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"It is not God who kills the children. Not fate that butchers themor destiny that feeds themto
the dogs. It's us. Only us."
From Wat chren by Al an Mbore

PREFACE

There was fire on Earth before the fire god cane. There has al ways been fire. Wat Yangi n-Atep
gave to humanki nd was nadness. Yangin-Atep's children will play with fire even after they burn
their fingers.

It was only Yangin-Atep's joke, then and for unneasured time after. But a greater god called down
the great cold, and Yangin-Atep's joke came into its own. In the icy north people could not
survive unless the fire god favored one of their nunber

Cauti ous nmen and wonen never burned thensel ves twice; but their people died of the cold. Soneone
must tend the fire during the terrible winters. Twel ve thousand years before the birth of Christ,
when nost of the gods had gone nythical and magic was fading fromthe world, Yangin-Atep's gift
remai ned.

Book One
Whandal | Pl acehol d

PART ONE
CHI LDHOCOD

Chapter 1

They burned the city when Wandall Pl acehold was two years ol d, and agai n when he was seven. At
seven he saw and understood nore. The wonmen waited with the children in the courtyard through a
day and a night and another day. The day sky was black and red. The night sky gl owed red and
orange, dazzling and strange. Across the street a granary burned |ike a huge torch. Strangers
trying to fight the fire nmade shadow pictures.
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The Pl acehol d nen cane hone with what they'd gathered: shells, clothing, cookware, furniture,
jewelry, magical items, a cauldron that would heat up by itself. The excitenent was infectious.
Men and women paired of f and fought over the pairings.

And Pothefit went out again with Resalet, but only Resal et cane back. Afterward Wandall went with
the other boys to watch the loggers cut-ling redwoods for the rebuilding.

The forest cupped Tep's Town |like a hand. There were stories, but nobody could tell Wandall what
was beyond the forest where redwoods were pillars big enough to support the sky, big enough to
repl ace a dozen houses. The great trees stood well apart, each guarding its turf. Lesser
veget ati on gathered around the base of each redwood |ike a mal evol ent arny.

The arny had many weapons. Sonme plants bristled with daggers; sone had burrs to anchor seeds in
hair or flesh; sone secreted poison; sone would whip a child across the face with their branches.
Loggers carried axes, and long pole with blades at the ends. Leather arnor and wooden nmasks nmde
them hard to recognize as nen. Wth the poles they could reach out and under to cut the roots of
t he spi ked or poisoned | esser plants and push them aside, until one tall redwood was |eft

def ensel ess.

Then they bowed to it.

Then they chopped at the base until, in tremendous majesty and with a sound |like the end of the
world, it fell

They never seened to notice that they were being watched fromcover by a swarmof children. The
forest had dangers for city children, but being caught was not one of them If you were caught
spying in town you would be lucky to escape w thout broken bones. It was safer to spy on the

| oggers.

One norning Bansh and Ilther brushed a vine.

Bansh began scratching, and then Ilther; then thousands of bunps sprouted over Ether's arm and
al nost suddenly it was bigger than his leg. Bansh's hand and the ear he'd scratched were swelling
i ke nightmares, and Ilther was on the ground, swelling everywhere and fighting hard to breathe.
Shastern wail ed and ran before Wandall could catch him He brushed past |eaves |ike a bouquet of
bl ades and was several paces beyond before he slowed, stopped, and turned to | ook at Whandall
What should | do now? His |eathers were cut to ribbons across his chest and left arm the bl ood

spilling scarlet through the slashes.

The forest was not inpenetrable. There were thorns and poi son plants, but also open spaces. Stick
with those, you could get through ... it looked |ike you could get through w thout touching
anything ... alnost. And the

children were doing that, scattering, finding their own paths out.

But Whandal | caught the screaning Shastern by his bloody wist and towed himtoward the | oggers,
because Shastern was his younger brother, because the |oggers were close, because sonebody woul d
hel p a screaning child.

The woodsnmen saw t hem saw them and turned away. But one dropped his ax and jogged toward the child
in zigzag fashion, avoiding . . . what? Arnory plants, a wldflower bed-

Shastern went quiet under the woodsnman's intense gaze. The woodsman pul |l ed the | eather arnor away
and wrapped Shastern's wounds in strips of clean cloth, pulling it tight. Wandall was trying to
tell him about the other children.

The woodsnan | ooked up. "Who are you, boy?"

"I'"'m Whandal | of Serpent's Wl k." Nobody gave his fanm |y nane.

"I'mKreeg MIler. How many-"

Whandal | barely hesitated. "Two tens of us."

"Have they all got"-he patted Shastern's arnor-"| eat hers?"

"Sonme. "

Kreeg picked up cloth, a leather bottle, some other things. Now one of the others was shouting
angrily while trying not to look at the children. "Kreeg, what do you want with those candl estubs?
W' ve got work to do!" Kreeg ignored himand foll owed the path as Wandall pointed it out.

There were hurt children, widely scattered. Kreeg dealt with them Whandall didn't understand,
until a long time later, why other |oggers wouldn't help.

Whandal | took Shastern home through Dirty Birds to avoid Bull Piz-zles. In Dirty Birds a pair of
adol escent Lordkin would not |et them pass.

Whandal | showed them three gaudy white bl ossons bound up in a scrap of cloth. Careful not to touch
them hinsel f, he gave one to each of | ho hoys and put the third away.

The boys sniffed the wonanfl owers' deep fragrance. "Wy nice. Wat el se have you got?"

"Not hi ng, Falcon brother." Dirty Birds liked to be called Fal cons, so you did that. "Now go and
wash your hands and face. Wash hard or you'll swell up like nelons. W have to go."

The Fal cons affected to be anused, but they went off toward the fountain. Wandall and Shastern
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ran through Dirty Birds into Serpent's Wal k. Marks and signs showed when you passed from anot her
district to Serpent's Wal k, but Whandall woul d have known Serpent's Walk wi thout them There
weren't as many trash piles, and burned-out houses were rebuilt faster

The Pl acehold stood alone in its block, three stories of gray stone. Two ol der boys played with
knives just outside the door. Inside, Uncle Totto lay asleep in the corridor where you had to step
over himto get in. Whandall tried to creep past him

"Huh? Whandall, nmy |lad. Wat's going on here?" He | ooked at Shastern, saw bl oody bandages, and
shook his head. "Bad business. Wat's going on?"

"Shast ern needs hel p!'"

"l see that. What happened?"

Whandal | tried to get past, but it was no use. Uncle Totto wanted to hear the whole story, and
Shastern had been bl eeding too | ong. Whandall started scream ng. Totto raised his fist. Wandal
pul l ed his brother upstairs. A sister was washing vegetables for dinner, and she shouted too.
Wonen cane yelling. Totto cursed and retreated.

Mot her wasn't home that night. Mdther's Mther-Dargrammet, if you were speaking to strangers-sent
Wanshig to tell Bansh's family. She put Shastern in Mther's roomand sat with himuntil he fel
asl eep. Then she came into the big second-floor Placehold roomand sat in her big chair. Oten
that roomwas full of Placehold nen, usually playful, but sonetines they shouted and fought.
Children learned to hide in the smaller roons,

cling to wonen's skirts, or find errands in do Toni ght Dargramet asked the nen in help with the
injured children, and they all left so that she was al one with Wandall. She held Wandall in her
I ap.

"They woul dn't hel p," he sobbed. "Only the one. Kreeg MIller. W could have saved Ilther-it was
too late for Bansh, but we could have saved Ilther, only they wouldn't help.”

Mot her' s Mot her nodded and petted him "No, of course they wouldn't," she said. "Not now. When I
was a girl, we hel ped each other. Not just kin, not just Lordkin." She had a faint snile, as if
she saw thi ngs Whandall woul d never see, and |liked them "Men stayed home. Mthers taught girls
and men taught boys, and there wasn't all this fighting."

"Not even in the Burnings?"

"Bonfires. W made bonfires for Yangin-Atep, and he hel ped us. Houses of ill luck, places of
illness or nmurder, we burned those too. W knew how to serve Yangin-Atep then. Wen | was a girl
there were wi zards, real w zards."

"A wizard killed Pothefit," Whandall said gravely.

"Hush," Modther's nmother said. "Wat's done is done. It won't do to think about Burnings."

"The fire god," Wandall said.

"Yangi n- Atep sl eeps,” Mther's Mther said. "The fire god was stronger when | was a girl. In those
days there were real wizards in Lord's Town, and they did real nmagic."

"I's that where Lords |ive?"

"No, Lords don't live there. Lords live in Lordshills. Over the hills, past the Black Pit, nearly
all the way to the sea," Mther's Mther said, and sniled again. "And yes, it's beautiful. W used
to go there sonetines.”

He thought about the prettiest places he had seen. Peacegi ven Square, when the kinless had swept
it clean and set up their tents. The Flower Market, which he wasn't supposed to go to. Mst of the
town was dirty, with winding streets, houses falling down, and big houses that had been well built
but were going to ruin. Not |ike Placehold. Placehold was stone, big, orderly, with roof gardens.
Dar grammet nade the wonen and children work to keep it clean, even bullied the men until they
fixed the roof or broken stairs. Placehold was orderly, and that nmade it pretty to Wandall

He tried to i magi ne anot her place of order, bigger than Placehold. It would have to be a | ong way,
he thought. "Didn't that take a long tinme?"

"No, we'd go in a wagon in the norning. We'd be hone that same night. O sonetinmes the Lords cane
to our city. They'd cone and sit in Peacegiven Square and listen to us."

"What's a Lord, Mdther's Mt her?"

"You al ways were the curious one. Brave too," she said, and petted himagain. "The Lords showed us
how to conme here when my grandfather's |ather was young. Before that, our people were wanderers.
My grandfather (old me stories about living in wagons, always noving on."

"G andf at her ?" Whandal | asked.

"Your mother's father."

"But -how could she know?" Wandal|l demanded. He thought that |'othefit had been his father, but
he was never sure. Not sure the way Mot her's Mther seened to be.

Mot her' s Mot her | ooked angry for a noment, but then her expression softened. "She knows because |
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know, " Mdther's Mther said. "Your grandfather and | were together a long tine, years and years,
until he was killed, and he was the father of all my children.”

Whandal | wanted to ask how she knew that, but he'd seen her angry | ook, and he was afraid. There
were many things you didn't talk about. He asked, "Did he live in a wagon?"

"Maybe," Mdther's Mither said. "O maybe it was his grandfather. 1've forgotten nost of those
stories now. | told themto your nother, but she didn't listen."

“I'"l'l listen, Mdther's Mther," Wandall said.

She brushed her fingers through his freshly washed hair. She'd used three days' water to wash
Whandal | and Shastern, and when Resal et said something about it she had shouted at himuntil he
ran out of the Place-hold. "Good," she said. "Soneone ought to renenber."

"What do Lords do?"

"They show us things, give us things, tell us what the lawis," Mther's Mther said. "You don't
see them nuch anynore. They used to conme to Top's Town. | remenber when we were both young-they
chose your grand-lather to talk to the Lords for the Placehold. | was so proud. And the Lords
brought w zards with them and nmade rain, and put a spell on our roof gardens so everything grew
better." The dreany smle cane back. "Everything grew better; everyone hel ped each other. I'mso
proud of you, Wandall; you didn't run and | eave your brother-you stayed to help." She stroked
him letting himthe way his sisters petted the cat. Wandall al nost purred.

She dozed off soon after. He thought about her stories and wondered how much was true. He coul dn't
renenber when anyone hel ped anyone who wasn't close kin. Wiy would it have been di fferent when
Mot her' s Mot her was young? And could it be that way again?

But he was seven, and the cat was playing with a ball of string. Whandall clinbed off Mther's
Mot her's | ap to watch.

Bansh and |lther died. Shastern lived, hut he kept the scars. In later years they passed for
l'ighting scars.

Whandal | watched themrebuild the city after the Burning. Stores and offices rose again, cheap
wooden structures on winding streets. The kin-less never seened to work hard on rebuil di ng.
Smashed water courses were rebuilt. The places where peopl e died- kicked to death or burned or cut
down with the long Lordkin knives- remained enpty for a tinme. Everybody was hungry until the Lords
and the kinless could get food flow ng in again.

None of the other children would return to the forest. They took to spying on strangers, ready to
ri sk broken bones rather than the terrible plants. But the forest fascinated Wandall. He returned
again and again. Mther didn't want himto go, but Mther wasn't there much. Mther's Mther only
told himto be careful

O d Resal et heard her. Now he | aughed every tine Wandall left the Placehold with | eathers and
mask.

Whandal | went al one. He always followed the path of the | ogging, and that protected hima little.
The forest becanme | ess dangerous as Kreeg M Il er taught himnore.

Al'l the chaparral was dangerous, but the scrub that gathered round the redwods was actively

mal evol ent. Kreeg's father had told himthat it was worse in his day: the generations had taned
these plants. There were bl ade-covered norningstars and arnory plants, and | ordkin's-kiss, and

| ordki ss with | onger blades, and harm ess-1|ooking vines and fl ower beds and bushes all called
touch-ne and marked by five-bladed red or red-and-green | eaves.

Poi son plants canme in other forns than touch-me. Any plant night take a whimto cover itself with
daggers and poison themtoo. Nettles covered their |eaves with thousands of needl es that would
burrow into flesh. Loggers cut under the norningstar bushes and touch-nme flower beds with the

bl aded pol es they call ed severs. Against |ordwhips the only defense was a nask

The foresters knew fruit trees the children hadn't found. "These yell ow apples want to be eaten,"”

Kreeg said, "seeds and all, so in a day or two the seeds are somewhere el se, making nore plants.
If you don't eat the core, at least throwit as far as you can. But these red death bushes you
stay away fromfar away-because if you get close you'll eat the berries."

n mgi C?"

"Right. And they're poison. They want their seeds in your belly when you die, for fertilizer."
One wet norning after a lightning storm |oggers saw snbke reaching into the sky.

"I's that the city?" Whandall asked.

"No, that's part of the forest. Over by Wlverine territory. It'll go out," Kreeg assured the boy.
"They al ways do. You find black patches here and there, big as a city block."

"The fire wakes Yangin-Atep," the boy surnised. "Then Yangin-Atep takes the fire for hinsel f? So

it goes out. . ." But instead of confirnmng, Kreeg only smled indulgently. Wandall heard
sni ckeri ng.
The other loggers didn't believe, but. . . "Kreeg, don't you believe in Yangin-Atep either?"
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"Not really," Kreeg said. "Sone magi c works, out here in the woods, but in town? Gods and magi c,
you hear a |l ot about them but you see dam little."

"A magician killed Pothefit!"

Kreeg M || er shrugged.

Whandal | was near tears. Pothefit had vani shed during the Burning, just ten weeks ago. Pothefit
was his father! But you didn't say that outside the famly. Wandall cast about for better
arguments. "You bow to the redwood before you cut it. |I've seen you. Isn't that nagic?"

"Yeah, well... why take chances? Wiy do the norningstars and | aurel whips and touch-ne and creepy-
julia all protect the redwoods?"

"Li ke house guards," Wandall said, renmenbering that there were always nmen and boys on guard at

Pl acehol d.

"Maybe. Like the plants nmade sonme kind of bargain," Kreeg said, and | aughed.

Mot her's Mdther had told him Yangin-Atep | ed Wiandall's ancestors to the Lords, and the Lords had
| ed Whandal | 's ancestors through the forest to the Valley of Snokes where they defeated the
kinless and built Tep's Town. Redwood seeds and firewands didn't sprout unless fire had passed
through. Surely these woods bel onged to the fire god!

But Kreeg MIler just couldn't see it.

They worked hal f the norning, hacking at the base of a vast redwood, ignoring the snoke that stil
rose northeast of them Whandall carried water to them froma nearby stream The other |oggers
were al most used to himnow They called him Candl estub

When the sun was overhead, they broke for |unch

Kreeg MIler had taken to sharing lunch with him Wandall had managed to gat her sone cheese from
the Pl acehol d kitchen. Kreeg had a snoked rabbit from yesterday.

Whandal | asked, "How many trees does it take to build the city back?"

Two | oggers overheard and | aughed. "They never burn the whole city," Kreeg told him "Nobody coul d
live through that, Wandall. Twenty or thirty stores and houses, a few bl ocks solid and Done other
pl aces scattered, then they break off."

The Pl acehold nen said that they'd burned down the whole city, and all of the children believed

t hem

A logger said, "W'Ill cut another tree after this one. W wouldn't need all four if Lord Qrinty
didn't want a wing on his palace. Boy, do you renenber your first Burning?"
"Sonme. | was only two years old." Wandall cast back in his nind. "The men were acting funny.

They'd | ash out if any children got too close. They yelled a |lot, and the wonen yell ed back. The
wonen tried to keep the nen away from us.

"Then one afternoon it all got very scary and confusing. There was shouting and whoopi ng and heat
and snoke and light. The wormen all huddled with us on the second floor. There were snells-not just
snoke, but stuff that nmade you gag, like an alchemi st's shop. The nmen canme in with things they'd
gathered. Blankets, furniture, heaps of shells, stacks of cups and plates, odd things to eat.

"And afterward everyone seenmed to cal mdown." Whandall's voice trailed off. The ot her woodsnen
were looking at himlike . . . like an eneny. Kreeg wouldn't ook at himat all

Chapter 2

The worl d had noved on, and Wandall had hardly noticed. H s brothers and cousins all seened to
have di sappeared. Mstly the girls and wonen stayed hone, but on Mther's Day each nonth the womnen
went to the corner squares where the Lordsnen gave out food and clothing and shells, presents from
the Lords. There were always nen around that day and the next. Later, they m ght be around or they
m ght be gone.

But boys appeared only for neals and sl eep, and not always then. Were did they go?

He followed a cluster of cousins one afternoon. As in the forest, he took pride in being unseen

He got four blocks before four younger nen challenged him They'd beaten himhalf sensel ess before
Shastern turned around, saw what was happeni ng, and cane runni ng.

Shastern showed the tattoos on his hands and arns. Whandal |l had once asked about those, but
Shastern had put off answering. They blended in with the terrible scars Shastern carried fromthe
forest, but many of his cousins had themtoo. He never asked that kind of question of his cousins.
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Now Whandal | did not quite hear what Shastern and his cousins said to them but the strangers
turned him|l oose and his cousins carried himhone.

He woke hurting. Shastern woke around noon and sought himout. Shastern was barred from speaki ng
certain secrets, but sone things he could say ... . ,

Serpent's Walk wasn't just this region of the city.

Serpent's Wal k was the young nmen who held it. These streets belonged to Serpent's Wal k. O her
streets, other hands. The region grew or shrank, streets changed hands, with the power of the
hands. They put up signs on walls and other places.

Whandal | had been able to read themfor years. Serpent's Walk had a squiggle sign, easy to draw.
Dirty Birds was a fal con drawn wild and sl oppy. Shastern showed hima boundary, a wall with the
Serpent's Wal k squiggle at one end and a long thin phallus to mark Bull Fizzle territory at the
ot her. Unmarked, one did not walk in Serpent's Walk, or in Bull Fizzle or Dirty Bird either, if
one did not belong. As a child Wandall had wandered the streets w thout hindrance, but a ten-year-
old was no longer a child.

"But there are places with no signs at all," Wandall protested.

"That's Lord territory. You can go there until one of the Lordsnmen tells you not to. Then you

| eave. "

"\ 2"

"Because everyone is scared of the Lordsnen."

"Why? Are they so strong?"

"Well, they're big, and they're nean, and they wear that arnor."

"They walk in pairs too," Whandall said, renenbering.

"Right. And if you hurt one of them a lot nore will cone |ooking for you."

"What if they don't know who did it?"

Shast ern shrugged expressively. "Then a bunch of them cone and beat up on everybody they can find

until soneone confesses. O we kill soneone and say he confessed before we killed him You stay
away from Lordsnen, Whandall. Only good they do is when they bring in the presents on Mther's
Day. "

Whandal | found it strange to have his one-year-younger brother behaving as his el der.

He nust have spoken to Wanshig too. Wanshig was Wandal | 's el dest brother. Wanshig had the
tattoos, a snake in the web of his left thunb, a rattlesnake that ran up his right armfromthe

i ndex finger to the elbow, a small snake's eye at the edge of his left eye. The next night Wanshig
took himinto the streets. In a ruin that stank of old snoke, he introduced his younger brother to
men who carried knives and never sml ed.

"He needs protection,"” Wanshig said. The nen just |ooked at him Finally one asked, "Wo speaks

for hinP"
Whandal | knew sone of these faces. Shastern was there too, and he said, "I will." Shastern did not
speak to his brothers, but he spoke of Whandall in glowing terms. Wen the rest fled the forest in

terror, Whandall had stayed to help Shastern. If he'd learned little of the custons of Serpent's
Wal k, it was because he was otherw se occupi ed. Wien none of the boys would return to the wood but
took to the streets instead, Wandall Placehold continued to brave the killer plants, to spy on

t he woodsnen.

The room was big enough to hold fifty people or nore. It was dark out-side now, and the only light
in the roomcanme fromthe noon shining through holes in the roof, and fromtorches. The torches
were outside, snick into holes in the windowsills. Yangin-Atep wouldn't allow fires inside, except
during a Burning. You could build an outside cookfire under it |ean-to shelter, but never inside,
and if you tried to enclose a fire with walls, the fire went out. Wandall couldn't renenber
anyone telling himthis. He just knewit, as he knew that cats had sharp claws and that boys
shoul d stay away from men when they were drinking beer

There was a big chair on a low platformat one end of the room The chair was wooden, with arms
and a high back, and it was carved with serpents and birds. Sone kinless nust have worked hard to
meke that chair, hut Wandall didn't think it would be very confortable, not |ike the big pony
hair-stuffed chair Mther's Mther |iked.

Atall man with no snmile sat in that chair. Three other nen stood in front of himholding their

I ong Lordkin knives across their chests. Wandall knew him Pelzed lived in a two-story stone
house at the end of a block of well-kept kinless houses. Pelzed' s house had a fenced-in garden and
there were always kinless working init.

"Bring him" Pel zed sai d.

Hi s brothers took Whandall by the arns and pulled himto just in front of Pelzed' s chair, then
forced himdown on his knees.

"What good are you?" Pel zed denmanded.
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Shastern began to speak, but Pelzed held up a hand. "I heard you. | want to hear him What did you
|l earn fromthe woodsmen?"

"Say sonething," Wanshi g whi spered. There was fear in his voice.

Whandal | thought furiously. "Poisons. | know the poisons of the forest. Needl es. Bl ades. Wi ps."
Pel zed gestured. One of the nen standing in front of Pelzed' s chair raised his big knife and
struck Whandall hard across the |eft shoul der

It stung, but he had used the flat of the blade. "Call himLord," the man said. H s bared chest
was a nmaze of scars; one ran right up his cheek into his hair. Whandall found himscary as hell
"Lord," Wsandall said. He had never seen a Lord. "Yes, Lord."

"Good. You can walk in the forest?"

"Much of it, Lord. Places where the woodsnen have been."

"Cood. What do you know of the Wedge?"

"The meadow at the top of the Deerpiss River?" Wat did Pel zed want to hear? "Wodsmen don't go
there, Lord. |'ve never seen it. It is said to be guarded."”

Pause. Then, "Can you bring us poisons?"

"Yes, lord, in the right season."

"Can we use them agai nst the enem es of Serpent's Wal k?"

Whandal | had no idea who the enemies of Serpent's Wal k might be, but he was afraid to ask. "If
they're fresh. Lord."

"What happens if they aren't fresh?"

"After a day they only nmake you itch. The nettles stop reaching out for anyone who passes.”
"\ 2"

"I don't know." The man raised his knife. "Lord."

"You're a sneak and a spy."

"Yes, Lord."
"WIIl you spy for us?"
Whandal | hesitated. "OF course he will, Lord," Shastern said.

"Take himout, Shastern. Wait with him"

Shastern led himthrough a door into a roomw th no other doors and only a small dark w ndow t hat
let inalittle noonlight. He waited until they were closed in before letting go of Whandall's
arm

"This is dangerous, isn't it?" Whandall asked.

Shast ern nodded.

"So what's going to happen?”

"They'll let you in. Maybe."

"I'f they don't?"

Shastern shook his head. "They will. Lord Pel zed doesn't want a blood feud with the Pl acehold
famly."

Bl ood feuds meant blood. "Is he really a Lord-"

"He is here,"” Shastern said. "And don't forget it."

When they brought himback in, the roomwas dark except for a few candles near Pel zed's chair.
Shastern whi spered, "I knew they'd | et you in. Now whatever happens, don't cry. It's going to
hurt."

They made hi m kneel in front of Pelzed again. Two nmen took turns asking himquestions and hitting
hi m

"We are your father and your nother,’
Sormeone hit him

"Who is your father?" a voice asked from behi nd.
"You are-"

Soneone hit hi m harder.

"Serpent's Wl k," Whandal | guessed.

"Who i s your nother?"

"Serpent's Wl k. "

"Who is your Lord?"

Pel zed sai d.

"Pelzed. ... Argh. Lord Pel zed. Aagh! Serpent's Wal k?"
"Who is Lord of Serpent's Wal k?"
"Lord Pel zed."

It went on a long tine. Usually they didn't hit himif he guessed the right answer, but sonetines
they hit himanyway. "To nake sure you renenber," they said.

Finally that was over. "You can't fight," Pelzed said. "So you won't be a lull nenber. But we'l]l
take care of you. Gve himthe nmark."
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They stretched his left hand out and tattooed a snall serpent on the web of his thunb. He held his
armrigid agai nst the pain. Then everyone said nice things about him

After that it was easier. Wandall was safe outside the house as long as he was in territory
friendly to Serpent's Wal k. Wanshig warned himnot to tarry a knife until he knew how to fight. It
woul d be taken as a chal |l enge.

He didn't know the rules. But one could keep silent, watch, and | earn

Here he remenbered a line of black skel etons of buildings. The charred remai ns had come down and
been carried away. Wandall and ot hers watched from cover, fromthe basenment of a house that
hadn't been replaced yet. Kinless were at work raising redwod beans into skel etons of new
bui | di ngs. Four new stores stood already, sharing conmon walls.

You knew the kinless by their skin tone, or their rounder ears and pointed noses, but that was
chancy; a boy could make mnistakes. Better to judge by clothing or by name.

Ki nl ess were not allowed to wear Lordkin's hair styles or vivid colors. On formal occasions the
ki nl ess men wore a noose as token of their servitude. They were named for things or for skills,
and they spoke their fanm |y names, where a Lordkin never woul d.

There were unspoken rules for gathering. There were tinmes when you could ask a kinless for food or
money. A man and wonan toget her m ght accept that. Qhers would not. Kinless nmen working to

repl ace bl ackened ruins with new buildings did not ook with favor on Lordkin nmen or boys. Lordkin
at their gatherings nust be wary of the kinless who kept shops or sold fromcarts. The kinless had
no rights, but the Lords had rights to what the kinless made.

The kinless did the work. They nade clothing, grew food, nmade and used tools, transported it all.
They made rope for export. They harvested rope fibers fromthe henp that grew in vacant |ots and
anywhere near the sluggish streans that served as stormdrains and sewers alike. They built. They
saw to it that streets were repaired, that water flowed, that garbage reached the dunps. They took
the blame if things went wong. Only the kinless paid taxes, and taxes were whatever a Lordkin
want ed, unless a Lord said otherwi se. Hut you had lo [ earn what you could take. The kin-less only
had so nuch to give, Mther's Mther said.

Suddenly it was all so obvious, so enbarrassi ng. Loggers were kinless! O course they woul dn't
hel p a Lordkin child. The | oggers thought Kreeg MIler was strange, as the Placehol d thought
Whandal | was strange, each to be found in the other's conpany.

Whandal | had been letting a kinless teach himi He had carried water for them working like a

ki nl ess!

Whandal | stopped visiting the forest.

The Serpent’'s Wal k men spent their tinme in the streets. So did the boys of the Placehold, but
their fathers and uncles spent nobst of their tine at hone.

Why ?

Whandal | went to old Resalet. One could ask.

Resal et |istened and nodded, then summoned all the boys and | ed them outside. He pointed to the
house, the old stone three-story house with its enclosed courtyard. He explained that it had been
built by kinless for thensel ves, two hundred years ago. Lordkin had taken it fromthem

It was a roony dwelling desired by many. The kinless no |longer built houses to last centuries. Wy
shoul d they, when a Lordkin famly would claimit? Qher Lordkin had clained this place
repeatedly, until it fell to the Placehold fanmly. It would change hands agai n unl ess the nen kept
guard.

The boys found the lecture irritating, and they | et Whandall know that afterward.

Mot her never had time for him There was al ways a new baby, new nen to see and bring home, new

pl aces to go, never time for the older boys. Men hung out together. They chewed henp and nmde

pl ans or went off at night, but they never wanted boys around them and nost of the boys were
afraid of the men. Wth reason.

Whandal | saw his city without understanding. The other boys hardly realized there was anything to
understand and didn't care to know nore. It was safe to ask Mother's Modther, but her answers were
strange.

"Everyt hing has changed. Wien | was a girl the kinless didn't hate us. They were happy to do the
wor k. Gat hering was easy. They gave us things."

"\ 2"

"W served Yangin-Atep. Tep woke often and protected us."

"But didn't the kinless hate the Burnings?"

"Yes, but it was different then," Mther's Mther said. "It was arranged. A house or building
nobody could use, or a bridge ready to fall down.

We'd bring things to burn. Kinless, Lordkin. everyone would bring sonething for Yangin-Atep

Mat hons, we called them The Lords cane, too, with their wi zards. Nowit's all different, and
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don't understand it at all."

One coul d keep silence, watch, and |l earn

Bar bari ans were the odd ones. Their skins were of nmany shades, their noses of nany shapes; even
their eye color varied. They sounded odd, lien they could talk at all

Sone belonged in the city, wherever they had conme from They traded, taught, doctored, cooked, or
sold to kinless and Lordkin alike. They were in be treated as kinless who didn't understand the
rules. Their speech could generally be understood. They m ght travel with guards of their own race
or give tribute to Lordkin to protect their shops. A few had the protection of Lords. You could
tell that by the symnbol s displayed outside their shops and hones.

Most barbari ans avoi ded pl aces where violence had fallen. But |ookers sought those places out. The
viol ence of the Burning lured them across the sea to Tep's Town.

Hoys who gave up the forest had taken to spying on | ookers instead. Whandall would do as they did:
wat ch the watchers. But they were far ahead of himat that gane, and Wandall had some catching up
to do.

Watch, listen. Fromunder a walk, frombehind a wall. Lookers took refuge in the parts of the city
where kinless lived, or in the harbor areas where the Lords ruled. Lordkin children could
sonetimes get in those places. Lookers spoke in rapid gibberish that some of the ol der boys

clai med to understand.

At first they |ooked nerely strange. Later Wandall saw how many ki nds of |ookers there were. You
could judge by their skins or their features or their clothing. These pal e ones were Torovan, from
the east. These others were fromthe south, from Condi geo. These with noses |ike an eagle's beak
came fromfarther yet: Atlantean refugees. Each spoke his own tongue, and each mangl ed the Lordkin
speech in a different fashion. And others, from places Wandall had never heard of.

Serpent's Wal k watched, and net afterward in the shells of burned buildings. They asked thensel ves
and each ot her, What does this one have that would be worth gathering? But Wiandall sonetines
wonder ed, Does that one cone froma nore interesting place than here? or nore exciting? or better
rul ed? or seeking a ruler?

Chapter 3

Wien he was el even years old, Wandall asked Wanshig, "Were can | find a Lord?" "You know where
Pel zed lives-"

"Areal Lord."

"Don't talk like that," Wanshig said, but he grinned. "Do you renmenber when those people cane to
the park? And nade speeches? Last fall."

"Sure. You gathered sone noney in the cromd and bought neat for dinner."

"That was a Lord. | forgot his nanme."

"Whi ch one? There were a | ot of people-"

"Quards, nostly. And | ookers, and storytellers. The one that stood on the wagon and tal ked about
the new aqueduct they're building."

"oh. "

"The Lords live on the other side of the valley, in the Lordshills nostly. It's a | ong way. You
can't go there."

"Do they have a band?"

"Sort of. They have guards, big Lordsnen. And there's a wall."

"I"d like to see one. Up close."

"Sonetines Lords go to the docks. But you don't want to go there al one,"” Wanshi g said.

"Way not ?"

"I't's Water Devils territory. The Lords say anyone can go there, and the Devils have to put up
with that, but they don't like it. If they catch you

al one with no one to cone back and tell what happened, they may throw you in the harbor."

"Hut Water Devils don't go into the Lordshills, do they?"

"I don't know. Never needed to find out."

I low do you know what you need to find out until you know it? Whandal|l wondered, but he didn't
say anything. "lIs there a safe way to the harbor?"

Wanshi g nodded. "Stay on Sanvin Street until you get past those hills." |lie pointed northwest.
"After that there aren't any bands until you get to the harbor. Didn't used to be. Now, who
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knows?"

The forest had fingers: hilltop ridges covered with touch-me and | ord-km s-kiss that ran fromthe
sea back into the great trees with their deadly guards. There were canyons and gaps through the
hills, but they were tilled with nore poi sonous plants that grew back faster than anyone coul d ai
them Only the hills above the harbor were cleared. Lords lived up there. Wen the wi nds bl ew hard
so that the day was clear, Wandall could see their big houses. The adults called them pal aces.
Whandal | pointed toward the Lordshills. "Does anyone gather there during a Burning?"

Wanshi g squinted. "Were? On Sanvin Street?"

"No, up there. The pal aces.™

"That's where the Lords live. You can't gather from Lords!"

"Way not ?"
"Yangi n- Atep," Wanshig said. "Yangin-Atep protects them People who go up there to gather just
don't come back. Whandall, they're Lords. We're Lordkin. You just don't. There's no Burning up

there either. Yangin-Atep takes care of them"™

At dawn he snatched half a |loaf fromthe Placehold kitchen and ate it as he ran. The energy
boiling in himwas half eagerness, half fear. Wen it | aded, he wal ked. He had a | ong way to go.
Sanvin Street wound over the low hills that separated Tep's Town fromthe harbor. At first there
wer e burned-out shells of houses, with sone of the |lots gone back to thorns and worse. The plants
gradually closed in on the old road. Wen he reached the top of the hills, all was thorns and
chaparral and touch-nme, just sparse enough to pernit passage. It was nearly dark when he reached a
crest of a ridge. There were |ights ahead, the distance enough that he didn't want to wal k
farther. He used the dying twilight to find a way into the chaparral

He spent the night in chaparral, guarded by the nal evol ent plants he knew how to avoid. It was
better than trying to find a safe place anong people he didn't know

The norning sun was bright, but there was a thin haze on the ground. Sanvin Street |ed down the
ridge, then up across another. It look himhalf an hour to get to the lop of the second ridge Wen
he reached it, he could see a highlight sun glare, the harbor, oil ahead and o the left.

