen told ne. It took a while to wind up the search of the archives.” QGunnar
gestured toward one of the enpty chairs.

Justen took a last sip of the dark beer and notioned to the serving wonan. Qunnar was so damed
nobl e. He hadn't even tried to point out that Justen had waited three days to nention Krytella's
i nquiry.

"Thank you for remenbering, Justen."” Krytella's smle was warm her pleasure genuine. That
Justen knew even with his nerely average-for an engi neer-order-senses.

"Yes, folks? Wwuld the healer |ike redberry or greenberry?"

"Redberry," Krytella answered.

"Anot her dark beer," Justen added.

The serving wonan rai sed her eyebrows but only said, "Com ng up-one redberry and a dark beer."

"You shouldn't-" began Krytella.

"I know. Good engi neers and good wi zards don't drink al cohol because it's bad for their order-
senses. "

"Ch, Justen ... | didn't nmean to be short with you. But | ama healer, and . . ." The redhead
shrugged.
Cunk . . . clunk . . . Two nore heavy nmugs arrived. "That'll be another five for the two."

Justen handed over a half-silver.

"Thank you." Krytella inclined her head, then took a swallow of her redberry.

"Just before you arrived, we were tal king about how the White Wzards were playing ganes with a
Lydi an ship." @Qunnar sipped fromhis greenberry as Krytella waited for himto continue. "They
pl anted sone illusions in the crew s mnds about who was captain, and then they conditioned the
crewto run fromthe Llyse."

"That doesn't make sense."

"The real captain junped overboard and drowned. He never cane up."

"Are you sure?" Krytella set her redberry down.

"I was there," Justen answered. "There wasn't any sign of life. | suppose that could have been
an illusion, too. But it really doesn't matter, does it? The danage was al ready done."
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The redhead nodded slowy. "I see what you nean. Recluce drove a poor captain to suicide. But |
still don't see why the Wite Wzards woul d bother."

"It has to have something to do with their effort to take over western Candar.'
at the nug without lifting it. He really hadn't wanted a second dark beer

"But what ?"

"It doesn't matter,'
order in the oceans."

"Maybe that's not their objective,” Justen pointed out, all too conscious of how alive and

Just en | ooked

suggested Gunnar. "They can't control the sea. There's too nuch basic

vibrant Krytella seened, sitting there between them. . . even as she | eaned toward Gunnar
"What ot her ai mwoul d they have?" Krytella took a small sip from her nug.
"If they build distrust of us ... and then if we do conmt any forces to Sarronnyn or Suthya,

woul dn't the Sarronnese be worrying as nuch about Recluce as about Fairhaven?"

Krytella | ooked at the ol der brother. "Wat do you think, Gunnar? Is that possible?"

"It could be." The blond man shrugged, then grinned. "But we certainly won't solve that one
this afternoon.” He took a deep swall ow of the greenberry.

Justen glanced toward the Capture gane in the corner. "Is that old Gylart over there?"

"The Gylart who's Counselor Jenna's uncle? O the fisherman?" Krytella asked.

"The former counselor." Justen took a sip of the second beer. It did taste good, he decided.

Gunnar nodded. "It's the old counselor."

"He's good at Capture.”

"How can you tell?"

Justen lifted his shoulders and smled sheepishly. "He just is."

"Whuld you two like to cone to dinner?" Krytella smled. "I mnk it's a fish stew, but it
smel l ed good, and there's plenty of it. Mther and Aunt Arline baked pearapple bread, too."

Justen's stomach growed. "I think that's nmy answer."

"Justen . " @unnar sighed.

"Fine. | need to help them Just show up after the second evening bell." Krytella flashed

anot her smle and pushed back her chair.

"Do you have to go?" asked Gunnar

"I'f I'm having conpany, | do."

Justen watched as the redhead left the public room Then he took another sip of beer before
turning to his brother. "You lucky bastard."

" \Npy 2"

Justen shook his head. For all that he could see stornms an ocean away, Gunnar was sonetines so
dense. Was that why the girls swarnmed around hin? Justen took another sip of the second beer mat
he hadn't wanted at first. At |east a honme-cooked dinner would be better than eating in the
engi neers' nmess.

Vi

"The Iron Guard has secured the Roof of the World, and Zerchas is studying the remains of the
Westwind archives . . ." The tall, older w zard at the speaker's podi um coughed.

"Coul dn't be much left after ten centuries." The sotto voce murmur echoed through the nonmentary
silence before the tall w zard continued.

" and has di scovered that the Sarronnese garrisons had preserved sone of the origina
manuscripts, Cerryl's nanme be praised.” A young, broad-shoul dered, clean-shaven and bl ack-haired
White Wzard stood just inside the doorway. He pursed his |ips and notioned to another young
wi zard before stepping through the archway and wal ki ng down to the row of couches in the
ant echanber.

The second wi zard, round-cheeked and fair-haired, followed.

"Cerryl's nane be praised, Cerryl's name be praised! It wants to nake ne puke, Eldiren. Did you
know mat Cerryl was a fifth-rate White Wzard, if that? He wasn't fit to carry the great Jeslek's
boots." The young bl ack-haired Wiite Wzard who spoke gl anced toward the archway to the Counci
Chanber. "Let's walk down to Vislo's."

"It's scarcely fashionable, Beltar." Eldiren scuffed a white-Ieather boot on the granite floor

"Fine. Then no one fashionable will be there."

The two young nen waited out into the warmspring and the white |ight of Fairhaven, out into
the shadow cast by the Tower. Beltar paused nonentarily, then narched across the short, wiry grass
of the new Wzards' Square, for all that it was three centuries old. Eldiren scurried to keep up

"Way are you so upset by old Histen?"
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"First, he's playing ganes with Lydi an ships. What good will that do?"

"He's trying to force the Blacks into being seen as tyrants."

"Has that ever worked before?" snorted Beltar. "And then all this praise of Cerryl the Geat-
Cerryl the Geat! | can raise the chaos springs fromthe rock beneath Candar and no one cares.
Wirse than that, Zerchas and Hi sten have threatened to turn the Iron Guard and the White Conpany
onme if | try." Beltar halted at the far side of the square and took several quick breaths.
"Forget Vislo's."

A young boy silting on a passing farmwagon pointed toward the white-clad w zards. "There's
one! And another one. Real Wite Wzards!"

Eldiren rai sed a hand and waved.

"He waved. He waved!"

"That's it," nuttered Beltar. "Play to the peasants."

"Way not? It doesn't hurt, and it certainly costs nothing."

"You sound |ike Zerchas and Hi sten and Renwek." Eldiren touched Beltar op the shoul der,
"Sonetines . . . what they say nmkes sense."

"Ch?" The bl ack-haired wi zard turned and | ooked back at the glittering Wiite Tower.

"You're bitter because they don't need your powers now. They will."

"They don't think so."

"Does it matter what they think? Do you really believe that Recluce will stand idly by as we
finish the G eat H ghway through the Westhorns and take over the entire west of Candar?"

"Way not? They didn't do a dammed thing after Spidlar or south Kyphros, or the islands.”

"They weren't ruled by the Legend. They also weren't the hone of Megaera. Besides, once we take
Sut hya, Southwind will fall-"

"Sut hya! We haven't even attacked Sarronnyn."

El di ren shook his head. "Recluce can't stop us in Sarronnyn. You know that. Wat's really left
after that? Suthya, Southw nd, and a bunch of druids in Naclos. No one lives in the Enpty Lands or
the Stone Hills."

"No one ever will."

"When Recluce finally nmarshals order, then they'll need you. Don't throw it away by giving them
any excuses now. That was your idol Jeslek's problem He forced his power on them and that made
hima target too early. Let Hi sten and Zerchas be the targets."

Beltar pursed his lips. "I don't know "

"Think about it. You have time. They don't. Anyway, you m ght as well enjoy Fairhaven now. Look
at the Council nenbers. They neet, and then they have to go back to their posts all across
Candar . "

"Anot her one of Cerryl the .Geat's wonderful ideas. Scatter the able away from Fairhaven."
Beltar scuffed a boot against the curbstone.

El di ren shook his head, then waved back to another small boy.

VI |

The wi de porch of the house low on the hill and its location in the ol der section of Nyl an-
barely above the arnory and practice fields, and overl ooking the warehouses that served the port-
were the only aspects that confirmed the structure's age. The varnish on the recently refinished
red-oak flooring of the porch was clear, and the oil-stain preservative on the wood fram ng the
wi de wi ndows was fresh. The bl ack stones of the exterior wall shimered with cal mand order.

"I's this the place?" asked Gunnar, oblivious to the straggly nature of his fine, sandy hair.

Justen grinned. "We'll find out." He rapped on the door, then waited.

After the sound of scuffing footsteps, the door opened. "Ch . . . you nust be Krytella's
friends. Let's see. The tall one is Gunnar. That's you, young man. And you nust be Justen." The
gray-haired and round-faced woman sniled. "I'mher Aunt Arline. She's down at the port-master's

getting Dagud. He's the assistant port-naster, you know. "

"I amvery pleased to neet you," Justen gave a slight bowto Arline.

"We appreciate the invitation. Honme-cooked neals are a treat for us," added Gunnar

"Do come in. Cone in." Arline stepped back into the front hallway. "There's the parlor. Now
just have a seat. It won't be a nonent, |'msure, before Krytella is back. And this is Wenda. Her
task is to entertain you fine young gentlenen.” Arline continued through the parlor and past the
archway into the large kitchen with its long table.

Wenda, whose short red hair cascaded in every direction, stood next to the lanp table on the
right side of the w ndow overl ooking the harbor, striker in hand. She wore a linen shirt, and
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faded brown trousers over scarred and scuffed brown boots. "It's early, but you're conpany, and
that means | can light one lanmp." The parlor contained a | ow, padded bench with a back and
armrests, three wooden arnthairs, a rocking chair, several straight chairs, and two narrow | anp
tables. The red light fromthe setting sun cast a deep, reddi sh shadow across the room

"I"'mJusten, and this is my brother Gunnar."

"I know. He's the Storm Wzard, Krytella tal ks about hi mwhen she thinks |I'mnot |istening."

Justen grinned as Gunnar bl ushed.

Wenda squeezed the striker twice before the lanmp wick caught, and she deftly adjusted the flame
to keep it from snoking. She set the striker next to the base of the |anmp and pl opped into the
rocki ng chair.

GQunnar took one of the arnthairs, while Justen sat sideways on the corner of the bench, from
where he could see the front porch.

"I like it when Aunt Arline's here and when we have conpany. Then | don't have to hel p as nuch
in the kitchen." Wenda | ooked straight at Gunnar. "Can you rmake storns, big ones?"

Gunnar coughed and shifted his weight in the oak chair. "There hasn't.. . well, making big
storns isn't a very good idea. Lots of people died all over the world when the great Creslin did
that."

"I know. | just wanted to know if you could. Can you?"

"I suppose so ... if I had to."
Justen caught sight of two figures and a glint of red hair turning fromthe wal k beside the
hi ghway onto the stones that led to the house. "I think your sister and father are hone."

"She al ways conmes honme too soon when we have conpany. So does Father." Wenda rocked forward in
the chair and stood.

Justen rose, and Gunnar followed his exanple as Krytella entered the parlor. "This is ny
father, Dagud. Father, this is Gunnar, and Justen." Krytella sniled at both young nmen. "Did you
nmeet Wenda, and ny nother, Carnela, and Aunt Arline?"

"Not your nother," Justen responded as he nodded. "She's been in the kitchen."

"I see you |lit the lanp."” Krytella s eyes pinned Wnda.

"W have conpany."

"I made that rule." Dagud grinned. "Besides, we don't have conpany that often." He | ooked at
the two guests. "Wuld you care to wash up?"

"Yes, if you please.”

"Yes."

Dagud | ed the way to the al cove off the kitchen, where there was a second sink, clearly added
after the original house had been built. He | eaned back toward the kitchen. "How soon before
di nner ?"

"You can sit down as soon as you wash up," answered a tall, thin, dark-haired woman standi ng
before the stove.

"Go ahead," suggested Justen, nodding to Krytella after Dagud had dried his hands.

"You are always the gentleman, Justen."”

Justen wi shed she saw nore than that in him but smled in return

"Wenda ..." called Krytella as the snallest redhead headed toward the table.

"Do | have to?"

"Yes," chorused Dagud and Krytell a.

Wenda washed her hands after Gunnar, then trailed the others to the table.

"You sit there, Justen, and Wenda will be next to you..."

Justen followed Krytella's directions, although he wi shed he were the one sitting beside the
heal er instead of Gunnar

Carnel a set two baskets of warm bread and a huge tureen of stew on the |ong, polished-oak
table. "Sit down, for darkness' sake. Things are hot."

When the two guests had been introduced to Carnela and everyone had been seated, Dagud cleared
his throat for silence, then spoke. "In the spirit of order, and in keeping with the Bal ance,
those of us gathered together this evening dedi cate ourselves and our souls to the preservation of
order in our lives and thoughts." Dagud | ooked up fromhis plate and smled, reaching for the
ladle in the off-white pottery bow before him Steamrose fromthe stew "It's been a |ong day."
He dipped twice and filled his bowl nearly to the brim then served Carnel a.

In turn, she broke off a chunk of the fresh and crusty bread and laid it beside his bow before
taking a chunk for herself and passing the basket to Krytella. The tureen of stew foll owed.

Justen found hinself swallowing fromthe aroma of spices, especially those of ryall and pepper
overlaid with sonet hing el se. Wien the huge serving tureen arrived, he followed Dagud' s exanpl e,
carefully ladling the thick fish - and - vegetable nmixture into his bow. Then he turned to
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Krytella's younger sister. "How much would you Iike, young |ady?"

"My name is Wenda, and | would like it half full,k"

"Then you shall have it exactly half full, precisely half full, as only an engi neer can
ensure.”

"I would hope so."

Gunnar coughed, and Krytella grinned before speaking. "Good |uck, Justen."

Justen | adled the stew, extending his order-senses and trying to ensure that the bow was
precisely half full

"That was pretty good," conceded Wenda.

Justen sm | ed.

"You just night be a good engineer," she teased.

"Wenda. Do you wi sh to have the renai nder of dinner with us?" Carnela gl anced at her daughter
and Justen felt the chill.

The littlest redhead turned to Justen, her words earnest. "I beg your pardon, Magister Justen.”

"Thank you, Wenda." Justen nodded.

In turn, Carnela nodded at her daughter

"M ght | have some bread, please?" asked Wenda in a small voice.

"Just a nonent, dear."

Justen broke off a chunk froma fresh |oaf and offered the basket to Wenda.

"Thank you."

"You are wel cone. "

"The white pitcher is redberry, and the gray one is dark beer,"” announced Krytella.

Justen waited until the gray pitcher arrived before filling his nug. Gunnar watched and shook
his head minutely. Jus-ten grinned. Krytella frowned nonmentarily. Justen stopped grinning.

"How is the port business?" asked Gunnar, |ooking at Dagud.

Justen took a mouthful of the hot stew, followed by a quick swallow of the | ukewarm beer. Hi s
second spoonful of stew was snaller, and he chewed off a corner of the warm crusty bread.

"It's slowed down a bit, naybe because of the problens in Sarronnyn. Haven't seen a spring this
slow in a ness of years. Only ones with the sane nunber of ships are the Hanorians."

"Al'l they care about is the gold in their pouches,” sniffed Arline. "No sense of propriety or
decency there."

"Well, some of ours trade that sharp," |aughed Dagud.

"The good Counsel or Ryltar and his famly, you be saying?" asked Arline.

"He beats the Hanorians at their own. Fastest on the east-west Hanor route. They say he nmakes a
devilish lot there." Dagud sipped fromhis nug.

"What about the Nordl ans?" pursued Gunnar. "Sone say they still prefer to trade at Land's End."

"Aye, some say that, and a few nore ships put in there, but that's as nuch because of the w nds
from Nordl a as because of the port facilities." Dagud paused to take several mouthfuls of stew and
a chunk of bread.

"They say the Council's tal king about expanding the old port at Land's End, but that's
fool i shness, chaos-tinged foolishness at that. You | ook at the weather records and you'll see that
t he nunber of days you can't get in there goes up every decade. It was only two years ago when
that Lydi an si de-wheel er got her back snapped on the breakwater." Dagud took a noisy slurp of the
dark beer.

Justen took a quieter sip, his eyes lighting on Krytella's flashing green eyes and wi de, nobile
nmout h.

"Whuld you like sone nore of the stew?" Arline lifted the deep bowl and handed it to Justen

Justen | ooked at his enpty bow , grinning sheepishly. "I guess | would."

"And have sone nore bread, too." Justen accepted the bread, took a chunk and passed the basket
back toward Gunnar, who had al so taken a second hel ping of stew. "The stew is wonderful. Thank
you." He inclined his head to Carnel a.

"It's a real treat," Qunnar added. "Is your nother a good cook?" asked Arline. "She nust be.
You boys-pardon nme, | know you're older than that- you appreciate good food."

"Actual ly," Qunnar ventured, "our father is the cook, and he's very good."

"Well, I've heard of that. It's good to know. " Arline took a snmall chunk of bread fromthe | oaf

in the basket.

"What do engi neers do, Magister Justen?" asked Wenda in a high voice that squeaked between w de-
gapped front teeth. "You wear black . . . does that nmean an engineer is |like a nagister?"

"Engi neers nake things for ships."

"You're too old for ne. Do you have any other brothers, younger ones?"

Krytella grinned as Justen shifted his weight in the red-oak chair."No. We do have a little
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sister. Her nane is Elisabet."

"Way isn't she here?”

"She lives in Wandernaught with our parents,” interjected Gunnar

"I'f your father cooks, what does your nother do?" asked Wenda politely. "She's a snith."
Carnel a rai sed an eyebr ow

"She coul d have been an engi neer," explained Justen after swallow ng nore stew, "but she said
she wasn't interested in building ships or living in Nylan."

"Sensi bl e woman, " offered Arline. "She has been called that," Justen said. Krytella gl anced
si deways at Gunnar, who continued to watch Justen. The young engi neer | ooked at the red-haired
heal er before finishing the last of his stew and turning his eyes to Dagud. "Do you think trade
here in Nylan will pick up?"

"Trade al ways picks up. Just a matter of time. Could be years. But then, it could be seasons,
too. Mght take until the nastiness in Sarronnyn's over."

"What will happen there?" asked Wenda. "WII the Wiles w n?"

A silence fell across the table. Arline coughed softly. Jus-ten took a small sip fromhis nug.

"I don't know that anyone can .say, child," Dagud finally answered. "That's a matter for the
Council, |'d guess."

"It is getting late, and we nmustn't keep you out too late," said Carnela, rising fromthe
tabl e.

@unnar followed her |ead and stood. "You' ve been very thoughtful to have us."

Justen gul ped down the last of the beer in his nmug and swallowed too rapidly, the liquid
hurting his throat as it went down. He stood as quickly as he could. "Very thoughtful,” he echoed,
trying not to cough ... or to laugh as he sawthe glint in Krytella's eyes as she stood.

Carnela and Krytella followed the brothers through the parlor and to the front door

H s hand on the heavy iron of the door handl e, Gunnar bowed to Carnela. "Thank you again for

the dinner. | enjoyed it very much."

Justen | ooked at Krytella's nother, seeing the sanme |anky figure and nobile nouth that so
resenbl ed her el dest daughter's. "It was delicious, and | had a very good tinme." He gl anced back
toward the parlor. "And a delightful dinner conpanion.”

"I won't tell her that," replied Krytella. "It would make her insufferable. Mre insufferable,"
she added. "I'mglad you could cone."

"So are we," @unnar said, taking another step back on the porch.

Justen nodded and fol | owed.

Then the brothers turned and began to wal k toward the Brotherhood quarters.

"They're a nice famly," nused Gunnar

"Yes," agreed Justen. Especially the ol der daughter. He kept pace with his |ong-Iegged brother
as they passed under the lanp that neither needed to nake his way in the dark.

Final 'y, Justen spoke again. "Do you think everyone in Recluce is trying to avoid thinking
about Sarronnyn?"

"What can we do? W don't have an arny. Besides, what can they really do to us?"

"I don't think it's that sinple."

"It probably isn't That's why people don't want to think about it. It's troubl esone and far
away. They hope it will stay away. But we wear the black, and they don't want to talk about it."

"Krytella's a healer." Justen paused to | ook toward the harbor, enpty in the starlight except
for the Llyse.

"Heal ers are different." QGunnar kept wal ki ng.

So is Krytella, thought Justen. He turned back and hurried to catch up with Gunnar, not that he
had nore to say at the nonent.

VI

The slight Wiite Wzard inclined his head toward the man seated at the table. "Wre you aware,
Ser, that the Sarronnese have sent an envoy to Land's End?"

"Sit down, Renwek. Don't be so formal." Hi sten gestured to the seat across the table, then
poured wine fromthe pitcher into the second gl ass.

Renwek seated hinself, nodded to the High Wzard, and took a small sip fromthe goblet."You do
not sound terribly worried."

"At the present tinme, | doubt that the Black Council will comrit any great presence to rescuing
Sarronnyn." Histen sipped his wine and | ooked toward the hal f-open Tower wi ndow and the pale white
gl ow of Fairhaven hi the darkness.
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"How can you be sure your "

"My spy ... ny agent? |Is that what you mean?"

Renwek nodded. "How can you be sure that your 'gifts' will remain effective?"

"They won't. One can never ensure that aid which is purchased will renmain purchased. But these
purchases are so recent that it's nost unlikely that the Black Council will act hastily on
Sarronnyn's request, or that Recluce will provide a great deal of assistance."

"Are you certain that our . . . 'influence' cannot be traced?"

"CGold, so long as we do not touch it, is actually order-based, Renwek. Honest and non-nagica
corruption does not require the touch of chaos." Histen took another sip fromthe goblet. "And
conpared to the alternatives, buying even a season's delay in action by Recluce is cheap at the
price."

"Woul d Recl uce have acted in any case?" Renwek set his goblet on the table.

"Wth the Blacks, one can never be certain." Histen shrugged.

"What about your . . . recruiting efforts?"

"They go well. The Bl acks never shoul d have abandoned their policy of exiling malcontents. They
| ack our discipline." H sten |aughed. "You see the irony of that? The mages of order |ack
di scipline in governing thensel ves, while we nmasters of chaos chanpi on discipline."

Renwek | ooked into the depths of the red wine.

"Heresy, Renwek? Chaos is indeed heresy." Histen lifted his glass.

I X

Justen hung the | eather apron on one of the pegs and pulled on the ragged exercise shirt. Then
he took the battered red-oak staff fromwhere it |eaned in the back corner of his narrow, open
cl oset.

"The arnory all right?" asked Warin.

"Fine. It's old enough.”

"What does that have to do with anything?" The ol der engi neer pulled on a | oose, padded tunic,
then lifted a gl eam ng black staff, bound with recessed iron bands, fromhis closet.

"Practicing with staffs is good exercise, but it's quaint, like the arnory. Wat good is a
staff when you're faced with rockets or shells-or with that fire the Wite Wzards throw? It's
just arelic fromthe tine when anyone who had a different thought was tossed into exile." Justen
twirled the staff close enough to Warin that the ol der engi neer stepped back. Then he thrust the
battered red-oak length theatrically toward his closet, "Take that, you Wite villain!"

Warin | aughed. "Let's go."

Wth an exaggerated shrug, Justen followed himout of the engineering hall and onto the front

por ch.
"Going to get some exercise?" asked the tall, nuscular woman. "Mist be that you don't work hard
enough here. We'll let you two take the place of the rolling mll, if you need the work."

"You need a different kind of workout, Altara honey," replied Warin.

"I"'mw lling, Warin, but you'd be in two kinds of trouble. Even if you could wal k hone, Esti
woul dn't | eave enough of you to feed the crabs."”

The two apprentices behind the senior engineer |aughed.

"You got me there, Altara. Even young Justen's kinder and easier on ne." Warin took three
danci ng steps down the stone stairs to the stone wal kway. A stiff breeze ruffled the w spy bl ond
hair that rerai ned on his head.

"Don't let himfool you, Justen," called Altara as Justen followed Warin down the stone-paved
wal k that led to and across the H gh Road, the grand hi ghway that connected both ends of the
i sl and nati on.

"Don't let her fool you," Warin said, then paused and | ooked up the I ong sl ope. The hi ghway was
clear in the spring twilight, no wagons, no horses, just stone blocks still close-fitted after
centuries of use. "She'll be over practicing with us before long."

Justen suppressed a grin. Al nost every day after work, he and Warin sparred while Altara nade
wi se remarks before joining the dozen or so regulars working out with staffs or wands. And al nost
every day, Warin said that Altara would be following themto exercise. Was all life a long series
of repeated words and actions? Shaking his head, Justen twirled the staff, then dropped it against
the stone and caught it on the rebound.

"Hard on the staff,” Warin conment ed.

"But it's fun. After all, it's not as though I'lIl ever have to use a staff for anything
serious." Justen paused before the open doors of the arnory, glancing at the black stone that
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showed no apparent age for all of the centuries that had passed since Dorrin or one of the other
original engineers had ordered and laid it-except that probably the great Dorrin hadn't done much
of the stonework hinself. He'd doubtl ess been too busy building the fanous Bl ack Hamer.

Warin continued into the arnory, and Justen hurried his steps to catch up

"You never know." Warin stepped onto the open expanse of the practice floor, setting his staff
agai nst the wall and beginning a |inbering routine.

"Know what ?" asked Justen, followi ng the older man's exanple and swinging his arnms to | oosen
the tightness in his shoul ders.

"When you mi ght need that staff, young fellow "

In the far conmer, a group of ships' narines exercised, |led by Firbek, a big blond giant with
the build of a Feyn River farmer. Justen paused and checked his boot |aces, then watched as the
mari nes swarmed up the ropes hung fromthe hi gh beans.

He snorted, thinking to hinself: It's been years, maybe centuries, since we've had to board
anyone's ships in real force. Then he frowned, recalling his adventure on the Llyse, before
chuckling as he realized how grunpy and serious his thoughts were. And what are you doing, Justen
ol d man? Wavi ng around an oak toothpick that's just as obsol ete.

He continued stretching, grunting as the exercises pulled at nuscles tightened by his work at
t he engi neering forge.

"Al ready you're showi ng how out of trimyou are. You should be easy pickings,
bef ore wal ki ng toward the enpty northeast corner, farthest fromthe nmarines.

Justen picked up his staff and foll owed. He wi ped his hands dry, squared his feet and raised
his battered staff, nearly a cubit shorter than the shinmrering black wood lifted by Warin.

"How you manage with that little twig, | don't know " The black staff whistled around.

Justen parried, then slid his staff and countered.

Warin stepped back, off balance, and Justen eased forward, feet balanced. For a tinme, the
thrusts, blocks, and parries alternated.

gl oated Warin

"Darkness .. . good ... for a young fellow. Wo... says it's.. . useless ..."

"Need ... the exercise ..." Justen panted in return, barely managing a parry of Warin's thrust,
sliding under the older man's guard and tapping his ribs.

"Qoooo . . . that could have hurt." Warin straightened and took several deep breaths.

Justen bent forward and gasped for air. As he repositioned hinmself, his eyes flicked to the
open arnory door to see Altara enter, alone and carrying both a staff and the hilled wand used for
bl ade practice. "Ready?" asked Warin. "All right."

Warin's staff swept forward, and Justen danced backward, his eyes half on the other side of the
arnory.

The bl ond mari ne had detached hinself fromhis troops and wal ked over to Altara. "Atara?"

Fi rbek bowed deeply. "Wuld you care to spar?"

"Not with staffs.”

"I"d be honored to use wands."

At the word "wands, " Justen glanced toward the center of the arnory, then dropped his shoul der
and barely nmanaged to deflect Warin's staff. "Justen? Are you all right?"

"Sorry . . . just wasn't paying attention."
"We can stop."
"For a noment. . ." Justen let the end of his staff rest on the clay floor, packed hard by the

feet of generations of practicing engineers.

Warin foll owed Justen's eyes toward the pair in the mddle of the arnory.

"Wands?" nused Altara. "I suppose so ... if you're not out for blood."

"Wuld | attenpt that against a naster engi neer?" Firbek sniled broadly.

Justen shook his head. Firbek's words felt wong.

Warin | ooked fromJusten to the center of the arnory. "They're just sparring.”

"I hope so." Justen lifted his staff and wal ked toward the nmarine and the engi neer as their
wands crossed, uncrossed, and crossed.

Wth a sudden thrust - and - slash notion, Firbek's wand brushed past Altara's and slammed into
her right shoul der

Altara dropped her wand, stepping sideways involuntarily.

Firbek's followthrough continued as if he had not been able to halt the notion, and the wand
snapped toward Altara's |eg

"Oooo . . ." The engineer glared at Firbek. "That's enough. | won't be able to Iift the arm
wi t hout hurting, and probably won't wal k straight for weeks."

Justen turned and handed his staff to Warin. "Hold this."

Warin opened his nouth, then shut it and nodded. "Be careful."
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"Nonsense. |'m never careful. That would get ne in trouble,"
wand. He inclined his head toward her. "M ght | borrow this?"
"I"d prefer to fight ny own battles.”

Justen bent and picked up Altara's

Justen smled politely. "I'"mscarcely fighting. You know that | think swords and staffs are
totally obsolete, Altara. They're only good for exercise." He flipped the wand into the air,
catching it by the hilt and making a nock thrust, all in the same snoboth notion. Al nost w thout

stoppi ng, he conpleted the thrust, then grinned at Firbek and saluted the marine with Altara's
wand. "Here's to you, and to obsol ete weapons and traditions,. Firbek. A friendly match."

"Ah, Justen . . . you clown too rmuch. You need a |esson- or three. Even in a friendly match."
The tall nmarine smled and lifted his wand, returning the salute with far greater fornmality than
Justen had offered.

The wands crossed. Wth his greater height and reach, Firbek attenpted to keep Justen beyond
striking range. Justen stepped inside, pressing the nore heavily mnuscled marine back with the
qui ckness of his wand.

The wands continued to cross, uncross, and slide across each other, Justen's nobving ever so
slightly faster than Firbek's.

Then, with a burst of speed, Justen stepped conpletely inside the marine's guard and knocked
the wand from his hand, alnost casually. "Got you that tinme."

Fi rbek massaged his hand for a nonent, then retrieved his wand. "Another round?"

"Why not ?" Justen offered the seni-nocking salute again, but cut it short as Firbek slashed at
himwi th the oak wand. Instead of pressing the attack as before, Justen concentrated on defense,
on weaving a web that Firbek was unable to penetrate.

The wands continued to cross and recross. Sweat beaded on Firbek's brow, and he slashed wldly,
| eaving his chest exposed. Justen sniled but nmerely continued to hold the nmarine at bay,
deflecting each thrust or slash. Firbek's slashes becane wilder, stronger, until he appeared
al nrost as though he were hacking at Justen

The smaller man danced aside, letting his wand slide the other's aside or down, or nerely
avoi di ng the heavi er wand.

"You . . . seemto ... feel you're pretty . . . good, Engineer

“"I'mall right... for an engineer playing... with obsolete toys ..

Fi rbek sl ashed agai n.

This time, Justen's wand slipped behind the hilt of Firbek's and twi sted. The narine tottered,
then stunbl ed and pitched forward.

"I"'mso sorry, Firbek." Justen grinned. "I need to be going, but perhaps we coul d have anot her
round at some other time. Just for run, of course." He turned and extended the wand to Altara, who
frowned. "My thanks for the | oan, Master Engineer."

"My pleasure, Justen." Altara's words were | ow as she accepted the practice wand. "But you
still have to be in the hall tonorrow. W' re going to start work on the new heat-exchangers that
GQunnar and Bl yss designed."

Justen forced a smle. Gunnar even showed up in the arnory, for all that he never deigned to
lift a blade or a staff. "I'll be there."

He turned, but Firbek had vani shed.

"That was . . . interesting, but Estil's probably expecting ne by now " Warin handed Justen the
battered red-oak staff.

"Il walk back with you."

Qutside, the clouds had noved in fromthe Gulf, and a light, drizzling rain seeped over Nyl an
Justen stopped on the stones halfway to the road and wi ped his dripping forehead on his sleeve.

"That was dangerous, Justen." Warin | ooked back at the arnory. "He is Counselor Ryltar's
cousin."

"What can he do?" Justen shrugged. "It was just a friendly match. He said so hinself."
"Do you ever take anything in life seriously?"
"Not nuch. After all, we're not exactly going to get out of it alive." Justen bounced the staff

off the road stones and caught it. "Mght as well try to enjoy things along the way."

"You have a warped sense of enjoynent." Warin paused. "Estil's probably waiting. |'lIl see you
tonorrow. And I'Il lay a staff on you yet."

"Only if you catch me watching a pretty girl."

"I'"1l make sure one walks in."

"Who?"

"I could have Estil stop by."

"That's not fair."

"So?" Warin hal f-waved and began to trot uphill toward the line of houses along the ridgeline
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south of the black stone wall that marked the edge of Nyl an
Justen twirled the staff, then turned downhill.

Jagged- edged, red-sandstone upthrusts formed a circular anphitheater between the gray stone
hills to the north and west and the rolling dunes to the south. A narrow strip of browned grass
wound eastward fromthe red sandstone, gradually w dening and greening as it neared the great
forests.

Wthin the snall, natural -appearing theatre were three wonen. The three rested upon knee-high
stones, snoothed either by nature or by hand into shapes confortable for sitting. The silver-
hai red woman in the center rocked slightly, eyes closed. The red granules within the square forned
by the five-cubit-1ong sandstone border stones shifted, slowy rearranging thensel ves.

In lime, the map appeared, the granules faithfully depicting in mniature the very peaks of the
West horns thensel ves. A white |ine arrowed through the peaks, the whiteness tinged with the dul
ugl i ness of dried bl ood.

Sl ow y, white-sparkled granules of sand dotted the tiny peaks and vall eys, grow ng and
spreadi ng westward until the entire map glimered an ugly white.

After a time, the mapmaker in the center rel eased a deep breath and the depiction lost its
sharpness as the sands slunped into their natural state. But the whiteness remained.

Xl

Justen adjusted the | amp wick. Although gas |anps were conming into vogue, the quarters of the
Br ot herhood still used oil, generally fromthe carnot nut.

A rappi ng sounded on his door

"Yes?"

"I't's your big brother."

"Cone on in."

Gunnar eased into the room carrying a pitcher. "I can tell you're getting ready for a big
night. I've got some redberry here."

"I thought you and Turmin were headed back to Land's End."

""That's tonorrow now. Counselor Ryltar asked Turmin to his house for dinner. He wanted to get
Turmin's opinions on the ness in Sarronnyn."” GQunnar set the pitcher on the lanp table. "You have
any nugs?"

"Over on the second shelf." Justen finished adjusting the lamp's wick. "Doesn't Ryltar live
sonewhere near Feyn? Why Turnmin? Fromwhat | heard, Ryltar isn't exactly fond of the Sarronnese
and Turmin's nmother was born in Sarronnyn.”

"Ryltar lives on the ridge just outside the black wall. It's toward Feyn, but not that far."
@unnar shrugged. "You know as nuch as | do. | suppose Turmin will tell ne sooner or l|ater. Anyway,
I"lI'l have to leave early tonorrow to neet himthere, but it's better than playing |lap cat at
Ryltar's." Gunnar took the nugs and filled them "Let's play Capture."

Justen grinned. "Wy not?" He wal ked over to the small bookcase and took the board and t he box
contai ning the bl ack and white tokens fromthe top. "What are you doing this tine?"

"Turm n thinks the weather's still changing, but nore slowy." Gunnar handed a nmug to his
brother. "He thinks that there will be signs in the plants on the high hills to the west of Land's
End- sonet hi ng about pl aces where the weather is right on the edge." Gunnar pulled one of the two
straight-backed chairs up to the desk

After setting down his nug, Justen put the board on the desk and the token box beside it. Then
he pulled his chair up and sat down while Gunnar divided the white and bl ack tokens.

"White or black?" asked the ol der brother.

"White this tinme."

Qunnar nodded, and Justen set a token in one of the depressions in a rear lattice-the three-
token one. Gunnar ignored the lattice and placed his first token in the center point of the nmain
lattice on his side of the board.

Justen dropped a token in the four-point lattice to the rear of Gunnar's.

"You're doing it again." Qunnar added a second token to his lattice.

Justen put his second token in the three lattice and added the third to conplete it.

@Qunnar added the third to his main lattice. "Shouldn't have let nme get this far. Now you can't
catch ne."
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Justen frowned, then set a white stone in the other three lattice behind Gunnar's | attice.

@Qunnar added anot her token, and they continued until Justen had both three and four lattices,
and Gunnar had six tokens in one twelve and five in the other.

@Qunnar smled and .dropped a bl ack stone into place, followed by five to conplete the first,
and the bonus that allowed himto conplete the second.

Justen shrugged. "It's yours."

"You don't want to play it out?"

"Wy bot her ?"

"I still don't understand why you build three or four groupings rather than concentrate your
efforts.”

"It seens to nake nore sense. Nothing in life lets you concentrate on just one thing." Justen
| aughed. "Besides, it's only a ganme. Life's serious enough.”

Gunnar frowned nomentarily, then lifted the pitcher. "Some nore redberry?"

"Certainly. Way not? Another ganme?"

"Of course."” @unnar finished pouring the redberry and took a sip fromhis nug.

Xl

"Tryessa D Frewya, the envoy from Sarronnyn,"” announced the young man in black who had opened
t he dark-oak door to the Council Chanber, once the study shared by Creslin and Megaera, the
Founders, whose joint portraits framed the wi de wi ndow behind the table.

The Sarronnese envoy entered and bowed deeply, her enerald sil ksheen trousers and bl ouse
rustling. "Honored Council nenbers." She straightened.

Claris notioned to the table. "Please have a seat. Wuld you care for sone of the green
br andy?"

"I would be delighted. Tradition or not, it is always a treat." Tryessa slipped into the oak
arnchair. The young man in black carefully poured the pale green liquid into the crystal goblet
besi de her, then retreated to his position by the door

The youngest counsel or brushed a strand of red hair off her forehead and took a sip from an
i dentical goblet.

"What brings you to neet with the Council ?" asked Ryltar, his casual tone a contrast to the
order of his dress and his precisely brushed, thin blond hair.

"Surely you rust know, honored Counselor. As we speak, the Wite Conpany and its Iron Guard
have taken the old domai ns of Westw nd-"

"As you took themin the time of Dorrin," countered Ryltar |ightly.

Claris cleared her throat.

Jenna hal f-turned. "I don't think that was the question, Ryltar. Tryessa was attenpting to
suggest sonething, | believe. Wre you not?"

"l was suggesting that Fairhaven's efforts are a matter of concern.™

"To whon?" inquired Ryltar politely.

Claris raised her eyebrows but did not speak. Jenna turned toward the bl ond nan.

"It is certainly a concern to all of us in western Candar," Tryessa said. "Even the Nacl ans
sent us an envoy suggesting that we ask for the aid of mighty Recluce."