He had reached the top. He knew of no band who rul ed here, and that was om nous enough. He
crouched bel ow the chaparral until he was sure no eyes were about.

He stood on a barren ridge, but the other side of the hill was-different. Sanvin Street |ed down
the hills. Partway down, it divided into two parallel streets with olive trees growing in the
grassy center strip, and to each side of the divided street there were houses, wood as well as

st one.

He was watching fromthe chaparral when a wagon cane up fromthe harbor. He had plenty of tine to
nmove, but close to the road the chaparral was too sparse to hide him and farther in were the
thorns. He stood in the sparse brush and watched the wagon cone up the hill. As it passed himthe
ki nl ess driver and his conpani on exchanged gl ances wi th Wandal|l and drove on. They seemed curious
rather than angry, as if Wandall were no threat at all.

Coul dn't they guess that he might bring fathers or ol der brothers?

He went back to the road and started down the hill, openly now, past the houses. He guessed this
was Lord's Town, where Mother's Mther used to go when she was a girl.

Each set of houses was banded around a small square, and in the center of each square was a snal |
stone cairn above a stone water basin, |ike Peacegiven Square but snmaller. Water trickled down the
cairn into the basin, and wonen, Lordkin and kinless alike, cane to dip water into stone and cl ay
jars. Down toward the harbor was a | arger square, with a |arger pool, and a grove of olive trees

I nstead of houses, there were shops around the square. Kinless nmerchants sat in front of shops
full of goods openly displayed, free for the gathering, it seenmed. In the olive grove people sat
in the shade at tables and tal ked or did nysterious things with small rock nmarkers on the tables.
Shel I s-and even bits of gold and silver-changed hands.

Were these Lords? They | ooked |ike no one he had ever seen. They were better dressed than the
ki nl ess of Serpent's Wal k, better dressed than mpost Lordkin, but few had weapons. One arned man
sat at a table honing a big Lordkin knife. No one seened to notice him then a nerchant spoke to
him Whandall didn't hear what was said, but the nerchant seened friendly, and the arned Lordkin
grinned. Whandall watched as a girl brought a tray of cups to a table. She | ooked |ike a Lordkin.
No one paid himany attention as he wal ked past. They woul d gl ance at himand | ook away, even if
he stared at them He wasn't dressed like they were, and that began to bother him Back of the
houses, he coul d sonetines

See cl othes hanging on |lines, but gathering those m ght be riskier than remaining as he was, and
how coul d he know that he was wearing themright?

He went on to the bottomof the hills, nearer yet to the Lords' donain. Soon there was bl ack
barren land in the distance to his right, with a gleame+ '|I water and a stench of nagic. It had to
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be magic; it was no natural snell, Breathing through his mouth seemed to help.

The place drew himlike any nystery.

Whandal | knew the Black Pit by repute. Scant and scrawny alien scrub grew al ong the edges of bl ack
water a quarter of a mle on a side, and nobody

lived there at all. He'd heard tales of shadowy nonsters here. Al he saw were pools that gl eaned
Iike water, darker than any water he'd ever seen

A palisade fence surrounded the Pit, nmore a nessage than a barrier. A graveled wagon road led into
it through a gate that Whandall was sure he coul d open. The fence was regular, flaw ess, too fine
even for kinless work. Kinless working under the eyes of Lords night nake such a thing.

Such offensive perfection made it a target. Wandall wondered why Lordkin hadn't torn it down. And
why did Lords want people kept away? | |le saw no nonsters, but he sensed a nal evol ent power here
The di stant harbor drew himnore powerfully yet. He saw a ship topped by a forest of masts. That
was escape, that was the way to better places, if he could learn of a way past the Water Devils.
Ahead and to the right was a wall taller than any man. Houses two and three stories tall showed
above the wall. Pal aces! They were |arger than he'd dreaned.

The street went past an open gate where two arnmed nen stood guarding a barrier pole. They | ooked
strange. Their clothing was good but drab and they were dressed nearly alike. They wore daggers
with polished handles. Helnets hid their ears. Spears with dark shafts and gl eam ng bronze

spear heads hung on brackets near where they stood. Were they armed kinless? But they mght be

Lor dki n.

A wagon came up fromthe harbor and went to the gate. The horses seened different, taller and nore
sl ender than the ponies he sawin Tep's Town. When it reached the gate, the guards spoke to the
driver, then lifted the barrier to |l et the wagon in. Whandall couldn't hear what they said to each
ot her.

If the guards were kinless, they wouldn't try to stop a Lordkin. Would they'.' He couldn't tel

what they were. They acted rel axed. One drank froma stone jar and passed it to the other. They
wat ched Whandal | wi t hout nuch curiosity.

The gate was near a corner of the wall. \Wandall becane worried when he saw the guards were

| ooking at him There was a path that led along the wall and around the corner out of sight of the
guards, and he went al ong

That, shuffling us boys do. The guards sl opped watchi ng hi mwhen he turned away fromthe gate, and
soon he was out of sight around the corner

The wall was too high to clinb. The path wasn't nuch used, and Whandall had to he careful to avoid
the weeds and thorns. He followed the path until it |led between the wall and a big tree.

When he clinbed into the tree he was glad he hadn't tried to get over the wall. There were sharp
things, thorns and broken glass, enbedded in its top. One bough of the tree not only grew over the
wal | but was | ow enough that it had scraped the top snpboth. That nust have taken a long tine, and
no one had bothered to fix it.

Mot her's Mother had told himthat kinless believed in a place they called Gft of the King, a

pl ace across the sea where they never had to work and no Lordkin could gather fromthem The other
side of the wall |ooked Iike that. There were gardens and big houses. Just over the wall was a
pool of water. A big stone fish stood above the pool. Water poured fromthe fish's nmouth into the
pool and flowed out of the pool into a streamthat fed a series of snaller pools. Geen plants
grew in those pools. There were both vegetable and fl ower gardens al ongside the stream They were
arranged in neat little patterns, square for the vegetabl e gardens, conplex curved shapes al ong
curved paths for the flower beds. The house was nearly a hundred yards fromthe wall, two stories
tall, square and low with thick adobe walls, as large as the Placehold. The G ft of the King, but
this was no nyth. The Lords lived better than Wandall coul d have i nagi ned.

It was |late afternoon, and the sun was hot. There was no one around.

Whandal | had brought a dried crabapple to eat, but he didn't have any way

to carry water, and he was thirsty. The fountain and streaminvited him He

wat ched while his thirst grew. No one cane out of the house. ,

He wondered what they would do to himif they caught him He was only a thirsty boy; he hadn't

gat hered anything yet. The people outside the walls had glanced at him then glanced away, as if
they didn't want to see him Wuld the people in here do the same? He didn't know, but his thirst
grew greater.

He crawl ed along the tree branch until he was past the wall, then dropped into the grass. He
crouched there waiting, but nothing happened, and he crept to the edge of the fountain.

The water was sweet and cool, and he drank for a long tine.

"What's it |ike outside?"

Whandal | junped up, startled.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt (12 of 223) [7/2/03 1:42:21 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%620-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt

"They don't let me go outside. Were do you live?"

The girl was snmaller than he was. She'd be eight years old or so, where Wandall was al ready

el even. She wore a skirt with enbroidered borders, and her blouse was a shiny cloth that Wandall
had seen only once, when

Pel zed's wife had dressed up for a party. No one in Wandall's fam |y owned anything |like that, or
ever woul d.

"I was thirsty," Whandall said.

"I can see that. Where do you live?"

She was only a girl. "Qut there," he said. He pointed east. "Beyond the hills."

Her eyes wi dened. She | ooked at his clothing, at his eyes and ears. "You're Lordkin. Can | see
your tattoos?"

Whandal | held out his hand to show the serpent on the web of his thunb.

She cane cl oser. "Wash your hands," she said. "Not there; that's where we get drinking water. Down
there." She pointed at the basin below the fountain pool. "Don't you have fountains where you
live?"

"No. Wells." Whandall bent to wash his hands. "Rivers after it rains."

"Your face too," she said. "And your feet. You're all dusty."

It was true, but Whandall resented being told that. She was only a girl, smaller than he, and
there was nothing to be afraid of, but she might call soneone. He would have to run. There wasn't
any way out of here. The branch was too high to reach without a rope. The water felt cool on his
face and wonderful on his feet.

"You don't need to be afraid of nme," she said. "Now |l et ne see your tattoo."

He held out his hand. She turned it in both her hands and pulled his fingers apart to bare his
serpent tattoo to the sun.

Then she | ooked closely at his eyes. "My stepfather says that wild Lordkin have tattoos on their

faces," she said.

"My brothers do," Wandall said. "But they carry knives and can fight. | haven't |earned yet. |
don't know what you nmean by 'wild.' W're not wild."

She shrugged. "I don't really know what he neans either. My nane is Shanda. My stepfather is Lord
Sanorty. "

Whandal | thought for a nonent, then said, "My nane is Wandall. \Wat does a stepfather do?"

"My father's dead. Lord Sanorty nmarried ny nother."

She' d spoken of her father to a stranger, w thout hesitation, wthout enbarrassnent. \Wandal
tasted words on his tongue: My father is dead; we have many stepfathers. But he didn't speak them
"Do you want sonething to eat?"

Whandal | nodded.

"Cone on." She led himtoward the house. "Don't talk much," she said. "If anyone asks you where
you live, point west, and say 'Over there, sir.' But no one will. Just don't show that tattoo. Oh,
wait." She | ooked at himagain. "You |look |ike someone threw clothes at you in the dark."

Huh?

"Mss Bally would say that," she said, |eading himsouth around the house. "Here." C othes were
hangi ng on long |ines above a vegetable patch. The lines were thin woven henp, not tarred. "Here,
take this, and this-"

"Shanda, who wears this stuff?"

"The chief gardener's boy. He's ny friend, he won't mind. Put your stuff in that vat-"

"ls anyone going to see nme who knows who we gathered it fron®"

She considered. "Not inside. Maybe M ss Batty, but she never goes to the kitchen. Wuldn't eat
with the staff if she was starving."

A band of nen carrying shovels came around the house. One waved to Shanda. They began di ggi ng
around the veget abl es.

The gardeners were kinless, but they were better dressed than Lordkin. They had water bottles, and
one had a box with bread and neat. A lot of meat, nore than Whandall got for lunch except on

Mot her's Day, and often not then. If kinless lived this well, how did Lordkin |ive here?

A Lordki n should have guile. Watch and learn ..

Shanda | ed himinto the back of the house.

Chapter 4
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The house was cool. Shanda |l ed himthrough corridors to a roomthat snelled of cooking. A fat
wonman with ears like a Lordkin's stood at a counter stirring a kettle. The kettle frothed with
boiling liquid. Whandall stared. The snells went straight to his hunger

The counter she stood over was a big clay box. The top was an iron grill, and flanes |icked up
through it, under a copper pot.

A fire, indoors, that didn't go out. Squinting, he approached the yellowwhite glare and lifted
his hands to it. Hot. Yes, fire.

Shanda gave himthe funniest | ook

The fat wonman | ooked at themw th an expression that night have been nenacing but wasn't. "M ss

Shanda, | got no tine just now Your daddy is having visitors. There's a wi zard com ng to dinner,
and we have to get ready."

A wi zard! But Shanda didn't act surprised or excited. She said, "Serana, this is Wandall, and
he's hungry."”

The fat wonman smled. "Sure he's hungry. He's a boy, isn't he? A boy's nothing but an appetite and
trouble," she said, but she was still smiling. "Sit over there. |I'lIl get you sonething in a

m nute. Where do you live?"

Whandal | poi nted vaguely west. "Over there ... ma'am"

Serana nodded to herself and went back to the stove, but then she brought out a bow and a spoon
"Have sonme of ny pudding,"” she said. "Bet your cook can't make pudding |like that."

Whandal | tasted the pudding. It was snooth and creamy. "No, ma'am " Wandal |l said.

Serana beaned. "M ss Shanda, this is a nice boy." she said. "Now scoot when you get done. |'ve got
my work to do."

Al'ter he finished the pudding, he foll owed Shanda down another corridor. The house was built
around an interior courtyard, and they went upstairs to a |ong outside bal cony over the atrium
There was a small fountain in the center of the courtyard.

There were half a dozen doors along the bal cony. Shanda |led himto one of them "This is ny room"
She | ooked up at the sun. "It won't be long until dark. Can you get home before night?"

"I don't think so," Wandall said.

"Where will you stay?"

"I can stay out in the chaparral."

"I'n the thorns?" She sounded inpressed. "You know how to go into those?"

"Yes." He grinned slightly. "But | don't know how to get out of here. WII| the guards stop ne?"
"Why shoul d they?" she asked. "But if you don't conme hone tonight, won't soneone worry about you?"
"Who?"

"Your nurse ... oh. Well, come on in."

The room was neat. There was a closet with a door, and there were nore clothes hung up in it than
any of Whandall's sisters had. There was a chest against one wall, and the bed had a wool bl anket
on it. Another blanket with pictures woven into it hung above the bed. There was a wi ndow t hat
faced out on the bal cony, and another on the opposite wall. That | ooked out on a snmaller interior
courtyard crisscrossed with clotheslines and drying clothes, nore rope than Wandall had ever seen
in one place. He eyed the clothesline with satisfaction. It |ooked strong, and there was so much
they m ght not niss one piece. It would get himup to the tree branch. If he could take it honmne,
it would make Resal et happy. They al ways needed rope at the Placehold. But he didn't know the

rul es here.

"Could you really sleep in the thorns?" she asked. "How?"

"Wthout |eathers you can't go far into the chaparral," Wandall said. "There's a | ot worse than
thorn. You have to know what plants are safe. Mdst aren't."

"What are | eathers? Were do you get then®?"

"You need a | eather mask and | eggi ngs, at least. Sone kinless have them and the foresters use

sl eeves and vests. | don't know where nmy uncles got them They nust have gathered them"

"But you don't have any with you. There's nobody in the roomnext to this. You can sleep there
toni ght."

They ate in the kitchen at a small table in the corner. Serana put food in front of them then
went hack to her stove. Other servants came in and Serana gave theminstructions on what to do.
Everyone seened to he in a hurry, hut there was no shouting, and no one was frantic.

There were nore kinds of food than Wiandall had ever seen for one neal. Serana arranged trays of
food, eyed themcritically, sonmetines changed the arrangenents. Wen she was satisfied, the
servants canme and took the trays out to another roomwhere the adults ate. It was like . . . the
gardens here, and the neat little fence around the Black Pit... it was orderly. Serana was making
patterns with her cooking.
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Whandal | couldn't take his eyes off the stove.

Once during dinner a tall woman with serious eyes and dark clothing | ooked into the kitchen. She
nodded in satisfacti on when she saw Shanda. "Did you study your |essons?" she demanded.

"Yes, ma'am" Shanda said.

She fixed Whandall with a critical eye. "Neighbor boy?" she asked.

"From down the road," Shanda said quickly.

"You behave yourself," the wonan said. She turned to the cook. "Did she get a good di nner?"

"I always make a good dinner for Mss Shanda, even when |'ve got guests to cook for," Serana said
huffily. "Don't you worry about that."

"Al'l right. Good night."

After she left, Shanda giggled. "M ss Batty's not happy," she said. "She wants to eat with the
famly, but they didn't invite her tonight."

"That's as it may be," Serana said. "M ss Bertrana's all right. Not I|ike that other nurse you had.
You be nice to her."

M ss Batty was kinless. Whandall was certain of it. He wasn't quite as certain that Serana was
Lordkin. And neither seened to care mnuch.

A servant cane carrying a tray of dirty dishes. Sone were piled high with uneaten food.

After dinner they went back to the balcony. The adults cane out to the atriumto finish their own
di nner. Whandal |l and Shanda | ay on the bal cony outside her roomand listened to them

The courtyard was lit by a central fire and by candles in vellumcylinders. There were four nen
and three wonen in the courtyard. Lazy wisps of steamcurled up fromthe cups they were hol ding.
One of the nen said, "I thought that wi zard was comng to dinner."

"He was invited, Qrinty. |I don't know what happened to him"

"Stood you up, did he, Sanorty?"

Sanorty had a deep and resonant voice, and his chuckle was |oud. "Maybe. |'d be surprised, but
maybe. "

When Pl acehold nmen tal ked in the evenings, there were usually fights. These men sniled, and if
anyone was angry, it was well hidden. Whandall cane to believe that he was watching a dance. They
were dancing with the rhythm of speech and gestures.

It was a thing he could learn. A Lordkin should have guile.

Qrinty's voice was feeble; Whandall had to listen hard. "W need a wi zard. The reservoir's
getting low again. If it doesn't rain pretty soon we could be in trouble, Sanorty."

Sanorty nodded sagely. "VWhat do you propose we do?"

"lIt's nmore your problemthan mne, Sanorty," the other nman said. He picked up two cups,

i nterchanged them tossed themlightly in the air. The cups were chasing each other in a | oop, and
now he'd added a third cup

"Lord Qrinty has such wonderful hands!" Shanda sai d.

It enchanted Wandall that Shanda al ready knew how to lurk. He asked, "Are those Lords?"

Shanda giggled. "Yes. The big man there at the end is Lord Sanorty. He's ny stepfather.”

"l's that your nother with hinP"

"Rawanda's not ny nother! Stepnother," Shanda said. "My nmother's dead too. She di ed when Rabblie
was born."

"Rabbl i e?"

"My little brother. There. Wth her. He's five. She doesn't like himany nore than she |ikes ne,
but he gets to eat with them because he's the heir. If she ever has a boy, he's dead neat, but I
don't think she can have children. She had one, ny sister, and that took a week. It was al nost two

years ago-"

Whandal | tapped her armto shut her up, because Lord Sanmorty was talking: "... Wzard. Can he do
it again?"

"Woul d you want himto?" one of the others asked. "The iceberg damm near wi ped out the city!"

The wonen shouted with [aughter. The man with the clever hands said, "It did not, Chanthor! It
crossed your farm?"

Sanorty chuckled. "Well, and mine too, and left nothing but a plowed |ine three hundred paces w de
and | onger than any man has travel ed. That cost ne, | admit, but it didn't cross nuch of the city,

and it sure solved the water problem"™

Chant hor snort ed.

Qrinty snatched his cup and added it to the dance.

Sanorty said, "A nountain of ice fromthe farthest end of the Earth. Don't you sonetines wi sh you
could do that?"

"That, or any real nmmgic. But he said he could do it only once," Lord Qrinty said.

"He said that after we paid him Did you believe hin? I'd say he wants a better price."
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Qrinty set the cups down w thout spilling a drop. "I don't know if | believed himor not."

One of the servants canme in. "Mrth of Atlantis,” he announced.

Morth ? Whandal | knew that nane ...

He stood tall and straight, but Morth was ol der than any of the Lords, fragile and perhaps blind.
H's face was all winkles; his hair was long and straight and thick but pure white. He tottered
very carefully into the circle of firelight. "My Lords," he said formally. "You will have to
forgive me. It has been twenty years since | was |last here."

"I would think Lordshills is easy enough to find," Sanorty said. "Even if you had never been here
before.”

"Yes, yes, of course,"” Mrth said. "To find, yes. To get to, perhaps not so easy for one in ny
profession. | cane by the back roads. The ponies | hired could not clinmb your hill, and as

wal ked up, this change cane on ne. But you nust know all this."

"Perhaps we know |l ess than you think. A dozen years ago a Condi geano wi zard offered us a spel

that would let cook fires burn indoors," Sanmorty said. "Cheap too. He didn't have to cast it

hi nsel f. Sent an apprentice up to do it. It worked, but since then the only horses that can get up
the hill are our big ones. The Lordkin ponies can't nake it. W don't know why."

Mort h nodded. He was anused without naking a point of it. "But surely this-spell-has not |asted a
dozen years?"

"No, he sends an apprentice to renewit. He's done that twi ce since. W've discussed having him
cast it for other areas, but we decided not to."

"Ch, good," Mrth said. "Very wise. May | be seated?"

"Yes, yes, of course. Dinner's finished, but would you like tea and dessert?" Sanorty's wi fe said.
"Thank you, yes, ny lady."

Rawanda waved to a servant as Mdrth sat with an effort.

The fourth Lord was ol der than the rest. The others had cone out with wonmen, but he reclined al one
on his couch. The servants treated himwi th as rmuch respect as they treated Sanorty. He had been
qui et, but now he spoke. "Tell us, Sage, why is it wise not to cast this spell in the other parts
of the city? Wiy not in Tep's Town?"

"Side effects,” Qrinty said. "The Lordkin need their ponies."

"Yes, that and the fires, Lord Jerreff," Mrth said. H s voice had

changed slightly. There was | ess quaver

"Coul d you cast such a spell if we asked you to?"

Morth cut off a laugh. "No. Lord. No w zard could do that. Only apprentices cast that spell, and
I"I'l wager that it's never the same apprentice twice, either.”

"You'd win that wager," Sanorty said. "lIs this spell dangerous?"

"Confined to a small area, no," Mdirth said. "Cast throughout Tep's Town? | amcertain you woul d
regret it."

"Fires," Lord Jerreff said. "There would be fires inside houses, anytine, not just during a

Burni ng. That's what our Condi geano wi zard told us. He wouldn't tell us what the spell was. Just
that it would keep Yangi n-Atep at a distance. Sage, | don't suppose you will tell us either?”
Morth sol etmly shook his head. "No, Lord, | cannot."

"But you do know what the spell is."

"Yes, Lord, | know," Morth said. "And frankly |I am concerned that a hedge w zard from Condi geo
woul d know about - about that spell. | amalso surprised that you would enpl oy powerful nagic you do
not understand."

"Ch, we know what it does,” Qrinty said. "It uses up the power in magic, the manna. Gods can't
live where there's no manna."

"I didn't know that," Lord Chanthor said. "D d you know, Sanorty?"

Lord Sanorty shook his head. "All | bargained for was a way to |l et the cooks work inside. Does
that nean the fountains aren't nagic?"

"Just good plunbing, Sanorty," Lord Qrinty said. "But there is magic in running water-| suppose
that's why our Sage | ooks better now. He found sonme manna in the fountains."

"Astute, Lord. But very little, | fear." He chuckled mirthlessly. "I do not believe you need pay
to renew the spell this year."

"I's that why the wizards can't bring rain?" Sanorty denanded. "No manna?"

"Yes," Morth said. "The manna is dying all over the world, but especially here in Tep's Town. The
void you have created here isn't hel ping."

"Where can we find nore manna?" Chant hor asked.

"The water conmes fromthe nountains," Qrinty said. "Look there, if we can find the way.
"There are maps," Chanthor said. "I recall ny father telling nme of an expedition to the nountains.
They brought back manna-"
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"CGold. WId manna. Unpredictable," Sanorty said. "Some of the effects were damed odd."

"Yes, Sanorty, and anyway, they got all they could find," Chanthor said. "W wouldn't do better
But there was water. Can we get water fromthe nountai ns?"

"W can't. Maybe nobody can."

"We did once."

"Yes, Jerreff, and long ago the kinless were warriors," Chanthor said.

"Do you believe that?" Sanorty asked.

"Ch, it's true," Jerreff said.

"My Lords, we are neglecting our guest," Sanorty said. He turned to Morth. The wi zard was quietly
sipping tea. He | ooked less ill than when he had cone to the table.

"Sage, if we don't have water, there'll be a Burning, sure as anything. How can we stop it?"
Qrinty asked. "Can you bring nore water?"

Mort h shook his head. He spoke solemly. "No, ny Lords. There is not enough manna to bring rain
As for the gold in the nountains, you don't want it."

"lsn't it magic?"

"WIld magic. |I've heard sone very funny stories about gold' s effect on men and magi ci ans, but in
any case, | would not survive the rigors of the Hip."

"There are other mountains," Jerreff said. "The Barbar Mountains remain. Too far to go by | and,
but we could take ship."

Morth smiled thinly. "I fear | must decline that as well," he said.
"The ice. Can you bring nore ice?" Qrinty demanded. "W will pay well. Very well, won't we,
Sanorty?"

"W woul d pay to have the reservoirs filled again, yes," Sanorty said. "You would not find us
ungenerous. "

"Alas, as | told you then, | could do that only once. Loan ne a charioteer and | could fill your
reservoirs, but | do not believe you would care for salt water."

"Salt water?" Sanmporty demanded. "Wat would we want with reservoirs full of salt water?"

"l can't imagine," Mrth said. "But it is the only kind I control just at the nonment." His smle
was thin and there was a tiny edge to his voice. "It would be difficult but not inpossible to
drown the city and even parts of the Lordshills, but the water would be sea water."

"Are you threatening to do that?" Sanorty demanded

"Ch no, Lord. | have worked for nmany years to prevent that," Mrth said. Mther's Mther's hunor
sonmetimes matched this old man's: they |aughed at things nobody el se understood. "But do not be
deceived, it could happen. For exanple, if you were to use in Tep's Town the spell that that idiot
Condi geano used here, you might well find the sea wal king across the city. May | have sonme nore
tea?"

"Certainly, but it is a long way back, Sage, and | perceive you are not confortable here,
said. "Wth your permission | will arrange transportation for our horses, and an escort of
guards. "

"Your generosity is appreciated,” Mrth said.

Morth., "He's too old," Wandal |l murnured.

The girl asked, "Too old for what?"

"He's not who | thought." Too old to be the Morth who killed nmy father and put nmy uncle to flight.
But wasn't that also Moxrth of drowned Atlantis? Mdther's Mther had told another tale. "The w zard
who woul dn't bl ess a ship?"

"Yes, that's him" Shanda said.

Sanorty clapped his hands for a servant. "Have the cooks prepare a traveler's neal for the w zard.
W will need a team and wagon fromthe stables, and two guardsmen to acconpany Morth of Atlantis

Sanorty

to the city."
"At once, Lord," the servant said.
"He will see to your needs, Sage," Sanorty said. "It has been our honor."

"My thanks, Lords." Mrth followed the servant out. He | eaned heavily on his staff as he wal ked.
They watched in silence until he was gone.

This powerless wizard couldn't be the Morth who had killed Pothefit. Was it a common nane in
Atlantis?

"Well, he wasn't any use," Chanthor said.
"Perhaps. | want to think about what he didn't say," Jerreff said.
"What | learned is that he can't get us any water. So what do we do now?" Sanorty demanded.

"The usual. G ve out nore. Increase the Mother's Day presents,"” Chanthor said.
Whandal | 's ears twitched. More Mother's Day presents was good news for the Placehold, for
Serpent's Wal k, for everyone! But Lord Qrinty said, "The warehouses are getting enpty. W need
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rain!"

"There's a ship due with some sea dragon bones," Chanthor said. "Magic to make rain, if Mrth is
as good as he says he is."

"I't won't happen," Jerreff said, "and you know it. Do you renmenber the last tine you bought dragon
bones? Ebony box, lined with velvet, wapped in silk, and nothing but rocks inside."

"Well, yes, but that merchant is crab dung now, " Chanthor said, "and | keep ny henp gumin that
box. This tine the promise cones froma nore reputable ship captain.”

"He'll have a good excuse for not having any dragon bones in stock," Jerreff said. "Chanthor
Morth wasn't revealing secrets; he was speaki ng conmon magi ci ans' gossi p. Magi c fades everywhere,
but here.. . . Wiy woul d anyone send objects of power here? What can we pay conpared to the |Incas?

O Torov? Even Condi geo could pay nore than we can!"

"AIl true," Qrinty said. "Wich brings us to the question, why does Mrth of Atlantis stay here?
We all saw himnmove a nountain of ice!"

"Forget Morth. He has no power," Sanorty said.

"It is a puzzle worth contenplation, even so," Jerreff said. "Here he is weak. He would be nore
powerful in a land better blessed with nmagic. An Atlantis w zard could comand respect anywhere."
"They're rare, all right," Lady Rawanda said. "And there won't be any nore."

A ripple of response ran around the table. Horror brushed its hand al ong Whandal|l's hair. Tellers
even in Tep's Town spoke of the sinking of Atlantis.

Chant hor said, "Ship captains are still telling stories about the waves. Wped out whole cities.
Do you suppose that's what Mrth is tal king about? Salt water. Can he raise big waves? That mi ght
be useful, if anyone attacked us fromthe sea."”

"Who' d attack us?" Qrinty asked.

"We've been raided a few tinmes," Chanthor said. "The |last one was interesting, wasn't it,
Sanorty?"

Lord Sanorty nodded. "Ni ne dead, though."

"Ni ne dead, we sold six nore to Condigeo, and we got a ship out of it," Chanthor said.

"Ch, what happened?" Rawanda asked.

"Ship's captain ran out of luck," Chanthor said. "Lost his cargo; talked the crewinto raiding in
our harbor for their pay. Water Devils saw t hem comi ng. Happened to be nmy watch. | took Waternman
and his ready squad down. Al over in an hour. As Sanorty said, nine dead, four of them Wter
Devils. No Lordsnen hurt, and we nade a pretty good profit selling the survivors even after we
paid off the Water Devils."

"What about the captain?' Jerreff asked.

"He owes us," Sanorty said. "I let himrecruit crew fromunenpl oyed kinless. Seens to be working
wel | . The kinless bring noney back for their relatives to spend here, and we have a nerchant ship-
not that |'ve thought of any use for it. It can't bring us rain."

"We're due for rain, though," Chanthor said.

"I'f Yangin-Atep doesn't chase it away," Qrinty's wife said

"There's no predicting that," Qrinty said. "But, you know, I think he's | ess powerful when it
rains. Fire god, after all: why not?"

Yangi n- Atep. The Lords knew of Yangin-Atep. And they had fires indoors. Yangin-Atep never
permitted fires indoors. And they'd hosted Morth of Atlantis, who had killed Pothefit, but he
seened too trail to defend hinmself at all

They tal ked so fast, and it was all hard to remenber, but that was part of a Lordkin's training.
Whandal | |i st ened.

"W need a small Burning," Jerreff said. "If we stop the Burnings altogether, the | ookers won't
cone here anynore, and we'll all die of boredom A little Burning, just enough to get it out of
their system”

"You're a cynic, Jerreff,’
"No, just practical."

Sanorty said.

"If we don't get sone rain soon, there'll be nore kinless wanting to nove out of the city and into
our town," Chanthor said sourly.
"Can't blame them But we have no place to put them" Qrinty said. "No jobs, either. |I've got

nmore servants and gardeners than | need, and without water there won't be enough crops to feed the
peopl e we have, Sanorty."

"Tell me the last tinme you didn't see a real problemconing," Rawanda said.

Qrinty shrugged and produced a dagger fromthin air. "Soneone has to worry about the future."
"And you do it well. Just as Jerreff worries about the past. I'mgrateful to you both." Sanorty
stood. "Now, |I'mafraid you'll have to excuse ne. |'mon watch tonight." He raised his voice.
"Antoni o, bring nmy arnor, please."
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"Yes, Lord," soneone called fromthe house. A nonent |ater two nmen came out struggling under a

| oad. They dressed Sanorty in a bronze back-and-breastplate. They hung a sword | onger than two
Lordki n knives on a strap over one shoul der and handed hi ma hel net.

"I's the watch ready?" Sanorty asked.

"Yes, Lord; they're waiting at the gate."

"Arnor all polished?"

"Yes, Lord."

"Fine." To his guests, he said, "Enjoy yourselves. If there's anything you need, just ask.
Rawanda, |'Il be late tonight. | have a double watch."

"Ch, I'msorry to hear that," the | ady said.

"She's not sorry," Shanda whi spered. "She doesn't even like him"

"Do you?" Whandal | asked.

"Samorty's not so bad," Shanda said. "He was very nice to ny nother after my father was killed in
the Burning."

There was so much to | earn! The Lords who controlled Mther's Day knew supplies were runni ng out.
They needed water. Whandall had never thought about water before. There were the wells, and
sonetimes rivers, and the fountain at Peacegi ven Square, and sonetines those were nearly dry.
Water was inportant, but Wsandall didn't know anyone who could control water

But this wi zard had brought water once, and he was wel cone here now. Because he was a wizard, or
because he brought water? And how did you becone a Lord in the first place?

"Was your father a Lord, Shanda?"

"Yes. Lord Horthonmew. He was a politician and an officer of the watch, |ike Sanorty."

"How was he killed?"

"I don't know," she said.

Chapter 5

When it was light, he waited outside Shanda's door. It seened like a long tinme until she cane out,
but the sun was still very lowin the east. He fidgeted, and finally said, "I have to piss, and |
don't know where, and-"

She giggled. "I told you- -the roomis at the far end of the hall under the stairs. Didn't | tel
you?"

He didn't renmenber. Certainly he hadn't understood. He thanked her and ran toward the stairs.
"Lock the door when you're inside," she whisper-called.

The room bel ow the stairs had wi ndows too high up to | ook out, and a door with a latch. Inside a
stream washed into a basin at his chest level, then spilled over into a trough on the floor. It
was all clean, and nothing snelled. Wen he cane out, there was a nman waiting outside the door. He
had the round ears of a kinless, and he | ooked |ike the man who had brought Sanmorty's arnor. He
didn't say anything to Wandall as he went inside.

They ate in the kitchen. Serana fussed over themand didn't seemsurprised to find Whandall was
still there.

"We're going to play in the big park," Shanda told Serana. "WII you tell Mss Batty for ne?"
Serana nmade di sapproving sounds. "I'Il tell Mss Bertrana you called her that." She didn't sound
like she nmeant it. "You'll need a lunch. I'lIl fix up something. You be back by suppertine."

They went to the courtyard where the clothes were drying, and Wandal |l selected a | ength of rope
He went to the tree branch and threw the rope over it and tied knots in the rope. Wth the rope
there, he felt safer, because he thought that once he was over the wall no one could catch himin
the chaparral. Not without magic.

The Lords did nmagic. Everyone said so. Lord Qrinty nade cups dance and pulled a dagger fromthin
air, but it was Lord Qrinty who had wi shed they could do real nagic. But the stove was nagic. It
all nade Whandall's head hurt. Learning things was not the sane as understandi ng them.

He started to clinb the rope. Wen he got on the branch, he saw Shanda was clinbing up. She wasn't
good at cli nbing.

"Help me up," she said.

He reached down and took her hand and pulled her up to the branch. Then he | ooked around. One of
the men with shovels had seen themclinb up, but he only went back to work.

"Can | get back in this way?" she asked.

"You' re not going out."