"The reputed druids of Naclos? They actually exist?"

"They have existed for centuries, perhaps even frombefore the tine of the Angels." Tryessa's
voi ce was wy. "They produce exquisite woodworking, although it's not carved. Apparently they can
persuade the trees to growin a certain way. | have a bench | inherited. It doesn't age nuch. It
was my great-grandnother's. But | wander. Wen the druids are interested, it is clearly due to a
concern that goes beyond Sarronnyn."

"You make a strong case for the concerns of western Candar," admitted Ryltar

"Ryltar..."

"I believe that the envoy has clearly stated the urgency of the matter, Ryltar," declared
Claris coldly.

"Thank you, Counselor. In view of those concerns, the Tyrant woul d hope that you would recal
Sarronnyn's steadfast support of the open-trade policies |ong espoused by Recluce."

"The Tyrants have al ways been fair in matters of trade." Caris kept her voice |evel

"Although it is certainly of nutual benefit,"” Ryltar added snoothly.

"The Tyrants of Sarronnyn have been nore than scrupulous in dealing with Recluce,"” responded
Tryessa

"What woul d you have us do?" asked Claris. "You know we do not nmintain a standing arny |arge
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enough to send nuch in the way of troops. And our ships cannot help you with a conflict in the
West horns. "

"Not directly, but Fairhaven still nust use the oceans.™

"Are you suggesting that we enploy our ships to restrain trade to Fairhaven? After all the
years of working to ensure fair and open trade on the seas?" inquired Cdaris.

"The Tyrant understands the difficulty of such a suggestion."”

"What of Suthya and Sout hwi nd?" asked Jenna.

"They have sent significant commitnents of troops and supplies. "But..." Tryessa shrugged.

"You doubt that such troops will be adequate?" Ryltar cleared his throat and sipped his brandy.

"The White Wzards have over five thousand troops in the Iron Guard al one."

"That does neke it difficult," observed Claris. "Yet you suggest we give up a |long-held belief
in the freedomof trade. Are there not other options?"

The Sarronnese envoy sipped fromthe goblet once nore before speaking. "Even sonme sort of token
woul d hel p. Perhaps a group of Order Masters, healers, a small squad of warriors-they are the
descendants of the Westwi nd Guards."

"W see your concerns, and we share nmany of them What you ask is difficult, and we nust
consi der-"

"I see." Tryessa rose, |eaving nost of her brandy within the glass. "I see. Then | wll retire
and allow you to discuss the natter freely. | will be at the old inn. It is one of the few |lasting
menorials to the conmtrment to and belief in someone of Sarronnyn. Except, of course, your Bl ack
Hol di ng here."

"You are sharp for one seeking favors."” Ryltar smled.

"I do not seek favors. | seek justice and perception. | seek those who woul d | ook beyond bl i nd
devotion to customto a deeper neaning and belief." Tryessa returned the snile with one equally
fal se.

"We will indeed discuss this, Envoy Tryessa," declared Claris as she rose fromher chair behind
the table. The two other Council menbers rose with her

"My thanks to you." Tryessa bowed and depart ed.

The three reseated thenselves. Caris notioned to the trainee in black. "You may go, Myten."

As the door closed, Ryltar said, "Rather demandi ng, your envoy."

"Rat her accurate." Jenna sipped her brandy. Her |ips tightened as she set down the goblet.

"Wthout principle, we have nothing." Caris's fingers brushed the stem of the goblet before

her .

Jenna gl anced through the wi ndow at the whitecaps rising far out on the Eastern Ccean. "If we
follow that principle, Fairhaven will take all of Candar... and then who will stand between the
wi zards and us?"

"No one el se has ever stood between us. No one ever will. You' re both deluding yourselves if
you think that's a possibility.” Ryltar |ooked only at the dark oak before him

"Then perhaps we shoul d change our devotion to principle and | et our use of principle serve us
i nstead of binding us,” snhapped Jenna.

"We could take a mddle course,” interposed Claris. "W could ask for volunteers to help
Sarronnyn. | think many would wish to help. It is an adventure, and nany seek adventures,
especially since we no |onger need to use exile as a tool."

"That woul d be acceptable to ne, certainly." Ryltar smiled. "Let those who wish to get involved
with the Wiite devils do so."

"That's not enough,"” said the youngest Counselor. "Even those the nost interested could not do
so without sonme conpensation.”

"I"'msure that if the Tyrant is so concerned, she would provide supplies and a nbdest stipend,"
suggested Ryltar mldly.

"That woul d seem agreeable to me. Then we could offer this as a first step and wait to see what
happens, or if a greater conmitnment is needed."” Caris's fingers tightened around the goblet's
stem

Fi nal ly, Jenna nodded.

Xl

"You need to study the preface again." Justen fixed his eyes on Daskin.

"But it's boring. The stuff in the back's nore interesting. | can't wait until | can do that."
The boy squirned on the leather pillow, his eyes finally resting on the polished graystone fl oor.

"Have you tried any of it?" Justen continued to stare at the student.
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Daski n fl ushed.

"It doesn't work for you, does it?"

"I"'mnot grown up ... not full w se, anyhow. "

"Daskin ..." Justen's voice was soft. ' | Not everyone can be an Order Master. And for sone, it
takes years."

"You just won't teach ne."

"Don't be silly, Daskin. He's paid to teach you." Jyll flipped her long black hair back over
her shoulders with a practiced gesture.

Norah's fingers continued to rub the snboth gray worry stone, her eyes vacant while her senses
focused on the clouds above Nyl an

"If everyone can't be an Order Master, why do we have to learn this stuff? It's boring!" Daskin
threw t he bl ack-covered book on the floor

"Now you' ve done it," whispered Jyll.

"I don't care! It's stupid. It's boring .. . and | hate it."

"It's going to rain all day and all night, and naybe tonorrow, " announced Norah, her words and
the glint in her eyes proclaimng her nental return to the cl assroom

"How cone stupid old Norah can find the clouds and | can't?" Tears streaked from Daskin's eyes.

Justen knelt in front of the boy. "We're all different, Daskin. My brother can find the clouds
over Lydiar and play in the winds that flow fromthe Roof of the Wrld. | can't. |lean forge things
and work black iron, but every time Gunnar picks up a hanmmer, we're all afraid he'll smash his
fingers. Even Dorrin's brother was a fisherman. And wi thout his brother, Dorrin would never have
founded Nyl an. W have to do what we can."” The engi neer patted the youth's shoul der

"It's still stupid,"” nuttered Daskin, but he wiped his face on his sleeve and scooped up the
book.

"Read the first part again. I'll see you tonorrow. "

Daski n trudged out the door, |agging behind Jyll, who had hurried out first. Justen slipped his
own copy of The Basis of Order into the pack he still carried rather than the satchel that sone of
the ol der engi neers affected.

"It is going to keep raining," insisted Norah

Justen sniled ruefully. "lI'"msorry, Norah. | should have paid nore attention to you. You're

very talented with follow ng the weather, and you should be pleased that you do so well, "
"It mght even rain for two days."

"We'| | have to see. You can already do that better than I can.”
"l can?" Norah stood, still rubbing the worry stone.
Justen nodded. "I'm an engi neer, not an Air Wzard. | can nake black iron, and rockets, and

parts for engines and cannons, though."

"I like the clouds, especially the nisty ones." Norah bent and picked up her pack. The heavy
brown canvas, battered and scuffed and stai ned, had been new when Justen had begun to teach her a
season earlier. "What are we supposed to read?"

"The preface again."

"That's fuzzy, like the soft clouds." Norah shoul dered the pack and hal f-wal ked, hal f-ski pped,
toward the open door. There she stopped and turned. "Good-bye, Magister Justen." Then she was
gone.

Justen shook his head. Why were all the Air Wzards so ... he groped for a word, then decided

that Norah's term"fuzzy" fit as well as any. Even Gunnar was fuzzy sonetines, as if he weren't
there even when he was. Then again, who could tell where an Air Wzard really was? He snorted,
closed his pack and lifted the heavy | eather pillows onto the table before picking his dark-gray
wat er proof fromthe peg beside the doorway. After closing the door, he wal ked down the hal f-dozen
steps and al ong the sunken corridor until he reached the stairs to the west w ng.

He took the steps two at a tinme. The snell of nutton stew oozed fromthe dining hall that
served the ol der students, many of whom woul d have been candidates for exile in Dorrin's tinme.

Bef ore he went outside into the rain, Justen pulled on the dark-gray waterproof but left the

hood down. Stepping carefully around the puddles in the road, he wal ked downhill toward the
engi neering hall.
The soft, warmrain had plastered his hair to his skull, and he was sweating by the tinme he

clinmbed the four stone steps to the building. Stopping under the wi de porch, he brushed the water
fromhis face with the back of his left hand. Then he stanped his boots and wi ped themon the rush
mats before stepping into the anteroomthat contained the open closets where the engi neers |eft
their aprons, gloves, and work cl ot hes.

Justen pulled off his tunic and the good shirt he used for teaching and hung them on the pegs
in one of the doorless and narrow cl osets. Then he took down his |eather apron, fastened it on
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and stepped through the archway into the hall and wal ked toward the smaller forge in the right

rear corner of the hall. Hs apprentice, Cerve, was working on bolt blanks.

Justen grinned. He'd hated making bolts. The cutters made threadi ng them easy, but the bolts
were still a pain- even when using the netal lathe to true the blanks. Threadi ng the nuts had been
worse . . . and still was.

"How soon will you have the new evaporators worked out?" asked Warin, pushing his too-Ilong
wi spy hair back off his forehead with his forearm

Justen grinned ruefully. "Wen we figure out how to keep the cooling side fromcorroding the
system so badly. They still leak too quickly." The idea of using seawater evaporators to get
continuous fresh water had been used on only the last two black ships, and the Brothers on both
shi ps, including Pendak, were spending nore tine and order-nmastery on hol ding the evaporators
together than on the rest of the power plants, including even the newer turbines.

"CGood luck." Warin turned back to the nmilling table.

"Thanks. "
Clerve | ooked up fromthe anvil toward Justen
"Yes . . . you can stop working on the bolts for now," Justen told him "Lay out the plans on

the board there." He nodded toward the inclined drafting board set back fromthe forge, then
wal ked over to his bench, where he checked his tools.

As Clerve laid out the drawi ngs of the flash chanber. Jus-ten checked the hoist and crane that
hel d the fl ash-chanber assenbly, then |owered the circular, black iron structure another two
cubits so that the curved base rested |l ess than a cubit above the packed clay floor. He checked
the space where the vapor separator would go, using his calipers, |ocking themand setting them on
the full-scale drawing. The actual |ength between the flange brackets designed to hold the
separator was a tenth of a span snaller than the nmeasurenents on the parchnment sheet. Justen
nodded, suspecting that the cold iron had contracted nore than calculated, as it usually did. The
question lay in calculating the contraction that woul d take place on the smaller vapor-separation

assenbl y.

Cl erve wat ched as Justen neasured agai n.

"We' || need a hal f-span thickness in the two-cubit-square plate.”" As Cerve started toward the
pl ate storage room behind the hall, Justen added, "Use a cart. That's four-and-a-half-stone worth
of iron."

"Yes, Ser."

While he waited for his apprentice to return, Justen added nore hard coal to the forge,
readjusted the air nozzle with the long iron rod, and punped the bellows slowy, checking to
ensure that the sprinkling can was full. Charcoal would have been easier to use, but Recluce stil
had insufficient forests for resupplying all its charcoal needs. The conproni se was the use of
charcoal by the town snmiths, while the engi neers bought coal from Nordla or Sarronnyn, despite the
hi gh shi ppi ng costs.

Justen watched the glowing of the coals. At |least he didn't have to work on resnelting the
plate fromthe old Hyel. In a way, the Mghty Ten were really the Mghty Eleven, with the ol dest
war shi p bei ng broken, resnelted, and recycled to provide the nmaterials for the warship under
construction.

The cart creaked across the floor; Cerve used a | eather harness to pull it easily.

After taking a deep breath, Justen took the calipers and transferred the nmeasurenents to the
iron plate. Wth a Iight hanmer and a chisel, he narked the rough-cut lines. "There. Swing the
crane..."

Clerve positioned the forge crane.

"Easy now," cautioned Justen as the two swng the plate into position over the forge fire.

Then Justen wrestled the special cutting plate into place over the anvil, w ping his forehead
with the back of his forearm The way things were going, finishing the one flash chanber would
probably take half a season, not that the engineers were in any hurry. The new Hyel was not
pl anned for |aunching for another four years.

After ensuring that the special hot set was laid by the long anvil, he checked the heat of the
iron, watching as the area he had marked turned dull red, then began to lighten slowy. Justen
waited until the iron along the cut |line was nearly orange-white before he nodded to O erve. They
swung the plate over and lowered it onto the anvil.

Cung . . . dung . . . Justen's hamer strokes were even, steady, splitting the iron along its
grain.

"Al'l right." The engineer and his apprentice used the crane to Iift the plate, which they
rotated and swung back over the fire. "Next line is a crosscut."

"How many heats, do you think?" asked C erve.
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"Two, | hope."

Once again Justen watched the iron color until he nodded and they positioned the netal on the
cutting plate.

"I was wong. Three," the engineer added as they replaced the iron over the forge fire.

Two heats later, the oblong shape that would be one side of the base of the vapor separator |ay
on the cutting plate. Justen used heavy tongs to set it on the brick annealing shelf at the back
of the forge, not wanting it to cool too slowy.

Then they readjusted the brackets on the plate, and Justen neasured the netal for the second
cut.

"Way don't we use sonething like the bench shears?" asked C erve.

Justen grinned. "Forget already?" He swng the netal over the forge fire once nore.

Clerve blushed. "It seens so silly."

Justen silently watched the iron heat for a time, then nodded. In nonments, the orange-white
section of the iron rested on the cutting plate and Justen's hamer lifted and fell . . . lifted
and fell . . . until they swng the iron back onto the forge.

"The reason for not using shears on engine parts isn't silly. It's a question of what works.
You cut the iron with something Iike that and you twist the fiber too nuch. W have the sane
problemw th casting iron, or even steel. You need a wought-iron base for black iron."

"They say the Nordl ans can nmake a steel that's al nbst as good as black iron," ventured d erve.

"Al nost as good isn't always good enough."” They swung the iron back onto the cutting plate, and
Jus-ten took up the hamer again. "Alittle better this tinme. Only two heats." He set aside the
hamer and used the tongs again to set the second iron section next to the first on the forge
bricks. "Let's readjust the brackets. A couple nore sections and we won't need the crane." He
wi ped his forehead, but did not swing the netal onto the forge.

"I suppose I'mlike an old magister, but | need to finish what | was telling you about the
shears. After using shears or sone sort of wrenching cut, when you try to order the netal into
bl ack iron, the order bonds don't match and you have to tear the whole thing apart. That's why it
took ten years to build the Dylyss."

O erve shook his head. "Just because they used shears?"

"No . . . because they used violence to cut the netal. There's a difference between force and
vi ol ence. "

"Teachi ng again, Justen? Here in the engineering hall?" Altara stood behind C erve, who stepped
aside with an averted gl ance.

Just en bl ushed.

Altara smled at Clerve. "I don't eat apprentices, Clerve. Really, | don't. N bble perhaps.”

Clerve, in turn, blushed.

"You can take a break." Justen nodded at the apprentice.

"Are you where you can stop?" asked the master engineer

Justen nodded. "It's slow going."

"Most engineering is."

The two engi neers watched as Clerve trudged toward the side porch, where both a breeze and the
wat er spigot provided cooling and where the apprentices usual |y gathered.

"Have you thought about joining the engineering group that's going to Sarronnyn?" asked Altara.

"No." Justen blinked, trying to dislodge a speck of grit fromhis left eye.

"Do you want to cone with us?" asked Altara.

Justen | ooked at the thin-faced master engineer with the muscul ar shoul ders and danci ng green
eyes. "Why are you going? Dorrin couldn't stop the Wiites. How do you think you can?"

"Do you want to sit around Nylan for the rest of your life nooning after Krytella while she
hunts down Gunnar?" Altara grinned and waited.

"Hunts down? You rmake her seemlike a nountain cat." Justen felt hinmself flush again, and not
fromthe heat of the forges.

"I know worren, Justen. After all, | amone, you know. "

"You don't let nobst of us forget it." He managed a grin. "That's what | |ike about you. You can
say sonething like that and it doesn't sound nasty. You al nost-al nbost-nake it sound |ike a
compliment. | also enjoyed your little match with Firbek."

"How s the arn®"

"Still a bit sore."” Altara paused. "Wy didn't you join the marines? You're certainly officer

material, and you' re the kind that people would follow"
"You know what | think about hand weapons."
"I know." Altara sighed. "That's one of the fewthings | think you' re wong about."
n \My?ll
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She gestured around the engineering hall. "W're cheating on Dorrin. We still have only ten
shi ps-except that we don't. W have el even for purposes of the Balance. And if you-Have you ever
conpared the size and tonnage of the Bl ack Hanmer?"

"How could I? |"'mnot a naster engineer with access to the nost venerable records."

"Sorry. Well, take my word for it. The new Hyel will displace nearly three tinmes what the
original Black Hammer did."

"I don't see Chaos Wzards sprouting all over Candar," observed Justen

"No ... just an lron Guard with twice the strength of our marines, plus the Wites, both of
them overrunni ng Sarronnyn, and our bel oved Council suggesting that volunteers to help the
bel eaguered Sarronnese would be in order." Altara shrugged. "1'd be pleased if you'd think about
it;" She smled politely though not warnmly, as she headed toward Warm and his nmilling machine.

Justen took a deep breath. Did he really have a choice ... if he wanted to stay an engi neer? He
trudged after Clerve to get a drink of water hinself, and to reclaimhis apprentice.

XV

Severa handed over the | eather post bag to a young nman Jus-ten did not know, apparently old
Hawy' s repl acenent as the | ocal post agent. Justen slipped down fromthe danp | eather of the post
wagon' s seat and stood beside the wagon, trying to use his linmted order-senses to renove the
moi sture fromthe seat of his trousers. Finally, he shook the rain off his oiled waterproof and
lifted his pack out of the wagon bed behi nd the second seat.

Qunnar was dry-sonmehow, rain never |anded on Wather W zards, even though none of them ever
tal ked about it. At |east Qunnar's pack had a sprinkling of water on the canvas. Gunnar brushed
away the droplets before swi nging the pack onto his back.

"Thank you." Justen handed two coppers to Severa.

"My pl easure, young magi sters." The wagon-mi stress's face crinkled into a smle. "I hope you
will enjoy your holiday, and give your nother ny greetings."”

Just en nodded.

"Per haps soneday you'll be as good a snith as she is.
iteness as Gunnar extended his coppers.

"Thank you," Gunnar said, and inclined his head.
"Just don't take yourself too seriously, Gunnar. You may be the finest Storm W zard since
Creslin, but a good smth's of nore use to nbost than either an engineer or a w zard."

"Yes, Severa."

The wonman grinned. "Don't nind ne, boys. Been riding wagons too long. Of with you!" She
wat ched as the post youth placed another |eather post bag with the hal f-dozen already in the wagon
bed.

@Qunnar waved, turned, and started wal ki ng. Justen paused, taking in the town for a nmonment. Not
much changed i n Wander naught. Severa had stopped at the post house, next to The Broken Wheel, a
two-story stone - and - tinber structure, and the only inn. Od Hernon had died right after Justen
had gone to Nylan, and Justen didn't know the couple who ran the inn now, but the facade and sign
were the same-even down to the cracked spokes on the broken wagon wheel

A young woman and a child stood under the small awni ng outside the coppersmith's, waiting for
the gentle rain to stop, and two men westled barrels froma wagon into Basta's Dry and Leat her
Goods.

Justen shifted his pack, stretched his | egs, and began to walk on the rain-slicked but Ieve
pavi ng stones-west, past the inn, past Seldit's copper shop. He didn't catch up with Gunnar until
they were out of town and abreast of Shrezsan's, the house-with its attached barn-sitting next to
the stream where the fam ly had woven wool and linen for generations.

Actual ly, Justen recalled with a snile, Shrezsan had been one of the few girls who had |iked
hi m better than she did Gunnar-even if she finally had married Yousal, in the Tenple no |ess.

On the south side of the road rose the gentle, rolling hills that held the groves: cherry,
appl e, and pearapple. The rain had not quite stripped the flowers fromthe branches, which stil
held thin green | eaves.

Gunnar sl owed and crossed the road, putting a leg up on the | ow stone wall separating the grass
on the road's shoulder fromthe orchard grounds.

Justen waited, brushing water fromhis short hair.

"I think I nmiss the groves the nbost. Even the pearapples in Land's End aren't the sane.
stroked his bare chin. "Wandenaught's a better place than either Nylan or Land's End. It's
peaceful ."

Severa's snmile faded into nere

PO

Qunnar
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"l suppose you'd put a big tenple here, and nove the Council to Wander naught." Gunnar snil ed.
"Wy not? Maybe | will."

Justen swall owed. Did Gunnar really think he was going to be on the Council ?

The bl ond nman sighed and turned back to the road. "Elisabet's already getting worried."

Justen wondered how Gunnar knew that. Did he feel it?

The two resuned wal ki ng. They reached the fork in the road and took the |eft branch. The
ti mbered, bl ack-stone and slate-tiled house stood on the south side of the road, the snithy behind
it in a separate building. Two small groves flanked the buildings. Awry figure in brown waved
fromthe base of a tree and began to wal k toward the house.

"@unnar! Justen! Mther! They're here." Elisabet bounced off the wi de porch and down the
crisply cut stones of the wal k. She threw her arns around Justen, squeezed, and rel eased him then
of fered Gunnar the same treatnent. "You' re here. Right when Mdther said you would be."

"OfF course they are. Severa al ways nakes the post house by mid-afternoon.” Cirlin, stil
wearing her |earner apron, had quietly appeared behind her daughter

"Good to see you," boormed Horas, his dark hair plastered to his skull. "I won't give you a hug.
I've been out working with the trees, and I'mdirty and soaked."

El i sabet, sandy-haired and sl ender, resenbling Gunnar, reached for her brothers' hands. "Let's
get out of the rain. | can't push it away for very long."

Gunnar gl anced at his nother and raised his eyebrows.

"I think we've got three of you." GCirlin's voice was wy. "I'Il be in soon. | need to finish
some | atches. "

"Do you need any hel p?" Justen asked.

"I"mnot running an engi neering hall."’
take long."

Justen let his sister lead himup onto the covered porch, where he took off his waterproof.

El i sabet waited for Gunnar to renove his, too, then took both garments and headed for the rear
porch that served as a sheltered place for drying coats and | aundry.

"Sone things don't change. The youngest still gets stuck with the coats.

"Not al ways. "

"Dinner's going to be late," announced Horas, standing in a corner of the porch and shaki ng
water fromthe short, oiled-Ieather jacket he had worn. "Late, but good."

"It's always good," Justen agreed.

"Not always," retorted Elisabet, sticking her head out through the open doorway fromthe
parlor. "Not when he nakes the fish stew"”

"Fish has a long and honorable tradition, but I'mnot fixing that tonight."

"What are you fixing?" asked Elisabet suspiciously.

"A surprise."

"I hope it's the spiced-lanb casserole." Elisabet turned to their father. "It's chilly. Can
heat up sone cider with the spices?”

"So long as you use the striker and not magic," called Horas. "And would you start the kindling
in the oven, please?"

"Even if that's not funny, Father, | will. I'll make sure to use the striker for both. It m ght
take all evening." Elisabet squared her shoul ders and marched back into the house.

GQunnar rai sed his eyebrows.

Horas grinned. "I just teased her about that. | tell her that if she's not careful, | mnght
find out that she's a throwback to Megaera. Not that she's got the slightest flicker of the Wite
about her, at least according to your nother." He nodded toward the parl or

Hi s sons followed himinside and he closed the door, then noved to the ceranic heat-stove in
the corner, where he used an older striker. "I can't ward off the chill with all that order-
mastery. An old nan |like ne needs his heat on days like today. It's alnmost |like winter hasn't
qui te gone."

"dd nman? Hardly." Justen | aughed

"He's setting us up for sonething, Justen. You need nore wood split?"

"Well, it wouldn't hurt if you did sone before you left. O course, | wuldn't ask that as soon
as you got here."

"But he couldn't wait to make sure we know. " Justen seated hinmself on the padded stool nearest
the stove. Unlike Gunnar, for him the internal order-mastery necessary to raise his body heat to
ward of f the cold was work. And the heat of the stove was al ways rel axi ng.

"Watch the fire for ne, Justen, while | start in on dinner?" Horas closed the heat-stove and
eased toward the kitchen.

"I'"d be happy to."

Crlin laughed. "Nerla's a good apprentice. It won't

Justen grinned.
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Gunnar settled into the old rocking chair that had been their grandnother's, the one she had
rocked in while she told themall the stories about Creslin and Megaera, and even the near-nythic
tal es about Ryba and the Angels of Darkness and the Denbns of Light.

Justen smiled, recalling her words: "It's real enough if people believe . . . The truth behind
the words is what matters, child."

El i sabet's steps on the polished hardwood floors broke . Justen's reverie. His sister carried
two steam ng nugs.

"Thank you." Both brothers spoke sinultaneously.

"Justen, will you play Capture with me until dinner?" Elisabet |ooked at the floor

"Aren't you supposed to hel p Father?"

GQunnar slid out of the rocking chair. "I'Il go help. Maybe by now, he'll let nme in on just how
he does it."

"@unnar cooks al nost as well as Father." Elisabet brought the board to the | ow gane table and
drew up a stool. "Wait. | forgot ny cider."

Wil e she retrieved her nug and set out the board and the tokens, Justen rose and added severa
al ready-split chunks of wood to the fire in the stove. Then he took the snmall broom and swept the
wood dust and splinters into the dustpan and enptied theminto the stove before carefully
rel atching the door

"White or black?" Elisabet sat with her back to the stove.

"You can have bl ack," he of fered.

" Goody! "

Justen set his token in the right rear three-token lattice.

"Qunnar says not to bite on that." Elisabet placed her first token on the left point of her
inlattice.

Justen dropped a token in the other four-point lattice on Elisabet's side of the board.

El i sabet added a second token on the other point of her lattice.

Justen added his second token in the three lattice and dropped the third to conplete it.

El i sabet edged anot her token into the nain lattice, right in the center

Justen frowned, then set a white stone in the other far-side three lattice.

El i sabet pursed her lips, |ooking at Justen's conpleted snall lattice, but added another token
to her centerpiece. "One nore ..."

Justen shrugged and si pped the hot cider. "This tastes good."

"Thank you." Elisabet placed another black token

They alternated placing tokens until Justen had four lattices, all the threes and fours.

El i sabet put the seventh token in her first twelve and grinned, adding five nore stones to
complete it and then using the bonus to conplete the second twelve.

Justen added a token to the nine block, while Elisabet concentrated on the single seven

Token fol | owed token.

"I'"ve got the four!"

Justen grinned. "You certainly do."

El i sabet used the capture bonus to cut off the rear three.

"That fire feels good." Cirlin stepped into the parlor fromthe porch

3

"l beat Justen! | beat him Mther!" Elisabet bounced from her stool

"Aren't you supposed to help your father with dinner?"

"Qunnar said he'd do it. |I don't often get to play Capture with Justen or Gunnar anynore. And |
beat him™"

"She did," Justen admitted. "She plays a lot |like Gunnar does. Maybe all Air Wzards play
al i ke."

"I need to wash up," Cirlin said.

Justen rose. "So do |." He turned to Elisabet. "Since you won, you may have the honor of
putting away the board."

"But you have to wash up, too, Elisabet."

"Yes, Mother."

Crlin shook her head. Justen eased his stool back into its usual place and followed her into
t he kitchen.

"Things are | ooki ng good," announced Horas.

Justen sniffed. Aromas of spices and lanb filled his nostrils. "You didn't just fix that?"

"Darkness, no. It's been sinmering all afternoon. It won't be |Iong now "

Qunnar carried two baskets of bread to the big circular table. "He's even got the cherry
conserve for you, Justen."

The younger brother wal ked to the corner punp and sink and began to wash his hands. Cirlin
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dried hers and notioned to Elisabet.

"Can | hel p?" Justen asked Gunnar.

"All this goes on the table."

Justen carried over the pot of conserve and the stack of plates, setting one plate in front of
each chair.

"Sit down, everyone," Horas invited.

"I get to sit between Justen and Gunnar," Elisabet announced.

When all five had been seated, Horas coughed, then spoke softly, so softly that Justen found
himsel f |l eaning forward to catch the words: "Let us not take order so seriously that | ove and hope
are lost, nor so lightly that chaos enters our lives, but live our lives so that each day reflects
harnmony and joy in living."

Horas set the casserole in front of Gunnar. "Help yourself. The dark bread just came out of the
oven, specially for the lanb, and there's the conserve, and ajar of pickled pearapples, and don't
forget the spice sauce in the pitcher..."

After refilling his mug with warm cider, Justen waited for the brown stone casserole to be
passed around. He | adled out a large helping for his nother and then one for Elisabet. He took and
even | arger portion for hinself.

"It's a good thing | nade plenty," Horas observed.

"You al ways nake plenty. That's why ny forge is never cool." Cirlin |aughed. "Men househol ders
feel like they have to feed arm es, even when only the three of us are here.”

Justen offered the bread to his mother, then to his sister. He inhaled deeply as he broke off a
chunk and snelled the heavy warnth of the dark l|oaf. "Snells good."

"No one bakes the dark bread the way he does." Cirlin dipped a corner of bread into the
casserole and lifted it to her lips.

Justen di pped his bread into the thick sauce, letting the spicy warnth, the nixed tang of
rosemary and citril and bertil, ease down his throat.

For a tine, only the sound of eating rose fromthe table.

"I can tell that no one was hungry."

"Not at all."

"Wul d you pass the casserole, Elisabet?" asked Gunnar

"You ate too fast, and you had a whole plateful."

"I was hungry. |'ve been working hard. Searching out the weather takes just as nuch food as
sm thing or engineering do."

"l suspect all good work takes energy."” Cirlin lifted the casserole dish and handed it to
GQunnar .

"Thank you."

Justen broke of f another chunk of the warm dark bread and slathered it with cherry conserve.

"Somet hing's bothering you." Cirlin | ooked at her younger son

@Qunnar nodded in agreenent.

"I"m probably going to have to go to Sarronnyn,” Justen acknow edged.

"You have to go?" The smith raised her eyebrows. "I thought the Council asked for volunteers."

"One of the nmaster engineers has suggested that it would do nme good."

"Altara?" munbl ed Gunnar

"Not with your nouth full, son," suggested Horas, "even if you are a great and ni ghty \Wat her
W zard. "
"OF course." Justen sipped the |ast of the hot cider and reached for the covered pot.

"I can't say as |'msurprised. W' ve played too |oose with the Balance for too long." Cirlin
coughed and took a nouthful of cider. "You know that Dorrin warned about that."

"He di d?" Elisabet sat up straight in her chair.

The smith nodded. "But it doesn't natter. He knew that people wouldn't listen. They never do.
That's why I'mglad I"mjust a sinple snith.”

"Sinpl e?" Justen's eyes darted to the wall and the interlocking black-iron circles that forned
an inmage of the sunrise over the Eastern Ccean.

"When will you | eave?" asked his nother.

"That hasn't been decided."

"I still don't think it's a good idea," Gunnar said, tugging at his chin.

"Mpst adventures aren't. | think Justen's saying he doesn't have nuch choice,” Cirlin said.

Justen chewed anot her nouthful of the warm dark bread and cherry conserve, enjoying the taste
before answering. "I don't have to go. No one could nake ne go, but | don't feel right about
saying no. | can't quite say why."

"What do you think, Gunnar? Not in your heart, but considering your sense of order." Grlin
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hel d her rmug in both callused hands, letting the warm vapor drift across her face.

@unnar frowned before answering. "I trust Justen's feelings. | don't like his going to
Sarronnyn. The whol e busi ness reeks of nore than nornmal chaos.™

"If there's nuch chaos at all there, that's a problem" added Horas.

Crlinlifted her nug and drank slowy before lowering it. "It could be a problem for everyone
in Recluce."

Si Il ence dropped across the table.

"Can you really catch the rain?" asked Gunnar, turning to Elisabet.

"Yes, | can." Elisabet |aughed. "But | get tired soon. There's so rmuch rain. | don't know how
you do it."

"I don't, silly little sister. [-"

"I"'mnot silly." Elisabet |ooked at her father. "Is there another surprise?"

"I can't keep anything a secret, | guess, not with four Order Wzards around this place. | had

hoped you m ght be comi ng." Horas grinned at his sons. "So | baked a couple of cherry-pear apple
pies."” Justen had to smile in return, trying not to think about engineering and Sarronnyn and the
chaos that awaited him | ooking at the gol den-brown crust of the pie Elisabet set before her

fat her.

XV

Stones here and there had tunbled fromthe wall of the ancient causeway, but the structure
across the gap fromthe Roof of the Wrld to the ridgeline | eading dowmn toward Suthya and
Sarronnyn remai ned sound enough that even the heavy steps of the Iron Guard neither shook it nor
di spl aced anot her stone.

Wth its gray uniforns, gray banners trinmed in crinson, dark-gray boots, dark-hi ked weapons in
gray scabbards, the Iron Guard of Fairhaven marched northwest down the causeway. Behind the gray
assenbl age waved the crinmson-trimed white banners of the White Conpany, crackling in the chil
wi nds that whipped off the snow covered peaks encircling the high plateau and the rebuilt citadel
once call ed Westwi nd.

Li ke a gray-headed white snake, the col umm wound | ower.

In the narrow defile | eading to Sarronnyn, behind heaped lines of stone and under blue - and -
cream banners, waited groups of wonen and a few nen.

No parley flags were offered or sought as the Fairhaven forces reached the rock-strewn narrow
val | ey, where patches of snow and ice huddl ed on the north side of each boul der

The wi nd howl ed, and the Iron Guard nmarched forward.

"Archers! Fire!" A wave of iron-shafted m ssies arced into the blue-green sky and dropped into
the I ong col um.

"Shields up!™ The small iron shields of the gray-clad warriors rose. Men fell, those in gray
nmostly silent, those in white scream ng as the iron shafts burned through them

A dull runbling echoed down the valley. A spray of boul ders bounced toward the gray figures.

Hsssttt. . . hssstttt. . . Frombehind the Guard, firebolts lanced up the rocky walls. Wite
rock dust sprayed down like rain.

Soldiers in gray, white, and bl ue coughed.

"Archers ..."

"Shields.. ."

Hssstttt.

Sol diers continued to cough and die. Some screaned- either Wiites struck with iron arrows, or
Sarronnese burned with firebolts when their positions were overrun and they were forced from
behind their stone barricades.

The cold wi nd whipped the fine white rock dust across the valley long after the fires died.

Two White Wzards studied the overrun Sarronnese position

"They know how to use the stone to block the firebolts.™

"It didn't help them nuch." The heavier man gl anced at a charred body with nere blue tatters
cl oaki ng the bl ack obscenity that had been a woman. Only the gray bl ade renmi ned intact, al nost
unt ouched.

"Not this tinme. We still lost two score of the Guard and probably four tines that in the
| ancers and the White archers." Zerchas | ooked back east to the high peaks of the Westhorns. "And
we're barely into Sarronnyn.”

"We can replace the lancers and archers.”

"I know. That's not what bothers ne."
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"The GQuard, isn't it?"

"OfF course it's the Guard. If | had ny way, the Wiite [ancers would | ead. They'll be useless if
we ever fight a really good Black force-like Westwi nd was, or |ike the |egion of Southwi nd. That's
when we'll need the Guard. O if Recluce ever acts. But the Council seens to think that the CGuard

was devel oped to safeguard cowardly wi zards. O shirttail relatives in white coats." Zerchas
snorted. "Bah!"

"What could we do?"

"Bring up a couple of those young, inpatient hotheads. Like Derba or-what's the arrogant one's
name-Beltar, that's it. Let them use thensel ves up."

"I don't know. That. . . what about the chaos reserves?"

"Way did Cerryl insist on then? So we'd have themto use. Besides, Recluce has cheated anyway.
Their fleet probably uses five times the order the first fleet did-the ships are three times
bi gger and al nost of all-black iron."

"Beltar doesn't like you."

"I don't like him But he'll cone. Just flatter him Tell himhe's indispensable. Young, self-
important nen always like to feel that way. He'll cone." Zerchas stepped around another pile of
charred bodies. "Send a nessage to Histen. He's good at that sort of flattery."

"You think Histen will-He's not overly fond of you, either."

"Of course he will. Beltar's a danger to himin Fairhaven. Ever since Cerryl, you'll notice
that dammed few High Wzards | eave powerful Whites in Fairhaven. They say that's because

concentrating chaos is dangerous." Zerchas laughed. "It is, and not just because of the corrosive
effect on the city. It's also dangerous to the health of the H gh Wzard."

"You're a cynical bastard."

"So?" The White Wzard | eaned into the wind as he wal ked toward the white-oak coach that flew
hi s banner.

XVI

Justen | ooked at the traveling clothes on the bed, wondering if he could get themall in his
pack.

Thrap .

"Come on in, GQunnar." It had to be Gunnar. Even Justen could sense the order in the figure out
in the hallway.

The sandy-haired wi zard stepped into the clutter of the room "You're still packing at the |ast
monent, | see.”

"Way do it any earlier than | have to?" Justen shrugged and cleared off the desk chair. "Have a
seat." He began to fold a heavy pair of work trousers.

@Qunnar turned the chair to rest his arnms across the back. "I've been thinking, Justen.”

Justen folded the shirt and stuffed it into the big brown pack. "Now, where are those-"

"I don't like your going off to Sarronnyn. It doesn't feel right."

"You want ne to back Qut?" Justen pulled the trousers and shirt back out of the pack. The spare
boots had to go in first.

"No. | know you can't do that. | talked to Turnin. He agreed with me. You engi neers could
benefit froma good Wat her Wzard."

"You're going with us?"

Gunnar shook his head. "I can't leave that quickly. I'Il come with the next group.”

Justen folded the shirt over the toes of the boots, then refolded the trousers. "Wat changed
your mnd? You seenmed to think we wouldn't.have nuch effect."”

"I don't know if we will. But you need a Weather Wzard. So |I'm coning."

Justen folded a work shirt into the pack

@Qunnar stood up. "You've got a lot to do. I'll see you in the norning." He patted Justen on the
shoul der before |eaving.

The engi neer | ooked at the ness on the bed, wondering what he would do with it all. Gunnar was

right, of course. He should not have waited so | ong to pack. He shrugged. Wat her W zard, indeed.
He swal | owed, then picked up the clean underclothes. They would fit in the pack. Sonehow.

XVI |

Justen wal ked up to the tree, old but ungnarled. Its spreading, heavy |inbs arched into the
green-blue sky, and the ground around the trunk was flat and covered with a carpet of short green
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grass.