"Yes, | am"

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt (19 of 223) [7/2/03 1:42:21 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%620-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt
"Shanda, the chaparral is dangerous. You'll get hurt and your stepfather will kill me."
"I won't get hurt if you show me what to do."
"No." He crawed along the tree linb until he was over the wall. She canme right behind him "No,"
he said again, but he knew it was no use. "Go back and pull the rope to the outside of the wall."
Just near the wall the plants seenmed weak and al nost |ifeless, but farther away they grew thicker
Ina mle they'd be luxurious. Two miles farther were the first of the redwoods. "Those are
wonderful ," he told her. "Wiit till you see them close."
But she wasn't avoiding the plants. He stopped her. He showed her lord' s-kiss and nettles and
thorn bushes, and three kinds of touch-ne. "Three | eaves,” he said. "Three | eaves and white
berries, and it doesn't just sit there. Watch." He saw a stick on the ground and examined it
carefully before he picked it up. Then he rubbed his hands on one end and held it by the other
end, noving it closer and closer to a large vine. At a hand's distance, the vine noved just enough
to brush the stick.
Whandal | showed her an oily smear on the stick. "You wouldn't want to touch that."
"Would it kill you?"
"No, it just makes you swell up in bunps. The vine can kill you. Things it touches only hurt you."
She still wanted to nove too fast. He showed her sone of the scars the plants had | eft on hi mwhen
he was with the foresters. He nmade her follow just in his footsteps, and whenever she wanted to
| ook at sonething, he sl opped.
There wasn't the ghost of a chance they woul d reach the redwoods today.
At noon they stopped and ate lunch, then started hack. Whandall took his tine, pointing out plants
even if she'd seen them before. He 'd forgotten often enough, and Kreeg had had to remnd him.

She held a branch at the broken end. d ossy red-and-green | eaves grew at the tip. "Wat would
happen if | rub that stick on ny stepnother's chair?"

"Not the stick, the | eaves. Shanda, really?"

She nodded, grinning.

"Well, she won't die. She'll itch and scratch.™

"I't's magi c?" Shanda asked. "If it's magic it won't work at all inside the walls. That's what ny
st epf at her says."

That woul d explain the cook fires, Whandall thought. But not Qrinty's dancing cups.

"I"'mgoing to try it," she said.

He stood under the rope as she clinmbed it, in case she fell. She waved fromthe top and was gone
It had been a gl orious day.

He was out of the chaparral before the Iight of sunset died, but the night was turning nmisty. Wen
Whandal | reached the hilltops, he could see fog curling in fromwhere the harbor had been. He
wat ched it for a time, hunped above the | and. Then he heard shouts. Had soneone seen hinf? Water
Devil s, perhaps sonmeone worse. He couldn't see anyone, but he ran into the fog, running as hard as
he could until he was exhaust ed.

Fog was all around him as he caught the stench of the Black Pit. The Pit itself was not to be
seen. What he saw was dark shadows racing toward him

He ran back the way he had come, but he was too tired to run far. Wen his breath ran out he
trailed to a stop.

He hadn't heard a sound.

He'd seen . . . what had he seen? Dogs or wol ves, but huge. But nothing chased himnow He had to
get past the Pit to get honme, and soneone had chased himup the hill. A band was nore dangerous

t han shadows.

The shadows cane again as he crested the hill. This tinme he watched. Bent to pick up a sharp-edged
rock in each fist, and watched again. He wished with all his heart that he already had his Lordkin
knife. He had outrun them before and he could again . . . but they were only shadows. Wl f-shaped

shadows, and sonething nuch larger, racing silently toward him

They were |l ess real as they cane near. Wiandall yelled and swing his rocks to smash skulls, and
then he was anong them in them and breath-

| ess with wonder. They were pockets in the fog: half a dozen wolf shapes all merged now i nto one
t hrashing bubble of clear air. The larger shape was a cat as big as Placehold' s communal bedroom
arnmed with a pair of lungs very like Lordkin knives. Then that too was part of the bubble,
thrashing as it fought the wolves, and Wandall could watch the shadow shapes of huge birds
wheel i ng above the m sty slaughter. They'll never believe ne. But what a day!
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Chapter 6

He had carried his own clothes in a bundle. Now he put them on over his new ones, so that he could
get back to Placehold safely. It took all day. After noon, he ate the roll that Serana had given
him The wani ng noon was hi gh when he got back honme. Hungry, he checked out the tables and cookpot
for Ieftovers. That got himnothing but sticky feet. He crept into the sleeping roomand fel

asl eep at once.

In the norning his toes renenbered the clean blond wood that floored Lord Sanorty's kitchen as

t hey squi shed across Placehold's sticky flagstones. In the roar of Placehold s shouts and | aughter
and curses he renenbered the busy quiet around Serana.

He tore a piece of bread off what Wanshig had gathered. Wanshig junped, then |aughed. "Were did
you gat her the new cl ot hes?"

His sisters and cousins all |ooked at him "Pretty," Rotunda said. "Are there nore?"

A Lordki n should have guile, even with his own kin. Wandall wanted to thi nk about what he had
seen before he tal ked about it. There was no way to explain that gathering was not a way of life
to the Lords and those who worked with them

So ... "Clothesline at a house off of Sanvin Street," Wandall said. "Kin-less house, nobody

| ooki ng, but there wasn't anything el se worth gathering."

"Too bad," Wanshig said. "Ready for knife | essons?"

"Sure."

They practiced with sticks. Wandall was still clunsy. He'd have been killed a do/.en tines it
they'd used real knives.

"Next year." The uncles who'd been watching the | essons were sure about it. "Next year."

The Lordsnen fought with spears and swords, not with the big Lordkin knives. Whandal |l thought
about the Lordshills, where even the gardeners lived us well as Pelzed and Resal et did. The
Lordsrmen would live even better than gardeners. Fighters always did. H s uncles would never be
able to teach himto light the way Lordsnen did. But soneone might. He knew he had to go back

I e washed his new cl othes, but he could think of no place to dry them where they woul d not be
stolen. He carried themas a danp bundl e when he took to the roads four days later. They snelled

of danp.
H s path ran through Fl ower Market. He kept to shadow when he could, and the w ndow ess sides of
bui | di ngs, and was still surprised to get through untouched.

Beyond Fl ower Market nobody lived, or so he'd been told. He saw occasional dwellings but was able
to avoid them Wen he reached the ridge it was nearly dark. He thought of staying in the
chaparral, then | aughed. He knew a better place

The Black Pit was stench and mi st and darkness, and a misty blur of a full npon overhead. The nobon
lit shadows that canme bounding to greet him Wlves as big as Whandall hinmself, all in a |eaping
pack. Birds big enough lo pluck himfromthe ground. Two cats bigger than Wiandal|l's i nmagi nati on.
Hubbies in the fog, they nerged in a frantic seething bubble, and Wandall |aughed and tried to
play with them but he touched nothing but fog.

Rumor spoke that the Black Pit had swal | owed people. He shied fromgoing too deep into it. He
didn't want any nore of that alien stench, either. | |le spread sone marsh grass over a flat rock
and |ay down on that. Wth two |ayers of clothes around him he wasn't even particularly cold.
Hal f asl eep, he wat ched anot her shadow edgi ng toward hi m several feet above the black swanp. It
was rounded and al nost featurel ess, and the ghosts already around hi m nade shadows to interfere
wi th what approached. It was even bigger than the cats. Sleepily he watched it cone and tried to
guess its shape, then fell asleep still wondering.

The gardener's boy's clothes were still danp when he put themon at dawn. H s own Serpent's Wal k
garments were underneath. He wasn't cold, just sodden. He wal ked his clothes dry before he reached
the broad wagon path that nust be Sanvin Street.

When he got to the barren | ands, a wagon cane up behind him The kinless driver |ooked at Wandal
and stopped. "Need a ride?"

"Yes, thank you." He hesitated only a nmonent. "Sir."

"dinb on. I"'mgoing to the harbor. Were are you headed?"
"To see . . . friends. At Lord Sanorty's house."
"Inside, eh? Wll, 1'Il let you off at the fork. Hup. Gettap." The two ponies drew the cart at a

pace faster than Wandall woul d wal k. The kinless driver whistled some nanel ess tune. He was a
young nman, not nuch over twenty.

The cart was filled with baskets with the lids tied on them "Wat is that?" Wandall asked.
The driver eyed Whandal|l carefully. "Wo did you say your friend was?"

"Shanda. "
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"Sanorty's daughter?"

" St epdaught er, " Whandall said. "Sir."

"Right. Your father work for Sanorty?"

"Yes, sir."

"Explains the shirt," the driver said.

Whandal | wi dened his eyes and | ooked up at him

The driver grinned. "If you was to |l ook in one of those baskets you'd see cloth just |ike what

you're wearing. My cousin Hallati has a loomin his basenent. Weaves that cloth, he and his w ves

and daughters. W sold a stack of it to Sanorty last nonth."

Halite. Wandall had never heard the nanme, but he would renenber it. How nany ot her kinless were

hi di ng val uabl es?

"Hope we can nove Halite out soon. | don't like this drought nmuch. Gets dry and those Lordkin

jackals get ugly. Alnost got ny cousin's place last tine. Alnpst," the cart driver said, and

pulled the animals to a stop. This was the road to the Lordshills. Wandall got out and waved a

good- bye.

There were different guards when he got to the gate. They didn't pay nuch attention to Wandall as

he cane up the road.

"Don't renenber you," one of the guards said. "Were do you live, boy?"

"Lord Sanorty's house-"

"Ch. Gardening crew?"

"Yes, sir."

The guard nodded. They didn't bother to raise the barrier, but it was easy to walk around it, and

the guards were already tal king about the weat her by the time Wandall was inside.

There were big houses and wide streets. Palmtrees grew at regular intervals, in patterns. The

houses were grand. Sonething nore, sonmething weird. Thirty houses shouldn't be quite so simlar

though no two were identical; but neither should they remind a boy of a stand of redwoods or a

range of hills.

Like a redwood, like a granite hill, each house | ooked like it had been in place forever. Like
Whandal | stepped back and | ooked around him because he could feel how the shock changed his

face. Anyone who saw hi m woul d know he was a stranger, staring as if he'd never seen a |l ong street

Iined on both sides with houses, none of which had ever been burned and replaced. The fl ower beds-

they were shaped and arranged to fit around the houses! Not one structure showed any sign of

haste, of Get a roof on that before the rain starts! O Use the beans fromthe Tanner house-they

don't quite, but the Tanners won't need them anynore. O Just do sonething to shelter us-don't

bother ne; can't you see |I'mgrieving?

I't made hi muneasy.

He didn't know what Lord Sanorty's house would |l ook like fromthe | rout, but it had to be near

the wall. He worked his way eastward until he was sure there was only the one | ayer of houses

between himand the wall, then north until he could see the big tree. After that it was no problem

finding his way around the back of the house to the fountain. He washed his hands and face and

feet without waiting to be told to.

"1 didn't really think you woul d come back," Shanda sai d.

"I said | would . "

"A Lordkin's pronise." There was not nuch warnth in her smile, but then it brightened. "You

promi sed to show nme the redwoods. "

He thought about that.

"I have leathers. For both of us." She showed hima box hidden under the bed in her room "I got

them fromthe gardeners. They don't use them anynore."

Whandal | exani ned the gear

"It's good, isn't it?" Shanda denanded.

"I't's good enough," he adnmitted. "But we'd be out all night."

"That's all right; Mss Batty will think I"'mvisiting," Shanda said. "I'Il tell her |I'm staying

with Lord Flascatti's daughter. Mss Batty will never check."

"But-"
"And ny stepnother wouldn't care if | never cane back. We'll take lunch and di nner and-"
Whandal | | ooked up at the sun, lowin the west. "It's way too late-"

"Not today, silly. In the norning. O next day. You don't have to get back today, do you?"

He shook his head. |If he never canme back, his nother would worry about hima little, but she

woul dn't do anything, and no one el se would care nuch. Not unl ess they thought he'd been killed by
ki nl ess.

"Did you try that stick?"
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Shanda grinned. "That same night. On Rawanda's chair! Yes! It gave

her a little red rash, and it itched her for two days. | think it still does." Her face tell a
bit. "Sanmorty must have got some on his arm because he got a rash too. | guess he knew what nade
it, because he yelled at the gardeners about it, and the gardeners yelled back, and they all went
out to look for a poison plant, but they didn't find any. | didn't want to hurt Sanorty."

Good, Whandal | thought. And better that she hadn't been caught, and no one knew where she had
been. O who she had been with

Alittle red rash. Whandall had given | eaves of that same plant to Lord Pelzed, and they'd used
themon Bull Fizzle boys. No one died, but a dozen of them were useless for a week, and Pel zed and
the Bull Fizzle Lord had nade a treaty not to do that again. Pelzed had been pleased. But here it
was just a little red rash. Plants |ost power here.

"Let's get sonmething to eat," Shanda was saying. "Serana doesn't think | eat enough. She'll be
glad to see you."

The kitchen was warm and dry and snelled of foods Wandall could only guess at. Serana filled his
bow with soup and heaped bread on the table, then apol ogized for not having anything for him
"WIIl you be staying for dinner?"

"If that's all right," Wandall said. "Ma'am This sure is good."

Serana sm | ed happily.

They wat ched the gardeners, but they avoi ded everyone el se. Shanda showed himthe carp pools, with
bright colored fish. A pair of servants got too curious, and Wiwandall was frantically trying to
find answers when Shanda | aughed and ran away with Whandall follow ng. She |l ed himto another part
of the yard.

There was a snall, queer house, too small for Shanda and way too small for Wandall. There were
roons no bigger than a big nan, and tiny passages they could craw through, and open walls. The
curious servants had foll owed. Whandall had to wiggle |like an earthworm but he foll owed Shanda
deeper into the maze, into twi sts and shadows, until no eyes could reach them

He felt a nmoment of panic then. If this place should burn! They'd be trapped, wiggling through
flamng twists. But the gardeners were all kin-less, weren't they? And he wouldn't show the little
girl his fear. He foll owed Shanda deeper yet.

There was a snmall roomat the center, just big enough for both of themto sit up

"Way is it so snall?" Whandal | asked.

"I't's a playhouse. It was built for nmy little brother, but he doesn't like it much, so | get to
play init."

A pl ayhouse. Wiandal | coul d understand the notion, but he woul d never have thought of it. An
entire extra house, just for fun!

After dinner they lay on the bal cony above the courtyard und |listened to the Lords talKk.

Four nen and three wonen lolled on couches that would have | ooked really nice in the Pl acehold
courtyard. No one said anything until an elderly kinless brought out a tray of steam ng cups. Lady
Rawanda passed themto the others.

Qrinty's wife sipped, then snled. "Really, Rawanda, you nust tell u& where you get such
excellent tea root."

"Thank you, Cliella. It is good, isn't it?" Rawanda said. There was another silence.

"Quiet lately," Jerreff said. "I don't like it."

"Then you should be pleased," Sanobrty said. "W caught a sneaker |ast night."

"Any probl ens?" Jerreff asked

"No, there was a Jollmc ship in port. W got a nice burning glass for him Quintana, isn't it
your watch toni ght?"

"I traded."

"Traded with who?"

"Well, actually-"

"He paid Peacevoi ce Waterman extra,'
i nspected it.

Sanorty shook his head sadly. "Bad practice,"” he said.

Qui ntana | aughed. He was round and pudgy and | ooked very contented on his couch. "Wat can it

hurt? Sanorty, you may |like parading around all night in arnmor, but | don't! If there's need, |'l|
turn out-"

"If there's need, the watchmen will be taking orders from Waterman, not you," Sanorty said.

"Not to nmention that Waterrman will get any loot they find," Jerreff said dryly.

"You worry too nuch, Sanorty," Rawanda said. "You think the city will fall if you don't hold it up-

Qrinty said. He produced a grapefruit fromthin air and

Sanorty laughed thinly. "It fell once. To us! But peace. It won't fall tonight. Mire wi ne?" He
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poured froma pitcher on the table.

Shanda stirred and whi spered, "That's you they're tal king about."

" Sneaker ?"

"No, the Lordkin!"

Whandal | nodded. His famly, street, city, in the hands of these dithering, bickering Lords.
Was he too young to be sold onto sonme foreign ship? For an instant the i dea was indecently
attractive

"Yangi n-Atep's still asleep,’
beni ghted areas.™

"I didn't hear about any fires. Have troubl e?"

"Just brush fires. The kinless nust have put them out."

"I his tine," Sanorty nuttered. "What | worry about is when the Lord-kin won't et the kinless put
out the fires."

"Yangi n- Atep protects houses," Quintana said.

"But not brush. Suppose all the chaparral burned at once?" Jerreff asked. "Wuld that wake Yangi n-
Atep? Half the city could burn if Yangin-Atep wakes while the hills are burning!"

"Now that woul d be sonething to worry about,"” Rowena said
"Sure would. You're too young to renmenber the last tine,"
nysel f."

"W don't know what wakes the god," Qrinty's wfe said.
"Sure we do. Hot weather. No rain. That hot, dry wind fromthe east,” Qrinty said.

"Sonetines." Sanorty sounded doubtful. "I grant you that's usually what things are |ike when the
Burning starts. But not always."

"Cet us sonme rain and things will be all right." Qrinty toyed nervously with a salt shaker, then
caused it to whirl about.

"Sure," Rowena said.

"If we can't get rain, maybe we ought to do sonething else,
salt shaker down.

"What ?"

"Finish the agueduct. Get nore water into the benighted areas-"

"Be real," Sanorty said. "That's no easier than getting rain!"

"They have a new aqueduct in South Cape," Quintana said. "One of the ship captains told ne."
"Sure, and they have wi zards in South Cape,"” Qrinty said. "And dragon bones for nmanna. W don't.
But we could still build the aqueduct-"

"There's no noney," Sanorty said.

"Rai se taxes."

"W just raised taxes," Jerreff said. "You can't squeeze the kinless much nore."

"Borrow the noney. W have to do sonmething! If there's another Burning it will cost even nore to
rebuild and we'll still have to finish the aqueduct."” At the word still, Qrinty made a dagger
vani sh. From hi s vant age above, Wandall saw how he did it. He might have learned it froma

pi ckpocket. "Doesn't N co owe us?"

"Sure he does, and maybe he can talk his nmasons into working with himas a favor, but it would
still take two hundred | aborers to finish that job. They'd all have to be fed."

"l suppose,” Qrinty said sadly.

"Maybe we can talk the Lordkin into finishing the aqueduct.’
they're the ones who need it."

"Yeah, sure," Quintana said. He poured hinself another glass of wine. "But Qrinty's right. W
shoul d do something .. ."

Lord Quintana's wife was slimand long, with scul pted hair. She'd arranged herself on the couch so
that everyone would see her legs and painted toenails, and she sel dom spoke. "I don't see why
everyone worries so nmuch about the Lordkin," she said. "W don't need them What do we care what
they do?"

Qui ntana ignored her.

"No, | nean really," she said. There was a hard edge to her voice. "They need the aqueduct, but
they won't work on it. The very idea that they m ght nakes us |augh."”

"And when Yangi n- Atep wakes and they burn the city?" Sanorty said gently. He |iked Lady Siresee.
"Kill them?"

"Not easy," Qrinty laughed. "There are a lot of them and after all they won last tine."

"Squeeze the kinless nuch harder and you'll get another war," Jerreff said. "Sone of themare
getting desperate.”

"Yes," Sanorty said. "But they'd really be in bad shape after a Burning."

Qui ntana said. "Watchnen told nme there were three fires over in the

Sanorty said. "I was only ten or so

Qrinty said carefully. He put the

Rowena | aughed sourly. "Alter all,

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt (24 of 223) [7/2/03 1:42:22 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%620-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt
"There are stories,” Jerreff said. "Wole city burned down. Even our town."

"Where did you hear that?" Sanorty asked.

"At the Menory Quild. Yangin-Atep used to be nore powerful," Jerreff said. "He could seize
everyone, Lordkin and Lords too. Burnings were really bad in those days. Didn't your father tel
you that, Sanorty?"

"Yangi n- Atep has no power in here.
"And dammed little in town."
"Sure, and you know why," Qrinty said. "W can fence himout, but we can't control him"

"Gods have gone nythical," Jerreff said.

"Don't be a fool," Sanorty said. "You heard what Morth said. And suppose we could send Yangi n-Atep
i nto nyt h-what happens then?"

"No nore Burnings," Jerreff said.

"At what cost?"

"I don't know," Q@rinty said

"Neither do |, and that's the point," Sanorty said. "Ri ght now we've got things under control-"
"Sort of," Jerreff said.

"Enough." Sanorty clapped his hands. The ki nl ess servants brought in new trays of nugs. "W have a
per f or mance tonight."

"Ch, what?" Qrinty's w fe asked

"Ji spomos. "

"No, no, that's long," Quintana said.

"Not all of it-scenes frompart one," Rawanda sai d. "Nobody does the whole thing."

"Even so," Quintana said. "I'Il be back.. ." He went off toward the small room under the stairs.

Sanorty waved at the scul pted gardens and too-perfect houses.

Chapter 7

Per formance was a way of telling a story. Several people acted out lives that weren't theirs, on
a platformwith noveable furniture. A man with a boom ng voice spoke as storyteller. Wandall had
never seen anything like it.

The performance was | ong, and Wandall didn't understand a | ot of the words. Jispomos had beaten
hi s woman, had tracked her down after she lied fromhim had killed her and the man he found with
her. Whandal | understood that well enough. Whandall's uncle Napthefit had killed Aunt Rall oop when
he found her with a Water Devil. He'd tried to kill the man too, but the Water Devil had run to
his kin.

But Ji spommos's worman was ki nl ess!

The killing wasn't shown.

Guards took Jispormos away. He wal ked away when they turned their backs. The guards chased

Ji spormos around and around the stage in excruciating slow nmotion and all sang in a harnony that
Whandal | found beautiful, but they sang so slowy!-in tine to somol ent nusic that ran on
forever....

Shanda pulled his ear to wake him "You were snoring."

"What' s goi ng on now?"

"Trial."

He watched for a time. "I don't understand anything at all! What's the trial about?"

She | ooked at himwi th wi de eyes. "There was a murder," she rebuked him "It's about whether he
did it or not."

"Jispomos is a Lordkin, isn't he?" O was the actor a Lordkin playing Ji sponrmos?

But Shanda only | ooked at hi m strangely.

Whandal | swal | owed what he was about to say. Shanda wasn't Lordkin. |Instead he pointed and said,
"The ki nl ess wonan and the two nmen, who are they? They're doing all the talking."

"The men, they speak for Jispomos. C arata speaks for the court.”

"Ji spormos won't speak for hinself?" Cowardice or pride? "Wy two nmen?"

"l don't know. 1'Il be back," she whispered.
Whandal | nodded. It had been a | ong perfornance.
He watched. It was difficult to untangle. The kinless woman Clarata told of the killing,

questi oned any who had been nearby, showed bl oody clothing. OF the men who spoke for Ji sponmos,
the little kinless man demanded that C arata produce Ji spomos's knife. Wandall nodded: no
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Lordkin would throw away his knife. He argued that the clothing wasn't his, didn't fit. Jispommos
was el sewhere during the killing-in the Eastern Arc, in the woods, in a dockside winery with Water
Devils to vouch for him and on a boat bound for Condigeo- until the audience roared with

| aught er, covering Wandall's own giggl es.

But the Lordkin advocate spoke of Jispommos's prowess as a fighter, his standing in the bands .
Shanda came back. "Wat did | mss?"

"I think | get it."

"Wl | ?"

"They're not talking to the same people. The little kinless, he's funny, but two of the judges are
kinless, so he's talking to them He tells them Jispomos didn't do it. But Jispomos took a
kinless as his wonan. He lives like a kinless. What the Lordkin judges want to knowis, did

Ji spormos nmeke hinsel f kinless? The Lordkin advocate, he's telling themthat Jispomos is still a
Lordkin. He had the right to track his wonan down and kill her."

"The right?" Her eyes bugged. "VWhy?"

He had no way to tell her that. It just was.

So he lied. "I don't understand that either."

Shanda whi spered, "I don't think anyone does. It's based on sonething that really happened in Maze
Wal kers. A Condigeo teller wote this opera. The grownups like it."

The trial was still going on when part one ended and everyone appl auded.

The lords and |l adies drifted apart. Sanorty and Qrinty wal ked under the bal cony. Sanorty was
saying, "And that's the best part. G eatest argunent for getting rid of that arts conmittee | ever
saw. "

"Let me run the arts commttee. O you. O Chondor. At least we'll

have shows that satisfy sonmeone." Qrinty stopped in his tracks. "That's what we need! A show! Not
for us. For the Lordkin!"

"Not Jispommos!" Sanorty said. "You' d start the next Burning!"

"No, no, | mean, give thema parade," Qrinty said. "Get their attention and tell them about the
aqueduct. Tell themwe'll have it done . . . before (he rains?" He went back to his couch, | ooked
up at the night sky. "It's the season. Wiy doesn't it rain?"

"Not a bad idea," Jerreff said. "Waile all the Lordkin are off at the parade, Sanorty here can
meet with the kinless association council, Explain what we're really doing with their taxes."
"Find out if they're ready to join the Guard," Siresee said.

Qui ntana said, "Lordkin hear you're neeting with kinless and not them there'll be trouble.”
Jerreff waved it off. "We'll nmeet with sone Lordkin too."

"Who?" Qrinty asked.

"Who cares? Get the word out, we're neeting their |eaders. Sonmebody will show up."

"Now that's disrespectful,"” Sanorty said. "And the Lordkin want respect."

"No, they don't. They demand it." Siresee's words were nmeant to cut.

"Well, they say they want it, and they certainly demand it," Sanmorty said placidly. "I agree,
Jerreff, it doesn't matter a |l ot which Lordkin we talk to. They don't keep their own prom ses, and
none of them can neke pronises for Yangin-Atep. But we have to talk to them"

"Why?" Siresee asked.

"Time you children went to bed."

Behi nd himl Whandal | junped, but it was only Serana the cook. "Before Mss Bertrana catches you up
so late," she said.

Mor ni ng was cl oudy, and just after breakfast M ss Bertrana canme into the kitchen and took Shanda

by the hand. "Your father wants you," she said. "In your pink dress. There are visitors."

Shanda | ooked pai ned. She turned to Whandall. "I'msorry .. ." "That's all right," Wandall said
"I'd better go honme." "Yes, but have sonme of ny corn cake," Serana said. "I like to see a boy with
a good appetite.”

"Where did you say you lived?" Mss Bertrana asked.

VWhandal | pointed vaguely to the west. "Over near the wall, ma'am..."

"Well. Mss Shanda will be busy all day. Tonorrow too."
"Yes, ma'am Too bad, Shanda."

"Are they showing me off?" the little girl asked.

"I wouldn't put it that way, but it's Lord Wona's fanily.

M ss Bertrana said the nane

reverently. "Come on; you'll have to change."

Shanda hesitated a nonent. "You'll conme back?"

Serana was at the stove rattling pans. "It takes two days each way," Wandall whi spered.
"Pl ease?"

"I'l'l be back," he said. "Really. | just don't know when."
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"Next time we'll get to the forest." Shanda | owered her voice. "I'll |eave sone things for you in
my room in the chest. You can have all the boys' clothes there."
The chest was nearly full, and Whandall couldn't tell the boys' clothes fromthe girls. Mst of

the things were too snmall anyway. Shoes: fancy, not sturdy. They wouldn't last a week in Serpent's
Wal k. There was far nore stuff here than he could carry, and even if he could carry it, what then?
He'd ook like a gatherer. If the Lordsnen didn't catch him his own people woul d.

There were boys in the yard playing a conplicated game. Hide and run, track and pounce. Initation
Lordkin. Pitiful. Wandall watched them while he thought.

He'd need an outfit, a way to blend in here when he returned. But anything that would blend in
here woul d stand out in Serpent's Wl k.

A Lordkin had to be crafty.

It cane to himthat he could wear his own cl othes underneath, then two nore |layers of Lord's
clothing topped by the | oose jacket, and still not |ook too odd. Those boys were all bul kier than
he was. They ate better- and nore often.

When he was dressed, he felt bulky. He left Shanda's roomcarefully, with a twi nge of regret for
all the stuff he was |eaving behind, too nuch to gather. He left by going over the wall. Quards

m ght notice how nuch he was weari ng.

No one paid any attention to himwhile he was in the area near the Lordshills. There were people
and carts on the road. No one offered hima ride, but no one stopped himeither. At the top of the

ri dge he stopped and | ooked back at the Lordshills and their wall. Then went on. He knew where he
could sl eep safely.
The Pit was beginning to seema friendly place. The noon was still near full. The |ight picked up

t he shadows of predators conming to greet himwhile he made hinsel f confortable. Through the
ghosts' restless pockets in the fog he watched sonme | arger shadow. He couldn't see it nove, but
every time he dozed and woke, it was nearer yet.

Then he saw sonething swing above it-a |linb-and he knew its shape.

It was twice the size of one of the giant cats, with a rounded body, and it was upside down. It
was hangi ng froman i magi nary cylinder, perhaps

the branch of a tree eons dead, by its four inward-curving hands. Its head hung, possibly watching
Whandal | hinself. One of the trenmendous cats Miidenly discovered it, turned, and sprang, and then
the horde of beasts was tearing it into wisps. The creature fought back, and birds and gi ant

wol ves too becane drifting shreds of fog.

In the norning he put on everything he had, with his old clothes on top of it all. He | ooked bul ky
and he couldn't run, but he m ght get through .

Chapter 8

He had reached Bull Fizzle territory when he heard shouts. Sanvin Street was supposed to be safe,
outside the jurisdiction of any band, but five ol der boys were coning toward him Wandall began
to run. They chased hi m down and tackled him

"Hoo!" one of them shouted. "Look what all he's got!"

"\Where?" another demanded. "Where'd you gather stuff like this?" Wen Whandall didn't answer, he
hit himon the head with his fist. "Were?"

"Lordshills," Wandall said.

"Yeah, sure. Now where?" They hit him some nore and sat on his head.

"Leave ne al one!" Wandall shouted. He wanted to screamfor help, but it wouldn't do any good.
They'd just call hima coward and crybaby. But he could shout defiance ..

"Serpents!" He heard the cry fromdown the street. "Serpent's Wal k!" A dozen ol der boys, |ed by
hi s brother Wanshi g, were com ng

"Bull Fizzle!" his tornmentor shouted. Then the others were there. Wiandall felt the weight lift
fromhis head. There were the sounds of bl ows.

"You all right?" Wanshig asked. "Cone on, let's get out of here."

When they were back at Pl acehol d, Wanshi g thanked the others. "Sonmebody'd better tell Lord

Pel zed," Wanshig said. "W may have trouble with Bull Fizzle."

"l never left Sanvin Street," Whandal |l protested.

Wanshi g shrugged. "So what happened? Get anythi ng good?"

"Just sone clothes, and | ook, they tore them and they gathered ny

jacket and shoes." Wandall felt hitter disappointnment. Nothing had gone right this tine. "This
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stuff is too small for them anyway-"

"Ni ce, though." Wanshig fingered the shirt Wandall was inspecting. "Nice. You just need a way to
get stuff back to Placehold. Take one of us next tine."

Even his own famly lusted for what the Lords threw away!

"I't wouldn't work," Whandall said. "It was ... sort of an accident that | got in and made friends
inside." They'd never believe himif he said that Shanda had given himall those things. O they'd
want to know why. "Nobody notices ne. But the Lordsnmen wouldn't let a bunch of us in."

"How many Lordsnen?"

"Lots," Whandall said. "Two at the gate, but there are others just inside."

"Yeah, we heard that," Wanshig said. "And they have nagic too. Did you see any magi c?"

"Maybe a little."

"Ten, twenty years ago, before | was born, three bands got together and went to the Lordshills to
gat her. None of them ever cane back," Wanshig said. "None."

Maybe magi c, Whandal | thought. And maybe it was only guards with arnmor and spears fighting
together with the Lords to tell themwhat to do, and a ship to carry the | osers away. But he could
never explain that to Wanshig.

He said, "Wan, there's going to be a big show The Lords will have a showin the park, and give
away sone presents, maybe do sone magic."

"\When?"

"Five days, | think," Wandall said. He counted on his fingers. "Five days counting today."
Wanshig smiled. "Good. Don't tell anyone. Anyone. We'll keep this for the famly."

"What will you do?"

"I''"l'l have every Pl acehol der who can pick a pocket ready for them W'IlIl have first pick of the
crowd. " Wanshig nibbled his lip, considering. "W can't keep Bull Fizzle out of the park. Can we
make t hem go somewhere el se? Sonething to get themto the other side of town .. ."

Whandal | wat ched hi s brother think.

Wanshig grinned. "Did they go through your pockets?"

"You got there first."

Wanshig's grin got bigger. "So they don't know you weren't carrying gold. Whandall, |scunie has
been seeing a Bull Fizzle boy. She can tell himyou gathered sone gold in the harbor town and ten
of us are going back for nore. W'll be com ng back the norning of the parade, on the south side
That'll get every Bull Fizzle down there, and we'll have the park to ourselves."

There were druns and Mules, and |ive wagons. Thirty Lordsmen in shiny bronze arnmor marched with
spears and shields, and when they got to the park they did a conplicated thing of marching in a
circle. Then nore Lordsnen cane and filled in between themso that the circle was protected, and

t he wagons cane in.

A family of kinless strung a rope between two thick trees, as high as a man could reach and so
taut that it hung al nost straight. A kinless boy younger than Wandall wal ked fromone tree to the
ot her along the rope, turned and wal ked back, perfectly bal anced, while kinless and a few Lord-kin
whi stl ed and appl auded. \Whandal | realized that these nust be the Ropewal ker fanily, who sold rope
near the Black Pit.

The Lordsmen were still at work. A portable stage unfol ded out of one of the wagons. Another wagon
was covered by a tent. Wen the stage was up a man cane out costumed in feathers |ike an eagle.
The kinl ess gathered around the wagons. More Lordsnen wal ked through the crowds. Flutes played,
and druns, and someone passed out little cookies to the children. There was a little round
platformthat turned, with wooden dragons on it for children to ride.

At first it was turned by kinless running around it. Wen the Lordkin pushed all the kinless
children off and took their places, the kinless drifted away into the crowd. A couple of Lordkin
fathers tried to get ol der boys to push it, but nobody would, so after a while it sat there unused
whi | e peopl e wat ched the show.

Most Lordkin kept to themselves in one corner of the park, but Place-hold pickpockets noved anong
ki nl ess and Lordkin alike. One was caught. The kinless man shouted curses at him but when Lordkin
men nmoved toward him he let himgo with nore curses

A troupe of acrobats cane out onto the stage. They flew for short distances with the aid of a
seesaw. Another clinbed a |ong pole and hung by his teeth. A man and a wonan, both Lordkin, ate
fire, and a burly kinless man swallowed a |long thin sword. The Ropewal kers danced on their
tightrope, this time the boy and a younger girl, who did a backward sonmersault while an ol der nan
stood under her as if to catch her if she fell. She was very steady and he wasn't needed.