Wondering, he | ooked down at the grass, for nost old trees had roots that visibly twisted into
the ground, and grass seldom grew close to those roots. And Recluce had no |l orken that old, not as
slowy as the bl ack-wooded trees grew.

"Some things are indeed what they seem" A slender young wonan, dressed in brown, appeared
beside the tree. Her hair was spun-silver, not the silver of age but a glow ng silver, the color
shown in the few portraits of the great Creslin.

"Are you Llyse?" he asked, thinking that the weather mage's sister had had spun-silver hair,
according to the | egends.

"No." The nel ody of her voice rang a nelancholy silver. "She died a long tinme ago. For you."

"She died for Creslin, | think." Justen wondered why he was expl ai ning. He swal | owed. "Wo are
you?"

"You order-w el ders al ways put such stock in nanes.
time comes.”

"When will that be?"

"After Sarronnyn, you will find ne ... if you choose the true way. You cannot continue to hold
chaos at bay with black iron. Look to the trees."

Justen glanced at the tree. Wen he glanced back, the silver-haired wonan was gone.

Dar kness fell then, and Justen found hinself lying on his back

"Mmhhh . . ." The words tunbled fromhis mouth before he sat up in his bed. H's packs waited
on the desk, loomng there in the predawn darkness |like two small nountains.

After Sarronnyn ? He squinted. The dream had seened so real: the silver-haired woman, the
enornous | orken, the nysterious conversation. After Sarronnyn. Look to the trees. Wat had she
meant ?

He | ay back on the bed, but his eyes renai ned open as the grayness of dawn seeped into the
room Wat was the neaning of the drean? Was there any? Or was he just worried about the trip to
Sarronnyn?

She smled. "You will know ne when the

XV

The O artham al nmost two hundred cubits of red oak and fir, stretched nearly the length of the
western pier, her bright-work glistening in the nidday sun. She carried but two masts, and a pair
of high funnels rose just forward of where the nizzennast woul d be on nost shi ps.

"That's a big ship," nurnured Clerve. An overstuffed pack and a bl ack-|eat her case bearing his
guitar rested by his feet.

"The Hanorians have bigger vessels. It takes sonething that big or bigger to handl e even the
Eastern Ccean. The G eat Western Ccean's supposed to be w der and rougher, though." Justen brushed
his hair fromhis forehead, glad of the cool norning breeze as he stood in the bright sunlight.

While he waited for Altara to finish her discussion with the blond Norland cargo-nmaster, he
studi ed the side paddl e wheels, protruding another five cubits fromthe gently rounded nidshi ps
curve of the trader, forward of the funnels. The paddl e wheel s necessitated the use of |onger
braced gangways to reach the ship's deck, and even a special crane for cargo | oadi ng and
of f I oadi ng.

Beside Altara rested three | arge and heavy-1ooking crates. In front of the crates waited the
ot her four engineers: N cos, Berol, Jirrl, and Quentel. On the other side of the engineering group
stood Krytella and the two other heal ers, an older, w de-faced man and a stocky woman. Beside the
three were their packs and two snmall crates.

Justen notioned to Krytella.

"Where's Gunnar?" Krytella nouthed the words to avoid interrupting the discussion between
Altara and the cargo-master.

Justen provi ded an exaggerated shrug. "He said he would be here,” he nmouthed back, trying not
to frown. Gunnar was never late; without fail, he planned ahead, even if he didn't always | ook as
if his mnd foll owed his body.

Krytella | ooked uphill toward the Brotherhood barracks, then back to the pier stones at her
feet. Justen adnired the planes of her cheeks, the clear, glow ng skin

"How long will it take?" asked Clerve, his Adanis apple bobbing in his thin throat, his straw
colored hair spraying in every direction

"To reach Rulyarth? Fromwhat |'ve heard, a good ten days. That's if they don't port soneplace
i ke Tyrhavven or Spidlaria."

"That's a long time to be on a ship, isn't it?"
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Behind Cl erve, the cargo-master grinned even as he listened to Altara

Justen grinned back. "It takes three to four tinmes that long on the trip west fromJera to the
easternnost point of Hanor. It's even farther if you go that way to Nordla."

O erve shook his head and gl anced beyond the bl ack stones of the breakwater and out into the
nearly flat waters of the Gulf of Candar

"Those crates of tool s?" asked the blond Nordlan officer, his eyes noving fromAltara to the
wooden boxes.

"They' re about seven stones apiece." Altara | ooked down at the Nordlan, a man well|l above the
average height of nost from Recl uce.

Justen buried a grin. Altara overtopped the tall Nordlan, and he suspected that the nman was
finding it hard to |l ook up to the ol der engi neer

"Seven stones?"

"Metal -working tools. You can certainly handle a nere three crates on this nonster. And don't
stick themin the bilges where they'll rust. Then you can put the healers' two small crates on top
of ours.”

"And where, Honored Engi neer, would you have ne place then®"

"Never mind." Altara squatted and picked up one of the crates, slinging it up onto a broad

shoulder. "I'Il just put it where it belongs. Then you can put the others next to it."

"Unh..."

"Engi neers! Get your gear. You, too, Justen, Cerve. Don't gape like sonme backhill type from
Mattra."

"We'll follow the engineers.” N nca, the chief healer, picked up her pack, as did the w de-

faced man. Then she | ooked at Altara. "You'll nake sure the supplies-"

"1l make sure," Altara affirned.

Krytella bent down for her pack.

Justen stooped and picked up the pair of heavy waterproofed canvas packs, wondering how he had
gotten suckered into volunteering to stand off Fairhaven and the fearsome Iron Guard. The strange
dreamstill lingered. Who or what was the silver-baked wonan?

"Let's gel noving." Altara nmarched toward the gangway.

Justen | ooked at the cargo-naster trailing Altara and grinned. Even the Nordl ans were finding
it hard to deny her, and it was their ship.

"Justen!" Both Justen and Krytella | ooked up as Gunnar's lanky figure marched al ong the pier
He waved a bl ack staff.

"Get on board after your good-byes." Altara shook her head. "Clerve . . . follow ne."

The apprentice | ooked at Justen. Justen nodded, then turned.

After a nonent, N nca inclined her head to Krytella before follow ng the engineers.

"I'msorry I"'mlate," Gunnar began, "but Turnin caught ne at the dining hall . . . and then
Warin stopped by to give ne this for you." Gunnar handed the shining bl ack-iron-and-Iorken staff
to Justen. "He said you'd need it, even if you do think personal weapons are obsol ete antiques."

"But . . ." Justen shook his head as he took the staff. Warin? Gving up his prized staff? "I
can't take this."

"You have to. He said he'd build a black-iron rocket and aimit at nme if you didn't. Anyway,
that's why | was late."

"You're here." Justen grinned at his older brother. "And |I'm sure that whatever Turnmin said was
i mportant, too." He shook his head again. "Warin ... | can't believe it."

"What did Turmn say?" asked Krytell a.

"He thinks it's inmportant that | take the next ship to Rulyarth." The sandy-haired w zard
shrugged and | ooked al ong the pier, where a half-score of port workers and Nordl ans | oaded boxes
and bales into the cargo net of the crane, and |owered his voice. "He's talked to Gylart, and the
ol d counselor told himsonething that has Turmin stirred up. Turmin wouldn't tell me what, but
he's switched fromreluctant agreement with my going to Sarronnyn to sonething |ike enthusiasm”

"How do you feel about it?" Al though Justen felt Krytella at his el bow, snelled the soft scent
of trilia, and sensed her warnth, he continued to face his ol der brother

"Worried, | guess." Qunnar kept |ooking straight at Jus-ten. "But you, younger brother
just take care of yourself."

"At least until you get there?" Justen chuckl ed.

@unnar hugged Justen for an instant before releasing him "At least that long," adnitted the

Bl ack nagician before | ooking at Krytella. "And you, Healer . . . nake sure he takes care of
hinself." He sm | ed quickly.
"I will, GQunnar." Krytella's eyes flicked to the stones of the pier for a nonent. "And you take

care of yourself on your trip."

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0-%20Recluse%2009%20-%20The%200rder%20War.txt (29 of 264) [5/22/03 12:45:49 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62009%20-%20T he%200rder%20War.txt

Justen swal |l owed at the not-so-hidden worry in the wonan's voi ce.

"W weat her types have a little advantage there, but I'Il do what | can to see that your trip
isn't too rough.” Gunnar grinned, then added, inclining his head toward the gangway, "You' d better
go."

Justen glanced toward the ship and saw Altara striding back down the rail ed gangway, stil
trailed by the Nordlan cargo-master. "l suppose so."

@Qunnar stepped forward and gave Justen another hug, a quick one, which Justen returned. Then
the weat her mage patted Krytella on the shoul der and stepped back, watching as the two shoul dered
their packs. Justen held the staff in his |eft hand.

Altara marched up to the renmaining crates. "Clerve's waiting up there to show you our spaces."
She |lifted another crate and turned to the cargo-naster. "Can you or your boys get the |ast one of
ours and the two for the healers and put themall together?"

"W can manage, Engi neer. W have | oaded the ship a fewtines."

"You know . . . you Nordlans didn't invent the steanship."

"But we're the best long-haul traders in the world, Honorable Engineer."

"Well said!'" Altara grinned, turned, and paused, |ooking at the three still standing on the
pier. "I said to stop gawking."

Justen notioned to Krytella, and the healer led the way up the gangway.

Clerve stood just forward of the funnels and waved as he saw Justen. "Over here, Ser."

Krytella and Justen foll owed the apprenti ce down an open staircase.

"It's a | adder, they say," explained derve.

The Recl uce contingent shared three narrow roons, each with four bunks. The forward bunk room
was for Altara and the chief healer, Ninca, and her consort Castin, the broad-faced healer. Justen
found hinsel f assigned the bunk over Clerve in the roomw th N cos and Quentel. Krytella shared
the aft-nost cabin with Berol and Jirrl, the two wonen engi neers,

After stuffing his packs into a doorless cubby at the foot of his too-short bunk and laying the
bl ack staff to one side, Justen nade his way topside, where he joined Krytella at the starboard
railing of the dartham m dway between the bowsprit and the paddl es. They watched silently as the
lines were singled up, then reeled in, and as snoke poured fromthe funnels and the paddles slowy
turned.

The vibration fromthe heavy iron engines crept through the tinbers of the ship and through
Justen's heavy boots. Slowy, slowy, the Carthampulled away fromthe pier and eased into the
channel

"I wish Gunnar were comng with us instead of traveling later."” Krytella watched the pier from
where Gunnar had waved before turning and wal ki ng back up the hill, apparently oblivious to
Krytella's tears and her eyes focused upon him

How coul d Gunnar know t he weat her hundreds or thousands of kays distant and not see the love in
a wonan's eyes fromless than two cubits away? Justen refrained from shaking his head.

"To begin with, he hadn't planned on coming at all."

"l know. He decided to cone because he worries about you."

"That doesn't make a lot of sense. | can take care of nyself."

"I'"'msure you can." Krytella sniffed. "But caring about soneone doesn't have to nake a | ot of
sense."

Justen wanted to bite his tongue. Instead, he said softly, "You're right. W don't always think
of things that way."

"Excuse nme, Justen. | need to find Ninca." Krytella turned and headed aft.

Justen watched until her green-clad figure di sappeared down the | adder. He | ooked back at the
sun hangi ng over the stone pillars marking the channel and then westward at the gentle swells of
the &ulf of Candar

After he'd turned back and studied the twin funnels, which reached nearly fifty cubits above
the deck, Justen eased past two seanen coiling a line and nmade his way aft to the | adder that |ed
toward the huge steam engi ne. He clinbed down and ducked through a narrow doorway.

The netal boiler walls already panted |like a spent dog, even as the C arthanm s engi nenan
checked the wedges bracing the iron. The snell of hot oil perneating the space, the nuted hissing
of the huge pistons, and the low runble of the gears assaulted Justen

"Who ye be?" shouted a heavy voi ce.

"Justen."

" | Ah, you're a Black engineer! W'Il have no secrets fromye!" shouted the Clarthans
engi neman. The wi zened gnone grinned at Justen. "Wat think ye, Engineer?"

"I npressive." Justen let his senses drift across the engine and the firebox, recoiling slightly
at the high level of chaos and the snmall margin of safety between the order of the iron and the
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power it contained. "You run close to the limts."

"She'll hold. Captain Verlew says trade goes to the swift, and the Carthanml s one of the
swi ftest, save for your ships, of course. But we're close, |eastwi se, to your traders. Except for
that denmon Ryltar-he drives his ships closer to the edge than we do." The engi neman frowned.

"Whul dn't want to run engines for him Black ship or no. Suppose that's why he hol ds the east-west
Hamor runs." The engi neman checked the gauge and added anot her wedge.

Justen tried not to wince at the stresses on the boiler. Instead, he nodded and |l et his senses
run over the gears and the shafts to the paddl e wheels, rmuch sinpler than the turbines of the
| at est Recluce ships. But w thout order-strengthened black iron, the Nordlans were limted in what
their boilers could handle.

He frowned, recalling a passage fromone of Dorrin's old texts, clainming that anything other
than | ow pressure steam engi nes woul d be inpossible without using black iron. Yet the Carthams
boiler was certainly not | ow pressure, not with a fifty-cubit draft on three funnels.

As the engi neman adjusted the steam flow and checked the bearings and |ubrication, Justen
| eaned back against the | adder and continued to study the engine system

XX

The wind cut out of the northeast like a cold knife, slashing across Justen's uncovered face.
The norning sun, bright in the green-blue sky, provided light but little heat. Justen flexed his
fingers inside his heavy | eather gloves, thankful that he had brought both the warm sheepskin coat
and the gl oves.

Altara stood on the | ookout's catwal k, hal fway between the bridge and the port | ookout's
station, one gloved hand on the railing, gesturing with the other as she talked to the bl ond cargo-
mast er, who occasionally | eaned out of the bridge house.

Berol and Nicos hung over the starboard railing, clearly mserable fromthe tw sting and
pitching of the trader.

Overhead, the sails billowed, occasionally cracking in the wind, and the engi ne beneath the
deck lay silent, only enough heat in the boiler to allow for a quick firing up

North of the Clartham a Black ship kept station, having joined the Nordlan trader as she
passed north of the Sligan coast. The dark bow of the ol der Bl ack ship-the Dorrin- cut through the
chop of the Northern Ocean. White spray cascaded across the bow, occasionally reaching the single
gun of the turret.

"Sone escort," observed the Nordl an seaman who recoiled the line he had coiled the afternoon
before. "Looks nmean. G ad it's on our side. Leastwi se, we won't have any boarding parties fromthe
Wiites this trip."

"Do they do that often?" asked Justen, grabbing the rail to keep from being tossed agai nst the
bear ded sail or.

"Nan .. .just to remnd us that they' re the boss. You bow and scrape and they | eave you al one."
"Li ke you do in Nylan?" Justen kept his face straight.
"Wl

Justen grinned.

"Yeah. We're just traders, and we need to get along."

"Serren! Stop jawi ng..Get noving!" The lean female third mate gestured toward the mai nmast,
where a handful of men and women swarnmed upward. "Looks like a bad squall's nmoving in."

The seaman gave a last twist to the rope and eased languidly toward the nast.

Justen turned back to watch the Dorrin. Wuld the first engi neer have wanted a ship naned after
hi m? Sonehow, Justen doubted it.

XX

Clerve, Altara, Justen, Berol, and Krytella stood near the bow as the d arthan s paddl e wheel s
carried the trader into Rulyarth.

Once agai n Justen sensed the thin edge between chaos and order within the heavy iron engi ne
bel ow. He doubted that the ship woul d nake nore than a handful of trips before the boiler or the
cylinders or the steamlines-or sonething- blew apart. He wiped his forehead in the still air.

"It's bigger than Nylan or Land's End. A whole bunch bigger." Cerve pointed toward the four
long piers jutting out into the harbor. "Look at the ships. Wat's the big one?"

"That's a Hanorian trader." The lean third nate paused by the Recluce group, a grin creasing
her wi de mouth. "Big and sl oppy."
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The air over Rulyarth was clear, with the pink stone buildings of the port silhouetted agai nst
t he bl ue-green sky.

"It's pretty,” offered Berol. "They build nostly with stone, don't they?"

Justen sniffed once, then again. The harbor snelled faintly of dead fish and seaweed.

"Everything inportant's built of stone, and the stone's just like Sarronnyn and the
Sarronnese, " offered the third mate. "Pretty, hard, and backward. They don't do much with steam or
engi nes. That's probably why they're going to | ose to Fairhaven." Standing by Justen's shoul der
she stopped, then nudged him "What's a handsone young fellow |ike you doing here? Just going out
to throw your |ife away agai nst those Wiite devil s?"

"The Whites aren't exactly invincible." Justen flashed a snile, then continued to study the
heavy-ti nbered wharves as the paddl e wheels reversed to kill the ship's nmonentum The words of the
dream "after Sarronnyn" -popped into his head. Wat woul d happen in Sarronnyn? Could they help
the Sarronnese stop the Wiites, or would it be a futile effort?

"Maybe not, but a handful of you are going to stop them when the best troops left in Candar
aren't succeedi ng? What a waste." The third glanced toward the bowsprit, then marched toward a
sailor. "Get that back in shape!" Her arm pointed at an uncoiled |ine. The seaman's shoul ders
sl unped.

"She's rather sweet on you." Krytella edged closer to the worn wood of the railing and | ooked
at the gray harbor water churned up by the paddl e wheels.

"She al so has a tongue sharper than a bl ade."

The faintest hint of sulfur and cinders m xed with the odor of dead fish as a gust of w nd
whi pped across the deck. The paddl es sl owed, and the O artham eased agai nst the rope-covered
bunpers of the pier; a strained creaking joined the whistle of the wind and the nuffl ed spl ashes
of the paddl e wheels.

"Lines tight! Now" The third' s voice rasped over the background noises like a file across cold
i ron.

"Her voice is nore like a file," observed Altara from behind Justen

"Justen has such charm™ Krytella |aughed gently, openly. "Especially with the savage beasts."

"Thank you." Justen bowed, then grasped the railing to catch his balance as the ship, after
reboundi ng fromthe pier, shuddered at the end of the taut nooring lines.

"Doubl e up, and wal k her in!"

"CGet your gear on deck." Altara wal ked toward the | adder bel ow w thout waiting for an
acknow edgnent .

The ot hers foll owed.

In time, the Recluce contingent nmarched down the gangway to the pier. Justen's pack rested
easily on his back, cushioned by wi de straps. He carried Warin's black staff in his |eft hand.

Al ready the staff had begun to feel as though it belonged to him After stepping onto .the pier
he shook his head at the thought-an obsolete staff, his?

An officer in a gold-braided jacket, acconpanied by two Sarronnese troopers-all of themin the
traditional blue and creamwaited on the weathered pl anks of the wharf. The officer's eyes darted
fromJusten's black staff to Altara. Then she bowed slightly to the senior engineer. "Section
Leader Merwha."

"Altara. |'mthe chief engineer of the group. This is .Ninca. She is the chief healer."

The dark-haired and stocky heal er nodded curtly.

"Only ten of you?" the officer asked.

"That's seven engineers and three healers.” Altara | ooked down on the officer. "Dorrin was only
one, and he managed to destroy half of the Wite forces in Spidlar."

"He also failed to win."

"You have a point." Altara grinned. "There will also be a Black narine detachnent follow ng, as
well as a Weather Wzard."

"How soon?"

Al tara shrugged. "Wenever the next ship from Nylan gets here.”

"Trusting the Legend, let's hope it won't be too | ong. Now a Weat her Wzard, one |ike the great
Creslin-that would be a help."

Justen shook his head. Trust the Balance to set Gunnar up as the saving hero.

"So when will this great w zard be arriving?"

"When the great winds arrive, of course," added Justen with a faint grin.

Al'tara shook her head, half in affirmation.

"Can you all ride?" Merwha gestured toward a stone - and - tinber building standing on a rise
behind the pier. "That's where we're headed. The horses are stabled there."

"One way or another," responded Altara. "Sone of the engineers, | suspect, haven't had nuch
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practice lately."

"Practice they'll get. It's a seven-day ride to the capital at Sarron. How rmuch cargo did you
bri ng?"

"I'd guess about a wagon's worth. Twenty stone-worth of tools and materials, and-" Atara
gestured toward N nca. "How rmuch in the way of healing goods and equi pnent ?"

The green-cl ad heal er inclined her head. "W did not weigh it all, but we have two |arge crates
and two small ones. Certainly less than the twenty stone of the engi neers.”

"Sirle, have them bring the wagon here," ordered Merwha.

The darker of the two Sarronnese troopers turned fromthe d artham and began to wal k shoreward,
her steps |light on the weathered tinbers despite her heavy boots.

Merwha shifted her attention back to Altara. "Once they have your crates unshipped, the wagon
crew can | oad while we get you mounted and ready to travel."

"There is one thing," Altara added. "According to the agreenent, there is a stipend for food

and, of course, all iron and charcoal are to be supplied."

"You sure you're not from Nordl a?" asked Merwha.

"I'd rather have it straight before we've ridden six days."

"The Tyrant suspected you mght." Merwha unstrapped a | eather purse and offered it.
for a larger contingent. | trust it will |ast somewhat |onger."

"W always stick to our agreenents."

Merwha nodded. "Unlike sone.™

"Unli ke sone," Altara agreed.

Justen gl anced back at the O artham before studying the pier: a long structure anchored on
round wooden posts- |ogs stripped and planed roughly into shape-nearly a cubit across. He tapped
his staff on the heavy planks, weathered and gray. The dull thud and vibration of the staff
agai nst his hand confirmed the pier's solidity.

At the end of the pier, Trooper Sirle reached the waiting wagon, and with a flick of a whip,
the teamster on the seat started the two-horse teamtoward the C artham

Only the faintest vibration traveled up through Justen's boots. Even with the heavy wagon
rolling out to the ship, the pier felt nearly as solid as if it had been built of stone.

That was

XXI

"Easy, horse. Easy ..." Justen patted the beast's neck, taking care not to |ean too far
forward. According to his Iimted order-senses, his nount was old, docile, and w thout even a
rudi mentary sense of self-identity. Justen's lips twisted. He'd known statues with nore awareness,
but at least the gray had no interest in contesting who mght be naster-a contest Justen felt he
probably wouldn't win with a nore spirited nount such as the one Altara rode.

The chi ef engi neer edged the bay up beside him "How are you doi ng?"

"That depends on how far we have to go." The junior engineer glanced at the hard-packed cl ay
that ran in a gentle curve roughly south for about a kay before sw ngi ng sout hwest toward what

appeared to be a bridge. H's eyes flicked to the heavy gray sky. "I just hope it doesn't rain for
a while."

"I'mno Weather Wzard, but it probably won't rain until later, not until after we're off the
road. Merwha says we'll be staying in the inn next to the barracks in that town ahead. "

"What town?" snorted Nicos. "There's a bridge and a wide spot in the road."

"It's at least as wide as Turnhill," quipped Jirrl. "Maybe even wi der, and this place has a
river worthy of the name.”

Ni cos opened his nouth, closed it, and grinned. "Fair enough. | suppose | deserved that, even
if..." He shook his head. "But Turnhill is a prettier sight, | daresay."

Clerve, riding behind Nicos on a mare even nore swaybacked than Justen's, smiled broadly.
Altara urged the bay forward to rejoin the Sarronnese officer

Justen's smle slipped as he swatted at a large fly that buzzed around his right ear. The fly
evaded the notion and headed for the other ear, but Justen's fingers were quicker. "Got you!" He
wi ped off his fingers on the gray's shoul der. The horse pl odded on.

Anot her fly buzzed toward him Justen swatted, but mnissed.

"Way don't you set a ward?" suggested Krytella, riding up beside him

"Wards aren't exactly that easy when you're noving. Besides, |'man engineer, not a nage or a
heal er.”

"It's not that hard. It didn't take Gunnar very long to learn. Let ne show you." Krytella eased
her mount closer to Justen and brushed a stray red hair back off her forehead. "Just |et your

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0-%20Recluse%2009%20-%20The%200rder%20War.txt (33 of 264) [5/22/03 12:45:49 AM]



file:///F|/rah/L.%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt, %20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62009%20-%20T he%200rder%20War.txt

senses feel the pattern.”
Justen closed his eyes and tried to block out visual distractions and the conversations of the
other riders. Even so, he couldn't help but overhear parts of what was being said.

" not see a lovelier streamthan the Eddywash ... not like this flowi ng brown bog they
call a river. "
" Iron Guard and the White lancers . .. isn't nuch left of Deneris ..."

Justen wrenched his senses back to the patterns Krytella wove.

"Do you see?" the heal er asked.

"Can you do it again?" As she repeated the gentle order-spinning, Justen tried to mmc her
mani pul ati ons.

"You alnpst had it! Try it again."

Justen tried once nore.

"Not quite. I'lIl do it again."”

After several nore denmpnstrations by the redheaded heal er, Justen finally wove a thin order-web
around the gray and hinsel f.

"Thank you ever so nmuch, Master Justen." Clerve swatted at several flies and nearly fell from
hi s swaybacked nmount, his hand swi nging past the guitar case as he regai ned his bal ance.

"I"'msorry." Justen concentrated, then sighed and wi ped the sweat fromhis forehead as he set a
second ward around the apprentice engineer

"That won't last," warned Krytella. "He didn't set it hinself."

"I know, but maybe the flies will bother soneone el se and forget about Cerve."

"How did you do that, Justen?" asked the apprentice.

"I followed the healer's instructions. But it won't stay too long, so enjoy it." Justen pursed
his |lips. Sonething about the wards bothered him not that he could exactly understand why.

"I told you that you could do it."

Justen grinned.

"You m ght nmake a nage or a w zard yet."

"Hardly."
"Here cones the bridge. WIl we really get to stop?" asked d erve.
"OfF course." Krytella glanced to her right, where the sun still hung well above the river and

the western horizon. "W night even get to see what we're eating for dinner."

"I't's supper here." Berol's voice drifted forward above the nuffled thuds of hooves on the danp
clay of the road.

Less than fifty cubits fromthe bridge stood a kaystone bearing a single nanme: Lornth. Merwha
reined in until the Recluce contingent closed up, then eased her chestnut forward.

More of the hard pink stones fornmed the two-span bridge over the River Sarron, now scarcely a
hundred cubits wi de. The paving bl ocks that conprised the roadway were holl owed with use. An old
man with a broom watched fromthe far end as the Sarronnese officer |ed her charges across.

Justen gl anced over his shoul der after crossing. The sweeper was back at work. "I wonder if
each bridge has a sweeper."”

"Probably," said Nicos. "They're all clean, and that's nore than | could say about the ones |
saw in Lydiar |last year. Mdst of themfilthy and griny."

On each side of the road stood single-storied buildings. Each building's walls were snoot h-
finished, as if plastered, in a pink so pale that it was al nbst white.

Justen extended his senses to discover that each wall was in fact brick covered with a hard
surface. "How do they finish the walls?" He turned in the saddle toward Ni cos.

The ot her engi neer shrugged.

"It's a local cenent, | think." Berol's voice carried over the echo of hooves on the stone
paverment of the town street leading toward a square. "C ay and burned |inmestone crushed together
into a powder. Some of the red clays allowit to dry even underwater. They probably use it for the
bridge piers.”

Ni cos shrugged; Justen grinned.

The murmur of voices in the central square died away as Merwha |led the contingent around to the
right. Neither grass nor scul pture graced the square, which was nerely an open, stone-paved
expanse surrounded by two- and three-storied buildings. Justen saw a chandl ery, a cooper's shop
and a dry-goods store-where one of the traditional maroon Sarronnese carpets, show ng four-pointed
curled stars, hung in the wi ndow. A handful of carts stood in a rough rectangle on the stones in
the mddle of the square. Less than a score of Sarronnese-peddl ers and their custoners-were
scattered about. Al remained silent as Merwha |l ed the double line of riders out of the square and
down anot her stone-paved street.

" Bl ack bastards."

file:/lIF|/rah/L.%20E.%20Modesitt/Modesitt,%2...0-%20Recluse%2009%20-%20The%200rder%20War.txt (34 of 264) [5/22/03 12:45:49 AM]



file://IF|/rah/L .%20E.%20M odesitt/M odesitt,%20L %20E%20-%20Recl use%62009%20-%20T he%200rder%20War.txt
"Hush . . . maybe they'll help . "

" don't know who's worse ..

Once they had left the square, the nurrmurs behind increased.

"And they want nore of us?" Quentel's voice carried back fromnear the head of the col um.

A smal|l boy darted froman alley, saw the horses and the seven bl ack-clad riders, and dashed
back into the shadows.

Merwha reined up before a long tinber - and - brick building. Tour mounts will be stabled
here." She pointed across the street to a two-story buil ding whose facade bore the i mage of a
tilted bow with liquid flowi ng out. Under the faded i nage were the words. The Overfl owi ng Bow ,
in Tenple script. "You'll stay there tonight. The Tyrant pays for your |odging, but your neals are
yours."

Justen nodded at the alnost ritualistic phrases that Merwha had uttered every night.

"We | eave at the second norning bell. Tonorrow night, with luck, we'll be in Sarron itself."

G ngerly, Justen dismunted. H's legs did hold him although the nuscles above his knees
cranped for a nonent.

"Use the end stalls!" Merwha added with a notion toward the section of the stable farthest from
the inn.

Justen flicked the reins and wal ked tiredly toward the end of the stable. The gray | unbered
after him

"It feels good to walk." Altara fell in beside the younger engineer

"It will feel better to sit dowmn . . . | think." Justen turned toward, an open stall, |eading
the gray to the nanger and tying the reins. Then he unfastened his pack and the black staff and
| eaned them agai nst the wall before beginning to | oosen the saddle girth.

By the time he had unsaddl ed, watered, fed, and brushed the placid gray, thrown his gear over
hi s shoul der, picked up the staff, and closed the stall door, nost of the others were waiting,
except for N cos and Cerve, who straggled out as he watched.

"Men . . . always bringing up the rear." Altara sniled after she spoke, then gestured toward
the inn. "Let's go."

"You'd rather we brought up ... the front?" asked Justen with a wide snile.

"Justen . . . you mght be prom sing nore than you. can deliver."

"It could be fun to see," added Jirrl

Even before they reached the sign above the doubl e doors, a young worman in trousers energed and
bowed to Altara. Her eyes flicked fromAltara's blade to Justen's black staff. "You are the
travelers fromfar Recluce?"

"That's one way of putting it,

"I'f you would followme ..."

"Lead on," Altara's voice was cheerfully resigned.

"They expect miracles,” nuttered Quentel

"Then we'll have to deliver them" answered Jirrl

"Easy enough for you to say, wonan," retorted Nicos. "Mst of us can't charmthe iron the way
you can. W need hamers."

Justen grinned. The only things soft about Jirrl were her manners and her voice. Her arns were
as hard as the black iron she forged with such apparent ease.

The entry foyer was vacant except for those from Recluce and their guide.

"The five roons on the second floor are yours. No one else is staying here tonight, but the
public room" she turned and pointed through the archway-"serves sone of the officers fromthe

answer ed the chi ef engi neer.

Tyrant's forces. Sonme others, too. Supper begins at the first bell. That's not long." She bowed to
Al tara.
"Thank you." Altara returned the bow "Put your gear in your rooms, and wash up, if you're so

nm nded. Then we'll eat together."

The narrow stairs creaked, and the dark wood, although recently restai ned, was worn.

Altara and Krytella took the corner room while Cerve and Justen ended up in the one that
resenbled a large pantry and contained just two beds and an open cabinet with three shelves. An
enpty basin and pitcher stood on the cabinet, and two worn towels were fol ded besi de them

After testing the beds, Justen tossed his pack on the one that seened narginally harder and set
the staff in the coner. Then he opened the shutters and | ooked out at the back wall of the
barracks, then down at the narrow all ey separating the two buil di ngs.

"I"l'l get the water, ser," Clerve offered.

"Thanks." Justen nodded and sat on the edge of the bed. He really wanted a shower, or even a
bat h. Neither seened popul ar in Candar, although his nose was slowly beconi ng accustoned to the
| ocal variety of odors, nobst of them vaguely disagreeable.
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He stood up and took two steps back to the window, trying not to sneeze at the dust raised when
his sl eeve brushed the dusty sill. If he sat, his buttocks ached. If he stood, his | egs ached.

"Here's the water." Cerve grinned. "I brought a bucket-full, too."

Justen turned and smil ed back, reaching for the bucket.

Cold as the water was, he not only washed, but shaved, and felt al nbst rested by the tine he
tossed the last of the wash water out the wi ndow and descended to neet the others in the foyer

Even though the first bell had sounded, only two snall tables were occupied, one by a
Sarronnese officer, the other by a |ocal couple

Altara studied the public room "No large tables. Those two in the corner

Ni cos, Berol, and Jirrl sat with Ninca and her husband Castin at the corner table. Krytelia
joined the other engineers -Altara, Cerve, Justen, and Quentel-at the next table, set along the
wal I of rough-hewn pink stone. A fresh-faced serving girl, her flane-red hair braided into a
single pigtail that fell between her shoul der bl ades, stepped up to the table. "W have dark ale,

pal e beer . . . sone redberry, and red w ne."
"\What about food?" asked Altara.
"We have fish stew or burkha. There might be a nutton chop or two still left..." She | ooked

toward the kitchen and | owered her voice. "But the chops are a mite strong, if you know what |
mean. "

Justen nodded wyly. Strong nutton chops woul d have himtasting sheep for days.

Altara pursed her lips. "What's best-the burkha or the stew?"

"They are both tasty, although our . . . travelers . . . often prefer the stew. The burkha is
cy. They're both three pennies, and so are the drinks, except for the redberry. That's two."
"Does the fish stew taste |ike fish?" asked Justen

The serving girl smled. "It is a fish stew, Ser."

“I'I'l have the burkha and the dark ale."

Altara raised an eyebrow, but added, ' "The fish stew and the redberry."

Al'l the others had redberry, and only Castin, in addition to Justen, chose burkha

"Redheads are rare here," observed Krytelia as the serving girl headed for the kitchen
"She's got hair nore flamed than yours, Healer," said Jirrl. "Wuld you not say so, Justen?"
Justen fingered the battered edge of the table and nodded. He preferred the darker red of
Krytella's hair.

In the far corner, the local couple, a gray-haired man and a younger woman, gl anced again
toward the Recluce tables, then stood abruptly and wal ked out.

The Sarronnese officer grinned and shook her head before taking a | ast swall ow from her nug and
raising it to indicate the need for a refill.

"Dark ale." The words acconpani ed the thunp as the serving girl set a heavy nug before Justen
"Redberry the rest O the way around." She | ooked at Justen. "Three for you, Ser, and two for each
of the others."

Justen funbled in his pouch for a noment before extracting the three coins. The serving gir
scooped up the coins in a swift, sweeping novenent, then turned and recovered the enpty nug from
the Sarronnese officer

After taking a sip of the warmand bitter brew, the junior engi neer nmassaged the nuscl es above
his I eft knee. They had stopped aching for the nonent, at |east. For the first days of the trip
he hadn't been sure if they ever woul d.

Sp

"Still sore?" Quentel set his mug-al nost conpletely hidden by his massive hands-back on the
tabl e.

"It's getting better."

"You shoul d have practiced a few other antique skills, like riding," suggested Altara. "Do you
want to spar after supper?"

"No. | want to rest."”

"Il spar," Quentel vol unteered.

Altara winced. "Countering your wand or staff is like hitting an iron bar."
"I could try," suggested Krytella.

"I suppose it would be good for ne," Justen adnmitted.

Altara grinned. "You and Quentel together. |I'lIl work with the healer."
"More bruises," grunped Justen

"I doubt it," rumbled Quentel. "You never stand still [ong enough."
"I"'mnot quite as ninble now "

" Good! "

Just en groaned.
The serving girl slid a brown stoneware plate in front of Justen, and a second before Altara,
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sitting to his right, then continued around the tables, dropping the plates quickly. Last, she
pl aced a still-steaning | oaf of brown bread in the middle of each table.

Altara | ooked at her platter and then at Justen's. "You do have a way with them don't you?"

Justen | ooked fromhis plate to the chi pped stoneware before Altara, fromthe heapi ng stack of
browned neat covered with a white sauce to the two slices before the senior engineer. A stack of
green | eaves rested next to Justen's neat, conpared to three snall |eaves on Altara's plate.

"He certainly does." Krytella glanced at her platter, nearly a mrror of Altara's. Both wonen
shook their head.

Justen speared a small section of the neat, sliced it in tw and stuffed half in his nmouth. He
grabbed for the ale and took a quick swall ow

"I see you're enjoying the burkha." A hint of |aughter pervaded Altara's words. "Try the bread,
if it's too hot."

Justen took another swallow fromthe nug, followed with a mouthful of warm bread. Then, stil
chewi ng, he held the enpty nmug aloft to catch the serving girl's eye. "Bread helps . .. didn't
realize it was that hot," he nunbl ed

"There are lots of things we often don't realize," added Ninca. The ol der heal er | eaned toward
Altara fromthe adjoining table and asked the chief engineer, "Do you know what sort of quarters
we'll have in Sarron?"

"I'"ve been assured that they're nore than adequate." Altara's tone was dry. "And there's plenty
of clean water, Merwha told me. They think we have some sort of obsession with washing."

"W do," |aughed Quentel

The serving girl took Justen's enpty mug, flipping her braid by his face as she left to get a
refill.

Justen shook his head. The ones he didn't want wanted him and the one he wanted didn't even
seemto acknow edge that he was anything other than Gunnar's younger brother. And, of course,
@Qunnar wasn't interested in Krytella except as a friend, just as Krytella wasn't nore than
friendly to Justen hinmself. Is |life always so perverse ? O is it that people always want what
they can't have ? He | ooked at the renuai ni ng chunks of meat and carved off a thinner slice,
slipping it into his nouth carefully. H's forehead still perspired, but he was begi nning to enjoy
the taste: a strange mixture of sweetness, nuttiness, and fire.

He ate anot her piece of burkha, nodding as the serving girl replaced his enpty nug with a full
one. Even the leaves in the burkha didn't taste too bad.

"I think he actually likes that stuff, Krytella," said Atara.

"Hot breath won't help you in sparring,"” added Quent el

Justen thought about Krytella's adoring | ooks at his absent brother Gunnar and took anot her
slice of burkha. Sparring nmight be a relief of sorts.

XX

Justen reined up the gray and | ooked uphill at the south wall of the smithy. Beside the wal
ran an antique mllrace. Was it still serviceable, or nerely an ancient mller's drean?

A jagged line of white planks contrasted with the weathered boards that conprised the majority
of the smithy's wall. He glanced toward the sprawl i ng house, then at the outbuildings. Al bore
simlar patterns of rebuilding, including a scattering of fresh red tiles on the house roof that
stood out fromthe faded, al nost rose color of the older tiles.

"Rat her hasty repairs.”

"Ser?" asked O erve.