Whandal | noved cl oser to where they were passing out cookies. One of the girls ..

"Shanda, " he sai d.

She | ooked startled. "Ch. | didn't recognize you."
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Whandal | saw her | ook nervously up at her stepfather on the platform where he was about to nake a
speech. Wiandall took a cookie. "Are they still looking for Lordkin to talk to?"

"l think so, hut they haven't," she said.

Lord Sanorty began his speech about the new aqueduct and how it would bring fresh water fromthe
nmount ai ns. The ki nl ess cheered in places.

"WIl you take ne to the redwoods?" Shanda asked. "Not for a while. We'll be doing this show in
other parts of town."

"I'"ll try. Before the rain if | can. Rain makes everything grow and it's harder."

Sonet hi ng bri ght appeared on the stage, then vanished. "An evil w zard is keeping the rain for
hinsel f," Sanorty was saying. "We'll beat him There'll be rain!"

Ki nl ess and Lordkin alike cheered.

"But now there's a water shortage, and it's very hard on the horses and oxen," Sanobrty was sayi ng.
"Delivery is difficult. So next Mother's Day will be special. There'll be nine weeks' rations and
sonme ot her extras."

The Lordki n cheered.

"And that will have to last for two Mdther's Days," Sanorty was saying. "And you'll all have to
come to Peacegiven Square to get it, because we won't be able to bring everything to the usua

di stribution places."

Crowd noi ses were drowni ng out Sanorty. He waved, and three nmagicians came on the stage. They made
t hi ngs appear and di sappear. One call ed Shanda up on the stage and put her in a box, and when it
was opened, she was gone. \Wandall | ooked for her, but he couldn't see her

Wanshi g cane up behind him "Lord Pelzed isn't happy,"” he said, but there was a laugh in his
voice. "He's got all of Serpent's Wal k out picking pockets now, but we got the best. Good work."
The magi ci ans nade a vi ne grow.

"I know how to nake Pel zed happy," Wandall said.

" How?"

"He can nmeet the Lords."

"You don't know any Lords."

"I know who they are," Wandall said. "That was Lord Sanorty who nade the speech-"

"Everybody knows that."

"And the man over there talking to the magicians is Lord Qrinty. He's a magician hinself, or at
| east a pickpocket, and the fat one in arnor with the Lordsmen, that's Lord Quintana. The pretty
| ady serving soup is his wife."

"So you know who they are.”

Whandal | hadn't heard Pel zed cone up behind them "Wat else do you know?" Pel zed denmanded.
"Wanshig, you didn't share. W'Ill have to talk about that."

Wanshi g | ooked worried. -

"Lord Pel zed. | heard the Lords wanted a Lordkin |eader to talk to," Wandall said.

Pel zed | ooked crafty. "Say nore."

"They want the nost powerful |eader in this part of the city,” Wuandall said. "But | don't know
what they want fromhim?"

"That's me," Pelzed said. "Co tell them"

Whandal | hadn't thought this out far enough. "Un . . ."

"Do this for me and we'll forget what happened this norning," Pelzed said. He pointed up on the
stage. "See that guy?"
"Foreigner," Wanshig said. "I've seen himbefore - "

"He's a teller," Pelzed said. "If | neet the Lords he'll tell everyone else. Wandall, how sure
are you about their wanting to talk to us?"
Whandal | t hought about it. They hadn't wanted to talk to the Lordkin, but they thought they'd have

to, only Whandall didn't dare tell Pelzed that. "I heard themplan it out over dinner," \Wandal
sai d.

"Whandal | 's a great sneak," Wanshig said.

"I renmenber," Pelzed said. "Well, go tell themI|'m here."

"No, you cone with ne, Lord Pel zed," Wandall said. "Shig, you cone too." He |led them back behind
the tent. As he'd hoped, Shanda was there. Wandall bowed as he'd seen kinless do. "Lady, this is
Pel zed, the | eader of Serpent's Walk."

The little girl |ooked surprised, then snmled. For a nonment Whandall was afraid she'd wi nk or
grin, but she just said, "Pleased to neet you. I'll go tell ny father you're here.”

She cane back with Sanorty, who invited Pel zed past the guards. No one invited Wandall and
Wanshi g, so they went back to watch the show. Wen Pel zed cane out, he had a new burning glass and
was very proud. He showed it to everyone. Then he found Wandal l
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"You called me Pelzed. Not Lord Pel zed," he said.

Whandal | had thought that through. "I thought the Lords might not |ike hearing you called Lord.
They can meke you di sappear, Lord Pel zed," he said.

"You really have been in Lords' houses."

Whandal | nodded. He already regretted letting them know.

"What did they want?" Wanshi g asked.

Pel zed waved his hands. "It was inportant. Labor peace. How to organize for the new distribution
on Mother's Day. They're going to let nore femal e henp plants grow in sone of the fields.
Inmportant stuff | can't talk about. There'll be a neeting tonight. Be there, Wanshig

Whandal | . Be there."

The neeti nghouse had stone walls but no roof. There had been a roof, but it hadn't been strong
enough. One night the nmen of Serpent's Wl k had

clinmbed onto the roof; no one renenbered why. The beans broke. The kinless fam |y who had once
lived in the house couldn't be found, so Serpent's Walk couldn't neet there when it rained. It
didn't rain nmuch anyway.

Whandal | and Wanshig had to tell everyone how Lord Pel zed was sunmpned to neet with the Lords,
while no one fromBull Fizzle or any other band had been called. Only Pel zed.

They spoke of the new Mdther's Day. Everyone would be in one place. They'd need all the wonmen to
collect and carry, and all the men to protect the wonen and their gifts.

"I't'll be safe in the square," Pelzed' s advisors said. "Lordsmen will see to that. But outside-"
"W need two bands,"” Pelzed said. "One to protect our stuff. Another to see what we can gat her
fromBull Pizzle."

Bull Pizzle will be doing the same thing, Wandall thought.

Pel zed appoi nted | eaders. Wanshi g woul d be one of them Wandall thought he'd be in Wanshig's
band, but he wasn't. He couldn't fight yet, so he was afraid he'd be assigned to hel p the wonen
carry. That woul d be shameful. But the meeting was over before anyone told himwhat to do.

When everyone el se was | eaving, Pelzed nade Whandall and Wanshi g stay behind. Pelzed sat at the
head of the table, with guards standing behind him "Sit down,"” he invited. "W'I|l have sone tea."
Everyone knew about Pel zed's tea. It was nmade with henp | eaves, and enough of it left you
babbl i ng. Pel zed sipped at the hot brew. Wnshig gul ped his. Wandall sipped, just keeping up with
Pel zed. It nmade his head spin, just a little.

"So. You have been to Lord's Town."

"Yes, Lord," Wandall admitted.

"And you brought back fine clothes. What else is there that we can gat her?"

"Everything," Whandall said. "But you'll die of it. They have nmagic. Lord Pel zed, they have stoves
i nside their houses! The fires don't go out. Yangin-Atep .. ." He didn't want to say it, not here
wher e Yangi n- Atep rul ed.

"I saw the Lordsmen in their arnor," \Wandall said. "And big swords, and spears. Every night a
Lord puts on arnor |ike that, and so do the Lordsnen, and they go on watch."

"Where do they go?" Pelzed denanded.

"Everywhere. They call it the watch, because they watch for gatherers. Not just in the Lordshills.
There's a village outside the walls, and they watch there too. And they have nmagici ans." How much
could he tell Pelzed? Whandal|l was trapped between |oyalties. He owed Pel zed, he bel onged to the
Pl acehol d, but the future he longed for might be with the Lords.

"W saw the magic," Mracos said. He was the advisor who stood at Pel zed's right. Sonetinmes he
spoke al oud and sonetinmes he whispered in Pelzed's ear. "Vines growing. Fireballs."

"And | saw the Black Pit," Wandall said.

Everyone wanted to know about the Pit. Wandall told themas nuch as he dared. No one believed
hi m

"There's a wall around Lordshills,
houses? Lord's Town?"

"There is in back." Whandall tried to explain about the little squares, tables and plants in the
m ddl e, houses around them walls behind the houses. "And the watch is there."

"This watch," Pel zed asked. "Swords. Arnor. Kinless?"

"I think so. It's hard to tell with those hel nets."

"Kinless with arnor. Wapons," Mracos said. "Bad."

"They never come here," Pelzed said. "Lords do what Lords do." He made it sound profound. "But
tell us nore about those kinless homes. Wat's there? What can we gat her?"

Whandal | descri bed sone of what he had seen, shops with pots and beads and cloth, clothing hung on
lines, people sitting in the squares drinking fromcups and tal ki ng.

"No Lordkin there," Mracos said. "Maybe we could go live there."

M racos said. "But there's no wall around those big kinless
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"Lords won't let us," Pelzed said.
"Lords always telling us what to do," one of the guards said. "Like to show themny knife. Ri ght

up them?"

"Lords nake the kinless work," Pelzed said. "If you could do that, if | could, we'd have a roof!
Whandal |, go back. Take soneone with you. Wanshig. Take Wanshig; bring nme back sonmething. Go learn
the way."

"I heard three bands went to the Lordshills together to gather," Wanshig said. "Three together
and none of them ever came back. Dirty Bird was powerful before that happened.”

"You scared to go with Wandal | ?" Pel zed denmanded.

"Yes, Lord. Anybody woul d be scared. Wandall's the only one | ever nmet who went into Lord' s Town
and canme out. Only one | ever heard of doing it."

"Not tal king about inside the walls," Pelzed said. "Lords are Lords. Leave Lords al one. But those

ki nl ess houses out there, that's different. Go | ook, Wandall. Wen everyone's carrying stuff, the
way will be clear; you can bring things back. Go see what you can find. I'd like ne a shirt |ike
yours ..."

Whandal | was gl ad of being small. His shirt wouldn't fit Pelzed. But if alittle Lord's girl could

keep what was hers, maybe a Lordsman coul d too.

Chapter 9

Serpent's WAl k was com ng to know a certain visiting | ooker. After the carnival, everyone knew his
face. The boys knew his nanmes: he was Tras Preetror of Condigeo. Tras fascinated them He spent
the whole day in idleness, like a Lordkin. The kinless |liked himeven when he was with Lordkin,
because Tras paid for what he took

Not al ways, though. Sonetinmes he told stories instead.

He woul d wal k away froma fight, or run, but sonetinmes he tal ked his way out. Wanshig got cl ose
enough to see Zatch the Knife accost Tras. He reported that they were presently talking like
brothers | ong separated; that Tras Preetror shared a flask with Zatch. Zatch took nothing el se.
Everyt hi ng about Tras Preetror was exotic, peculiar. Wandall knew he had to see nore.

The boys of Serpent's Wal k kept getting caught because they went in bands. Bands could hide in the
forest, because the forest was roony. In the city peopl e occupi ed what space there was. Cetting
caught got you | aughed at. Whandall preferred to lurk al one.

O hers learned that Tras Preetror was staying with a kinless famly in the Eastern Arc. The

ki nl ess had bought protection fromthe Bonechewers who owned that area, so the house was nicer
than nost. It also nmeant that Whandall risked nore than being |aughed at if he got caught.

Three days after the carnival, the norning's light found el even-year-old Wandall on the roof,
just above Tras's curtained window. He'd slept there, flattened on the slope of the roof.

He heard Tras wake, piss, and dress hinself, all while singing in the rolling Condi geano tongue.
Tras's footsteps went straight to the curtained window H's armreached through with something in
hi s hand.

"Come down, boy," he said, tornenting the syllables of normal speech
Talk to me."

Whandal | fl attened agai nst the roof while he thought it over. He hadn't gathered anything fromthe
room The teller couldn't be angry about that. He was singing again .

Whandal | joined in the chorus and swung on in.

"You sing pretty,"” Tras said. "Who are you?" He held out his gift. Wandall tasted orange wedges
in honey for the first tine.

"Nane Whandal | of Serpent's Wl k. Happy neet you, Tras,
words whil e he and ot hers eavesdropped on the | ookers.
"Happy neet you, Whandall," Tras said in bad tal k-to-strangers speech. "I talk to other . . . you
call Lordkin?"

"Lordkin, yes, of Serpent's Walk."

"Tell me how you live."

He understood the words how you |live, but Wandall couldn't make sense of them "How | guard ny
self? My brothers teach-will teach me how to use a knife. | walk w thout one until | know. "

"What you do yesterday?"

"Hdinthe... hid. Watched this house. Can't see roof. No Lordkin around. dinmb house next door

| ook at roof. Go for blanket, come back, sleep on roof. Wait for you. Tras, speak Condigeo."

Tras said in his own speech, "Are a |ot of your days |ike that?"

ve got sonething for you.

he said in Condigeano. He'd practiced the
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" Sone. "

"Maybe. . . . Tell nme how the kinless live."

"I don't know. "

"Mm " Di sappoi nt ed.

Whandal | said, "I know how woodsmen |ive. Wodsnen are kinless."

"Tell nme."

Whandal | began to speak of what he'd | earned. The dangerous plants, their nanmes, how to recognize
and avoid them The rite that woodsnmen perforned before they felled a redwood and cut it up. Wat
they ate. How they tal ked. Way none but Kreeg MIler would help injured Lordkin children. How they
came to accept \Whandal |

Tras listened intently, nodding, smling. Wien Wiandal|l ran down he said, "There, now, you' ve told
me a | ot about yourself. You rescued your

brother. Lordkin don't work, hut you carried water when you saw there was need. Lordkin don't

| earn about the forest, even the ones who go in as children. Lordkin Iike to watch w thout being
seen. You gather, but the kinless try to stop you, because what you gather is what they nmake or
sell or use. You don't worship trees, but you worship Yangi n-Atep. You see?"

"Tras? Show ne what you say. Tell ne how you live."

Tras Preetror tal ked.

He had come to watch the Burning, to travel afterward and tell what he'd seen. "If you want to see
the world, a teller is what you want to be. \Wherever you go, they want to know what it's I|ike
where you cane from O course you should know the speech. My famly could afford a wonman of the
Incas to teach me and ny brothers and sisters and cousins. W | earned geonetry and nunbers and

i ncantations, but | |learned Inca speech too... ."

Tras mangl ed the words and rhythns of normal speech until Wandall's head hurt. Sonetines he
didn't have the words. Finding themturned into | essons in Condi geano speech

"“... Rch. If I was rich, | could get nmy own ship and take it where | wanted."

"Tras, soneone could take it away and go where he wants."

"Pirates? Sure. You have to be better armed than they are or carry a better wi zard or sonehow
persuade a pirate that you do.

"Once upon a tinme, two Torovan privateers had us bracketed far from shore. Privateers are pirates,
but a governnent gives thema license to steal-1 nean gather. Wio has a better right?" Tras

| aughed and said, "But Wave WAl ker carried a wizard that trip

"W wat ched. Acrinmegus-he was our wi zard-sent a beam of orange light fromhis hand down into the
wat er near one of the other ships. It was just bright enough to see in twilight. He held it there,
on and on, while we maneuvered and the two shi ps counter-nmaneuvered and came cl oser and c-I oser
Then the water boiled at that one spot. Wen Acrinmegus gave us the signal, we all pulled the sails
down and then crowded along the rail. The privateers nust have thought we were crazy.

"A head broke the surface. It was al nost the sane size as the nearest ship. Al of us shrieked and
went running below, all but Acrimegus. | stuck ny head back out to see the rest. The head was
rising and rising on what |ooked l|ike | eagues of neck. It turned toward us. Acrinmegus waved and
danced and shouted, 'No, no, you massive great fool,' until it turned toward the privateer and
started to dip-"

"What was it?"

"Well, an illusion, of course, but the privateers turned about and ran. Wiat nade it work wasn't
just Acrinmegus's light effects, but the details, the way he acted, the way we were acting."

"Were you frightened?"

"I pissed in my kilt. But what a story! I'd travel again with Acrinmegus any day. Now you tell me
sonet hing. "

"I've seen a Lord."

"So have 1. Were was your Lord?"

"At home, in Lordshills. He had a fountain. And a roominside where they can cook. A roomto piss
in, with running water. And a room where kinless wote things on paper and put themin jars, but |
couldn't go in there." Wandall decided not to speak Sanorty's nanme. He would hold that in
reserve.

"Can you read?"

"No. | don't know anyone who can read." Except the Lords could read. And Shanda.
"You do now. What did your Lord do?"
Whandal | was still trying to understand what he'd seen on two visits. "He had other Lords to

di nner, and a magici an. People who weren't Lords brought the food and took it away, and all the
Lords did was tal k and ask each other questions. At the end they acted like they'd fixed sonething
broken, only . . . only it was the next Burning. They think if they can make people talk to each
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other, they can nmiss the next Burning. And at the end he put on arnor and went out with sonme ot her
arned nen."

"Did they ... do you think they put off the next Burning?"

No grown man or worman coul d answer that question. Wandall didn't think even Lord Sanmporty knew
that. Wandall said, "No."

"Then when will it happen?”

"Nobody knows," Whandal| said. "There was another Lord who nade cups nove in a circle. Like this-"
"Yes, that's called juggling."

"How do you do it?"

"Years of practice. It isn't nagic, Wandall."

"It isn't?"
"No. "
"There was a ..." Whandall couldn't remenber the word. "People pretending to be other people.

Telling each other a story like they don't know they're being watched. Jispomos, they called it."
"I've seen Jispommos. It's too long for after dinner. It runs on forever! You saw just pieces, |
bet. Was there a part where the wife's parents want bl ood noney?"

They tal ked through the norning and deep into afternoon. Wandall practiced his scanty Condi geano
fromtime to tinme, but usually they were each speaking their own | anguage.

Tras spoke of his own affairs without hesitation. Still, it was hard for even a teller to tell how
he lived ... to see it frominside ... to see what a stranger nmust miss. They had to wal k circles
around their lives, to sneak up on the truth.

"Do you know who your father was?" Whandal | said, "Yes. Do you?"

"Yes, of course," Tras said.

"What you did with your face. It | ooked |like you wanted to fight."

Tras shrugged unconfortably. "Maybe for just a nonent. Sorry. Whandall, it's an insult to ask if
anyone but ny father is my father." Tras changed to | ocal speech. "This not Condi geo. You feel
still respect you?"

"Yes, but we don't say father. Resalet-" Tras |ofted one eyebrow. Wandall explained, "Resalet is
father to my brothers Wanshig and Shastern and two of my sisters. He tells us, 'I know who ny
father is. So do you. But maybe I'mtalking to one who isn't so lucky. | don't throwit in his
teeth. You don't either. You say Pothefit. You and | and he know who | nean. Even if we're wong.'

"Pothefit. Your father. Have other nane?"
"Not to tell."

"Live with you?"

"Pothefit was killed by a w zard."

Tras's face twisted. The man's face was so alien, it was hard to tell just what he was show ng. He
sai d, "Wen was that?"
"My second Burning. | was seven. Five years ago." Al nost five, Wandall thought.

"I missedit. My ship left late. Now nobody seems to know when the next Burning will start," Tras
sai d.

"Nobody knows," Whandal | agreed. , Tras Preetror sighed. "But someone has to know. Soneone has
to set a fire."

An odd vi ewpoi nt, Wandal |l thought. "Yangin-Atep sets fire."

"They used to know, here in Tep's Town. In late spring, every spring, you' d burn the city. Now
it's been . . . three years? Wat do you renenber of the Burning?"

Whandal |l tried to tell him Tras listened for a bit, then asked in Condi geano, "A w zard killed
this Pothefit?"

"It was said."

"Odd. I'd know if there was a powerful w zard in Tep's Town."

"He's here. |I've seen him Soneday |'ll see himagain. | don't know enough about nagic yet. |
don't even have ny knife."

Tras said, "l've seen those knives. Half a pace long, plain handles, maybe a little crude?"

" Crude?"

"A Condi geano nerchant woul d spend nore effort. Inca smths get very fancy. Here, sonmeone woul d
just take it away fromhim"

Whandal | frowned, remenbering sonething. "Wy did you | augh?"

Tras | ooked guilty. "You caught that? |'msorry."

"Yes, but why?"

"Magic wears out. It wears out faster in cities because there are nore people. Everybody knows a
little magic. You ever try to work a spell near a courthouse? It's bad enough in Condi geo.
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"But here! There's sonething about Tep's Town that eats the magic right out of spells and potions
and prayers. Here, it's hard to imagi ne what a wi zard could do that would hurt a careful man. He
nmust have taken your f-taken Pothefit by surprise.”

How? A man so old that he nmight die before Whandall had his knife!l A gatherer nust be wary, ready
to run or fight. Wat could Morth of Atlantis have done to surprise Pothefit?

But Whandal | only asked, "Have you been where nagic is strong?”

"They' re dangerous pl aces. Deserts, the ocean, nountain peaks. Anywhere mmgi ci ans have a hard tine

getting to, that's where nmagic can still leap out and bite you. But | like to go |ook," Tras said.
"I'ma teller. | have to go to where | can find stories to tell.’

"What will happen when all the magic is gone?"

Tras | ooked grave. "l don't know | don't think anyone knows, but some magici ans say they have
visions of a time when there is no magic, and everyone lives like animals. Ot hers say that after a
long tine there'll be a new age that doesn't need nmmgic."

Whandal | 's mind's eye showed him Tep's Town spreading to cover the world ... just for a nmonent,

before he blinked the i mage away.
What \Whandal | remenbered best of that afternoon was how little he understood of what he'd seen of
his world. But he'd learned just by talking, and the teller didn't seem di sappoi nt ed.

Chapter 10

O course Whandal | asked Tras Preetror about Lords. Strangely, Tras wanted himto find out nore.
"Tras, we saw you with them on the wagon. You spoke to them" Wandall said.

"W see them when they want to be seen," Tras said. "A show for tellers. But you' ve seen Lords
when they didn't know Whandall, everyone is curious about your Lords. Wo are they? Wiere do they
cone fron? How do they get their power?"

"Don't other people have Lords?"

"Lords, Kings, and a hundred other ways to keep chaos inprisoned," Tras said. "But Tep's Town is
different. You burn down your city, the kin-less rebuild, and everyone thinks it won't happen

wi t hout the Lords. Maybe everyone's right. | want to know. Wandall, don't you want to go back?"
Whandal | was | earning howto survive in the streets of Serpent's Walk. In the "beni ghted sections”
he had enem es but also friends and guides. He was actually getting good at it. In the Lordshills
were dangers he didn't understand. No, he didn't really want to go back; not now. Not until he
under st ood better what he mght do there.

He had no place in Lordshills. O in Lord s Town nearby, where kinless and Lordkin |ived together
and hung clothes out to dry. But he mght learn, in tine. The kinless in the pony cart had spoken
of moving his relatives to Lord's Towmn. And there were gardeners, and Lordsnen |iving inside the
wal I s of Lordshills, They had to come from sonewhere. He had to |l earn those things. Hut where?
doing to Lordshills without knowi ng nore coul d he dangerous.

There was his prom se to Shanda. But he'd told her it mght take tine.

He tried avoiding the teller. It made |ife less interesting, and Tras sought himout anyway.
Whandal | began to wonder: what would the teller do to persuade hinf®?

Whandal I hadn't | ooked at the clothes Shanda had given himin a third of a year. Wien he saw their
condition, he put a kilt and shirt on under his Serpent's Wil k gear and took themto show the
teller.

They were torn. They stank. "It's all like this," he told Tras.

"Dry rot. And how did they get ripped?”

"Bull Fizzles caught ne. And afterward | couldn't hang themup to dry wi thout sonmebody gathering
t hem "

Tras offered to get himsone soap

Whandal | expl ai ned that soap was unheard-of treasure. His fanmily would gather it fromhim if he
could get it that far. Unless

Tras grunbled at the price, but he paid.

Whandal | went hone by hidden ways, concealing a whole bag of soap. Guile and a brisk breeze hid
himthrough Dirty Bird to Serpent's Walk, and fromthere a cake of soap bought himan escort back
to the Pl acehol d.

He could think of only one way to hide so nuch soap. He started giving it away.

H s not her praised himextravagantly. Brothers took a few cakes to give to their wonen. He spoke
to Wess, a girl two years older than Wandal |, the daughter of his aunt's new | over. For the |uck
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that was in his words or because she liked himor for the soap she knew he had, she lay with him
and took his virginity.

Now Pl acehol d reeked of soap, and Whandall could safely use the rest. He cl eaned the clothes
Shanda had given him Pants and two shirts had rotted too badly; they came apart. He found he
could still assenmble a full outfit.

He went back to Wess and begged her to sew up the rips. They didn't have to hold long, or to stand
up to nore than a second gl ance. Wien Wess agreed, he gave her another cake of soap

It would not do to trade with a Lordkin, man or wonan. But a gift would persuade Wess not to
forget her pronmise or keep it badly. He could see hinself in the Lordshills, trying to get into
pants that had been sewn shut at the cuffsl!

H s cl othes must have been good enough, because the guards paid no attention to himat all. This
time he knew the way to Sanorty's house.

Dinner in Serana's kitchen was as good as he renenbered. There was al ways nore than enough food in
a Lord's house. Wandal |l thought that nust be the best thing about |iving here. You could never be
hungry.

Shanda had new clothes for him

"When did you get these?" \Wandall asked.

"Just after the carnival," she said. "Wen you didn't come back, | thought about giving themto
the gardeners, but you said it mght be a long tine."

Whandal | was inpressed: not that she had saved themfor him though that was nice, but that she
could keep things a long tinme. No one gathered fromher room He'd seen clothes hung to dry,

unguar ded.

The Lords had gone to soneone el se's house, so there was nothing to do. Wandall slept in the
enpty room next to Shanda's.

In the norning they went over the wall with a |unch Serana had packed. Whandal | inspected Shanda
in her |leathers before he let her go further. He was no |l ess careful with his own.

The hills near the Lords' wall were ablaze with flowers. It was glorious, but Wandall had never

seen the chaparral like this. Al the patterns and paths he remenbered were gone.

The chaparral seened well behaved this near the Lords' wall. Wandall tried to urge caution, but
Shanda was entranced by the beauty. The farther they went, the nore vicious it all becane. Yet the
hills still flared in every conceivable color! Every bouguet of swords had a great scarlet flower
at the tip. Touch-ne displayed tiny white berries and pale green flowers with red streaks. Henp
plants grew taller than Whandall. They | ooked inviting, but Wandall wouldn't touch them

"I'"ve never seen the woods like this," he confessed. "Don't pick anything, okay? Please?"

There were few paths, and ani mal s had nade those. At |east Shanda seenmed to be taking the plants
seriously. The whi ps and norningstars were visibly dangerous, and she'd seen what touch-ne did to
her stepmother. \ |l e watched her weave her way through a patch of creepy-julia, very cautious,
very graceful, very pretty anong the bl ack-edged | avender flowers. But she kept stopping to | ook
He wove a path through touch-nme and bouquets of swords to an apple tree. She followed carefully in
his footsteps. They ate a dozen tiny apples and, in a field of high yellow grass, threw the cores
at each ot her.

It was well past noon and they were ravenous again before they reached the redwdods. They were a

t housand paces outside Lord's Town.

These trees seened different. They were not taller or larger, but none of

them had ever been cut. Perhaps the Lords protected their view of the for-

est fromthe woodsnmen. >

At Shanda's urging he kepi noving until the city couldn't be seen at all. Al was shadows and

wi | derness and the huge and ancient pillars.

"This won't hurl you," he said. "Watch your feel!" He wal ked a crooked path to a tw sted trunk
that was hal f bark, half glossy red wood.

"Freaky. "

"Yeah. Firewand. This's all right too." A pine tree |ooned huge next to children, but tiny beneath
the redwoods. Whandal | plucked a pine cone and gave it to her. "You can eat parts of this." And he
showed her.

Pel zed had been inpressed with his know edge of the forest. Wuld Shanda's father?

Serana's packed lunch was clearly superior, but Shanda picked another pine cone to keep

They were late starting honme. Whandall didn't worry at first. He only gradually saw that as

shadows grew |l ong, the world lost detail. The sun was still up there somewhere, but not for them
You couldn't quite tell where anything was: paths, norningstars, touch-me, a sudden drop
He found them a patch of clear ground while he still could.

There was a bit of lunch left over. No water. The | eathers had been too hot during the day, but
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they were glad of themnow. He and Shanda still had to curl up together for warnth
He felt stirrings, remenbering the clunsy coupling with Wess. Wess was ol der. He'd thought she
woul d know nore than he did. He m ght have been her first-she wouldn't say-and he still didn't

really know how.

The plants were very cl ose-the thought of getting touch-ne between his | egs nade hi m shudder-and
Shanda wasn't at all interested. Instead they lay | ooking at stars. A neteor flashed overhead.
"Lord Qrinty keeps hoping one of those will fall where he can find it," Shanda said. "But they
never do."

Deep into the black night, when he felt her uncoiling fromhim he made her piss right next to him
where he knew it was safe. He held his own water until the first nonents of daylight.

They could take off the nasks when they got closer to the wall, but it wasn't safe to renove the
| eat hers.
When they cane in over the wall, Mss Bertrana was waiting by the rope. She took Shanda's hand.

Whandal | tried to run away, but two gardeners grabbed him They didn't hurt him but he couldn't
get away. They followed Mss Bertrana and Shanda into the house.
Lord Sanorty was sitting at a table talking to two guardsnmen. M ss Bertrana brought Shanda to the
table. Sanorty eyed Shanda's | eather |eggings. "Were did you sl eep?" he asked.
"In a clearing."

"Do you itch?"

"No, sir."
He turned to Whandall. "So you know the chaparral." He got up to inspect Whandall's
ear| obes. "Interesting. Who did you learn fron?" "Wodsnen."
"They taught you?" Disbelieving. "No, Lord; we |urked."
Sanorty nodded. "Il've seen you before. Sit down. Mss Bertrana, |'Il thank you to take M ss
Shanda to your roons and di scover her condition."
"Sir?"

"You know very well what | nean."
"Ch. Yes sir," Mss Bertrana said.
Shanda started to protest. "Father-"

Just go," Sanorty said. He sounded weary and resigned to problens, and his voice was
enough to cut Shanda's next protest off before it began
She followed M ss Bertrana out.
"Where have | seen you, boy?" Sanorty denanded. He didn't seem angry, just annoyed by the
distractions, and very weary.

Whandal | didn't know what to say, so he stared at the table and said

not hi ng. There was sonething carved into the table, Iines, sonme curved, a big square shape with
smal | er square shapes init...
"You like maps?" Sanorty asked.
"I don't know, " Wandall said.

"No, | guess you wouldn't,"” Sanorty said. "Look. Think of this as a picture of the way the city
woul d ook if you were high above it. This is the Lord's Town wall." He indicated the square.
"This is this house, and right here is where you two went over the wall."

Whandal | 's terror warred with curiosity. He bent over the carving to study it. "Is it nagic,
Lord?"

"Not now. "

VWhandal | stared again. "Then-that's the sea?" he asked. "Right. Now, how far fromthe wall before

the chaparral gets really nasty?"

"Two hundred paces?" Wandall said. "Two hundred and it will hurt you. Five hundred and it kills."
"How far did you take nmy daughter?"

Whandal | 's voi ce caught in his throat.

"W know it was a |ong way because we saw you com ng back," Sanorty said. "And you were a lot nore

than five hundred paces out. Far enough that nobody would go out after you. Were did you take

her? Show ne on this map."

"W had to go around a lot of. . . bail places," Wandall said. "So |I'mnot sure. Are these the
trees?"

"Yes."

He put his finger into the forest. "About that far."

Sanorty | ooked at himwi th new respect. "Is there henp out there?"

"Yes, Lord, but it's dangerous."

" How?"

Kreeg MIller had told hima tale. "W heard the woodsnen say that once they found four nen dead
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with smles on their faces. They'd |l et one of the henp plants catch them They went to sleep and
it strangled them"

M ss Bertrana cane in w thout Shanda. "She's fine," she said.

"You're certain."

"Ch, yes sir, intact-no question about it. And there's no rash either."

"Good. Thank you. You may go."

"Yes, sir." Mss Bertrana escaped happily.

"Let me see your hands," Sanprty said. He recoiled fromthe dirt and cl apped his hands.
"Washbasin," he said to the kinless who came in answer. "Now. WAsh up," he told Whandall. His
voi ce was al nost friendly now.

Whandal | washed his hands carefully. Watever M ss Bertrana had said seened to have cal ned Sanorty
and given him sone new energy, as if one of his problens didn't matter anynore. \Wen Wandall was
done washing, Sanorty inspected his tattoo.

"Serpent's Walk," he said alnmost to hinmself. "I remenber you. You brought Pelzed to see ne."
"Yes, sir-"

"For which | thank you. Wat's your nanme?"

Whandal | was too afraid to lie. "Wandall Placehold."

"Wl |, Whandall Placehold, there's no harm done here. You want those |eathers? Keep them And
here." He went to a box on a table in the corner, and cane back with a dozen shells. "Take these."
"Thank you, sir-"

"Now don't cone back," Sanorty said

VWhandal | had never had a dreamripped out of him It hurt nore than he thought anything coul d.
Sanorty clapped his hands and told the kinless servant, "Bring ne Peacevoi ce Waternman. He shoul d
be just outside."

Peacevoi ce Waterman was big and al nost certainly Lordkin.

"Peacevoi ce, this is Wandall Pl acehol d. Take Whandall Pl acehold to the gate. Show himto the
wat ch, and tell them he's not wel come here any |onger."

"Sir."

"Tell himtoo," Sanorty said.

When they reached the gate. Waterman took out his sword. "Easy or hard way, boy?" he demanded.

"l don't know what you nean-"

"Don't you? It's sinple. Bend over, or |I'll bend you over."

Whandal | bent. Waternman raised the sword ..

The flat of the sword nade a | oud whack as it hit Wandall's buttocks, but he was still wearing
the leathers and it didn't really hurt at all. Not conpared to the loss he felt. Waternan hit him

five times nore.

"Al'l right. Get," Waternman said. "Go gather sonewhere else."

"This was all given to ne!"

"Good thing too," Waterman said. "Boy, you don't know how | ucky you are. Now get out of here.
Don't cone back."

Chapter 11

Tras Preetror was both disappointed and intrigued. "For what that soap cost ne," he said, "I could
have got a dozen stories fromthat wizard. Fromyou it's all hints at sonething bigger."

Whandal | had not spoken of the nap. He had to keep sonething back. He asked, "Wzard, Tras?"
"Morth of Atlantis. You must know him"

"Yes." Whandall didn't say that it was Mdrth of Atlantis he had seen at Lord Sanorty's di nner
"You have to go back, you know," Tras said.

Whandal | felt his buttocks. He wasn't hurt this tine. The | eathers hadn't been interesting enough
to attract attention fromthe Bull Fizzles, so he'd gotten hone safely with the shells Lord
Sanorty had given him Wuld woodsnman's |eathers help himwin a fight or only hanmper his
swor dpl ay?

But he remenbered the sound of that sword hitting him It was sharp, and if it hadn't been turned
to hit himflat, he'd have lost a | eg. Wiandall was sure that even the flat would hurt dreadfully
without the leathers. "No."

"Think of the stories," Tras said.

"They know ne. They won't let me in."
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"The tree-"

"They know about the tree, Tras," Wandall said.

"There has to be a way," Tras said. "Nobody tal ks about the Lords-

hills. Not the Lords, nut the people who Iive there. There have to be stories."

"Morth has been to Lordshills, and he knows things he's never told the Lords. He brought water to
Tep's Town," Wiandall said. Maybe he could interest Tras in Mirth and then he'd | eave Whandal

al one.

Whandal | had forgotten Pel zed.

Ten days | ater he was sunmoned to the Serpent's Wal k nmeet i nghouse.

Pel zed was all smiles. He poured froma teapot and slid hot henp tea over to Wiandall. Hi s eyes
comanded. Wandal | drank.

They drank henp tea at Serpent's Wal k neetings, but it was never as strong as this. Wandall was
sweati ng and hungry before he drank half of it. H s head-he heard things, pleasant sounds.

"The teller says you won't go back to Lord's Town," Pel zed said.

"Lord? You talk to Tras Preetror?"

"That's not your business."

"Did he tell you |I got caught?" Wandall denanded.

"No. You look all right. Any broken bones?"

"No, Lord, b-"

Pel zed waved it away. "Wat did you see?"

"Redwoods, " Whandal | said. "The inside of a Lord's house, a big roomwhere he calls people and
gives orders.” And a map. |If he told Pel zed about maps he'd have to draw themfor him "A big
Lordsman with a sword beat ne and told ne never to cone back. So | won't, Lord." They woul d beat
him but worse, they would send himaway agai n. Whandall had tried to forget Lordshills and the
Gft of the King.

"Tras says he will pay for a new roof on the neetinghouse,’
"Tras is generous."”

"If you take himto Lord' s Town. Have sonme nore tea."

"I can't go there!"

"Sure you can. Tell them | sent you," Pelzed said. "Tell them you have a nessage from Lord Pel zed
of Serpent's Wal k. They know ne!" he said proudly.

A Lordki n should have guile. "They won't believe ne," Wandall said. "You're inportant, but |'m
just a boy they already threw out." Inspiration. "Wiy don't you go instead, Lord?"

Pel zed grinned. "No. But they'Il believe Tras Preetror,"” he said. "He'll tell them Have sone nore
tea."

They'd told himnever to conme back. Maybe this way woul d work

Whandal | thought. H's head buzzed pleasantly. This tine he woul d watch, do nothing, |earn the

rul es and custons.

The gardener's clothing wasn't fine enough for an emi ssary of Lord Pel zed. Pelzed sent gatherers
to inspect the kinless shops. Wen they found sonething Tras Preetror thought m ght do, Serpent's
Walk built a bonfire at the street corner nearest the shop. O hers began nmaking torches. Then

Pel zed offered a trade: new clothes, and there wouldn't be a burning. The kinless were happy to

Pel zed sai d.

accept.
Tras hired a wagon to take themto the Lord's Town gate. The kinless driver was astoni shed but
willing so long as he didn't have to go further into Tep's Town than Onrinous Hill.

VWhandal | took the opportunity to exam ne the ponies that pulled the wagon. The beasts tol erated
Whandal | 's gaze but shied fromhis touch. Bony points protruded fromthe centers of their

f or eheads.

They passed the Black Pit. "You want to be a teller, you have to | ook for stories,
"There nust be stories about the Black Pit."

Whandal | gaped as if he'd never noticed the place before.

"Fire," the kinless wagoneer said. "Used to be fire pits, nmy grandfather said." H s voice took on
the disbelieving tone kinless used. "Fires and ghost nonsters, until Yangin-Atep took the fires
away. Now the Lords've put up a fence."

The guards watched with interest as they came up the hill. A quarter of the way up, the ponies

sl owed. The driver let themgo on a few nore paces, then stopped. "Far as | go."

"Why?" Tras Preetror asked.

"Bad on the ponies. Can't you see? Look at their foreheads."

Horns as long as a finger joint had shrunk to nmere thorns. The beasts actually seenmed to have
shrunk.

Tras said, "But the hill's not that steep."”

Tras sai d.
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"Just the way it is here," the driver said.
"I saw horses go in the gate!" Whandall said. But they hadn't borne these bony nubs.
"Lord's horses. Bigger than ny ponies.” The driver shrugged. "Lord' s horses can go up that hill
Mne can't."
"You were paid to take us to the gate!" Tras said.
The driver shrugged agai n.
"We'll have to walk, then," Tras said. "Not so dignified. Here, Wandall, stand straight. Look
proud. "
They wal ked the rest of the way up. "Let nme do the talking,"” Tras said. He wal ked up to the guard.
"We're emi ssaries from Serpent's Wal k. That's
Whandal |, nephew to Lord Pel zed of Serpent's Walk. We'd Iike to speak to Lord Sanorty."
"Wul d you now?" the guard asked. "Daggett, | think you'd better go get the officer."
Tras began anot her speech. "Don't do you no good to talk to nme," the guard said. "I sent for the
officer. Save it for him But you do talk pretty."”
VWhandal | recogni zed the officer as Lord Qrinty. Peacevoice Waterman was with him
"You, lad," Waterman said. "Didn't we tell you to stay away from here?" He turned to Qrinty and
spoke rapidly, too | ow for Whandall to hear. Qrinty's eyes narrowed.
"We are enissaries fromLord Pelzed of Serpent's Walk, to tal k about the new aqueduct," Tras sai d.
"And what woul d Lord Pel zed of Serpent's Walk have to do with the new aqueduct?" Qrinty asked.
H s voi ce was pl easant enough, but there was nmore curiosity than friendliness init.
"He can get you sonme workers-"
Qrinty laughed. "Sure he can. Peacevoice, | don't think we need any nore of this.”
Wat erman' s badge of office was a large stick. He smiled pleasantly as he wal ked over to Tras
Preetror and eyed his head expertly.
"Your superiors won't Ilike-"
Wat er man whacked Tras just over the right ear, and Tras dropped |like a stone. Waterman nodded in

satisfaction. "M ster Daggett, this one's for you," he said. "Sort of a bonus, like." He turned to
Qrinty. "Now, about this lad-"

"Well, he doesn't learn very well, does he?" Qrinty asked. "He's done us no harm and | believe
you said Sanorty's daughter |ikes hin®"

"Yes, sir, | expect Mss Shanda won't like it a bit when we feed himto the crabs."

"That may be a bit drastic,
"Yes, sir."

This time Whandall wasn't offered a choice of hard or easy. Waterman swung the stick. Wen
Whandal | put his hands up to protect his head, the stick swng in an arc to his legs, hitting him
just behind the knee. Whandall yelled in pain as he fell to the ground. He doubl ed over to protect
hi nsel f.

The ot her guard kicked himin the back, just above the waist. Nothing that had ever happened to

hi m hurt that bad.

"Now, now, Wergy," Waterman said to the guard. "He's going | o need them ki dneys to pee with."
"They didn't give ne a choice!" Mt of that canme out as a screamas the stick descended, this
time on Whandall's upper left arm then swung instantly to hit his buttocks from behind. "They
didn't. | had to cone!" Another blowto his left arm After that Wandall didn't notice who hit

hi mor where. He just knew it went on for a long tine.

Qrinty said. "But do see that he understands this time."

chapter 12

When he woke, it was dark. He felt a jolt and closed his eyes tightly, afraid he was bei ng beaten
again, but finally he opened themto see that he was in the back of the cart. They were just
passing the Black Pit.

The kinless driver turned when he stirred. "You going to |live?" he asked wi thout nuch interest.
"Yes . . . thank you-"

"Had to conme this way anyway," the driver said. "Here, have sone water." He passed back a fl ask.
Whandal | 's left armwasn't working at all. He was surprised to find that his right would lift the
flask to his lips. Every nuscle of his body seened to be throbbing in unison

It was nearly dawn when they reached Peacegi ven Square. The driver lifted himdown fromthe wagon
and left himlying by the fountain. H s brothers found himjust before noon.
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It was | ate afternoon before Wiandall renmenbered that Tras Preetror wasn't with him He spent sone
hours wondering what m ght have happened to him Mined, flayed, inpaled ... were there cannibals
anong the ships of the harbor, to whom Tras Preetror ni ght have been sol d? Such thoughts gave him
some confort.

Hs left armwas broken. O her agoni es nasked the pain, and nobody ever set it. He cradled it,
held it straight as best he could, and finally Mdther's Mther used a strip of cloth to bind it
rigidy against his chest. It healed a little crooked.

Wil e Whandall lay healing in his room his mnd roamed free of probability and | ogic. Mai

dreanms, mad schenmes chased each other through his head. Rescue Shanda from her unparents. Kil

Pel zed, take his place, increase his power until he was the equal of a Lord. Beconme a teller, roam
the world ... which in his nmind was a great foggy swirling wall of rainbow col ors.

Hi s nother had himnmoved to a roomcloser to hers, shared with her latest infant and three others.
Mot her' s Mot her brought himsoup. It was all he was able to eat. Two days passed before he could
get to a window to piss. A week before he could wal k around Pl acehol d.

A cousin and her man had gathered his roomwhile he healed in the nursery.

He couldn't lift or gather. They set himto cleaning the kitchen and the public areas al ongside
much younger girls and boys.

Wess was with Vinspel, a dark man of Serpent's Wal k who had been visiting Wiandall's sister
Ilyessa but found Wess nore attractive. She avoi ded bei ng caught tal king to Wiandall al one. Wen
he ran her down, he saw a look in her eyes that made hi m wonder what he | ooked like. Crippled.
Marred. He took to avoiding Wess. She didn't need nore soap.

It was bad to be a weakling in Placehold, but the street would have killed him Wen he could
climb to the roof, they set himto working on the rooftop garden. It was | ess shaneful than

cl eani ng, and he couldn't be seen by anyone outside Pl acehol d.

The Pl acehold had a large flat roof strong enough to support a foot of dirt and buckets of water.
Rabbits couldn't get up there, and nost insects didn't. Picking bugs off carrots was work for
girls and young boys. Wandall resented having to do it, but there wasn't anything else for a one-
arnmed boy who couldn't use a knife.

Li ke the plants of the forest, the crops fought back

If they were attacked by rabbits or insects or pulled up when young, they devel oped poisons. You
could pluck a young carrot or an ear of corn and cook it quickly and it wouldn't be deadly, but
leave it a day and it would bring tunmors and pai nful death. Traders someti nes bought Tep's Town
root vegetabl es, and Whandall had once asked Tras Preetror what they did with them

"Sell themto wizards," Tras had told him "Mst places, they' Il kill even a wi zard, but Tep's
Town doesn't have so nuch magic. The plants still fight back, but not so hard. Wzards eat Tep's
Town carrots to gain strength.”

"Tras?"

"Anyt hing that doesn't kill you makes you stronger,"” Tras had said in the voice he used when
quot i ng sonebody dead. Now Whandal | remenbered and hoped it was true.

Mostly, garden workers protected crops fromrabbits and insects until they were big and old and
tough. Plants gone to seed didn't care whether they were eaten. These they pulled up for food. Ad
carrots, onions, and potatoes would keep a long tine.

It was work for Kkinless, but no kinless could be allowed up on the Placehold roof. Wandall found
it a pleasant way to pass tinme. The work wasn't hard, except for carrying buckets of water up the
stairs, and that was done in an hour each day. The rest was only tedious. He had to crawl al ong
the vegetable rows | ooking for insects to kill. The view fromthe roof was wonderful

Whandal | renenbered the carving on Lord Sanorty's table. A "map." Fromthe roof Wandall could see
all of Serpent's Walk and sone of the other band territories and coul d see where people went on
Mother's Day and afterward. He tried to draw the patterns.

A room opened up for himjust when living with crying and crawing infants was about to drive him
crazy. Shastern led himto a tiny roomjust below the roof. He'd have to do somethi ng about the

unwashed smell . . . which suddenly struck himas famliar
"Lenorba's room" he said.
"Was. "

"Where is she?"

"Nobody knows. W& needed an extra worman at the last Moither's Day. We took Lenorba. O course we
stopped at the border of Peacegi ven Square and the wonen went on. Lenorba never came back. They
got her."

Whandal | nodded. It was thirteen years ago, and nost peopl e nust have forgotten what Lenorba had
done . . . yet he could feel no surprise.

Hi s arm stopped hurting, and eventually he took off the swaddling strip Mther's Mther had used
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to bind it up. The arm was crooked, but he could use it. Hauling water up the stairs hel ped
strengthen it. Picking insects off carrots gave himskill in small novenents.

After Whandall's arm heal ed, he took his knife | essons seriously, although the instruction was
haphazard. Wandal |l thought about each | esson and practiced on the roof. He wondered why you did
things a certain way. Then he discovered that if he practiced foot novenents with no knife, his
arnms just held out defensively, he could concentrate on getting the steps exactly right. Then he
t hought about the cloak over his left arm noving that as a shield, and | earned precisely where
his arm should be to protect against a thrust or a slash. Then he | earned knife nmovenents,
standing still and concentrating on his hand and arm Each tine he thought about getting one thing
right.

Hi s uncles and cousins had nearly given up in disgust, thinking Wandall slow and sinple. "Mist
have got hit in the head," one of his uncles said, not bothering to | ower his voice so Wandal
woul dn't hear. Whandall went on practicing, one nove at a tinme, concentrating on getting each one
just right.

When Whandal | thought he had | earned all the noves they would teach him he put themall together
Hi s uncles were astonished at the result. Suddenly he could best his cousins, younger and ol der
in nmock duels with wooden knives. He was grow ng stronger, and now he was qui ck and deceptively
fast, and he used his linbs effectively. One day he bested Resalet. The next, Resalet and his
grandson wor ki ng together. That was the day they pronounced himready to go to the streets again
and gave hima knife of his own. They said it had bel onged to Pothefit. Wiandall knew better, but
the lie pleased him

Even so, he was wary on the streets. Runor said that Pelzed was nost unhappy with him His first

foray was a walk with his brothers, a seeking for conversation... and he found he was treated with
respect. He was Whandal |l of Serpent's Wal k, and so long as he stayed in the Walk or allied
territory, he was safe. He thought of asking for a face tattoo, but he put that off. He still had

sores on his head, and a scar at his left eye. It was an angry red ring with a white center
pai nful to touch. His left armwas shorter than his right. In tinme the pain faded, but he grew
slowy.

Part Two
Adol escent

Chapter 13

Grls. Suddenly they snagged at Whandall's eyes. The sight of a pretty girl held all of his
attention. If he was talking to Lordkin or gathering froma kinless, a clout across the head m ght
be his first return to sanity.

What had changed? Whandall's loins worried at himlike a bad tooth.

Grls weren't eager to go with a scarred thirteen-year-old with no tattoo.

He'd avoi ded Wess while he was healing. He didn't want her to see himthat way. Now Wess was

avoi ding him and Vinspel wouldn't Iet a man near her anyway. The ot her boys found ribald
anusenment in the ring-shaped scar at his eye. Maybe it was even worse than he'd guessed.

O her boys tal ked about girls they'd had, and Whandall joined in, telling stories as Tras Preetror
had taught him You didn't doubt another boy's story. If he needed to prove hinself a man, he
mght do it with a knife.

Whandal | could do that. The first tine a Bull Pizzle challenged him Wandall had startled himand
everyone el se. The fight was over before it started, the Pizzle disarmed with a cut across the
back of his hand. Whandall could have killed himeasily, but that would start a bl ood feud.
Instead he took his knife. The next day two nore Bull Pizzles challenged him They were both
young, with knives but no face tattoos. In mnutes Whandall had two nore knives. Then Lord Pel zed
and the Bull Pizzles net, and Whandall was told to stay out of Pizzle territory, and everyone |eft
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hi m al one.

Hs skill inpressed his uncles but not the girls. Wat did inpress then? No man knew.

Grls were never found alone. They were with ol der, tougher hoys, or even nen; a few had brothers
who guarded them fiercely. Wiandal|l spoke of trying his new skill with a knife. The next night he
was summoned to speak with Resal et.

"So you're able to fight all of Bull Fizzle, and possibly OM Beak as well,’
without help. It seems we taught you well."

Whandal | at thirteen thought he was imortal, but part of himknew better. There was a bl ack pit
in his stomach when he said, "Only kinless are abandoned by their kin."

Resal et said, "Now think on this. You will fight for a woman. You will win, and her man, or his
brothers, or her brothers, or all of those, will fight you. You are skilled, but you're small
Blood will flow Someone will die. Wen you are killed, the Placehold will demand bl ood noney from
those who killed you." He eyed Wandall carefully. "For fools we don't need much bl ood noney."
Whandal | shuffled his feet, unable to reply.

"You're too young to fight for a wonan," Resalet told him

"I feel like | could," Wandall said.

Resal et grinned, showing wide gaps in his teeth. "Know what you nean. But the Placehold can't

start a war over getting you a wonman. Shall we buy you a wonman for a night?"

Whandal | understood that the word buy was an insult. Still, he considered the offer

There were wonen who lived with their children but no men. Sone were always popular. O hers night
have a suitor for a few days after Mother's Day; then they were around for a jewel or a shell or a
skirt, or a shared neal and a place to sleep, or for nothing. What would any of them do for soap?
But Tras's soap had near killed Whandall, and Tras was dead or gone, and what kind of wonan woul d
| ook at a strange, scarred boy this soon after Mdither's Day?

"Not just yet," he said, "but thanks."

Resal et nodded sagely. "You'll be a good Lordkin, soneday. But you're not one yet. G ow nore
before you take a tattoo."

"You won't take ny knife!"

"No. But carry it softly while you grow "

Ask! But who could he talk to? Boys his age were afraid of him and ol der boys | aughed because he
knew so little. His nother had no tinme for him

He used a shell Sanorty had given himto buy a nelon-fruit soft enough to eat w thout teeth-and
brought it to Mother's Mdther. Dargramet hacked it with her sleeve knife and ate it noisily.
"drls," Wandall pronpted, and wait ed.

The thin lips parted in a smle. "Yes, yes, | see themnow. Not |ike they were when | was a girl
Go with anyone now. They'll learn. Too late, they'll learn too late. 1 warned them 1 warned them
all. It's very hot today, isn't it?"

She didn't always hear or renmenber what Whandal |l said. Whandall wasn't sure she knew who he was.
Still, the stretch of years within her mnd nust be worth exploring. Wat had the girl Dargramet
wanted in a man?

He asked, "What were the nmen |ike?"

Mot her' s Mot her spoke of the nmen she'd known. Strif, Bloude, Airaten-old |overs cane and went in
Dargrammet's mind as they nust have in life, interchangeable inside broken stories, until Whandal
couldn't tell one from another. Her second son Pothefit, strong enough to lift a wagon, stubborn

Resal et said. "Al one,

as a Lord. Wanshig and Whandall, her first grandsons, Thoner's sons by Pothefit and Resal et,
cousi ns who shared everything. "Mst of themdead, now Killed in knife fights. Burnings. Just
gone. "

Whandal | nodded. Many of the boys he'd grown up with were dead. They'd survived the forest, but

not the city. Tep's Town killed boys. Did other cities? Did boys die so young in Lord's Town or in

the Lordshills or Condi geo?

One could watch and try to learn

Unattached wormren wi thout kin to protect themwere hard to find, and they wanted big nen to be with
except on Mdther's Day. The Lords didn't give then- gifts to women who had nmen. Wnen went to

Peacegi ven Square al one, and one need only listen to | earn who had a nan waiting.

Most girls wanted to marry. Most nen didn't, but they wanted their sisters narried. One or two of

Whandal | 's sisters' friends nmight be ready to marry, but that was too big a bite for Wandal | at

thirteen.

Not that he' d reasoned any of this out, exactly. But every Lordkin knew that there was a time when

a man need not ask. Whandall renenbered a high optinism a firelight feast for eyes grown bored

with daylight, frenzy and excitenment, couples pairing off, when he was seven years old. ..

"Shig, when will the Burning cone?"
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Wanshi g | aughed. "You're a | ooker now?"

They were at dinner in the Placehold courtyard. The sky was red with sunset. Speech ran softly
round the circle of adults and the smaller circle of children

Wanshi g was ei ghteen now. He'd watched Whandall practicing with his; knife and twi ce had joi ned
himon the roof, not ashamed to learn fromhis younger brother. Wandall |iked himbest of all his
kin.

Now Wanshi g set his spoon down and said, "Nobody knows. Long ago it was once a year. Now, every
four or five. Even when Mdther was a little girl, they couldn't tell anynore. Maybe gods sl eep
like your Uncle Cartry after a Lordsman whacked his head. Maybe Yangi n-Atep isn't dead-he just
Dover wakes up."

"Did Yangi n-Atep take you?"

Wanshi g | aughed again. "No! | was only . . . twelve, | think."

"Soneone, then."

"They say Yangi n-Atep possessed Alferth and Tarnisos. You don't know them Whandall. They're crazy
enough without help. Al | knowis, we see fires south of us, snpoke bl owi ng our way. Resal et
whoops and dives into Carraland's Fine dothes, and we all follow Carraland runs away shouting
out | ooker gibberish-"

"What happened to Pot hefit?"

That snapped Wanshig out of his wi stful nostalgia. "Wandall, do you remenber when they came in
with the cook pot?"
"Yes, Shig."

Pot hefit and Resal et were shadows agai nst the dancing blaze fromthe granary, carrying the

caul dron through Pl acehol d's nain door while Wanshi g and another brother pretended to help.

"We gathered it out of a wizard's shop on Market Round. W piled stuff in the cook pot too, but we
went back for nore, and to burn the place. An Atlantis w zard, a stranger, he didn't know any
better than to come back to his shop during the Burning. He found us. Pothefit was trying to set
the shelves alight. The w zard waved his hand and said sonething, and Pothefit just fell over
Rest of us got away."

Lord Sanorty's courtyard ... "I saw him Mrth of Atlantis."

"Me too. That shop on Market Round, he built it again after the Burning."

"No, Shig, Moxrth of Atlantis was too old for that. He was al nost dead."

"Right, and cook fires burn inside. Wandall, that is Morth of Atlantis, the shop on Market
Round. "

"Where does he go at night?"

Wanshi g cuffed himhard enough to nake the point. "Don't even think it. Never remenber a killing
after the Burning."

Whandal | rubbed his ear. "Shig, you' ve killed."

"Bar bari ans, |ookers, kinless, uglies, anyone who's insulted you . . . you can kill. But that's
only during the Burning, Wiandall, and it's not a big part of it. It's only . . . it's bad to hold
your anger |ocked in your belly for too long. You have to let it go."

Sonething in the conversation had attracted Resalet's attention. "Wandall, how do you reckon we

keep the Pl acehol d when everybody wants it?"

"W watch. We can fight-"

"We can fight," Resalet said. "But we couldn't fight everyone."

"Serpent's Wl k," Wandal |l said.

Resal et nodded gravely. "But Serpent's Walk can't fight Bull Pizzle and, OM Beak and Maze Wl kers
all together. And what happens if Lord Pel zed wants to |ive here?"

Whandal | had never thought of that.

Resal et grinned, showi ng as nany bl ack spaces as teeth. "W're snarter than they are. W have

rules," he said. "And the first one is, don't start tights you can't win. Don't even start fights
that will cost you strength. But once you do get in a fight, win it no matter what happens, no
matter what it costs. Always win! Always win big. Make an exanple of your enenies, every tine."
"Lords do that too." They'd done it to Whandall. "Wat if you can't w n?"

Resalet's grin w dened. "You never think about that once it's started.” | |le went back to his
soup.

Whandal | was about to say sonething, but Wanshig put his bowl aside and stood up. "Show you
sonet hi ng. "

"What ?"

"Conme on." Wanshig pulled a burning stick fromthe cook fire and ran, whirling it round his head.

He was through the courtyard's narrow entrance with Wsandall just behind him The flane gl eaned
pale in the dusk. Wanshi g ski dded around another corner, crossed the street diagonally, and
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Whandal |, running behind him saw Wanshig hurl the torch through the wi ndow of CGoldsnmith's wire
jewel ry shop. The owner was just about to pull the shutter down for the night. He screeched as the
torch went past his ear-

And the flame snuffed out.

Wanshi g kept running past the store, whooping. Wiandall followed. In the shadow of an alley they
stopped to breathe, then to | augh

"See? If the Burning isn't on us, indoor fires just go out. Then maybe you get |aughed at and
maybe you get beat up, depending. So don't be the one to start the Burning. Let soneone el se do
it."” Wanshig grinned. "You were about to get a beating," he said.

"I just wanted to know"

"You wanted to know what happens if so many come after us that we can't win," Wanshig said.
"Whandal I, you know what woul d happen. We'd run away. But Resalet can't say that! Not even inside
the Placehold. If the story got out that you could take the Placehold without killing every one of
us, that any of us even thinks that way-we're gone."

Chapter 14

One day a fire began in the brush behind a kinless house just outside Serpent's Walk territory.
Al'l the kinless in that area turned out. They brought a big wagon pulled by the small Kkinless
ponies. It had a tank on it, and kinless nen dipped water fromit and threwit on the fire unti

it was out.

Whandal | wat ched from behind a flowering hedge. On the way home he gathered an apple to give
Resal et .

"Why do they bother? The fire would go out. Whuldn't it?" Whandall asked.

Resal et was in a nellow nood. "Kinless don't believe in Yangin-Atep," he said. "So Yangi n- At ep
doesn't always protect them Against us, yes, unless there's a Burning. Sonetinmes agai nst
accidents. Not always, and the kinless don't wait to find out."

"Those wagons-"

"They keep themin the stable area," Resal et said.

"What if the fire is too far away?"

Resal et shrugged. "I've seen themturn out with buckets when there's water in the River of
Spirits.”

The River of Spirits flowed out of the forest and down through Lordkin territory before it reached
the kinless area. It stank. Wandall thought he'd rather see Placehold burn than have a fire put
out with what was in that river

There was much to | earn about Yangin-Atep, and one could ask. Mother's Mther told himsone. Wen
she was a girl she had heard a tale that the kinless had once been warriors with a god of their
own, before Yangin-Atep and the Lords brought the Lordkin to Tep's Town. She coul dn't renmenber who
had told her the story, and she thought the days were hotter than they used to be.

Days were long for Wandall. He was snaller than other boys his age, and the nonths spent healing,
and afterward doing children's work, had |ost himwhat friends he night have had. His best friend
was his ol der brother Wan-shig, and Shig didn't always want a smaller boy hanging around with him
There was little to do. His uncles were content to have hi m hang around Pl acehold in case of need,
but that was no life.

H s younger brother Shastern had grown while Wandall was recovering. Now anyone seei ng them
toget her took Shastern for the el der. Shastern was deeply involved in Serpent's Walk activities.
He was | eader of a band that gathered fromthe kinless in OM Beak.

"Come with us, Wandall," Shastern urged. "Lord Pelzed wants us to look at a street in Bull Fizzle
territory."

"Why? | can't run fast."

"No, but you can lurk. If you don't doit, I'll have to."

Whandal | thought about that. "You didn't used to be very good at |urking."
"I"'mlearning. But you're better."

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt (44 of 223) [7/2/03 1:42:22 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%620-%20The%20Burning%20City.txt

"What are we | ooking for?" Wiandall asked.

"Dark Man's Cup Street. It's right at the border-"

"1 know where it is," Whandall said. "There's nothing there! Shaz, there's nothing to gather. What
woul d Lord Pel zed want with that place?"

Shastern shook his head. "He didn't tell ne. He said to find who's living there now Wen was the
last tine you were there?"

Whandal I thought back. "Six weeks? | was follow ng a kinless, but naybe he knew | was behind him™"
Whandal | shrugged. "I lost himin the trash on that street. It's that bad."

"Cone tell Lord Pel zed."

"I think he's mad at nme-"

Shastern shook his head. "Not that | know of. Wandall, you have to see himsonetine. This way you
can do hima favor."

"Al'l right." Wandall felt his heart beat faster. Suppose Pel zed-Lord Pel zed! -wanted himto pay
for the cart and clothes? O the roof Tras Preetror had prom sed? But Shastern was right-he had to
know soneti ne.

Pel zed found tine for the boys that afternoon. "Shastern says you followed a kinless to Dark Man's
Cup," he said. "Have sone tea."

The tea was weak and didn't do anything to Whandall's head. He sipped and found it good. "He was
kinless," Wandall said, "but he didn't live there."

"Who does?"

"l only saw sorme wonen."

"I . ordkin?"

"Yes. | think so," Wandall said. "Lord Pelzed, Dark Man's Cup | ooks

like there hasn't been a kinless there for years! It's all trash and weeds in

the street, and it stinks."

" Chi |l dren?"
"Two babies,” Whandall said. "Dirty, like their nothers.”
"No men?"

"I didn't see any."

"CGo find out," Pelzed said.

"Lord-"

"Go find out. There'll be nen. Find out who they are."

"Lord, why? There's nothing there!"

"But there could be," Pelzed said. "And |I'Il send Tunmbanton with you. Have sonme nore tea.”

Dark Man's Cup lay on the other side of a small gully that had running water during the rainy
season but was usually dry. The creek bed was filled with trash and sewage, and there was no
bridge. Three boys and an ol der nman picked their way through the trash, with Wandall in the |ead.
Tunbant on was usually seen at Pel zed's right hand. He was the whip hand, the trainer, when a boy
joined Serpent's Wal k. He'd saved Pel zed's life twenty-six years ago, when they were both no nore
than gatherers. He'd defended their retreat when a raid on Maze Wal kers went di sastrously wong.
Si x had di ed. Tunbanton and Pel zed had escaped. Tunbanton usually went wi thout a shirt to show the
maze of scars fromthat event. He loved to tell the story.

But he'd picked up a trace of a linp too, and a noisy, wobbly wal k. His son Geravim with no scars
to speak of, seened as clunsy as his father

"What's Pel zed want with this place anyway?" Geravim asked as he shook filth off his sandals.
Tunbant on nust know that, but he didn't speak

"Maybe he thinks he can get the kinless to build a bridge,
"Wsh they'd done it already," Geravimnuttered.

And why woul d they, when the Lords and Lordkin would only gather what they built? But they did.
Kinless did work, sonetines, and only men |ike Pel zed knew why.

Pel zed's fanmi |y had never been inmportant. How had he becorme Lord Pel zed?

VWhandal | caught a whiff of cooking nmeat. It was faint, nearly masked by the snells of sewage and
decay, but it was there.

" Soret hi ng?" Shastern asked.

"Probably not," Wandall said. "Wait here, 1'll be right back."

There was no wind, but when he'd snelled the cook fire there had been pull of air fromthe south.
Whandal | went that way, downstreamif there hail been any water in the gully. There were thickets
of greasewood and

sharp plants |ike |ordswords except these were smaller and didn't nove to strike at him Another
patch | ooked |ike a variety of lordkiss, three | eaves and white berries, but the | eaves were
sickly red. Ahead was a patch of holly, thorns, and berries. There was a tunnel in the thorns and

Shast ern sai d.
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rabbit droppings on the path. He sniffed. Fresh.

The way |l ed steeply down. The center of the gully was deep, a dry streanbed, but on the sides
there were shelves of flat land fifty feet wide and nearly that far above the streanbed. Above
themwere thickets all the way to the top of the gully and beyond, but the shelves thensel ves had
I cl ear patches anobng the weeds and chaparral. The snell of cooking neat got stronger as he
went south. When he reached the end of the narrow tw sting passage through the holly bushes he
stayed prone and used his

knife to part the weeds ahead of himso he could | ook wi thout being seen

He saw a cook fire. A slab of neat roasted on a spit above it. Behind the fire was a cave into the
gul ly bank. The entrance was hi dden from above and nobst other directions by holly bushes and scrub
oak.

Three kinless nen sat by the fire. They were sharpening axes. A kinless girl came out of the cave
and put sticks on the fire.

A patch of henp grew just beyond the canp area. These plants seened different fromthe henp that
grew in the fields between Tep's Town and the Lordshills, taller and nore lushly green. As the
girl passed, Whandall saw the plants stir in a breeze he couldn't feel. WId plants would have
done that too

Whandal | coul dn't nmake out what the kinless men were saying. He wiggled backward until he could
turn around, then went back to Shastern and the others.

"Fi nd somet hi ng?" Shastern asked.

Whandal | shook his head. He m ght have spoken, but Geravimand Tunmbanton weren't relatives. The
rogue kinless woul dn't have much worth gathering, but he'd keep this a secret for the famly.

The gully had al ways been a no-nan's-land, used as a garbage dunp by Serpent's Wl k and Bul

Fi zzl e alike and serving as an easily recogni zed boundary. Dark Man's Cup was the first street on
the other side, about a hundred feet fromthe gully. Beyond it was a tangle of streets and thistle
fields m xed together before the town proper started again.

There were nine houses on Dark Man's Cup. Five had roofs. One of the roofl ess houses was stone and
woul d be a good house if sonmeone could nmake the kinless build a roof. Two of the roofl ess
structures had been used as garbage dunps and out houses, and only three of the houses with roofs
seermed to be inhabited. Those stood apart, three houses together along a field partially cleared
of weeds.

Every wall of every house, inhabited or not, had a Bull Pizzle mark. They watched a boy about
Shastern's age repainting the Bull Fizzle mark on his front wall.

VWhandal | | eft Shastern and the others at the edge of the gully and crept through the trash piles
in the yards behind the houses. Each household had a small cleared patch in back where they built
the cook fires and another snall area where children played. Weds grew everywhere, even in the

cl eared patches. Everything stank. One house had a dog, but it didn't seeminterested in anything
outside its own yard

There were snares in the ani nal paths behind the houses. Wandall automatically avoided them as he
crept toward the inhabited area. He noved quickly but silently, and no one noticed him Whandal
grinned to hinself. Watching the kinless woodsmen had been good practice.

Whandal | saw only four nen. Two were ancient and sat in toothless conversation near a cook fire in
one of the yards. One was about twenty. The other was the boy who had repainted the Bull Fizzle

si gn.

Whandal | watched to see if anyone el se would cone. Then he heard a rustling behind him

He turned see Shastern com ng. Shaz wal ked carel essly al ong a gane pat h-

"Watch out! Traps," Whandall said. He tried to keep his voice |low, but one of the old nen nust
have kept his hearing.

"Spies!" the old man shouted. "Spies! Bull Fizzle! Spies!"

And t he warni ng had done no good. Shastern was entangled in a snare. Wien it tripped hi manother
snare caught his arm

There were shouts from sonewhere to the east.