Beyond the smithy was a single new building, |ow and long, a repetition of the Sarronnese
barracks they had been quartered near for alnost every night of their trip. The entire holding |ay
close to two kays below the outer wall to Sarron proper and stood by itself in the mddle of
hillside meadows that sloped up toward the pink granite of the city. Justen nodded. The Tyrant
m ght accept hel p, but the Blacks of Recluce would be quartered outside the city.

"This is your. . . area, Chief Engineer," announced Merwha.

"Safely outside Sarron, | see." Altara' s tone was dry.

"The people of Recluce are known for their desire for privacy."

"Far be it fromus to disabuse that notion." Altara nudged her nount toward the smthy.

Justen and Clerve followed, with the Sarronnese officers trailing.

After dismounting and tying her nount, Altara slid open the wide door to the smthy. Her eyes
swept around the twin forges. Al though the smthy had been recently cl eaned and the hard-packed
clay floor was swept bare, Justen could sense bits of netal buried deep in the clay. Both of the
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great bell ows showed new | eat her and bright netal work.

"Not used in years, then cleaned up in a hurry." The chief engineer snorted. "Still, it'll do
for a start. W'll need another forge, probably."” She turned to Nicos. "Let's get everything
unl oaded. W've got work to do-lot's of it, fromwhat we' ve seen already." She paused. "Justen
you and Clerve take care of the tools. Get themout and put together sone racks and what have
you. "

Just en nodded.

The chief engineer turned to Quentel. "Can you unl oad the wagon and get the crates in there for
Justen to organi ze?"

Justen | ooked toward the heal ers and watched Castin unstrap a large bag, which he lifted single-
handedl y. Justen frowned, then grinned as he realized that the bag held flower petals for the
chickens that Castin insisted he would be rai sing.

Clerve sighed. H s fingers strayed across the | eather guitar case.

"It's not that bad." Justen grinned. "Do you want to sweep out the old farmhouse?"

"I"'l'l help with the tools, Ser."

XX |

Justen tapped on the flatter, trying to snmooth the plate on the anvil. He w shed derve woul d
get back with the charcoal. Wrking with a striker was far easier than working alone to fuller the
plates into the thin sheets necessary for the rocket casings.

Toward the back of the snmithy, Altara and Quentel westled with the big wheel they were
attenpting to install as part of a makeshift hamer nmill. Justen took a deep breath. Having a
hamer mill might help in the rough fullering. But without the use of a blast furnace, the hanmmrer
mll would be essentially cold-formng, even with the power fromthe small nillrace, and al nost as
tedi ous as hot fullering.

Berol and Jirrl were alternating use of the small lathe, truing the rocket heads and waiting
for Justen and Nicos to formnore casings. Then they would slip the flush-riveted casi ngs over the
nmol ding frame and true and snooth the outsides to reduce the chaos created by the air when the
rocket was fired.

Justen lifted the hammer and repositioned the flatter. Maybe the hanmmer nill woul d hel p.

Hoof beats drumed into the snithy between the strokes of the hamer, and sone of the red dust
of Sarronnyn seenmed to precede the Sarronnese nmessenger. She strode into the smthy, glanced

around at the engineers, then drew herself up. "I seek Chief Engineer Altara."”
Altara set aside the tongs and wi ped her forehead. "Yes?"
"You are ... the chief engineer?"
"None other. We're working. Engineers' work is dirty work. What would you Iike?"
"Ah . . Ser . . . Section Leader Merwha would like to informyou that the detachnent of

Recl uce narines and the Weather Wzard will be here shortly. They have just turned off the river
road onto the Tyrant's Hi ghway."

Al tara nodded. "Thank you."

The nessenger waited.

"Thank you," Altara repeated. "I can't do rmuch until they actually get here. Convey our thanks
and respects to Section Leader Merwha."

Justen grinned as the nmessenger | ooked at the packed clay floor, then saluted and departed.

"No wonder they can't win a war . , . always interested in announcenents . .'." rnunbled Ni cos
fromthe adjoining forge

"That goes for all of you. You can greet them when they get here."

Justen lifted the hammer again . . . and again.
Even after the cl opping of hooves and two blasts froma trunpet, Justen continued to hamer out
the | ast casing section until it needed another heat. Then he set aside the hanmer and w ped his

dri pping forehead on his ragged upper sl eeve.
"You don't believe nmuch in formalities and ritual, do you?" asked Quentel
Justen junped, so silently had the big engineer slipped up beside him
"Wsh | could get that kind of junp on you in sparring," Quentel joked.

"You did well enough." Justen fingered the still-healing bruise on his shoul der

Quentel laughed. "I have half a dozen. For a man who says that personal weapons are obsol ete,
Master Justen, you do rather well. Darkness help us if you took them seriously."

"But | do." Justen shrugged. "I have to, since everyone else does." He blotted his face on his

sl eeve. "Shall we go greet the new arrival s?"
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The two were the last to | eave the snithy.

Krytella was al ready tal king to Gunnar.

" Sarronnese . . . don't even understand how nuch astra adds to the effect of boiling water
and .. ."

"Justen!" @unnar | ooked over the healer's head toward his brother. "You |l ook |ike you' ve been

sweating up a good storm"”

"We' ve been busy. How was your trip? Not that you'd let it get too rough."

Turmin insisted that | not meddle with the weather unless the ship was threatened." Gunnar

shrugged. "It was fine, so | enjoyed the sunshine."

"Qur crossing was too chill to enjoy any warnth." Justen gave his brother a wy smle. "How was
the ride from Rul yart h?"

"Horses are horses. |'msore."

"So was |. It passes." A figure in marine blacks caught Justen's eye, |eading a horse toward

the stables at the end of the recently built barracks. Justen studied the marine for a nonent
before turning back to Gunnar.

"Why's Firbek here?"

"He's a marine, and this is the first real fight in centuries.

Gunnar gl anced toward the

barracks, where the marines continued to unload. "I also understand that the good Counsel or Ryltar
prevail ed upon Firbek."

"But why?"

"I thought you knew," interjected Krytella. "Firbek and Ryltar are cousins. He wanted Firbek to
be here so he could get a firsthand report he could trust. Ryltar's not at all in favor of anyone

from Recl uce being here. People say there was quite an argunent in the Council."

" Hhmm . " Justen pursed his I|ips.

"Well, Council politics aren't going to get this beast curried and watered." Gunnar | aughed.

"Il help," offered Krytell a.

"I suppose |'d better get back to the forge!" Justen took a deep breath. "I'll talk to you at
di nner-supper, | guess they call it here." He watched for a nonent as Gunnar and Krytella led the

the bay toward the stables. He cleared his throat and headed back into the snithy.

XXV

Thankful for the high clouds that reduced the m dday heat from oppressive to nerely
unconfortabl e, Justen crossed the yard fromthe smthy to the old house that quartered the healers
and hel d the makeshift dining roompublic roomfor both the marines and the engi neers.

Cheeep. . . eeeep. . . eeeppp

On the north side of the house was the small pen that had held the chicks. Now hal f-grown and
hal f - feat hered, they pecked in the claylike soil between their feedings. One came up with a
fragment of a dried flower petal, cheeping with success.

"How | ong do you think before we can have sone fow ?" asked C erve

Justen glanced at the parti-colored birds. "A while yet, |1'd say."
"I"'mgetting tired of potato soup and noodl es and dried beef."
Justen nodded, then wi ped his forehead. C ouds or no clouds, it was still hot, and nuch hotter

than on Recluce. H's eyes flicked toward the garden, flourishing despite the heavy, clayey soil
He clunped up the steps onto the porch and toward the open door, stepping aside as one of the
younger marines |eft, shaking water from his hands.

"Good | uck. Engineers. Mre noodl es and spiced beef, if you can call it beef."

The engi neer nodded politely at the marine. Castin's cooking wasn't nearly so bad as the narine
sai d, but Justen suspected that sone of the judgnent lay in the marine's assignnent to cl ean-up
duty. The marines always ate first, since, even with two long trestle tables crammed into the
room it wasn't really big enough for the score of marines alone, let alone the engineers and
heal ers.

Most of the engineers and the others had al ready seated thenselves by the tine Justen and
Clerve entered. Wth the heat fromthe hearth that Castin had converted to a nakeshift stove, and
with the inevitable burning grease, the ends of the two long trestle tables nearest the kitchen
remai ned enpty. Justen suspected that in winter, the ends by the drafty wi ndows woul d be enpty,
not that any of the engineers really anticipated being in Sarronnyn through the w nter-one way or
t he ot her.

"Well, if it isn't Justen.”

Justen tried to keep from blushing, but failed. It wasn't his fault if there were always nore
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things to do than he had tine for. He seated hinself next to Jirrl and across the table from
@Qunnar and Krytella. Cerve sat on his left.

Eyes turned toward Castin as he set a |arge bowl of noodl es on the end of each table.

"Noodl es agai n?" asked Ber ol

"They're egg noodl es. They're good for you. My hens are |aying now "

"They're still noodles," said N cos.

"I know, | know, " expounded Castin. "It's only noodles and seasoned beef. But the noodles are
much better than you'll find in Sarron-"

"That's not saying nuch, Master Cook." Quentel's voice was gruff, but his eyes smled.

Castin shrugged and turned back toward his kitchen, returning al nost i mediately with two nore
bowls filled with a steanmi ng brown gravy hi which swam smal|l chunks of neat.

Justen poured the | ukewarmwater into his mug, wishing for a dark beer, or even for redberry.
Still, the water cut through some of the dust.

In his last trip, Castin brought back two | arge baskets filled with fresh-baked bread and sat
down at the end of the table, next to N nca.

"Are you sure this stuff is beef and not seaweed? And how do we know your noodl es are rea
noodl es and not sone strange formof quilla beaten into the shape of noodl es?" N cos nock-gl ared
at the dark-haired and broad-faced" ol der heal er.

"No engi neer has ever had to eat cactus roots at my table." Castin paused, frowning. "Still, it
is an idea . "

Gunnar guf f aned.

"How about those chickens?" asked Cerve

"Those are not chickens, young man. They are the nost delicate of fow, with a tenderness you
will not believe."

"I'"ll believe it when | get to eat one," cracked N cos.

"Could we just let Master Castin eat?" Altara's voice was acerbic. "O would you like to help
grind some quilla roots into noodles? O would you rather run the kitchen for Firbek and the
mari nes?"

"Not me, thank you," nuttered Clerve, his voice barely | oud enough for Justen to hear

"Castin does very well, and he's awfully good-hearted to put up with all this." Jirrl reached
for the noodles and served herself before passing themto Krytella.

The heal er served Gunnar and took a snmaller portion for herself before handing the bow to
Just en.

"Noodl es agai n?" asked Berol, sliding onto the bench beside O erve.

"OF course. But they're egg noodles, not just plain noodles." Justen filled the chipped
crockery plate before himand grinned at the big wonan. "Actually, his sauces are splendid. Wth
those sauces, even quilla would taste good." He handed the bow to O erve.

Krytella doled out a snmall anpbunt of the sauce and raised her eyebrows. "I believe you al so
i ke burhka, and ... ah .. . spice . "

Gunnar swal | owed hard, then coughed. "It's a good thing she's a healer, Brother." '"Now what
did you do, Justen?" asked Berol

"Nothing. | just said that Castin makes good sauces."

"Are you sure you didn't say that you liked things saucy?"

Justen felt hinself flush. Was all the teasing because of that tavern girl in Lornth?

"He nust have a guilty conscience, Krytella. Look at him" Berol slapped the table.

Justen finally gave an exaggerated shrug and turned to Clerve. "This is what you have to | ook
forward to."

"Only if you like it spicy and saucy."

Justen clainmed the bowl with the nmeat and sauce and ladled a |iberal amount across the pile of
noodl es.

"He does like the sauce.”

"Don't all nmen?"

"Even wizards .. . I'Il bet," added Jirrl.

Justen grinned as he watched Gunnar fl ush.

Clerve ladled only a small portion of the sauce, but fished out several chunks of beef.

"At | east the younger nen are nore . . . choosy about their sauce."

Justen and Gunnar began to | augh.

XXV
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"So. The Tyrant has agreed to provide | odgi ngs, supplies, and conpensation for those whom
Recl uce sends to oppose us?" Histen | aughed harshly.

"It would seemthat is the case." Renwek | ooked back toward the draped arches that led to the
enpty Council Chanber.

"And how many have been sent ?"

"Only a few handfuls have vol unteered, nost of them engineers and heal ers. Just one young Storm
W zard. "

"Just one young Storm Wzard? Enlighten ne, Renwek. Was there not just one young Black Storm
Wzard in the tine of Jenred the Traitor?" Hiysten's lips turned at the corners as he waited for an
answer .

"Ah . . . yes. Hgh Wzard. But this one does not seemso great as Creslin"

"Creslin could not stop Fairhaven in Candar itself for all his power, and | doubt he could do
so even today. Cearly, Recluce does not wish to offend Sarronnyn. Just as clearly, they do not
intend to nake a great commitnment. Still, it is a good idea to be wary when Storm W zards are
i nvolved." Histen shook his head. "I had a nessage from Zerchas." '

"And what does the honorabl e Zerchas want ?"

"He suggests that sone of the stronger and nore vocal young hotheads-1i ke Derba and Beltar-be
di spatched to help in taking Sarronnyn."

"I's he that honorabl e? O does he have sonething else in nind?"

"Probably, but he's also being careful. He worries about casualties to the Iron Guard."

"\What about the | ancers?”

Hi sten's eyes narrowed. "Zerchas is absolutely correct. The Iron Guard is the key to our
success, especially if those engineers fromRecluce forge a great deal of black iron."

"But the lancers routed the rebels in Kyphros ..."

H sten sighed, once and |oudly. "Renwek, please consider your words before uttering them
O hers may not have ny patience." He hal f-turned, then | ooked back. "Find out exactly what Derba
and Beltar have been doing lately. Let nme know. | will be in the Tower this evening."

Renwek bowed.

The Hi gh Wzard turned and wal ked toward the Tower.

XXV

Justen set aside the hammer as he saw Gunnar standing just inside the smithy. He wiped his
forehead on his sleeve and waited for his brother to step cl oser

"What are you working on?" Gunnar asked.

"Part of a launching frane. Firbek thinks that the rockets will be very useful against the Iron
GQuard." Justen stretched out his fingers, then ran themidly over the snooth wood of the hanmer's
haft, his eyes drifting to the adjoining forge, where Cerve was hel ping Nicos. The apprentice
lifted the hamrer and struck. Justen smiled faintly and focused on his brother

"Maybe." Qunnar ran his thunb along his jaw. "Maybe. Do you want to go into Sarron?"

"When?" Justen wi ped the danmpness from his forehead again and gl anced toward the rear of the
smthy, where Altara had just straightened up fromreadjusting and | eveling the shaft bearings for

the still-unfinished hanmer nmill. "W've got a lot to do."
"Later . . . right after you finish."
Bot h men paused as Cerve delivered a series of blows to the netal on Nicos's anvil. Justen

winkled his nose to forestall a sneeze fromthe conbined odors of netal, soot, and hot oil.

"That' Il be a while."

"It certainly will be." Altara had wal ked in behind Gunnar. "He'll be on that section of the
franme until the shadows have dropped on those pink walls. And he's going to have to go with you on
with that Sarronnese detachnment the day after tonorrow. So here you are, cutting into productive-"
@unnar | ooked apol ogetic. "I didn't mean . " He paused. "But he would be hel pful -"

"You two." Altara shook her head. "All right. He can |eave-this time-when that cross brace is
wel ded and the brackets are set. That's still going to be a while."

"Thank you." @unnar inclined his head. "Wy do you . Altara paused. "It's not as though
you're exactly a drinker, young wi zard. Did Justen put you up to this?"

"Not this time." @nnar closed his lips tightly for a noment, as if holding a grin

"What are you up to that you need Justen?"

"I just want to get a feel for Sarron. If | go alone ..." The blond man shrugged.

"I don't know as that's a good notion, going into Sarron itself, since it's nore than a little
clear that the Sarronnese are not overly fond of our getting too close. Still, | couldn't keep you
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here, Gunnar, if | wanted to, and naybe the two of you together will get into |less trouble."

"How about three?" asked Justen, |ooking toward the corner of the barracks building where the
green banner flew "Besides, having a lady with us-"

"You want to take the young healer, strip away all our talent?"

"It's a good idea," added Gunnar. "This is one of the |ast bastions of the Legend."

"Fine. Assuning that Krytella wants to acconpany you two young scoundrels. Just let Justen get
on with his work for now "

@Gunnar nodded, bowed, and |eft.

Altara pursed her lips, then blotted her brow, |eaving a danp streak of soot. She frowned and
rubbed the snmudge off with the back of one heavily nuscled and lightly tanned forearm

"When | | ook at you two ..." she shook her head ". . . | just feel trouble. Not the ordinary
kind of trouble. Sonething different." The chi ef engi neer coughed. "Then, nmaybe it's this place."

Justen nodded and swung the pieces of the cross brace back into the forge.

"But you do good wel ds, and your casings don't need much polishing, Berol tells me." Altara
| ooked straight at the young engineer. "Don't let that go to your head. You're still not that good
at really fine work, like turbine blades."

"Yes, Chief Engineer." Justen grinned. "Do you want to help me with the ... fine work?"

"Justen, your work there probably isn't that fine." Her lips quirked before she turned toward
Ni cos and Cl erve. The apprentice set down his hamrer as the chi ef engi neer approached and passed
hi m

When the netal sections in the forge began to gl ow even brighter than the cherry red needed for
fullering, Justen let his perceptions wash over the netal, waiting until the tenperature eased
slightly higher. Then he swung both pieces into position and conpleted the scarfing before the
metal cooled. Followi ng that, he slipped the sections back into the forge. After watching and
adj usting the sections through another reheating, waiting as the iron reached even higher
tenperatures, he replaced themon the anvil and with three even strokes of the hanmer, conpleted
the first weld

The sun was still above the horizon, if only by a few hands, when at |ast he left the smthy,
washed, and changed.

Gunnar and Krytella sat on stools on the narrow porch of the old farnhouse that the heal ers-and
Gunnar - shared. The engi neers, Justen reflected, had the dubious privilege of snaller, if newer,
cubicles in the roughly constructed barracks provided by the Tyrant. In the rain, all the roons
snell ed of the stable at the north end.

"Sorry," Justen offered as he stopped at the bottom step. "The braces took |onger. Mst iron
wor k does, | think."

"No matter. Got your weekly pay?" asked Gunnar

"Al'l five pennies' worth? That won't go far. The Tyrant is so generous ..

"We're supposed to be hel ping them not behaving |ike nercenaries for hire." Krytella stood and
adj usted her belt, the green tunic, and the knife. She also carried a short staff, half the length
of the black one Justen had left in his room

"I sometinmes think help nmeans different things to different people.” Gunnar clinbed off the
stool, which rocked on the warped and uneven planks until he put out a hand to steady it.

"I't's a long walk." Justen's eyes flicked fromthe dusty road up the hill toward the granite
wal I s of Sarron, shaded even nore toward the pink by the | ate-afternoon sun

"It's better to | eave the horses here, and you could use the exercise, anyway.'
toward the road.

"You haven't been hamering heavy iron all day."

"I rode out past the Klynstatt Marshes and spent half the day grubbing through the ironwood
forests."

"Wuld you two stop trying to convince each other that you had the harder day?" Krytella
stopped at the edge of the road to let a horse cart pass.

"Men . . . they're all the sane." The driver, a flaxen-haired ol der worman, grinned at the
heal er, then flicked the reins, and the cart full of rushes wobbled past the three, the left axle
squealing so painfully that Justen winced at the | ack of order in even that sinple nechanica
devi ce.

"You can sense disorder in machines as well as healers do
chin as he resuned his long strides uphill.