Whandal | ran back to Shastern. Wien he reached him there were nore shouts, |ouder

"Bull Fizzles comng," Shastern said. "Cut ne |oose!"

It was hard to cut the | eather thongs wi thout hurting Shastern. Finally Wandall had his brother's
armfree. Together they freed his |l egs. Shastern stood and grinned feebly.

"Now what ?" Whandal | asked.

"Now we run like hell, big brother!" Shastern said. He ran for a few yards, then went down as

anot her snare caught him By the time Whandall had hel ped cut himfree, the shouts of the Bul
Fizzle warriors were much closer. They couldn't see anyone, but it sounded like the warriors were
just behind them Shastern ran in bounding |eaps, hoping to avoid the snares.
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Whandal | ran behind him watching for traps, as Shastern got farther and farther ahead.
Geravi m and Tumbant on were gone. Shastern was far ahead, and Wandal|l heard shouts behind him He
was nearly w nded. They would catch himsoon. Better to stop while he could still fight.

He | ooked for a place to stop. A corner would be best, but there weren't any. There weren't even
wal | s here. The best refuge he could see was a holly bush. It would be usel ess agai nst a spear but
it would protect his back fromknives. He ran to the holly bush, scooped a handful of dirt, jacket
over his left arm turned. The big Lordkin knife felt good in his hand and he tried to grin as
he'd seen big Lordkin men do when they were nenacing kinless.

There were only three of the Bull Fizzles. Al were bigger than Wandall, the ol dest probably
twenty. He had seen none of them before. Whoever lived on Dark Man's Cup was content to let others
defend it for them

One had a knife. That didn't worry Wandall, but another had a big club studded w th obsidian

bl ades. The third boy had a rock tied onto a |ong rawhi de thong. He swing it around his head in a
lazy circle, the rock still noving fast enough that if it hit Wandall it would brain him

As the first Bull Fizzle canme toward hi m Wandall threw dirt into his face, then |unged forward,
sl ashing, before retreating to his bush. Blood flowed fromthe Bull Pizzle' s chest and the

kni fenan how ed in pain.

The ol der boy had the club. He gestured to his conpanions to spread out. "He's fast, but he can't
get us all." The Bull Fizzle | eader grinned. A tattoo narked his left eye. "Wuat you doing here,
boy? Looking to get killed? Wiat band nmarks itself with a target?"

Target? Ch, he neant the scar around Whandal |l 's eye.

VWhandal | | ooked for a way out. There didn't seemto be one. "W were following a kinless for
shells," Whandall said. "But we lost him then ny ... friend was caught in a snare. W did you no
harm "

"You're in Pizzle territory," the older boy said, then glanced expertly at Whandall's hand. "W
don't want Snakes here!" He gestured again, to spread the other two out farther. The boy with a
kni fe had stopped snuffling when he found that his cut wasn't serious. Now he tried to rub the
dirt fromhis eyes. He noved over to Whandall's left side, away from Wandall's knife. Hs knife
was held clunsily. A beginner, Wandall thought. He'd be no problemat all

The club worried him It was | ong enough to reach himbefore he could strike. Wandall had never
faced a club before. "You scared to use a knife?" Wandall taunted.

"No, just careful," the older boy said. "You want to give up?"

"What happens if | do?"

The club man shrugged. "Up to our chief,” he said. "Don't know what

Wil ltid will want to do with you. Can't be worse than what we'll do it you don't give up!"

The problemwas, it could he. On the other hand, Pel zed nmight ransomhim since he'd been sent by
Pel zed. There wasn't an active war with Bull Fizzle. But Pelzed woul dn't be happy .

"You going to give up?' the club w elder asked. "Running out of tinme-"

"I have lots of tine," Whandall said. He'd caught his breath now. The situation was bad. The boy
with the bola had noved well off to Wandall's right and was swinging it faster now.

The club nan raised his weapon. "Last chance.™

"Yangi n- Atep!" Wandal | shouted. "Yangin-Atep!"

The Bull Pizzle |l eader was startled for a nonent. He | ooked around as if expecting the fire god to
appear. Then he | aughed. "Yangin-Atep loves Bull Pizzle as nuch as Snake Shit!" he roared.

"Which is not at all," the knifeman said. "Maddog, | don't care if he gives up-l get to cut him"
"Yeah, | think so. Yangin-Atep! Yangin-Atep isn't going to wake for you."

Whandal | didn't think so either, but it had been worth trying.

"Serpent's Wal k!" The shout canme fromthe gully.

"Snake Feet!" Whandal | answered.

"Coming!" It was Shastern's voice. There was wild thrashing in the gully. "W're coning!"

Maddog listened. It sounded Iike half a dozen Serpent's Walk warriors, and he didn't like the
odds. "Stay out of Pizzle territory!" he shouted. He gestured to the others, and they withdrew
toward the east

As soon as they were away, Wiandall ran toward the gully and over the Iip. Shastern was there
alone. He had a tree branch and was bashing at the chaparral. "W're coning!"

"Good to see you, Shaz," Wandal |l said.

Shastern grinned. "Good to see you, big brother. Now let's run before they find out it's just me!"
"Ceravi m and Tunbant on?"

"Ran. "
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Chapter 15

Pel zed listened carefully to Wiandall's account. "No one inportant living there," he said. "None
of the people who chased you live there. You're sure?"

"Yes, Lord." Wiandall hesitated. "Lord, may | ask-" Pelzed's eyes narrowed. "Thinking of taking ny
pl ace?" "No, Lord. | couldn't do it," Wandall said.

Pel zed considered that. "I think you're smart enough to believe that," he said. "Wandall, what
I"mlooking for is territory we can claim™ "But it's not worth clainmng!" Wandall exclained.
Pel zed smled. "dad you think so. If you think it's worthless, Willtid of Bull Fizzle will be
sure of it."

Pel zed and Wil Itid met in Peacegi ven Square under the watchful eye of the patrolling Lordsnen.
They had agreed to bring only four nmen each. Willtid brought four great hul ki ng bodyguards. Pel zed
had two of his regular guards, but he al so brought Whandall and Shastern.

"You raided ny territory,"” Willtid began abruptly.

"Calm" Pelzed said. "Have sone tea." He poured froma stone jug wapped in straw to keep it hot.
The cups had been kept warmthe sane way. Pelzed lifted his cup, sipped, and nodded. " So.

G eetings, Chief Wlltid."

Wil ltid stared sourly at Pelzed, lifted his cup, and drank. "That's pretty good," he admtted.
"Greetings, Lord Pelzed. But you still raided ny territory."

Pel zed swept his hand to indicate Wandall and Shastern. "I sent these

two boys to see what you' ve nade of Dark Man's Cup,"” Pelzed said. "Which is nothing at all. Two
hoys, to a street you don't care about. Now how s that a raid?"

"Still ny territory,"” Willtid said.

"Let's talk about that. What will you take for it? Henmp? How nuch henp? Maybe sone tar?"

"Henp? Tar?" Willtid glared at Whandall. "Boy, what did you find there? Gol d?"

"Trash. It's a trash heap, Chief Willtid," Wandall said. He turned to Pel zed and repeated, "A
trash heap, Lord!"

"So why does your boss want that place?" Willtid denanded.

Whandal | 's perplexity was genui ne.

"I't's sinple enough," Pelzed said. "I've got sone relatives who need hones, and sone kinl ess
who' Il build for them Need a place. Dark Man's Cup won't be too bad once all the trash is thrown
inthe gully."

"That's what | thought,” Willtid said. "But the kinless | put in there wouldn't stay. Yours won't
either."

"That's my problem" Pelzed said. "Now just what do you want for the Cup? It's not like it's worth
nmuch. "

"What if | said | don't believe you?" Willtid said pleasantly. "There's nore to this."

"They're not close kin. " Pel zed sniled. "Lord Sanorty asked ne. The Lords want that area

cl eaned up."

"\ 2"

"Who knows why Lords want things? But they asked ne."

"What did they offer?"

Pel zed sighed. "Five bales of hemp."

"Five! They only gave nme three!"

"You took it? But you didn't get it clean," Pelzed said.

Wil ltid scratched his head. "I tried. | could have kept that place clear for two years. Three,
even. But that Gemwright wanted five years! | had to prom se five! Gemwight-he's one crazy
ki nl ess. ™"

"You didn't even give himtwo years," Pelzed said cheerfully. "Bull Fizzles were gathering in the
Cup a year after the kinless nmoved in."

Wil ltid sipped tea without commrent.

"So the work stopped. You couldn't keep your people from gathering, the kinless noved out, and now

you're stuck protecting a place that nobody worth anything will live in! Chief, I'mdoing you a
favor taking that slumoff your hands. But |'Il give you half a bale."
"You're getting five bales," Willtid said. "I want two for Dark Man's Cup."

"One," Pel zed said. "You have three already."
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"Two. "

"Al'l right. Two," Pelzed said. "But we get a Lord's Wtness to this deal."

Wil I'tid shrugged. "You'll pay him then. | won't."

The Lord's Wtness was acconpani ed by two Lordsnen guards and a kinless clerk no nore than
Whandal | 's age. The clerk dressed |ike servants Whandall had seen in Lordshills. The Wtness wore
atight-fitting cap that conpletely covered his ears, and dark robes of office.

The clerk spoke in a high-pitched voice. "You wish the attention of a Lord's Wtness? That will be
ten shells in advance."

Pel zed laid themin a row, one snoboth notion, ten shells marked by a Lord's Clerk. The clerk swept
theminto a | eather pouch. He turned to the Wtness. "They have paid, Honorable."

The Wtness sat down to listen

"An agreenent between Lord Pel zed of Serpent's Walk and Chief Willtid of Bull Pizzle," the clerk
said. "Speak, Willtid of Bull Fizzle."

"W give the street known as Dark Man's Cup to Serpent's Walk," Willtid said. "Serpent's VWalk wll
conplete what's left of the work Bull Pizzle was paid to do. We will renove all Bull Pizzle people
within two days and never return. Serpent's Walk has to repaint all the signs; we won't do that."
The clerk wote on what | ooked |ike a sheet of thin white |eather. Wen Pelzed tried to speak, the
clerk held up a hand until he had finished witing. "Now Speak, Pelzed of Serpent's Walk."

"W will conplete the work offered by Lord Sanmorty's clerk. The Lords will pay us five bal es of
henp and two buckets of tar. W will pay two bales of henp to Bull Pizzle.

"I'n return, all trash will be renmoved fromthe street and yards, five houses of kinless will be
established, and no one will gather in Dark Man's Cup for five years."

The clerk wote again. "Do both of you accept this?" he demanded. "Then mark this vellum Thank
you. That will be twenty nore shells."”

Afterward, Pelzed was tal kative and anmused. "It was easy!" he crowed. "Wl Itid never suspected a
thing!"

Whandal | didn't ask, but he | ooked. Pelzed | aughed. "W had no way to expand in that area because
of the gully,"” he said. "l1've always wanted sonmething on the other side. The gully nmay be worth
sonmething. Cean it up and a kinless could grow henp there, | think."

Whandal | renenbered t he hidden kinless canp.

"So | wanted it," Pelzed said. "I could have bought it, maybe, but this way is better. Look
Whandal | -now the Lords know Bull Pizzle took their three bales, and two nore of mine, and did
nothing for it. Five hales for nothing. I"'mgelling the three Hull Pizzle got, and I'Il get it

cl eaned up."

Whandal | waited a respectful nonent. "How, Lord?"

"My kinless believe ne when | tell themthey' |l have five years with no gathering," Pelzed said.
"Do you believe nme, Whandall ?"

Whandal | didn't answer instantly. Pelzed asked, "You know Faw ith?"

"The beggar who babbles all the tine?"

"That's him W caught himand his brother gathering on a street where | prom sed the kinless we'd
| eave them al one. "

"I didn't know he had a brother."

Pel zed just grinned. "Want to live in a house of your own?" he asked. "I'll need two Lordkin
families in the Cup. To watch over the kinless there. Ready to start a famly?"
Whandal | thought about it for a monent. "Thank you, no, Lord, | have a home." He shrugged. "I

don't have a wonan."

"Fine house will get you a wonan,
you're ready. | owe you for this."

"Three of them" Shastern said, nuch later. "And you held themoff until | scared them away. Tell
me how to do that."

Whandal | tried to explain. He told Shastern how he'd practiced each nove, thinking about that and
not hi ng el se, and how it had taken nonths.

Shastern didn't believe him There had to be a secret that Wiandall wasn't telling him Shastern
I eft in disgust, |eaving Wiandall nore al one than ever

Pel zed said. "Even with that eye. But you're young. Ask nme when
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Chapter 16

As the scars of Burning faded, the |ookers dwi ndled. They never went away entirely. Though Tras
Preetror was gone, other tellers remained.

A teller gave Shastern a handful of fruit to torch Carver's |unberyard. At a dead run and with a
bl ood- curdl i ng whoop, Shastern hurled paired torches past a heap of beamends and into the work
shed. The fires went out, of course. Shastern shared the fruit around afterward.

They never told the | ookers what happened to fires outside the shed.

Whandal | |iked | ookers. Like nmost kinless, they made little trouble when their things di sappeared.
A | ooker who nmade a fuss would be returned to the docks in bruised condition, and who woul d
conplain? Many - not just tellers - carried little flasks of wine as gifts in return for stories
or gui dance. Sone carried preserved fruit for children. And, of course, they told stories.

In spring again, three years after the beating, Pelzed sumbned Whandall to his roofless hall
Tunbant on wasn't about. It came to Whandall that he hadn't seen Tunmbanton or Geravimthe [ast few
ti mes Pel zed summoned him Tunbanton and his son night be avoi ding Whandall, after |eaving
Whandal | and Wan-shig to the nmercy of the Bull Fizzles.

These days Whandal |l had the status of a man, even though he had not selected his tattoo.
Tentatively he opened conversation with sone of Pelzed's nen and found them speaki ng openly,
treating himas an equal

Hut when ho asked alter 'I'unbanton, nobody wanted to hear that question. Wuandall hid his
amusenent and, naively, asked allot Geravimtoo.

Tal k di ed. Whandal | neandered casually toward Pel zed's roons. He'd best not nane those nanes again
until he knew nore.

The Serpent's Walk Lord offered henp tea, and waited until Wandall had sipped before he spoke.
"Tras Preetror is back."

Whandal | stared. "I thought they'd fed himto the crabs!"

"Seenms not. He owes ne a new roof. Anyway, |'d like to hear his story. Wuldn't you?"

Whandal | had | earned caution. He only nodded, Go on

"l want to neet him but | hadn't decided who to send. Anyone el se, he mght not pay attention. If

I send you, he'll try to explain what went wong. Bring himhere, right?"
"Lord, | am your nessenger and no nore. He cones or he doesn't. Where would I find hin®"
"Nobody knows." Pel zed snmiled; the tea was making himnellow "Not in the Lordshills, | think."

Tunbant on t hought Pel zed owed him Pel zed might be tired of hearing it.

Tunbant on had heard Pel zed's prohibitions but might think hinmself an exception

Tunbanton and his son had explored Dark Man's Cup. It gave thema proprietary interest. . . .
Whandal | couldn't ask around Pel zed. He couldn't ask in Dark Man's Cup: stray Lordkin dared not be
seen there. But Pelzed had set two Lordkin famlies, Corles and Trazalac, to guard the Cup. Wen
Stant Corles canme to the Long Mle Market to shop, Whandall was there with a cold baked pot ato.
Stant only knew that four Lordkin had tried to gather fromthe kinless in the Corles fanmly's
charge. They'd noved into the house under cover of night and held the famly as terrorized

pri soners. Wen it was over, the kinless were freed and three Lordkin had been given to the Lords.
No telling what would happen to them But the fourth, the older man with all the scars .

"We strung himup and played with him He |asted two days. Not ny idea. Long as he could talk at
all, he kept trying to tell us he was friends with Lord Pel zed. O d man Trazal ac, he thought that
was way too funny. He never said why, and you know, |'mnot inclined to ask twi ce."

Tras Preetror was in the village near the harbor. That was already too close to the Lordshills for
Whandal | .

Peacegi ven Square was neutral territory and was the closest place to the

hills and henp fields separating the "benighted area"-nost of Top's Town-from Lord's Town, the
harbor, and Lordshills. The Lords had changed the way things were done. Before the carnival, carts
and guards canme to | ocal parks once each nonth. This year they gave out nore, but the wonen had to
go farther to get it.

Al'l the women had to travel to Peacegiven Square each ei ght weeks. Thence the Lordsnen guards and
ki nl ess wagoneers brought baskets of grain and jars of oil. Sonmetinmes there were fruits, and tw ce
a year there mght be cheese. The kinless clerks were protected by big Lordsnen with hel nets and
spears.

There were things the wonen had to say. "I ama widow." "I have no honme." "My children are
hungry!" "No man protects ne."

Any men rmust hang back at the edges of the square. The clerks would give only to single nothers
and to wonen too old to have children. Many a worman nust borrow a chil d.
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The Lordsnen and their kinless clerks passed out the goods and the woren carried them out of the
square. Then the fights started.

Men gat hered from unprotected wonen. Al the Placehold men would make a circle around Mt her and
Mot her's Mother and the aunts and sisters and cousins. Placehold had a cart pulled by the younger
boys. Sone goods went into the cart, but not all, because another band m ght gather the cart.

Pl acehol d was | arge enough, w th enough wonen, that it was better to protect what they had than to
try to gather nore. They'd learned that the first Mother's Day after the carnival. Qhers were

| earni ng too

They had finished packing everything in carts or hanging it on poles for the wonen to carry when
Whandal | saw Tras Preetror

He told Resalet, "Pelzed wants ne to talk to him™"

Resal et eyed the crowd, then nodded. "W can spare you this tine. It's well to keep peace with

Pel zed. Come hone when you can.”

Tras | ooked ol der, thinner, nore wiry. The sight of Tras made Whandal|l's bones ache with nenories.
"They told ne they'd fed you to the crabs,” he said.

"They told ne they'd done that with you," Tras said.

Peacegi ven Square was clearing fast, with households and fanmilies and bands noving rapidly away,
trying to get home safely before someone gathered everything fromthem Tras selected an outdoor
table at the street corner and ordered honey tea for both of them He inspected Wandall as they
sat .

"Clearly they didn't. You' ve grown. Cot your knife too."

"1 thought | was crippled for life," Wiandall said. "Tras, you said you could persuade them but
you can't persuade people who don't |isten! What did they do to you?"

"Sold ne as a deckhand," Tras said. "I was two years working off the

price they got for nme." He | ooked down at his callused hands. "Sea life is hard, but I'min better
shape than |'ve ever been. Got some good stories too."

"Lord Pel zed wants to hear them He says you owe hima roof."

Tras Preetror |aughed |like a mani ac.

Whandal | found that irritating. He asked, "Been back to the Lordshills?"

The | augh caught in his throat. "You were right, of course. But they don't care what | do now |
saw that Peacevoi ce Waterman at the docks when my ship came in. He was surprised | was a passenger
and not crew, but all he did was warn me to stay away from Lordshills. | didn't need that warning
this time." Tras |ooked up at the olive tree sheltering them "But, you know, maybe there's a way
"Not with ne, Tras," Wandal |l said.

"Next Burning?" Tras asked. "Get your friends, relatives, everyone you know, and take Yangi n-Atep
to the Lords. That'll teach them"

"Teach sonebody, maybe," Wiandall said. "But it won't be ne." For a nonent \Whandal |l thought of
life without the Lords. It would be vastly different. Better? He couldn't know

The tea was pleasant, different fromthe henp tea that Pel zed served. Tras nmust have seen that

Whandal | |iked it, because he ordered nore. He sipped carefully. "Touch of henp and sage," he
pronounced. "The bees must go to the henp fields."
Whandal | | ooked puzzl ed.

Tras asked, "Don't you know where honey cones fron"

Whandal | shook his head.

"1 guess loggers don't have honey," Tras nused. "Bees make honey. Then beekeepers collect it."
Wor| ds opened when Tras spoke. Beekeepers woul d be kinless, wouldn't they? Were did they keep the
honey they had gathered? Did the bees protect then? Whandall asked, and Tras Preetror knew..

"Qt her places, a beekeeper negotiates with the queen. He agrees to guard the hive, or maybe he
grows them a garden. They like gold. Here the queen's nagic won't protect the hive from ani mals
and gatherers. | guess you can just take the honey, but so can anyone else. |I'd guess sonme kinless
has to guard the hives, drive off bears, hide the location fromLordkin. . . . Only ... | heard
sonet hi ng. What was it?"

Whandal | was thirsty for know edge. He had not guessed how nuch he m ssed Tras Preetror. He

wat ched Tras westle with his nmenory.

"D-daggers. The Tep's Town gat herer bees have started grow ng poi soned daggers like little teeny
bl ack-and-yel | ow Lordkin," Tras said gleefully. "Right. Your turn."

Whandal | had missed that too. He told how he had been returned to the

Pl acehol d and tended in the Placehold nursery. How he had noved into the tiny roomupstairs.
"Lenorba's room They finally got her, thirteen years late."

"Who?"
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"I heard the tale when | was a little boy. You' ve seen Jispommos played, Tras. You know that what
a man does with his woman i s nobody's business but theirs-"

"Even nurder."

"Right. A worman who kills her nman doesn't see much hassle either. Maybe he's sl apped her around
and everyone knows it, everyone sees the bruises. But it wasn't |like that with Lenorba and Johon
"Johon of Flower Market noved in with her because she was a little crazy, 'specially for sex. Then
when he got tired of that, she didn't. She was with a ot of men. One of 'em beat Johon up. Johon
went home and heat up Lenorba. Then they tal ked, and both said they were sorry, and they went to
bed. She wore himout. He went to sleep beside her and she killed himin his sleep. Then she ran
horme to the Pl acehol d.

"She really seened to think that all she needed was a bruise to show It's not |ike that. Flower

Market let it be known that if they found Lenorba outside the walls they'd kill her. So she never
| eft again.

"Wanshig told me the rest. There weren't enough wonmen in the Place-hold to get us what we needed
on Mother's Day, unless they took Lenorba. They gave her a baby to hold . . . gave her ny little

brother Trig. The nen escorted the wonen to Peacegi ven Square, but they had to stop at the border
and all the wonmen went on. Afterward they found Trig sitting on the dais, right on stage, sucking
on a plum They never found Lenorba."

The square was nearly deserted now.

Wanshi g came across the square to stand besi de Whandall. He eyed Tras Preetror suspiciously. "W
got the cart hone safe,” Wanshig said. "So | canme back to |l ook out for you. Last time you went
with him you were a year healing. Mre," he added, |ooking at the bright red circle of

i nflanmati on by Whandall's left eye.

Tras | ooked pained. "They I et himcone hone," he said. "I was two years buying nmy way off that
ship!"

Wanshig sat without being invited. "You were on a ship?"

"Yes."

"Where did you go? Condi geo?"

Tras | aughed. "The |ong bl oody way! Wen we got back to Condigeo | bought ny way free. But first
we went north."

"Wher e?" Wanshi g asked

"Lordship Bay, first. They call it that because your Lords have kin there, or say they do. Then
Whodwor ker Bay, then around the cape to

Sugar Rock. North of that is Geat Hawk Buy. One day | nmay go hack there. Host fish restaurant
anywhere, run by a burly nmerman called the Lion. Then we went south, but our w zard wasn't good
enough; a stormdrove us past Condigeo to Black Warrior Bay."

Whandal | was surprised to see that Wanshig was listening in fascination. "I've never even seen the
harbor up close,” Wanshig said. "So you went to sea, and Whandal |l got his arm broken. | think you
owe ny brother."

"Pel zed says | owe hima roof."

"Pel zed knows you'll never pay," Wanshig said. "This is different. You owe Wandall."

Tras shrugged. "It may be, but how do | pay? It took nearly everything | had to buy nyself away
fromthe captain!’

"Way did you cone here?" Wiandal |l asked.

"Stories. It's arisk. If |I stay away too long, I'lIl forget the Condi geano speech. You know how

| anguages change. There'll be slang | don't know. Wat kind of teller would I be then? So | stayed
i n Condi geo | ong enough to learn, but | had to cone back. It's tine for a Burning, and I can't

nm ss the next one. How long has it been, six years? Do you feel the Burning near?"

Wanshi g said, "The next teller who asks that question dies."

Whandal | asked, "Wy is it so inportant?"

They were mi xi ng Condi geano and conmon speech. Wandall was still the only Lordkin who could do
that. Wanshig wasn't able to follow nuch of what they were saying. Tras said, "The fewer tellers
wat ch the Burning, the better a story it makes. Wen the others go hone, that's when it pays nme to
be here. But | wi sh your Yangin-Atep would stir hinself."

"Alferth and Tarni sos started the |ast Burning," Wandall told him "Shall | show themto you?"
"Man, those guys are weird," Wanshig, said. He shifted to an accent used nostly inside Placehold
and spoke too rapidly for Tras to understand. "And you don't know where they are."

"I can find them" Wandall said.

"Sure." He | ooked at Tras, who was trying to understand what they were saying. "You're really not
mad at him are you?"

Whandal | shook his head. "Not anynore."
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"Well, they're over in Flower Market Square."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"It's where they hang out now. There's a truce between Flower Market and Serpent's Wal k." Wanshig
changed to common speech. "You want to talk to the Lordkin who started the |ast Burning, give ny
brother five shells. You can afford that. Some other tine we'll talk about nore."

Alferth was a surly, burly man near thirty. There was a distorted | ook to his nose and ears.
Whandal | wasn't old enough to work out what had himso angry all the tinme, but he could inagine
what Alferth's neaty hand would feel like, swung with that nuch weight behind it. He had no urge
totalk to Alferth hinmself. But he stayed close after pointing Alferth out to Tras Preetror

Tras sat down at Alferth's table at the end of a neal, set a flask between them and asked, "Wat
was it |like to be possessed by Yangi n-Atep?"

Al ferth expanded under the looker's interest. "I felt an anger too big to hold back. Tarnisos
screaned |like a wvern and charged into old Waver's place, and | charged after him W kicked him
and his wife-1 never saw his kids-we took everything we could, and then Tarnisos set the place

afire. By then there were too many of us to count. | had an arnful of skirts. For half a year |
had a skirt for every woman who-"
"Wy Weaver ?"

"I think the old kinless refused Tarnisos credit once."

Tras asked, "Wiy woul d Yangi n-Atep start with Weaver?"

Alferth's laughter was a bellow, a roar. Whandall left with a gaping sense of loss, a pain in the
pit of his belly.

Chapter 17

When Whandall was an infant, Morth of Atlantis had brought water to the Lords. He nust have been
paid well. Now he kept a shop in what the Lords called the benighted section, far fromthe docks
and the Lordshills.

It was not right to be stalking the man who had killed Pothefit during a gathering. Never renenber
a killing after the Burning. But Mdrth was a knot of enignas

Way woul d a wi zard of power live in the benighted areas?

Why woul d a Lordkin of fourteen years' age visit a magi c shop? Wiandal |l had better have an answer
ready for that.

He bl ocked the path of a dunpy wonman in Straight Street. The kinless |ooked at himdifferently now
he was near grown-no |onger cute, not yet nenacing while his knife was hidden-but still she fished
in her purse and gave hi m noney. Probably not enough. It didn't have to be.

He watched until the shop was enpty of custoners before he went in.

Morth of Atlantis was younger than he remenbered fromthat night in Lordshills. Against al

reason, Wiandall had sonehow expected that. It didn't even startle himthat sparse hair white as
salt was now sandy red. But he was still an old man of dubious hunanity, tall and straight, with
dry brown skin and a flat belly and an open, innocent face with a mllion winkles. Alittle
silly, alittle scary.

Whandal | asked, "Can you cure pinples?"

The magi ci an peered cl ose. One quick straight thrust could have cut his

throat, but what spells protected hin? "You' ve got worse than pinples.” |ie touched the

i nflanmati on by Whandall's eye. Hi s hands were surprising: fingers widest at the tips! "That's

ringworm It'll never go away by itself. Thirty shells."
Whandal | cursed nmildly and showed the five the wonan had given him "Maybe |ater."
"As you w sh."

A kinless woul d have bargai ned. Lordkin didn't, and maybe nagi ci ans didn't. Wandall asked,
"You're fromAtl antis?"

The man's face cl osed down.

"I''"'m Seshmar| of Serpent's Wal k." Wandall knew better than to give his true name to a nagi ci an
"Savant, our younger street-brothers wonder about you. If you don't want to be asked over and over
how you escaped Atlantis, tell it only once. |'ma good teller. I'Il tell them"
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"Are you?" Mrth snmiled at him How could an old man have so many teeth? "Tell nme a story."
Whandal | hadn't expected this, but w thout a stamrer he said, "Yangin-Atep was the god who brought
the know edge of fire to the world. But Zoosh beat himin a knife fight, so nen began to serve
Zoosh instead of tending fires for Yangin-Atep. Lifetines later, only the Lordkin still serve
Yangi n- At ep. When we cane south fromthe ice, Yangin-Atep traveled with us. Have you heard the
tal e?"

"Not from your view"

"We weren't finding enough wood until the Lords showed us the way to the forest. There we hunted
during the day and built big fires at night. In the forest Yangin-Atep grew strong. W cut and
burned our way through, and that was how we found Tep's Town. The kinless called it sonething

el se, of course.”

"Val | ey of Snokes," the nagician said.

Whandal | was taken aback. "Kinless called it that?"

"Have you seen how red the sunsets are here? O how hard it is to breathe after the Burning?
Sonet hi ng about the shape of the land or the pattern of w nds keeps fog and snoke from bl owi ng
away. It isn't your fire god. Sonething older. A kinless god, naybe."

During the Burning and after, Mdther's Mother's breath rasped as if she were dyi ng. Wandal
nodded.

"But the harbor is Good Hand, for the | ook of curled fingers." Mrth saw Whandal | 's unspoken Huh?
and added, "You have to see it fromthe air."

Ch, right, fromthe air. The nmagician had himtotally off balance. Story, he was in the mddle of

a story-
"The kinless couldn't fight us, because Yangi n-Atep was strong again. So the kinless cane to serve
us. They still wear the noose, as we still hold

their lives." Just its Mdther's Mther had told the title to her grandchildren, with no nention of
alliance with the Lords.

"I never would have taken that for a noose,"” Mrth said. "A strip of colored cloth around the
neck? Hangs down the chest?”

"That's it."

"I'"ve wal ked al ong the woods nany tines. Wiere is this wide path your folk burned their way

t hr ough?"

"North fromhere, but it's been lifetinmes... six lifetinmes, anyway. Maybe the trees grew back?"

The magi ci an nodded. "That's Lordkin and kinless. \Wat of the Lords?"

"We nmet them before we found the forest. They showed us how to gat her wood, taught us about Yangin-
Atep and Zoosh-"

"Way woul d they know about Yangi n-Atep and Zoosh?"

"I don't know. The Lords have not always been with us, but they were with us when we took this

| and. They spoke to the kinless. They keep the kinless working."

"But you are Lordkin. Are you kin to the Lords?"

Whandal | shook his head. "I've asked that. No one says different, but no one says so either."”

The magician smiled thinly. "I see. So now you take what you want fromthe kinless, and the Lords
gather fromyou."

"No, the Lords gather fromthe kinless, seldomfromus. They have their own | ands, and the harbor
And . .. ?"

The magi ci an nodded. "All right. You know the story of Atlantis?"

"The land that sank. A long way from here."

"Right on both. A very large land mass a very long way fromhere, and it sank because the

swor dsnen cane. "

Whandal | just | ooked at him

"I was wizard to the fishing folk, human and ner. | was bl essing a new ship at the docks. Attic
war shi ps cane into sight, east of us. Hundreds. The captain decided | could finish ny spells while
we sailed for safety. | could have stayed and fought al ongside the priests, but... it was too
late."

"Did you know Atlantis was going to sink?"

"Yes and no. Sonething was coning sonetine; everyone knew that. A thousand years ago, priests of
Atlantis were already making spells to keep the Iand quiet. The quakes were | ong postponed. W
didn't know they would conme that day. The Attic soldiers must have reached the priests during the
Lifting of Stone cerenony.

"After sunset we saw waves |ike black nmountains marching toward us. Qur ship floated above the
wat er, but the waves below and the wind they took with themtossed our ship like a child's toy."
"And you brought water to Tep's Town?"
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"Wh-? Yes. Yes, that was nme. It's a girl story. I'll tell you another tine."

Nobody but Tras Preetror did that: traded information for infornmation.

VWhandal | smiled. A nmountain of ice had come fromthe end of the Earth at Mrth 's bidding,
scouring across |lands belonging to the Lords. Wandall would know if Mrth told the story right,
and Morth had no way to know t hat Whandal | knew.

A long city block away, Tras Preetror stepped out of a shadow to intercept him He wanted to talk
about Morth of Atlantis. Did Lordkin deal nuch with magicians? with barbarians? with nagic, other
than their own peculiar fire magi c? Wat was Wandall doing in Mrth's shop, anyway?

VWhat was Tras doing waiting for himhere? Wiandall didn't ask that. He said, "Morth is funny. He

trades what he knows for what you know, |ike kinless trade shells for goods. Tras, what's it |ike
to sail on a trader?"

Tras offered strips of jerked nmeat. "I expect all nmagicians do that. Information is what they
sell, in a way. Wat did you trade wth hinP"

Whandal | ate. "Yes, Tras, but what's it like to sail on a trader?"

"l prefer not to be rem nded of ny experience ..."

Whandal | waved and turned away.

"Al'l right." Tras Preetror |ooked at himhard. "It's no fun as a deckhand. It's different as a
passenger, as a teller. Tellers do a lot of traveling. W get over being seasick quick, or we
quit, or travel on land instead."

"What' s seasick?"

How t o survive seasickness, and how to survive a storm and what you ate at sea-it was different
for passengers and crew and what you' d better eat on land to get healthy again. Wather nagic and
how it could kill you. Tras was skilled at telling. "You never know how strong the magic is when
you're on the ocean. The manna-you understand nmanna?"

Whandal | shook his head. He'd heard that word. Where? On Shanda's bal cony!

"Boy, you're going to owe ne. Manna is the power behind magic. Manna can be used up. The man who

| earned that ranks with the woman who | earned what nakes babies. At sea there are currents, and
manna noves with those. A spell to summon wind m ght do nothing at all, or raise a tenpest to tear
your ship apart. There are water elenentals and nerfol k. "

"Does Mdrth know about this?"

"Have you ever seen an old Atlantis ship?" Wandall shook his head, and Tras said, "The bottom has
wi ndows and hatches. It floats above the water."

"Above the water. Above |and too?"

"The nost powerful did. No longer, | think. And the ships they built in this [ast hundred years,
before Atlantis sank, they're ship shaped. If some ocean current swirls away the manna, down

coni es the ship, splash, and then you don't want w ndows breaking bel ow t he water

"Sure, Morth knows about manna. Likely he thinks it's his nost secret secret. So, Wandall, are
you thinking of taking up sailing?"

"Tras, we never see the docks. The Water Devils don't want anyone el se there."

"That's all that's stopping you?"

Whandal | had seen ships, but only fromthe top of Weezing Hill. He'd be guessing. Well... "I
can't see why a ship's captain would let a Lordkin on. Wouldn't it be dangerous? Wuat if a sai

di sappeared, or that tube they | ook through, or that big board at the back-"

Tras was | aughing. "Rudder. Dam right it would. Wandall, you couldn't buy or beg your way aboard
a boat, and kinless can't either, because nost barbarians can't tell kinless from Lordkin. You'll
never | earn enough to steal a ship, and the dockside Lordkin won't hel p you do that because they'd
| ose the trade, such as it is."

"Do you think | could becone a teller?"

Agai n Whandal | was subjected to intense scrutiny. "Wandall, | think you could. You' ve got the
knack already, trading information with me |ike a kinless sweets nerchant. But anypl ace these
boats go, they know about Lordkin, and you have the | ook. You'd never be wel cone-anywhere."
Whandal | nodded, trying to swall ow his disappointnment. He said, "Mxrth was bl essing a new ship at
the Atlantis docks when ..."
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Chapter 18

On a later day Whandall returned to Morth of Atlantis. He lurked a bit before he went in. Tras
Preetror seemed to be follow ng himaround, and he didn't like that. How coul d anyone |urk, hide,
spy, gather, with a teller hovering at his el bow? But Tras wasn't about, and Wandall - Seshmar
went in and bought an acne cure for fourteen (not thirty) shells. It was an evil-snmelling cream
altered by gestures. It hurt when he rubbed it in, but three days later the ring-shaped
inflanmati on was fading fromhis eye, and his pinples were snaller too. In a week his skin was
clear except for the ringworm and that was snaller. Mrth gave val ue for noney.

He cane again and asked about |ove potions. Mdrth wouldn't sell those. He considered it wong to
tanper with another's mnd. Wandall nodded and pretended to find that sensible, and wondered who
the man t hought he was bef ool ing.

"I could have used a love potion a tine or two," the wi zard said. "Can you guess how lonely it's
been for the last Atlantis wizard in a town of no magic?"

"You're talking to a Lordkin. That's lonely."

"Yes. Cone any tinme, Seshnarl, even if you can't afford to buy. Wait now, | can do tattoos," Morth
sai d suddenly. "You're Serpent's Walk'.' Wuld you like a serpent tattoo?" He waved at an

el abor at e gol den- feathered serpent, somewhat faded, displayed on one wall

"Beautiful." He'd never find noney for that! "I have a tattoo," Whandall said, and gave Mirth a
glinpse of the tiny serpent in the web of his thunb. "I haven't asked for another yet."
Mont h | ooked down at Whandall's hand. His brows furrowed ... hut he only | ooked up alter a nonent

and | eaned close into Wiandall's face. "A tattoo woul d be painful over ringwormand | ook odd too.

But | see ny cure is working."

"Yes." Whandal |l pointed at the feathered serpent and asked anyway. "How rmuch for that? \Were the

ri ngwor m was?"

Morth | aughed. "1'd ask enough to put a new roomon ny house, normally. Here . . . where would I

find a client? Seshmarl-no, wait." Mrth took Wiandall's right hand, the knife hand, in both his

hands. Bad manners. He spread the fingers wide. Morth wasn't just staring at Wuandall's hand now,

he was pulling it toward the oil |anp above them Astonished, Whandall |et himdo that.

Light fell on his hand. Mrth had an open face, not used to hiding things, but now Wandal

couldn't tell what he was thinking. He said, "You're going to | eave Tep's Town."

"Why would I want to do that?"

"Can't tell. Maybe you don't want to. WII you take a word fromnme?" Moirth was still studying
readi ng Whandal | 's hand. "Never go near rivers or the ocean. If you depart by land, it's likely

your own idea. But you night visit the docks and travel the rest of the world as an oarsman with a

bunp on his head or be carried in the bellies of a school of fish."

Whandal | had to clear his throat to speak. "W can't go to the docks anyway. Water Devils don't

i ke people fromoutside. Morth, do you know your future?”

"No. "

"What can | give you to put that tattoo on ny face?"

"o Yes. Seshmarl, | have some errands for you. And one day, when you are fully heal ed and

your, um bandl ord has given permi ssion, come to ne. The tattoo will be ny gift."

There were days he came with no excuse but the whimto talk. He would watch Morth and his

custoners discuss their needs. Then Mirth woul d hand t hem sonet hing from under the counter; or

step to a shelf and nunbl e and wave, or only stand watching for several seconds before snatching

up sone box or tiny flask, as if avoiding invisible teeth, and give it to the custonmer with

el aborate instructions.

One coul d ask

Medi ci nes for pain? Yes, Morth had those (but his hands stayed still and his eyes didn't nove from

Seshmar|'s). For wheezing, shortness of breath? Morth sold a lot of that, especially after the

Bur ni ng. He bought herbs from | oggers.

Phi | osopher's stone? Unicorn's horn? Boy, you've got to be joking! Magical cold torch? Spell of

glamour? Invisibility? Levitati on? Those didn't work here cither. "1 had a cook pot once that

woul d cook without fire. Never knew what to do with it. Didn't use it because 1 would wear it out.

I couldn't sell it because it wouldn't work very long. Finally it was stolen, not that it wll
have done the thieves any good. Magic is weak in the Valley of Snokes."
"Well, it would still be a pot," Seshmarl said.

"True."

"I's it that way everywhere?"

"Less so sone places." Mrth's eyes went dreany.
"Wy here?"
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Morth shrugged. "Yangin-Atep. Magic is the life of a god. It's like you can't keep honey where
there are ants. Atlantis had no god."

"Can you do prophecy?"

"Seshmarl, to know the future is to change it, so that tine wiggles |like a nany-headed snake.

What you see is fal se because you' ve seen it. Even if there were magi ¢ enough, how could | read
the lines in my own hand? W student wi zards couldn't even read each other's lines; our fates were

bound up together, tangled." Mrth shrugged as if great weight sat on his shoulders. "I read part
of your fate because you mght |eave. See, tine spreads ahead of us like this . . ." He reached
above his head. "This fan. Your nost likely future leads to places where nmagic still holds power.

Traces of manna flow back through tine to weave neaning into the Iines on your hand."
"I"mgoing to | eave?"
Morth took his hand again and spread it in the lanp glow. "Do you see? It's the pattern the lines

make with the anbient magic, anywhere in the world but here. Yes, you still have the chance to

| eave, and you should still stay clear of water, except for bathing."

Bat hi ng? Whandal | saw only his hand. He asked, "Mrth, why would a magician |ive where there's no
magi c?"

Morth smiled. "Seshmarl, that's not sonething |I'd tell anyone.”

Morth had said that Whandall would | eave Tep's Town. In his present state that seened desirable.
Had he heal ed enough? D d he know enough' ?

He tried to beg noney from Resal et. "Just suppose, now, suppose Morth sells nme a potion of easy
breathing for Mdther's Mther. | mght see where he takes it from If it's where the pinple salve
came from then that's the nedicines, and if he's |lying about unicorn's horn, which is supposed to
be pricel ess-"

"Stay out of that nagician's shop." Resalet's finger stabbed Whandall's chest. "You don't know
what he can do. Read ninds? Make you die in a nmonth? He's the nan who killed your father."

"I know that."

"But does he? Stay away from Morth of Atlantis!"”

If he couldn't buy fromMrth, was there anything Morth m ght want from Seshmarl ?

He asked. Morth said, "I want to know nore about the forest."

"You buy your herbs fromloggers. Ask them™

"That is a very strange situation," Mrth said. "Lords tell the |oggers where they can cut down
trees. | nean, exactly where and which. They don't |og thensel ves-"

Whandal | suggested, "Maybe they're hiding something in the forest."

"Yes, and maybe they just like telling people howto live their lives!" Mrth took dried | eaves
froma jar. "Here, snell this. Do you know it? Does it grow there?"

"WAit. . . yes. Sage. Gows where the trees open out. It doesn't kill, and it smells great when
you wal k through it. Hey, they use this for cooking at Sanorty's house!"

"Yes, it's good for that and other things. Wat about this one?"

Whandal | took the sheet of pale bark-rubbed it, sniffed it, held it to daylight in the doorway. "
don't think so."

Morth smled. "WIlow bark. | didn't think it grew around here. Wat about this?"

Long | eaves. "Yes. Foxglove," Whandal |l said.

"I't can be valuable. Do you know of poppies?' He showed a faded fl ower.

"I know where there are whole fields of them" Wandall said. "The | oggers say they are
dangerous." He didn't add that he had been to the poppy fields and nothi ng happened.

They whiled away an afternoon. Mdrth was dubious: he didn't want Wandal | - Seshmar| - pi cki ng pl ants
that were not quite what he wanted. That was dangerous. "Bring nme the whole plant or a whole
branch when you can, so I'll know what | have."

Morth sent himto where there were no | oggers. Wandall didn't want to neet |oggers anyway: he was
no child, and he'd be on their turf. Kinless or not, they had axes and severs. He sought Mrth's
plants in the old growh and found themrarely.

On his second foray he approached the Lordshills fromthe forest side.

There was the blank wall back of Lord Sanorty's house. The tree had been cut back, and there were

mar ks on the top of the wall where it had been repaired. Wandall watched the hill for a tinme. No

guards ... and if

they chased himinto the wood he would outrun themor lead theminto |lordkiss. He hall" ran, half

crawm ed within range of the wall, then hurled what he was carrying. He was in shadow when he heard

the splash. He didn't wait for nore.
But a pine cone had splashed into the laundry pond, and Shanda woul d know of it. She woul d know he
was alive.
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Chapter 19

Morth's plants were rare, but they both understood that Mdrth sought know edge too. He was using
Whandal | 's explorations to nap the forest.

Morth wasn't stingy with his rewards. Whandall collected medicines to ease pain and reduce a

swel ling and bring sleep. Foxglove | eaves made a powder that would send a man into jittery nmania
just before a fight. Poppies yielded a brown gumthat gave good dreans. Al of these lost their
power if not used, and often Whandall had nore than Morth and Pl acehol d conbi ned woul d need.

He began trading themfor favors on the street.

Morth always told how to use the powdered | eaves. Sniff carefully. Never nore than once a week,
and don't ever heat themfirst. Wandall was careful to do the sane.

Then one day he was sunmoned to Pel zed.

Pel zed was angry. "Did you give Duddi gract some of your foxglove?" he denanded.

Duddi gract was one of Pelzed's advisors, a big nan with a bad attitude, always muttering about
what he'd like to do to the Lords. He was usually behind Pel zed. Today he wasn't anywhere to be
seen.

"No, Lord. We don't get along."

"He's dead," Pel zed said. "Sone Maze Runners raiders cane into the Wal k. | sent Duddigract to dea
with them"” He turned to one of the nen behind him "Renwilds, tell it again."

"Yes, Lord. Duddigract saw the Ma/e Runners. Five of (hem There were only six of us, but

Duddi gract | ooked nean. The Ma/e Runners | ooked scared, and | was sure they'd run if we gave them
a chance. W could chase themout. They'd run, they'd he gone with no bl ood shed, and they'd drop
anything they gathered. 1 started to say that to Duddigract, and | saw he had a leaf full of white
stuff. He took a big sniff of that, then he stuffed a wad of brown gumin his nouth and chewed,
then he took another bhig sniff fromthe leaf. W tried to say sonething but he just grinned, said
it would be a shane to waste it, now he was ready to fight."

Pel zed | ooked to Whandall. "You know what he's tal king about," Pel zed sai d.

"Yes, Lord. | always tell people how dangerous the white foxgl ove powder is. The brown gumis safe
enough, that just puts you to sleep, but the white is dangerous."”

"What does the white do?" Pel zed demanded.

"Lord, | don't know. | just know that's what Morth of Atlantis tells his custoners. He never sells
them nore than a pinch or two of white, and he nmakes themsniff it there in the shop. He won't
sell themany nore until it's been a week or nore. Brown he'll sell any time, but not white."

"Say nore, Renwilds," Pel zed ordered.

"I'd say that magician knows what he's tal king about,” Renwi | ds said. "Duddigract sniffed that
stuff and got a big grin, and all of a sudden he was a wild man. He took out his knife and before
any of us could say anything he was all over the Maze Runners. They were ready to talk, you know,
brag a little before they ran, and we were all set to brag back, and there's Duddigract with his
knife out. He cut down two with no warning; they didn't even get to draw. By then the others had
their knives out and one of them cut Duddigract, and Lord, it was like he didn't even feel it.
Duddi gract yelled, but it wasn't like he was hurt, it was |like the Burning had come. W were sure
Yangi n- Atep had him but Duddigract didn't want to burn anything. He just wanted to kill! He
killed another Maze Runner, and the others dropped everything and ran. They were really scared,
but so were we, Lord. Wen the Maze Runners ran, Duddi gract |ooked at us like he didn't know us!"
Pel zed nodded grimy. "Go on."

Renwi | ds shrugged. "It was that powder, Lord. It sumons invisible nonsters."

"Uh huh. Why didn't you chase the Maze Runners?"

"Too fast, Lord, and we'd have had to get around Duddigract! So we were trying to figure what to
do when Duddi gract screaned again and fell down, babbling about how nonsters were after him and
he curled up like he was going to sleep, only he never woke up."

"Where did he get it?" Pelzed denanded.

"He wouldn't tell us, Lord. Said he'd gathered it, but he wouldn't say where."

Pel zed turned to Whandall. "WelIl?"
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Whandal | told what he knew. "Lord, about a week ago some Bl ack Lotus warriors caught nme near the
east border. There were too many to fight, so | let themgather a bag of powders | was taking to
Morth. Maybe there was enough in there to do that to Duddigract. O naybe they m xed the powders.
But | don't know how they got from Black Lotus to Duddigract!"

"You didn't tell me they gathered anything, Wandall. Just that they'd chased you."

"I was enbarrassed, Lord."

Pel zed nodded thoughtfully. "I sent Duddigract to look into it," he said. "He nust have caught up
with the Lotus warriors. And he never told nme! Never told ne!" Pelzed grew visibly angry, but not
with Whandall. "It's his own fault, then," Pelzed said. "But Whandall, be careful w th those
powders. "

"I will, Lord."

But there were always nore powders, and friends were always ready to accept them There was so
much he could buy w th foxgl ove.

But sonme |liked the stuff too much.

One day three followed himhone. Resalet cane out with two uncles and chased t hem away.

That eveni ng Wiandal | was summoned to Resalet's big northeast roomon the second fl oor. Resal et
eyed himcritically. "Dargramet says you're smart," Resalet said. "Or used to say it."

Whandal | nodded. It had been a year since Mdther's Mther had recogni zed Whandal | when she saw
him Now she sat by the wi ndow and tal ked of old days and old tinmes to anyone who would listen
The stories were interesting, but she told the same ones over and over.

"So if you're smart, why are you acting |like a fool?"

VWhandal | thought for a nmoment, then took a handful of shells fromhis pouch and | aid them on
Resal et's table.

"Yes, bigger fools than you will pay," Resalet said. "And if they think you keep that stuff here?
They'll come to take it. W'll have to fight. We'll |ose people; there'll be blood noney. The
Lords may get involved. W can't fight Lordsnen!"

"Lords don't care about henp," Whandall said. "They keep henp gum In ebony boxes."

"Don't show off for me, boy," Resalet said. "I know you' ve been to

Lordshills, and | ook what it got you! You cane in heat up and useless, u lot nore trouble than you
were worth. Hadn't been that Dargrammet |ikes you, we'd have thrown you out to the coyotes.

don't know what the Lords do at hone, but down here henp trouble gets you Lordsnmen. Enough Lords-
men and they tear your house down. This is Placehold W've had Pl ace-hold |onger than |I've been
alive, and we're not going to |lose it because of you."

VWhandal | tried to change the subject. "The Bull Fizzles sell henp. Pel zed serves henp tea.”

"Pel zed is damm careful with his tea," Resalet said. "And since when did Serpent's Walk learn from
Bul | Pizzle?" He shook his fists violently. "And | don't care if Serpent's Walk sells henp; we're
Pl acehol d. Whandall, if you want to trade powders, do it somewhere else. Get your own house.

Pl acehol d doesn't want the trouble. Do you understand nme?"

"Pel zed offered me a house in Dark Man's Cup," Whandall said. "Should |I take it?"

"If you like."

Whandal | was startled to realize that Resalet neant it. Up to then it was just a boy talking to
adults, but Resalet neant it. He really could be thrown out of Placehol d.

He t hought about living alone. It might be fun. But the other boys his age who noved out of their
househol ds to live al one were nostly dead.

Coscartin wasn't dead. Coscartin had half a dozen other young men living with him and that many
wonen, and sone ki nd of arrangement with Pel zed. The stuff he dealt in was supposed to conme from
the Water Devils.

"I''d rather stay here."

"Then give up the powder," Resalet said. "Gve it up right out Ioud. Gve away all your stock
Make sure everyone knows you won't have nore."

"But why?"
"Because | tell you-"
"Yes, | understood that," Whandall said. "I nean-what do | tell then®"

Resal et chuckled with the first sign of anusenent since Whandall had cone into his room "Tel
them you had a vision from Yangi n-Atep."

"No one will believe that!"

"Then tell them anything you want, but you bring nmore of that stuff here, you're going out."

They told stories about Whandall's party for years. He brought out everything, white powders and
yel | ow foxgl ove | eaves and brown gum He parceled it out with care. Wanshig found some henp. Tras
Preetror wote two songs and told stories, but us the night went on his speech becane an endl ess
stream of babbli ng.
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Sheal os nanaged to finesse three times his share of the brown poppy gum Wandall et himdo it:
he was a noi sy whi ner when thwarted. Shealos went to sleep in a corner, where the Forigaft

brot hers nust have found him

No one was seriously hurt.

There woul d never be another party like it. But it left ripples.

Two young Lordkin ended up in the river, unhurt but stinking.

Three girls becane pregnant.

Sheal os didn't wake until sunset the next day, in the mddle of an intersection, stripped naked
and painted with the wong band signs and a short witten nessage.

A blank wall in the kinless house Whandall had taken over for the party bore nore words, witten
inside a pattern nade fromten |l ocal band signs... kind of pretty, really, but any band woul d take
it as a killing insult.

More nessages were found scraw ed in bright red paint on the long wall around Dead Town on the day
after Whandall's party. Dead Town was where folk were buried if no famly claimed them Nobody

pai nted band signs in Dead Town: all factions were wel cone there.

Pel zed was asked to summon the Forigaft brothers.

These four brothers had sonehow | earned to read. It made them arrogant. The brothers painted
messages on any clean surface. You couldn't tell what they said, not even by asking one of them
because they would lie. The night of Whandall's party they nmust have gone crazy on the powders.
Whandal | renmenbered their antics, howing and gymastics and ... wait now, he'd seen them doing
that to his wall, and he'd laughed like a loon. He didn't renenber seeing theml eave.

The brothers were scattered about Serpent's Wal k and Peacegi ven Square. They were easy to spot.
They munbl ed to thensel ves. They shouted foul and cryptic threats and accusations into the faces
of passersby. Two brothers tried to wite something on Renwilds's burly belly, using yellow paint
and their fingers. Renwilds let themfinish, then knocked them both sensel ess.

They were all crazy as loons. Pelzed fed themfor two weeks, then sonehow traded themto the

Wl verines, who lived bel ow Granite Knob, for a wagonl oad of oranges.

VWhandal | copied sone of their marks off a wall and brought themto Morth.

" 'l was not Lordkin! Zinc-finder tattooed ny corpse!' " Mrth read. " 'Search the sand at Sea
Cliffs for the treasure | died for.' 'She hid ny knifel' " He | ooked up. "Your Dead Town nust have
its share of nurder victins. Wien your nmad readers were spraying the graveyard, the ghosts wote
nmessages on their mnds. Justice carries its own nanna."

Soneti mes Whandal |l regretted his decision. He could have been living in a household of sycophants
and wonen, |ike Coscartin. .

Coscartin and all his household were killed by rivals unknown, half a year after Wandall's party.

Chapter 20

When Wanshi g reached fifteen he began working with Alferth. Alferth was a tax taker, which gave
hi m avenues into kinless conmerce. One afternoon Wanshi g pul |l ed Whandal |l away from his friends,
back to the courtyard of the Placehold house.

"Taste this," Wanshig said. "Just a sip."

It was a small clay flask. The fluid inside had a fire in it. Wandall al nost choked. "What-"
"Wne."

"Ch. | know about w ne."

That made Wanshi g | augh. "Well, you're clever in spots, little brother, and you know how to keep
your mouth shut. Can you think of a way to nmake the kinless bring this stuff into sell?"

They shared the bottle unequally. "Qutside Tep's Town there are taverns," Wanshi g said.

"How do you know t hi s?"

"Tellers," Wanshig said. "And do you renenber Marila? She was a Water Devil, and she |listened at
home. Stories of other |ands. And of the docks."

"And what are these taverns?" Wandal|l asked.

Wanshig snmiled dreamily. "Gathering places. For nen, or even nen and wonen together, to drink
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wi ne, be together with friends, celebrate. There are wi ne shops everywhere but here. Wiy not Tep's
Town?"

But wi ne was doing a slow burn inside Whandall. "Yangin-Atep's fire," he pronounced. "Magic?"
"Yeah."

Wne felt good. Wiee, Whandall thought, and he felt words bubbling to his partly nunb |ips.
Resal et ran away, he thought. He left ny father to die. Things he didn't want to say to any

Pl acehol der, ever. Lordkin don't work for anyone.

Shig said, "I don't work for Alferth. I work with him"

He'd said it out |oud! Whandall slapped his hand across his nouth. He tried to say-

"No, little brother. You have to work with. O herwise you're all alone,"” Wanshig said. "Sonetines
it's hard to tell which is which. It runs the other way too. Sone Lordkin work. Sone kinless take
t hi ngs. "

"-said what?"

"Kinless loses his work, what can he do? Got to have food. Bl anket. Shoes. He gathers them W'd
kill him sure-he doesn't have the right-but why would anyone catch hin? Sonething' s nissing,
nobody asks who gathered it. Never mind that, little brother. Wiy don't the kinless keep w ne
shops?"

"Wne shops? If it feels this good?" Whandall gestured w dely; Wanshig ducked. "Soneone wants

Wi ne, just smash in the door! If it's too strong, go for help. If the winetender tries ... we beat
on him kill him maybe. Kinless would be crazy to keep this stuff around.”

"Taverns, then. Make themsell drinks one at a tine."

VWhandal I, with wine buzzing in his ears and his bl ood, could feel what was wong with that.

Ki nl ess and barbarians m ght drink wine and keep their self-control. In the Burning City nen woul d
drink; then unguarded words woul d bubbl e through their lips and they would fight. No tavern would
survi ve.

Shig said, "The nbpst we ever get here, soneone pops up on a street corner with maybe ei ght of
these little flasks. Wen they' re gone, he's gone. He's not there | ong enough to be robbed."
"Where's he get it?"

"The flasker? Lords and kinless get sonme w ne through the docks, from Torov and Condigeo. If the
rest of us find out, we take it, of course, so they give sonme to the Water Devils. And there's
anot her place."

They wobbl ed as they stood, and Wanshig | ed himnorth. Whandall's head cl eared quickly. The wi ne
was gone. There hadn't been nuch, just enough for two.

The houses north of Tep's Town ended at the forest. Wanshig |l ed off northwestward. Wandall was
sober now and full of questions, but Wanshig only snil ed.

Here the forest withdrew fromthe city, leaving a delta of neadow, the Wdge, with a sl ow stream
t he Deerpiss, neandering down its center. Wandall had known of the Wedge all his life, and only
began to wonder as Wanshig led himup the stream Wy hadn't the neadow filled wi th houses?

Where the Wedge converged to a point, a two-story stone house straddl ed the stream!like a bl ockage
ina funnel. On either side the road woul d be wi de enough for wagons, but gates bl ocked both

si des.

Two men energed froma second-story door. One started down the | adder

Whandal | had seen Lordsnen's arnor and |unbernen's | eathers. Both nen wore what | unmbernmen woul d
wear, |ike what the boy Wandall hinself had worn. Both men were masked in what night have been

| unbermen' s | eathers, but were not.

Wanshig ran at the rightward gate. Wiandall foll owed at speed. Wan-shig clinbed the gate like a
nmonkey, with Wandall right behind him Lordkin didn't ask perm ssion; they went where they woul d.
The two arnored nmen scranbled to the ground and |ifted weapons. They carried . . . not quite
severs. Hafts ended in straight blades sharpened on both sides.

Whandal | didn't hear what words Wanshi g spoke, but the nmen stepped aside, glancing incuriously at
Whandal | as he dropped to the ground. They were clinbing back up as Wanshig |l ed off along the
stream The forest had closed in at the banks.

Now out of earshot, Wandall asked, "Wat was that place?"

"Quardhouse, " Wanshig said. "After our fathers took Tep's Town, we nade the kinless build that
across our path. The path is gone, but the Toronexti are still here. They |let anyone through, but
they take part of what they're carrying. It's custom These days they guard sonething el se too."
"The path. | could tell Mrth-" He bit it off, eons late. Was it the wine, this long after? "I
have to see him Shig. Don't worry, | won't do anything stupid.”

Wanshi g seened unsurprised. "How did he kill Pothefit?"

"I haven't asked yet."

"Don't ask. But find out."
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Wiere the streambent to the right, Wanshig wal ked straight into the forest.

The tall straight spikes nust be young redwoods. Mature redwoods had been felled here; huge stunps
remai ned. Wanshig |l ed thema careful crooked path around norningstar plants, nettles, spear grass,
red- and- green cl unps of touch-ne. Wiandall was ready to snatch himto safety, but his ol der

br ot her had | ear ned.

They' d travel ed a coupl e of hundred paces before the trees opened out. Here were cropl ands, a w de
expanse of vines planted in straight rows. Kinless nen and woren were at work. There were Lordkin
about too.

Wanshi g and Whandal | watched fromtheir bellies. Wanshig said, "The Lords get sone of their w ne
here, but of course they need sonebody to protect it. That's where Alferth comes in. He got the
Toronexti to do it. He |eaves them half."

"What kind of hal f?"

"He cheats a little. They cheat a little." Wanshi g began creepi ng backward. "I wanted you to know.
If you've got any ideas-"

"Do we really want nore wine in Tep's Town?"

"We do if it's ours."

But wi ne makes us kill, Whandall thought, and nostly we kill each other. Lords drink wi ne wthout
probl ens. Kinless can handle it. W teach kinless to control thenselves. Barbarians learn or die.
Wth us, though ..

He said, "What we were drinking, did it conme from here?"

"Right," said Wanshi g.

"What the | ookers give us, is it-"

"Better. Snoother."

"I't's not the best, | bet." Wanshig gl ared, and Whandall said, "Lookers know we don't know the

di fference, so they buy cheap. Sone barbarian sonewhere knows how to make better than we've got.
We should find himand talk himinto working for us."

Wanshi g shrugged his eyebrows. Tal k? Barbari ans brought in wealth. The Lords would spit fire if a
barbari an was ki dnapped. Alferth woul dn't dare.

But better wine would be better for the city than nore wi ne, Wandall thought.

Chapter 21

Resal et had told himto avoid the nmagician and give up all his plants and powders. Wandall hadn't
seen Morth in just under a year. The boy Seshmarl had grown ol der. Had he cone to | ook too
danger ous?

Two kinless custoners | ooked at hi mnervously. The magician flickered a snile at him then
finished serving them Wen they had left, the magician said, "Seshnarl! Tell ne a story!"
Information for information. "If you follow the Deerpiss north out of the city, you get to a
meadow, then a guardhouse with masked and arnmored men. They' ||l take some of what you're carrying.
What they're guarding is the old path where ny people cut their way through the forest to the
Val | ey of Snokes. But don't go there, right? Just |ook."

"You have been busy," Mrth said.

Whandal | smi | ed.

"I's the path still open?"

"I don't think so."

"What if | want to | eave Tep's Town?"

"The docks-"

"l can't go near the sea. | tried going south once, but it's all narshes.™

"I don't know anythi ng about that. Nobody goes that way."

"Seshmarl, the forest-"

"Not through the forest. Been two hundred years. The woods grow back. There's poison plants and

| ordki ss and norni ngstars and henp and foxglove." He didn't intend to speak of the vineyard.
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"Curse! And a guardhouse too?"

"You face them you'd better have a story. But don't you have sone spell for finding paths?"

The magician didn't answer. He told a story instead. "The fire god | ost many battles. Sydon
drowned his worshippers in Atlantis, Zoosh used the lightning against himin Attica, and is said
to hold himin torment. Wtan and the ice giants battled himin the north, and again they tornent

himstill. In many places the Firebringer bears a great wound in his side. Here too, | think. Your
peopl e nust have fled Zoosh's people. You Lordkin may well be the |ast worshi ppers of Yangin-
Atep."

"Yangi n- At ep gave us everything. Heat, cooking-"
"Burning cities?"

"W don't burn the whole city, Morth. Only tellers say that. At any Burning we lose . . . Resale!
says three or four hands of buildings."
"It's still crazy."

Whandal | said, "Even a wizard mght want to avoid Yangi n-Atep's anger."

Morth smiled indulgently. "Yangin-Atep is near nyth. His life uses the magical strength that woul d
give ny spells force, but there's little of that to start with. In these days magi c works poorly
everywhere. Yangi n-Atep does not stir. | would sense him™"

"Can you predict the Burnings?" Tras Preetror would pay well for that information.

"Sonetines," Mrth said nysteriously.

He couldn't. But he knew when Yangi n- Atep woul d wake. He had to. "Wy did you want to know about
the forest?”

"l want to get out," Mrth said.

| can't go near the sea, he'd said. Wandall took a wild guess. "WII| the ice chase you?"

Morth swal l owed a laugh; it |ooked like a hiccup. "Wiat do you know of that?"

"You brought a nountain of ice once. | wondered how But if ice would chase you, the Lords would
pay well, so it's not ice. Waves? Sal twater?"

"You know a lot," Mrth said, no |onger amused. The w zard took Whandal|l's hand again, stared, and
nodded. "You have destinies. Mst have only one, but you have choices. One choice may lead to
glory. Be ready. Now tell ne about the path through the forest."

Whandal | persisted. "Wy do you want to leave? Is it the elenental ?" He still didn't know what the
word neant.

"Last month | hired a wagon to take nme to the harbor. 1'd heard nothing of a water sprite in many
years. As 1 crossed the last hill, a single wave rose and cane toward nme. The sprite is still out

there in the harbor."
"Does Yangi n-Atep protect you, then?"

"I'n a manner of speaking, yes, Seshmarl. The fire god won't pernmit a water sprite here. |'d heard
about the Burning City all my life, but | never wanted to live here. Few do. Seshmarl, | canme to
hi de! "

"The | ookers cone."

"Ch yes, tellers have made this city fanmbus. Fools used to visit every spring to see the Burning.
| suppose the | ookers bring noney that hel ps pay the cost of rebuilding. To ne it all seens quite
crazy. But it does nmmke your city safer."

Whandal | swal | owed his anger. A Lordkin should have guile .. . never renenber a killing after the
Burning. ... "Yangin-Atep protects us nost of the tine. Fires don't burn indoors."” Not here. "Are
there other cities where fires can't start by accident?"

"Ch, magic can protect a building,”" Mrth said, "and I know a spell to douse a fire that works
even in Tep's Town."

"The Lords cook indoors,"” Wandall said. "And they lit torches in the big roomafter dark. Not
just candles, torches."

Morth said nothing.

It had been dry in Tep's Town for two years. "You brought water once."

"A water elenmental chased nme, enbodied in an iceberg fromthe southernnmost end of the earth. It
hunted ne, to kill ne. Seshnarl, when things nove, they want to keep on noving," Mrth said. "The
bi gger and heavier it is, the harder it is to stop. The iceberg was the biggest and heaviest thing
that ever came here.”

"What stopped it? Yangin-Atep!" Whandall realized suddenly. "You used Yangin-Atep to turn that
curse to an advant age."

"Destinies,"” Muxth nmuttered to hinself. "Yes, Seshmarl. That's a lot of what magic is,
under st andi ng how things work and turning themto your advantage. | let it chase nme until there
was no manna to nove the iceberg farther."

"But you can't do it again."
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"The el emental won't do it again,” Mrth said. "It would have to go far away to find ice. It won't
go that far fromme." The nmgician | ooked out the wi ndow, but he wasn't seeing the street outside.
"This tale is not one to be told, Seshmarl. It mght reach the Lords."

And that was val uable infornmation, Wandall thought, though he didn't

know how to use it. "My teacher says | can have a tattoo now," he said diffidently. "My brother
wanted to do it, but | said 1 knew an artist."

For a breath he wasn't sure Morth had heard. Then the magician said, "Wnderful!" and wheel ed
around. "The sane? The wi nged serpent of Atlantis? Let me show you."

He took a box froma shelf and reached inside. He unwapped a fine cloth and let it hang fromhis
fingers. It was a scarf in gold and scarlet and blue. "Here, do you like it?"

"Ch, yes." The scarf was new. It was far finer than the faded painting he'd once seen on Mirth's
wal | ... which had di sappeared sonetine in the past year

Whandal | couldn't take his eyes off the serpent in flight. It sported a crest of feathers, and
little feathered wings on either side of its neck, like no serpent he'd ever heard of. The col ors
bl azed.

But it was big. It would cover his face and shoul der and half his arm Wandall renmenbered getting
his thunb tattooed. "If it won't. . . how nuch does it hurt?"

"Hurt? No. Here, sit." He settled Wandall cross-legged on a rug.

Morth spread the scarf over the box and noved Whandall's armuntil the scarf was under his upper
arm and shoul der. The lines and colors of the scarf lifted and crawl ed along his skin. \Wandall's
eyes tried to cross. He felt a stirring as if a snake were settling on his arm squeezing, sliding
up his shoulder, his neck, his face. There was no pain, no swelling, no blood.

He hid out for a night and a norning. "I stayed the night. | didn't want to face anyone. It just
hurt too much,"” he told Resalet.

Resal et's eyes were popping. He stripped off his tunic in one angry maneuver and noved agai nst
Whandal |, armto arm to conpare his own faded blue snake, fifteen years old, to Wandall's four-
color god-thing. He cursed. "It's wonderful! How can | get one?"

"Il ask."

"Ask who? Is it Murth agai n?"

Whandal | admitted it. Resalet said, "Tell me all about it."