"At times." Justen shrugged his shoulders, trying to relieve sone of their tightness.

By the time the three reached the stone causeway |leading to the walls, they were danp fromthe
effort and the humd air.

The sentry studied the two nen in black and the woman in green. "Recluce types? From down

Gunnar headed

in people." Gunnar pulled at his
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t here?" He gestured down the long incline toward the Recluce enclave, whose roofs just peeked
above a grassy hill.

"Yes." @nnar sniled politely. "W' ve never been in a city this |large and prosperous.”

The worman in stark, dark-blue |leathers ignored GQunnar and turned toward the healer. "Were are
you bound?"

Krytella swal |l owed and then grinned. "To the market. The boys have never seen a real market.
Then for a good dinner. |Is there anyplace you'd recomend?"

"Any of the taverns off the traders' square are pretty good ... except for the Brass Bull. |
woul dn't take two nice young fellows there."

"The square? Is that just off-"

"Take the nain way until you get to the Guard barracks. The traders' square is just past there
to the left." The sentry stepped back and notioned themon. ' Take care of those two, |ady. W
don't want trouble here." She nodded to Krytella as die three passed.

"I'"'m beginning to understand why Creslin didn't think nuch about the idea of conming to
Sarronnyn. " Justen grinned.

"Or why he worried about being tied up with a redhead?" asked Gunnar

Krytel |l a bl ushed.

Even late in the afternoon, the avenue toward the nain square was half-filled. They eased past
a wagon full of tanned hides that were being unloaded into a |arge building. Justen winkled his
nose at the acrid snell that seeped fromthe wagon bed.

"They must have used it for nore than tanned | eather,

GQunnar obser ved.

Justen let his perceptions touch the wood. "It feels simlar to sone quenches, except with an
edge. "

Krytell a and Gunnar exchanged a qui ck glance that Justen ignored as the three stepped into the
mar ket square, still nearly filled with vendors despite the nearness of twilight.

"Carpets . . . carpets fromthe best mdland wool..."

"Blades . . . the best blades this side of Hanmor..."

"See the best carpets mSarron ... soft as a baby's cheek . . . stronger than spun brass."

"Spices . . . fresh spices. Get your astra here . . . fresher than the Blacks' best. . ."

At the | ast boast, Krytella paused and turned toward the hawker, her eyebrows raised for a
monent. The woman who stood before a snall, dark-wood cart with nearly a dozen cloth bags spread

out on the sale board fell silent.

"All the way from Hanor, and they're fresher than from Recl uce?" probed Krytella.

"They are fresh .. . lady."

Krytella smled faintly, then nodded first toward Gunnar, then toward Justen. She began to wal k
toward the far side of the square, toward a narrow, gray building that topped the two beside it by
a handful of cubits.

Justen held back a frown, but turned and followed the other two.

"Look at that lady .. . two hunks like that!"
"Li ke the blond one ..."
"No ... the darker one's got a nicer ass. The blond's a little thin."

Justen gl anced sideways at Gunnar, grinning, but his brother's thoughts were off sonewhere,
certainly not focusing on the |ocal conversation

"Alittle thin? He makes your Friedner |ook |ike an underweight calf. Bet you wouldn't turn him
out of your bed, Cerla. OF course, the dark one's definitely sonmething . "

Justen felt hinself flushing and turned to catch Krytella's eyes. The heal er was al so fl ushing.

"They're rather . . . direct here." Justen caught sight of a tasteful inn board displaying a
silver shield rimred in black, "There's an inn, and it's not the Brass Bull."

The Silver Shield' s public room despite a faint snokiness that recall ed burned grease, had
unshuttered wi ndows and a faint breeze that Justen appreciated on a cl ose afternoon. Mst of the
tables were enpty, and the three sat in the corner at a circular table that offered each of thema
vi ew of the doorway.

Qunnar gestured to a serving boy, thin and younger than nost apprentices on Recluce. "Could we
have sone drinks?"

The serving boy ignored Gunnar and turned to Krytella. "Yes, ny |ady?"

Krytella grinned at Gunnar, then | ooked to the youth. "Wat do you offer?"

"W have red wi ne, dark beer, | ager, and redberry." The youth's voice al nost squeaked. He
cleared his throat and waited.

Krytell a nodded toward Gunnar, then toward Justen.

"I"'d like a dark beer," Justen said, trying not to grin

"I''l'l have a redberry," Gunnar said.
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The youth | ooked to Krytella, then finally asked, "Your w sh, [ady?"

"A redberry."

The youth | ooked fromher to the two nmen, raising an eyebrow.

"Two redberries and a dark beer," Krytella told him

"Thank you." The youth hurried toward the back room his slippered feet whispering on the worn
and wi de-pl ank fl oors.

Two white-haired wonen sat at a table along one wall with a gane board between them nursing
mugs of sonething. Justen glanced toward the pair, trying to determ ne the ganme, which seened to
enpl oy red and bl ack counters.

"Are you finding out anything?" Krytella | owered her voice,

"Besi des too nuch chaos for a hone of the Legend?" Gunnar's voice was equally low. "No."

Justen licked his lips and tried to let his thoughts go blank, to let his perceptions pick up a
sense of what might be happening in Sarron

Near the door, a single woman, dressed in the blue leathers that indicated a soldier in service
to the Tyrant, sipped froma chipped, gray-crockery nug. Her gray - and - black hair was cropped
short, and a white scar crossed her |eft cheekbone. Two enpty nugs stood on the corner of the
tabl e.

As his perceptions drifted past the ol der soldier, Justen caught a sense of regret, alnost of
enptiness, but the enptiness was honest, close to ordered sadness.

Justen could catch hints of something out in the square, like a faint but unseen white mi st
that tugged at the corners of buildings and drifted along the gutters and peered fromthe covered
sewers.

"Your beer, ser." The serving boy set a nug before Krytella.

"That's for ny friend." She nodded toward Justen, who sat up with a twitch at the thunp of the
mugs on the table.

The youth smiled politely and set one redberry before the healer, and the other before Gunnar.
" "That will be a silver and four, ser." The beer stayed put.

"A silver and four?"

"Wth the White devils conming through the nmountains, there's been sone hoarding. They say they
burn anyone who's a Legend- hol der."

Justen handed Krytella a half-silver, as did Gunnar. The heal er handed the server three half-
silvers. "The extra is yours."

"My pleasure, lady." He blinked | ong, sooty eyelashes at the healer. "My pleasure."

Justen wat ched as the boy m nced back toward the kitchen

"Don't glare, Justen, dear. It's not becom ng." Krytella's voice was pitched | oud enough to
carry to the other corner table, where two round-faced traders-one in gray, the other in brown-
gestured at each other across a tray of glittering stones. Both wonen paused for an instant and
studied the three from Recluce. Then the one in brown flashed a quick snmile to Krytella before
turni ng back to her dickering.

"Was that totally necessary?" Justen didn't know whether to grin or be annoyed.

"Absolutely." Krytella wi nked, then | ooked at Gunnar

"There's too much chaos under the surface here, but | haven't been able to really link it to
any one place." The Air Wzard lifted his nmug to his |lips and sipped. "There's also a | ot of
fear." Krytella slid the beer in front of Justen, who decided to say nothing about his own,
obviously far weaker, attenpts to track the underlying chaos. Instead, he took.a |ong swallow from
the nug and listened to the | ow voi ced conversation

"You think the Wiites already have the city?" Krytella asked.

Gunnar shook his head. "The traces aren't that strong. But if they get here, | don't think
there will be nuch resistance."

"Wy not ?"
Justen coul d have answered that easily enough, but he took another sip of the dark beer, nore
bitter with its hints of chaos than it should have been, and an illustration of the answer.

"Order, especially, needs a focus. If you start bribing or renoving the people around whom
order would build ..." Qunnar shrugged.

Justen nodded. Gunnar had expl ai ned even nore clearly than he coul d have.

Krytell a paused and took another sip of redberry. The three sat silent for a time, occasionally
sipping fromtheir mnugs.

"Wul d you |ike anything else?" The serving boy batted the |ong, sooty eyel ashes at Krytella.

The blatant nature of the cone-on tw sted Justen's stomach, especially when he realized that
the youth was not chaos-driven, at |east not beyond the nornal desires of young men.

"I should think not, thank you." Krytella offered a smle, patently false, but the youth batted
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hi s eyel ashes back in return before bowi ng and departi ng.

"This place is different,"” adm tted Gunnar

"I can see why Creslin didn't want to come here,"” added Justen, trying not to grin as he baited
t he heal er.

"If that's the way you feel, well
hel pi ng the Legend."

"Are we?" Cunnar asked.

The soldier at the farther table set her third nmug on the corner of the table, then stood and
wal ked with exaggerated care toward the open doorway to the square. The serving boy reclained the
mugs and the coin that rested beside them

"I would hope so." Krytella |l owered her voice. "The Sarronnese haven't been able to slow the
Wiites, and that's why they asked for Firbek and the narines to join themon the north road that
leads to Mddlevale. | wanted to go with you and Justen, but N nca said soneone has to stay."

"I wasn't exactly given nuch choice." Justen's voice was wy. "And no one can tell nme exactly
what |' m supposed to do, except to try to figure out some way to hel p. Gunnar here can at | east
use the winds to spy out where the Wiites are, or to bring in a fog or sonething."

"I"'msure you'll do just fine, Justen. Dorrin was very successful at that," Krytella reassured
hi m

"That was centuries ago. Wio knows how successful he really was?"

"You sound sonewhat skeptical, Brother."

"I"m al ways skeptical of |egends and tales of |ong-dead heroes."

The scraping of a chair interrupted the | ow voiced conversation as the two traders rose from
their table and left. Justen glanced around the near-enpty public room vacant now except for them
and the | ong-lashed serving boy, who waited by the doorway to the back room "Everyone el se has
left."

"“I'" mdone,"’
redberry. "

"Probably not." Gunnar swallowed the |ast of his drink

"The beer wasn't bad," Justen added. "Bitter, but not bad."

"How you can drink that..." nmuttered Gunnar

The heal er shook her head but said nothing, ignoring even the last flirtatious smile and batted
eyel ashes fromthe serving boy.

Only a handful of hawkers remained in the square outside the Silver Shield, and even those were
packing their wares into cases or packs as the three headed back toward the nmai n gate-except for
the carpet nerchants, who had rolled their wares into | ong, heavy tubes. Al though the tannery
wagon had | ong since left, Justen could still snell a lingering odor of solvents and nmanure as
they passed the barred door of the |eather shop

The gate guards scarcely | ooked at the three | eaving Sarron and wal ki ng down the causeway
behi nd an enpty farm wagon pulled by a single swaybacked chest nut.

Gunnar junped aside to avoid a steaning pile of just-delivered dung. "It doesn't pay to follow
horses too closely."

"Not on foot, anyway." Justen shivered as once again he felt the m asnma of chaos that seened to
lurk beyond the pale pink granite walls of Sarron, |like a too-early winter fog seeping out of the
West horns and across the unharvested green of the |and.

"Are you cold? You aren't sick, are you?" asked Krytella.

nused Krytella "... | think it nmakes ne glad we're

Krytella said. "I hope your feelings about Sarron were worth the overpriced

"I will be if you'll take care of nme." He forced a sem -lecherous grin, then let it drop away
as he caught the worried expression on his brother's face.
The sound of a single horse echoed through the twilight, and the three glanced downhill toward

the rider in black who swung past the farm wagon

"Heal er!" Firbek reined up. "The chief engineer needs you. One of the engineers got an arm
caught in the mll."

Sorret hi ng about the marine bot hered Justen, even though he could sense that the man told the
truth.

"Gve ne aride."

Krytella took the marine's hand and swung up behind the saddle with a quick boost from Gunnar.
The two brothers watched as the heavy-1laden horse headed back downhill

"Where are the other two heal ers?" asked Justen, brushing away an unseen nosquito. He swatted
again, too distracted to try to set up a ward agai nst the hungry insects.

"They were requested to visit the Tyrant. Apparently her daughter, the heir, had sone
difficulty that Ninca thought they could help. In the interests of harnony and goodw ||, the chi ef
engi neer agreed." CGunnar notioned toward the enclave. "W probably ought to get back."
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Justen nodded, and they began to wal k nore quickly downhill

"You felt it, too, didn't you?" asked Gunnar. "What?"

"Firbek. He doesn't feel quite right. It's not chaos, but it's . . . sonething."

"I"ve always felt that way about Firbek." Justen | aughed harshly.

"You may have a reason. Still " @nnar shrugged. "W'll have to watch hi m when we head
into the West-horns."

The brothers kept wal ki ng.

XXVI |

Justen rubbed the muscl es above his right knee, then his left. Finally, he slipped one foot out
of the stirrup, flexing it and trying to reduce the cranping. Even with all the riding he'd done
lately, he wondered if he'd ever get used to horses.

He gl anced down the sloping hill to the right, where the streamthat eventually fed into the
Ri ver Sarron wound its way through the rocky foothills of southeast Sarronnyn. To his |eft rose
the Westhorns, their heights still glittering in the sumer air with ice that even the G eat

Change had not been able to erase. Sarron itself lay nearly five days behind.

How had he gotten into this ness? H s linited experience on horseback had certainly not
prepared himfor so many days in the saddle. The gray pl odded around another narrow turn in the
road. And why was he here? Wth Quentel's right armshattered and usel ess for seasons, if not
forever, why was he riding with arned soldiers who certainly knew far nore about the business of
sl aughter than he could ever pick up in watching a fight or two?

A chill breeze whi pped down the canyon and ripped at his jacket. He shook his head.

"Cold, isn't it?" asked Yonada, the black-haired officer who rode up beside him

Justen turned and shifted his weight in the saddle. "It's not the chill. -It's the riding." H's
gl oved fingers brushed the black staff in the | ance holder, feeling the warm h of order even
through the | eather and even as his head throbbed at the evasi on he had voi ced. Sonehow, the
evasions and the little deceptions bothered himnore than they used to. Was it because of the
cl oseness of the Wites?

"You get accustomed to it."

The carts behind Justen creaked. He turned in the saddle, swaying somewhat, to make sure that
the rockets and the | aunching frame remnai ned securely |ashed in place.

Yonada followed his look, licked her lips. "I can't believe you can ride so close to all that
powder, "
"You are." Justen grinned.

"Only because you are. Engineer. How can you be sure that some Wiite Wzard won't touch it
of f 2"

"I can't. But not one of them has been able to touch powder held in black iron since Dorrin
came up with the idea centuries ago." Justen | ooked forward to the beginning of the colum, where
Gunnar rode beside Dyessa, the angular force | eader, who rem nded Justen of a handful of iron rods
not quite fully wel ded together

Just before the two di sappeared around the switchback, Dyessa smiled at Gunnar in response to
what ever he had sai d.

Justen shook his head.

"That wi zard, he rmust be sonething.'

Yonada flicked the reins gently. "Dyessa al nost never

smles.™

"Ch, he is."

"You know hi n?" The bl ack-haired Sarronnese of ficer |aughed. "I suppose that's a stupid
question. You're both from Recl uce."

"Recluce isn't that small. It takes a solid six days to ride fromone end of the island to the

other. That's alnpst as far as fromRulyarth to the Tyrant's palace in Sarron. There are |ots of
people | don't know. But the wizard' s ny brother, Gunnar."

"Younger ?"

"Oder," corrected Justen with a wy snile. "Air Wzards always tend to | ook younger. Wy,
don't know. "

Yonada's horse edged closer to his, and Justen studied the road as they neared the sw tchback
around whi ch the others had di sappeared. To the right of the road, the stream had cut a channe
only a handful of cubits w de. Just beyond the swi tchback, the water dropped into a narrow gorge
of dark, reddish rock alnost thirty cubits deep. The canyon narrowed until the road was barely
wi de enough for but a single carthemmed in on the left by a sheer |edge that rose nearly a hundred
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cubits and by the gorge on the right. Beyond the gorge and the rushing water was another sheer
wall rising to a greenish-blue sky, partly obscured by hazy white cl ouds.

Even at nidday, the road was shadowed and cool, although Justen occasionally felt a gust of
war mer and noi ster sunmer air probing the depths of the canyon from sonewhere

"We're alnost there," the Sarronnese offered.

"\Wher e?"

"M ddl eval e." Yonada took a deep breath. "This could be-" She broke off in md-sentence.

Justen caught a hint of raw fear behind the words. What was it about the Wiites that so
bot hered the Sarronnese? The fact that the Sarronnese viewed the invasion as a Wite crusade
agai nst the Legend?

Beyond the swi tchback turn, the road narrowed even nore, then opened onto a snall valley with
steep walls of reddish rock. Mddlevale was hilly, perhaps two kays long, filled with rocky, shrub-
covered hillocks and scrub oak. A small inn, with but two chi meys and a single story, hunkered
just off the dusty road between two | arger hillocks not nore than half a kay from Justen. From a
stripped sapling between the hut that served as a stable and the inn itself flew the blue ensign
of Sarronnyn.

Justen pursed his lips and turned to Yonada. "I don't understand why you didn't defend the
eastern gap there." He pointed to the far end of the valley and to the narrow defil e from which
the Wiite forces woul d presunably emerge.

"We tried that idea when we were forced out of Westwi nd. But the Chaos Wzard just |oosened the
rocks in the narrow canyons-and Derla's whole force was snmashed. The Wiites can't do that on open
ground. "

"I'f they drop rocks, doesn't that block the way for them | ater?"

"They just blow up the rocks. It takes a while and sl ows them down, but they can do it. W
can't."

Justen nodded. He hadn't fully considered all the things that a Chaos Wzard could do in
mount ai n war f ar e.

Two riders galloped across the valley, raising thick dust that hung behind themlike a red fog.
Justen squinted to make out what was happening as the scouts reined in near the mddle of the
Sarronnese forces, two parallel lines of foot levies in roughly parallel |ines perpendicular to
the road, reinforced in the center by the horse troopers. On each flank were additional cavalry,
careful ly positioned behind copses of scraggly trees.

"Over there!" Firbek stretched in his stirrups and pointed toward a taller hillock in the m dst
of the Sarronnese forces. "W need to set up there. Get that cart noving!"

The marine ranker on the cart snapped the traces, and the cart groaned past the inn and toward
the hillock pointed out by Firbek

A thin, bearded man-broomin hand-and a gray-haired woman watched silently fromthe doorway of
the inn.

"Why don't they | eave? There's going to be a fight here.” Justen | ooked back toward the center
of the Sarronnese troops, where Gunnar, Dyessa, and the bulk of the reinforcenents had joined up

"I don't know. Everyone was told to |leave. Were there's a battle, the Wites bumeverything to
ashes."

The battle ensign dipped twice, and three short blasts froma trunpet foll owed.

"Strike two! Strike two!" Yonada stood in the stirrups and gestured. "Formup." She | owered her
voi ce and turned to Justen, pointing to the hillock where Firbek stood am d the brush and red

rocks. "I'll see you there later."”
Justen wat ched as Yonada's squads peel ed away. He rode al one toward the marines, feeling al nost
useless . . . and sonehow vaguely regretful that the friendly Yonada was gone. And he wondered why

he was riding into a battle for no really good reason-just to observe? H s fingers brushed the
bl ack staff, and he smled faintly at the warnth of the order residing there.

What was he supposed to di scover? A new weapon, as if he were sone second Dorrin? And who knew
whet her any of the stories about the great Dorrin were really true? Justen hardly felt conparable
to the venerated ancient smith. At |east Gunnar could ride the breezes and tell the Sarronnese
| eaders where the eneny forces were.

Justen tried to send his perceptions out beyond the valley, but he could sense nothing past a
few hundred cubits. He nudged the gray, who did not nove until 