Whandal | thought it prudent to describe near-unbearable pain, as if a snake's fangs had sunk into
hi m

"I don't care if it hurts. It just floated off the scarf and crawl ed up your shoul der? Did he say
anyt hi ng? CGesture?"

"Picked it up, put it down. Shall I ask if |I can bring a ... Mm... an uncle? It mght cost a
lot."

"No, don't bother. Does he know who you are?"

"Seshmarl, O Serpent's Walk. He had to know that nuch." "You he careful with Morth of Atlantis,
Whandal I . No nore powders! No nmore henp!™”

VWhandal | went back on another day and waited until the shop was enpty before he entered. He'd
gathered a wine flask, and he set it on the counter. They sipped it together

Then Whandal | asked, "Is this magical ?"

Morth |aughed. "No: It's not very good either, but there's not enough here to hurt us. Can you
tell ne any nore about how a man mnight | eave Tep's Town?"

Whandal | shook his head. "But | know of a safe place. Most of the city is afraid of the Black
Pit."

Morth was astoni shed. "How did you cone to know t hat ?"

"I'"ve slept near the Black Pit. Nobody bothers you there, and the nonsters can't touch you."
Mort h nodded. "If there was nanna about they'd be dangerous enough. The cats of Isis, the hounds
of Hell, the birds of Wtan, sone trenendous war beasts, they all died by thousands of thousands
in a war of gods. Only a tiny fraction wound up in the tar. Gods thensel ves went nyth in that |ast
battle," he said.

"Morth, tell me again about the iceberg."

Mort h | ooked thoughtful. "You know the story."

"Yes, but | don't understand it all. Mgic doesn't work here, but you make it work."

"And should I tell you?" Mrth said, half to hinself. "Let ne see your hand again." He studied
Whandal | 's pal m Then the magician sipped wi ne, and settled hinmself to tell the story.

"The wells of Atlantis dried up ages ago. W were too many for the rivers to support, and nobody
likes rain. For a thousand years the people of Atlantis drew their water fromthe end of the
world. Atlantis magic has ruled water for as long as we can renmenber. W send-sent-water sprites
south to fetch icebergs and bring themto be nelted for our water. Wien ..." Mrth considered,
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then went on. "Wen | left Atlantis instead of staying to fight, an iceberg was in sight of the
harbor. The priests comranded the water sprite to hunt nme down and kill me. | crossed an ocean and
a continent and | reached the coast with a nountain of ice chasing ne.

"At Great Hawk Bay the ners at Lion's Attic told me about Tep's Town. | was al nost here before ny
ship sank down in the desert.

"I knew the elenental could get this far. | could hope it couldn't get any farther, not in the

fire god's domain. To the Lords | swore | could bring an

iceberg to that dry lake they call the Reservoir now, in the Lordhills. Yangin-Atep had power
there in those days. | told the Lords to pay nme on delivery, and | hoped that Yangi n-Atep had the
power to stop the ice."

Whandal | nodded, then sipped the last hall-swallow of w ne.

That anused Morth. "Don't you wonder how | knew they'd pay? Never occurred to you? Lordkin! Two or
three Lords were very irritated. That cursed sprite took a nountain of ice across |and they
owned. "

Whandal | nodded. "Sanorty's turf. Chanthor's."

Now Morth | ooked surprised. "You knew?"

"That much. How did you nake t hem pay?"

"I led themto wonder what their houses would | ook like if another iceberg crossed Blawind Hills."
"What about the water thing? Melted?"

"No. The dammed elemental is waiting offshore. | can't ever go near water. But | spent the Lords
money | ong ago, and | can't pull that stunt again."”

"Are you afraid of the Burning?"

"Ch, no. I'lIl sense when Yangin-Atep rises. | can see that nuch. There will be one, nmaybe two
smal | Burnings, then a big one," Mrth said. "Then I'lI|l get out. | never want to see that again."
Whandal | wondered if Morth wasn't whistling through Dead Town. Not Seshmarl's problem He said,
"The Toronexti-the tax guards-wi |l take al nost everything you own."

"Perhaps they won't see it all,” Mrth said.

"Were you here last tinme?" Wien ny father died!

"Yes." The alien face turned haggard. "I could have been killed. There was nothing, nothing to
tell me that Yangin-Atep was awake, not even after | saw snoke and fire pluning up. | went hone to
keep nmy house from burning. That night | went back to the shop. Stupid. Thieves-gatherers-had
already stripped it bare. | was | ooking around and pl anning how to rebuild when nore gatherers

came in and saw ne."
Hi s nouth was very dry. Wandall asked, "What happened?”
"I used a calnmng spell."

"What ?"
Belligerent and guilty, Mrth said, "It's sinple magic, so sinple it even works here. It takes the
anger out of a man, and puts out fires too. |'ve used it before. It isn't as if | wanted to hurt

them | threw a calming spell at the big one when he cane at ne with that knife. He went down |ike
u handful of sticks. The others screaned and ran away."

" Dead?"

"Dead and cold! | pulled himoutside and left him A barbarian pulling

a dead nan by the ankl es and nobody paid any attention! Seshmarl, does Yangin-Atep really possess
peopl e?"

"l think so." Shouldn't a w zard know?

"That thug was all anger, all fire. Yangin-Atep nust have had him and when | sucked the anger out
of him | think his life came with it." Mrth | ooked up. "The Burning. Wat did you see?"

"I was only seven."

"Did you feel Yangin-Atep? |'ve sonetinmes wondered what that's like."

"No. Maybe next tine."

Four kinless came in then. Whandall sensed their unease and |eft.

And maybe Yangin-Atep heard Morth's insults, sluggishly, in his cona.
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Part Three
The Bur ni ngs

Chapter 22

For three years rain had been sparse. Even the trees with their deep roots showed the dryness. The
reservoirs went dry. Sone said that the fountains in the Lordshills were still running, others
said they weren't, and no one really knew.

A few kinless purchased rain. Wather w zards were rarely successful, hut sone sold the nanes of
their clients: kinless who had noney to throw away. There were beatings and robberies, |eaving

|l ess to be spent on weather w zards.

The Deerpiss becane a trickle, then dried up. Wells went dry. The Lords sent out a decree that

wat er nust be used only for drinking and washing. The kinl ess agreed, and demanded even stricter
rationing. Lord-kin didn't listen to such stuff. They used water to cool thenselves and their
hones, until even drinking water was a trickle, and there woul d be none to douse fires. It was a
dry season, without water, and that might have been what wakened the fire god, twelve days after
Morth belittled him

Whandal | al one wasn't big enough to get water when bigger men were thirsty. That norni ng Wanshig
and Whandal | escorted the wonmen and younger children across the central city to a working well.
Resal et stayed in with a hangover. The other Placehold nmen were not to be found.

Elriss was new. She stayed at the periphery, helping to keep the ol der wonen in place and novi ng.
Wanshi g hovered close to her. He'd brought Elriss home twenty days past, and she had his heart and
m nd.

Mot her's Mot her hadn't been outside the walls in many years. Wandall heard her nuttering at
everything she saw. The dirt. Bud manners anong the Lordkin. Sullen faces anong the Kinless.

At least thirty kinless were using the well. At the sight of the approaching Lordkin famly, they
drifted away in little clunps.

The bucket brought up a scant mout hful

The kinless had taken it all! And that alone m ght have started the Burning. But Wandall, waiting
for his turn to scoop up a handful of water for Mther's Mther, snelled snmoke on the w ndl ess
air. Too early for a cook fire ..

"Stay together," Wanshi g snapped. "Get the wonen and chil dren hone."

The Burni ng had begun

They had to go out of their way several tinmes.

Fire was just catching in the nessage-service offices. Kinless were trying to get the horses out.
O hers were fighting the fire with wet blankets. The kinless fire wagon had just come when half a
dozen Lordkin waded into the kinless with curses and |ong knives. Firefighters fell bl eeding.

O hers ran. One Lordkin sat on a kinless man's head and beat on his chest with a rock. Another
canme over and kicked the kinless man and | aughed.

Mot her's Mother was | eaning on Mther, gasping. "Mnsters! We never killed! W only burned; we
never killed!" Mther and Whandall |ed her rapidly away fromthe scene.

Whandal | | ooked at Wanshig and didn't ask, Is it true or is she crazy?

"Maybe nen didn't tell wonmen everything. Even then," Wanshig said quietly.

It was peaceful on Angle Street, where the land hunped a bit to hide the snoke sout hward. Faces
turned curiously toward a crowd of wonen with only two nmen for escort, and Wanshi g whi spered,
"Relax. Stroll. Just another dull norning, okay?"

And Whandall tried to feel that. Take it easy, nod at Mother's Mther's ranting and hope nobody
hears. Elriss |ooks |like she needs any strong man's help, but Mdther's taking care of that, easing
her back where she doesn't show.

Tras Preetror the teller hailed him "Wandall! Wat are you doing? Don't you know what's

happeni ng?"

Wave at Tras Preetror, smile, walk toward him "Hello, Tras.
are you tal ki ng about ?"

Breezy, a little bew |l dered: "Wat
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Tras made no effort to hide his delight. "Oh. Guarding the wonmen, good idea. But why aren't"-he
waved about him voice rising-"they doing something? Isn't the Bur-"

Whandal | sl amred a qui ck punch at Preetror's heart. Shut off his breath! Tras was expecting it; he
dodged and turned, sloughed the blow, backed out of reach. "lIsn't the Burni ng supposed to happen
all at once? Do you feel Yangin-Atep? Do you feel the rage?"

Ateller's task isn't to keep the peace. Al these years Wandall had known Tras Preetror w thout
ever quite grasping that truth

Too | ate now. Angle Street had heard his message. Lordkin were disappearing into shops. Kinless
were fleeing, converging into a pack. Tras joined them bubbling with news.

Wanshi g had Whandall's arm "Move out, Wandall. Through there. You lead; |'Il trail. Elriss,

fol | ow Whandal | . "

Anot her street. Pelzed passed with nine Serpent's Walk men. "Whandal |! Wanshig!" Pel zed shout ed.
"We're going to Lord's Town! Come with us."

Whandal | waved to indicate the wonen.

Ast oni shingly, Pelzed nodded calmy, as if he understood the need. "W can't wait," he said, and
gestured his Serpent's Walk warriors toward Sanvin Street. "You'll mss the best." Then they were
gone, and the snell of snoke was thicker yet.

Three cross-streets later: the Burning had arrived before them A handful of |ookers confronted a
pudgy Lordkin in his forties. Did he need hel p?

No, the barbarians were nmerely bew |l dered, and the Dirty Bird was shouting into their faces while
his arms described expansive circles. "It's free! Take it-it's all ours!"™ Joyfully he tried to
lead theminto a shoenmaker's shop, where a score of gatherers were already seated on the dirt
floor, passing shoes back and forth, trying to find sonething to fit.

The party atnosphere called to Wiandall, but Wanshig steered the Placehold wonmen around that scene
t 0o.

And finally hone, and upstairs to the nore defensible second floor. Placehold had stone walls. The
floors would burn, but they were thick wood, and it would take determned effort to get them

bl azing. No one in the past had ever taken the tine. The wonen were as safe as they woul d ever be.
And Whandal | asked, " Now?"

"Yes, O eager one-" Whandall was hal fway down the stairs. Al the fine | oot would be gone! Wanshig
shouted down at him "Wit! \Were are the rest of us?"

Whandal | stopped hinmself with an effort. There was a surging in his blood and a heat in his |oins.
Both were famliar, but they had never been this strong. The Wandall who once sat on Mdther's
Mother's lap and listened to stories of a better tinme watched the rest of hinself |osing contro
and whi spered its di sapproval .

"Where are they?" Wanshi g demanded. "Resal et, Shastern, the other nmen? The boys?"

"Cat hering!"

"Whandal I, | thought Resalet would wait!" Wanshi g cl anbered down after him "He's gone. Al the
men are gone."

"Shig, they're just out gathering and partying with everyone el se."

"Resal et has been tal king about Morth of Atlantis,"” Wanshig said. He | ooked up the stairs to see
Elriss staring down at him

"Cone back," Elriss said.

"I think they went to Morth's shop," Wanshig said. Wth an effort he turned away fromElriss and
foll oned Whandall outside. "I think they went as soon as the fires started."

"What woul d he want there?" Whandal |l dermanded.

"Powders. Henp," Wanshi g said.

"Resal et hates that stuff!"

Wanshi g | aughed.

"Resalet's afraid of Morth," Wandall said. "Wat about 'Never renenber a killing after the
Bur ni ng?' "

They were back in the street. Were the granary had been, the new restaurant was burning: a hard-
luck site. Eastward, a shouting match over who had first claimto an ornate desk was about to turn
viol ent, while soneone di sappeared with the matching chair

Wanshi g | ooked back to the Placehold. "Wio'll watch the wonen?" he dermanded. "Soneone has to
stay." He | ooked at Whandall and saw al nost uncontrol |l ed eagerness. "And | know, | know, it won't
be you, little brother."

A kinless hurried past pulling a cart. "Help nme!" the kinless shouted. A dozen youths, Serpent's
Wal k, Flower Market, Bull Fizzle all mxed together, ran after him shouting and | aughing. The
cart overturned al nbst at Wanshig's feet, and the kinless nerchant ran on unencunbered. Rings with
red stones spilled out of the wreckage and Wanshi g scooped up several. He handed one to Wandall.
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"Qurs!" a Bull Fizzle shouted, but he was |aughing. He saw Wandall's el aborate tattoo, |ooked up
to the walls to see the Serpent's Wal k signs, and eyed Whandal |l nervously. No one nmoved for a
monment. Then the Bull Fizzle | aughed again and dove into the nob at the cart. They tore the cart
apart and left in a bunch, carrying dresses and trousers and a coil of rope.

There was snoke to the west. Wanshig turned that way, hurrying. "Wandall, you've been spying on
Morth. |Is there anything our fathers should know about hin? Anything that m ght hurt then®"

That was why he'd gone to Mdirth, wasn't it? Mnths ago. Wandall thought he renmenbered ot her
reasons. Mdrth was nearly a friend. But those nenories conflicted with the fire in his veins.
VWhandal | said, "He told ne about the spell that killed Pothefit. He won't use that again. But you
don't exactly ask a magician, 'Please tell ne what you use to stop Lordkin fromtaking things.' "
"Then what exactly do you ask hin®"

"I watch. | listen. Shig, sone things he just picks up and sells. OQher things he waves his hands
or mutters under his breath. Some of those, it's never the same tw ce, so maybe he's bl uffing.
can't tell you what to | ake." He stopped, remenbering. "Shig, | don't think Morth will be there at
all."

"He lives at the shop."

"He'll be afraid. He didn't nean to hurt Pothefit!"

They were joggi ng now, noving wi de around gat herers staggering under |oads of val uables or trash
Whandal | stopped suddenly.

Men his own age were gathering a kinless woman. It |ooked |ike fun. Mre: he knew her, Dream Lotus
I nnkeep of the western edge, four years his elder and very lovely. He'd never quite worked up the
nerve to approach her, to learn if she would have the | ove of a young Lordkin, and now he need not
ask.

Wanshig tried to pull himaway. Wandall resisted. "Come on, Shig-"

"No. Elriss would kill me." He |ooked into Wandall's face and gave up. "1'lIl go on ahead. Maybe
can get themto hold up." Hs grip closed like a vise on Wandall's arm "You follow nme, yes? You
don't stop again."

"Yes, Shig, yes."

Chapter 23

He was ready to follow Shig. Pulling his clothing on, checking his own bel ongi ngs, trading jokes
with the others, happy-when he saw that the man now on top of Dream Lotus was strangling her
Before the sight had quite registered, Wandall's knife was out and noving in a downward arc.
Neatly, precisely, he sliced the nan's left ear off.

The man bellowed. H's rutting urge had his |lower body in thrall, but his head and shoul ders tried
to turn, tried to reach his belt and knife.

The man who held Dream Lotus's wists had only begun to react. Horrified at the strangling, or
horrified at Whandall's neddling: no way to tell. Soneone el se bell owed and snatched at him
Whandal | rolled across the strangler's back, notched his other ear, then ran, slashing backhand at
hi s nose and unexpectedly nicking the tip and upper lip. The strangler |let go of Dream Lotus's
throat and stood up. Dream Lotus sucked air in a whistling shriek while Whandall ran

He'd once heard a nman say that strangling a worman woul d make her react, that it was a greater
kick. He'd thought that was disgusting; he thought so now.

There were too many following himto stop and make a stand. Skill was no use here. Run! The
strangler hinself was in the | ead, |egs punping hard, barefoot to the hips. Big guy, and scarred,
under a tattooed orchid.

But the knife, so quick! Maybe he coul d have tal ked? Persuaded the man to ... what? Nobody pl ays
at sweet reason during a Burning.

Through here! Rignaster's ropewal k was a long building with no wi ndows but plenty of henp in
storage. It had started to burn. Maybe the strangler would step on a live coal. Wuandall caught a
| ungful of snoke,

realized his m stake, and swerved away. rightward around the pall of pale snoke, then hard |eft.
Soneone ran out of the building, a kinless carrying a bundle. He saw Whandal |, screaned, and ran
hard, still carrying what |ooked |ike carved wooden bl ocks. They'd have burned, but what were
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they? If Whandall weren't running for his life he'd have found out-

When Yangi n- At ep possessed a man, was this what he felt? It didn't feel divine. For that noment
he'd felt so wonderful, he'd been so grateful to Dream Lotus. Then soneone was hurting her, and
the chance to rescue her was all he could have desired. It felt very natural to cut the strangler
and not at all divine.

Feet poundi ng hard, Wandall conpleted his arc around the cloud of henp snoke. The strangler was a
trace of shadow, and yes! he was cutting across, through the rope factory itself! There were other
shadows in there: the strangler's friends.

Maybe they'd all chase Whandall and | et DreamLotus go. Maybe the strangler would outrun the rest,
use all his strength catching up, to die under Wandall's knife. Wuld Dream Lotus be pleased,
grateful for such a gift?

Maybe not. They were squeani sh, the kinless, and after all, Whandall too had raped her

Behi nd Whandal | the strangler ran out of the burning structure, choking and half blinded and
reeling with the effects of henp snoke. He slowed, hearing the |aughter that followed him He

| ooked down, realized his nakedness, and began to | augh despite the blood that flowed from nose
and ears. Those behind him staggered about in a giggling fit. They collapsed in | aughter as nore
of the henp snoke bl ew past them

Whandal | sl owed too, to laugh and gesture, then ran on. Wich way was Morth of Atlantis?

As the danger faded, Wandall renenbered his thirst. Water was what he would be gathering if he
dared stop. What woul d Resal et expect to find in Murth's shop, of all places? Wanshig rmust be

wr ong!

But Whandal | kept running, because he knew in his gut that Wanshig was right.

As he ran, his mnd caught up

The scarf! Resal et thought he could gather a tattoo from Morth of Atlantis!

Tras Preetror was interviewing a handful of gatherers in Silda's Hand-neals. The gatherers were
preening, proud that their lives would be made | egend in | ands they'd never see. That son of a dog
had hel ped to spread the Burning beyond its reasonable bounds. If Wandall could catch Tras al one-
You don't stop again. Whandall didn't stop. H s head was clearing.

He should be nearing Mrth's shop

Mort h's defenses night have preserved himhut might also he used up by now. Random | ooters

woul dn't know what was sale to take. He hoped his brothers and uncles had waited. He should have
come sooner.

Sone | andmar ks were missing: the belfry, the Houses of Teaching. The tallest structures nust have
made t he best torches.

That glare of light and heat to his left: Wod' s |unberyard? Lordkin had piled beans into a tent
shape to burn better. Just beyond it-

Morth's shop?

Matters were not as he expected. Buildings around the site were burned, charred, but the shop of
Morth of Atlantis was a flat circle of gray ash. Whandall felt a fist closing in his chest.
Not hi ng had survived.

Those were bones ... skulls. Five skulls.
Maybe Morth was anong them Maybe Whandall's fanily was avenged.
Maybe Morth had bent the god's exuberant rage to his own will, to punish |ooters.

Whandal | woul dn't know until he reached hone. He couldn't nake hinmself hurry. He couldn't go
straight home: the strangler's Flower Market street-brothers hadn't had time to forget Wandall's
face.

He saw a whooping Lordkin drop a howing dog into a well to die. That struck himas stupid, but
there were four Lordkin and they were big. He left themalone. He found clunps of kinless holding
of f jeering Lordkin with makeshift weapons, and he left themalone too. In the back of his mind he
could see hinmself and his kin, and in truth, the whole thing was beginning to | ook stupid.

O hers nmight have thought so. Wandall saw nore of caution than of Yangin-Atep's manic joy. The
Bur ni ng was endi ng, though coals still burned.

The fam |y cook pot had been stolen fromthe courtyard. The nen hadn't come hone.

They never cane home. Even Wanshi g had di sappeared. Wiandall at fifteen was the oldest man in the
Pl acehol d.
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Chapter 24

The nmen were gone-and Mbther's Mther never showed surprise. She'd lived in a world of her own for
years. She cane back to reality | ong enough to organi ze the household. The wonen took her orders,
per haps because they were terrified.

She took time to hold Whandall as she night have held a snmall child. "You're the ol dest now, " she
sai d. "Keep the Placehold! |'ve always been proud of you. You saved your brothers before; now you
have to do it again. Keep the Placehold!"

It was as if she had waited half her life for this. Now, tasks done, she slipped away, back to
sonme pl easant place that no one el se could see.

Elriss was pregnant. She wept for Wanshig and stayed in the wonen's rooms. Mdther was nore
practical. In the first light of the nmorning after the burning she found Wandal l

"I have to | eave."

"Why?" he asked. They had never been very close. Wth a new baby every year she had little tine
for himeven though too many died. He'd spent nore tinme with Mother's Mother. "WIIl you be back?”
"Il conme back if | can," Mother said. "Elriss will take care of the youngest. You and Shastern
can take care of yourselves. Wandall, there's no food and no water."

"W need you to get food fromthe Lords," Whandall said.

"Elriss and Wess and Mot her-three's enough. The Lords won't give

any nore than three can gather,” Mther said. She lilted her carpet bag. "I'Il be back it 1 can
come back."

"But where will you be?"

She didn't answer. Wandall watched her go down the stairs. There she joined two other Placehold
worren, wonen who had both | eft babies in the Placehold' s care. He watched them nmake their wary way
out into the street, out into the Burning, and wondered if he'd ever see Mdther again

Three hours after first light Shastern and five younger boys canme in pulling a cart. Each had an
arnful of stuff, clothing, enough rope to trade for a big cook pot if they could find soneone
who' d trade. There was a small cook pot in the cart. There was food am d the junk, but sone of it
was spoiled and the rest woul d have to be eaten in a hurry.

They traded whooping nenories of the Burning. One by one they turned serious when they saw there
were no men. The younger boys gathered around Whandall in the big roomon the second floor. Grls
came out to join them They all stared at \Whandal |l Pl acehol d.

Shastern demanded, "Were are the nmen?"

"Gone," Whandall said. He didn't tell them what he suspected, that all including Wanshi g had been
bl asted by Morth of Atlantis. Was there anything he could have done? If he'd stayed with Wanshi g,
woul d all the nen have |ived?

"But they'll be back," Shastern said. "They're just..." He saw Whandall's face. "What do we do?"
Shastern asked. "Wen the word gets out, there'll be nmen come to gather the Placehol d!"

"What do we eat?" Rubyfl ower asked. Her ten-year-old eyes were as big as dinner plates.

"How rmuch food do we have?" Wandal | asked.

Rubyf | ower shook her head. "I don't know. A week before Mdther's Day we usually have nore in the
pantry than we have now. "

"And it's two weeks to Mdther's Day," Wandall nused. "Have you heard anythi ng about Mot her's Day?
W1l the Lords cone? WIIl they bring the gifts?"

No one knew.

Whandal | sent Ilthern to find out. "Don't talk," Wiandall said. "Just listen. See what they're
saying in Peacegiven Square. Listen to the Lordsnen and their clerks. Maybe they'll say

sonet hing. "

"I't won't matter," Rubyflower said. "If they had Mdther's Day tonorrow, we'd never get the cart
back from Peacegi ven Square! Sonmeone woul d gat her everything!"

The little girl was right, Wandall thought. Only four men in the Place-hold carried knives; only
two wore tattoos. Placehold itself mght be defended by barricading the stairs. It wouldn't burn
the Burning was already lading. "Bring up rocks," Wandall told Rubyflower. "Get the other girls.
Boys too. Ecohar, you go with them Bring up rocks."

"Her e?"

"Here and on the roof. Try not to look frantic."
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"And what do we eat, Wandall?" Shastern asked quietly when the snaller children were gone for
rocks. "Rubyflower's right-we'll never get a cart hone."

"Whandal | will think of sonmething." Wss spoke from behind him possession and pride in her voice.
Vi nspel had been killed in a knife fight, ten days back. They'd had to lei | Wss. No man woul d
tell her, or tell any wonan, that Vinspel had been lighting for another worman. The ot her Pl acehol d
worren | i ked Wess too, but they would talk.

And now Whandal |l could only think that no man could keep her from him

She was the oldest girl in the room Mther's Mther was | eader of the Placehold, but she was
somewhere el se inside her mnd. Mther had been the real |eader, usually, when she didn't have
flasks and powders. But now she was gone. |If Wanshig cane back, Elriss would be | eader. Now

Now, Whandall's worman woul d have the job, honors and duties alike. It came to Whandall that he
didn't really know what that neant. He knew that Modther's Mther, then Mther, had kept the keys
to the pantry. Neither seemed to cook or sew or clean. Others did that. But w thout someone to
make it happen, they didn't.

Two children began to wail. Wss grabbed the ol dest, a six-year-old, and shook him "Quiet. Let
Whandal | think," she said. "Go with Rubyflower and get sone rocks. Al of you, shoosh! Get rocks
we can throw fromthe roof. Not you, Rainier. Get sone water for the roof garden. Not drinking
water; dirty water will do fine. Cone on, all of you-let's get to work."

Whandal | nodded. "Rocks. Good," he said. "Shastern, you help Wess. Find sonme way to barricade the

stairway too. |I'll be back as soon as | can."
"Where are you goi ng?" Shastern asked.
"Pel zed. "

He'd have to tell Pel zed how hel pl ess the Placehold was. That woul d be dangerous, but Pelzed woul d
find out anyway. Better to tell himstraight off. Pelzed-Lord Pel zed- owed Whandal |l a favor. Wuld
he renenber? Wuld he care? But it was the only place Wuandall coul d go.

Pel zed had | ed a band toward Lord's Town. Wandall couldn't follow there. He'd wait at Pel zed's
roof |l ess house.

But Pel zed was back.

Three of Pel zed's wonen were going through a stack of gatherings.

Pel zed shouted when he saw Wandall. "Wandall! Come have sone lea!"

Whandal | approached warily. He waved to indicate the loot. "FromLord's Town? Lord."

Pel zed grinned. "Not exactly," he said. "Sit down." ,

"Yes, Lord Pel zed."

"Heard you' d had sone trouble," Pelzed said. "Wanshig's gone? Sone of the other nen."

"Yes, Lord. Lord, you once said you owed ne a favor. W need help, Lord."

Pel zed poured tea and pushed the cup over to Wandall. "Tell me."

"Al'l the nen are gone, Lord," Wandall said. "There's only ne and the younger boys. The wonen wl |
try to find men, but. , ."

Pel zed nodded. There was no expression in his eyes, at all as he sat lost in thought. Finally he
said, "Are you asking for ny protection?"

"Yes, Lord."

"Way not ask the Lordsnmen?"

"Lord, there are lines a hundred people long in front of every clerk in Peacegiven Square,"
Whandal | said. "And what good would it do? Men cone to gather the Placehold. We send for the
Lordsnen, and maybe they cone and maybe not, but they won't conme in time to do us any good. W
have our own Lord here. Wiy go to the Lords of Lordshills?"

"You learn fast," Pelzed said. "All right. We'll protect your cart on Mdther's Day and I'l| get
the word out that anyone gathering at the Place-hold will have to answer to nme. And I'll speak to
the Lord's clerks in the Square. You'll be all right."

"Thank you, Lord."

"You'll have to control the Placehold. Don't nmake any new enemies. | can't fight new enenies,"

Pel zed said. "You renmenber that."

"Yes, Lord."

"How many boys do you have at Pl acehol d?"

"El even, Lord, not including Shastern."

"They' Il all join Serpent's Walk," Pelzed said. "Join know ng they owe us."

"Yes, Lord."

"Good." Pelzed sipped nore tea. A crafty smle cane to his lips. "Don't you want to know what
happened?" he asked.

"Ch, yes, Lord," Whandall said. "I saw you going toward the Lordshills."

"So did the Bull Fizzles," Pelzed said. "They were followi ng us. W couldn't shake them and there
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were too many to fight, so there we were, going out gathering with a bunch of Pizzles follow ng
right behind. | had a good plan-wear forester |eathers. War |eathers and make sure we didn't

| eave any dead behind. They'd never know it was us. But when we got closer we saw Lordsnen.
Twenty, maybe nore. They had arnor, swords, spears, big shields, and we weren't about to gel past
them Kraemar and Roupend were feeling Yangi n-Atep's power. They wanted to run in and gather. 1
couldn't control them nmuch |onger."

"I's that where you got all that?" Wandall asked. "Lord's Town?"

"No, what | did was let the Bull Fizzles get past me, then go back to the Fizzle streets,” Pel zed
said. "Wth our leathers on. Struck a bargain with the kinless there. Kraemar and Roupend got to
burn sone ol d houses and stores, the rest of us gathered all this, and the Bull Fizzles never cane
back. | may even have a new street for Serpent's Walk."

"Lord-was Chief Willtid killed, then, Lord?"

"No, you know what he's like; he didn't go with his men. He stayed to take his pleasures in his
own houses." Pel zed | aughed. "I hope he enjoyed hinself. He won't |ike ny new arrangenents." The
grin was wider. "But the Lords will. Bull Fizzle isn't very popular with the Lords right now "
Whandal | sipped tea and listened. He tried to imagine hinself as Lord Wandall of Serpent's Walk.
It was a good picture, and the nore he thought about it, the nore he liked it. It was a big job
and he didn't know how to do it, but he could watch Pel zed and | earn.

Wess had noved all his things into the big northeast room Resalet's clothes were gone. Hi s other
thi ngs, bronze mirror, drinking cup, were laid out for Whandall's approval

Wess was wearing a short wool skirt and a thin blouse that opened down to her navel.

Where did you get that? He knew he shouldn't ask. From Vinspel? H s hands were on her shoul ders.

"Nice," he said, and repeated hinself: "N ce. Wess, you're beautiful." She nmust have used the
mrror, he thought, and he reached out for the magical thing and | ooked into it.

There was no trace, now, of that ring-shaped scar. The serpent tattoo was magnificent. . . alien.
"What did | look like?" he asked. "I stayed clear of you while | was healing." He'd |l et her see
hi m once. The | ook in her eyes.

"That scar. | never thought it would heal."

"I found magi c,
you got done?"
The children were being taken care of.

There was food. This evening's dinner would be huge: they were cooking everything that woul dn't
keep. They'd eat as nmuch as they could' . Tonorrow, who knew?

St ashes of rocks were on the roof, and children on guard. Invaders woul d expect rocks. There
shoul d be sonething else too. Sonething to startle a gathering band. Boiling water? Too
conplicated; too much work, and where woul d they get water? Think of something. Fire would burn on
a roof.

The Pl acehold was nearly enpty. Was there sone way the place could | ook busier? Al that showed
fromthe street was a blank wall and a wi de gate. What nmen he had, he could nove them through that
gate nore often. "And | couldn't think of anything else," she said. "You?" "l've got Pel zed's
protection. The only idea | had. Dark Man's Cup will do us sone good, | think. Pelzed killed sone
friends for not keeping his prom ses there."

he said. "Wss, I've got to talk to the rest of the house, but first, what have

Chapter 25

Whandal | was busier than he had ever been in his life. He'd forgotten that everyone went hungry
following the Burning. There wasn't enough food outside: too many gatherers and not enough to

gat her. Hunger, then feasts when anyone coul d gather food. They fought over the dishes, and
everything tasted so good, he renenbered that. Now he knew why: they were starving.

Whandal | 's el der half sister Sharlatta came hone w th Chapoka. Chapoka was an adult male, and
there was no nore to be said for him He never gathered except froma friend, he conpl ai ned about
everyt hing, and he never shut up. Wandall knew himwell enough to throw himout.
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Chapoka woul dn't be thrown, and Wandall was harassed and hungry. He decided his househol d of

children could use entertainment. The fight in the courtyard | eft Chapoka with scars he woul d have

to explain for the rest of his life. The gaudi est were on his back

Afterward the Placehold' s survivors treated Whandall like a Lord. During this tine, |ack of

respect was one conpl aint he never had.

He hadn't realized-he had to | eaf back through his nmenories to understand that everyone al ways

conplained to a Lord all the tine.

Even Wess. Loving Wess was wonderful, and she held the Placehold together as nuch as anyone. But.
living with a woman t ook new skills at accompdation and ate tine he didn't have. It wasn't

like living with a roonful of brothers, and he hadn't |iked that very nuch.

He saw his forner life as a |l ong dream of idleness. He cane to understand why | athers di sappear ed.

Maybe he woul dn't have stayed with it. Hut he knew.

He knew where the nen had gone. Watever befell the Placehold now was his doing.

Whandal | ' s not her brought Freethspat hone four weeks after the Burning. Everyone was astoni shed.

He was a heavily scarred man around thirty years old, fromso far across town that nobody knew

anything of his clan. "Sea diffs," he said, and he showed a finely tattooed sea gull in flight.

When Whandal | canme hone that afternoon, Freethspat and Mdther had the northeast room Wandall's

things were in the north roomthat Shastern had taken because no one wanted to nove Elriss from

t he sout heast room she had shared w th Wanshi g.

Wess nmoved in with Elriss. She was avoidi ng himagain. Once they net on the stair, and Wess spoke

rapi dly, before he could open his nouth.

"You could have asked nme to stay."

"What if | asked now?"

"Stay where? Whandall, | would have followed you. You never said anything. It's like | cane with

the northeast room or with your being the ol dest man!"

"I wasn't sure," Whandall said. She'd left himonce before. She had cone to himwhen his status

changed, and it m ght change again. For those reasons and one other, he'd dithered.

That other reason ... "Wss, if |I had you and the Placehold to take care of, that would be ny
life. Guard you and the rest of themuntil | amdead. | know how to do that. Be Pel zed's ri ght
hand. Wen Pel zed wants to slack off a little, years fromnow, |I'd be Lord Pel zed. Lord Wandall,k"

he tasted the nane, "except when Lords or Lordsmen can hear ne. |..."

She waited for himto go on, but he didn't know howto say it. He hadn't even tried until now |
don't want to be Pel zed! Pel zed bows and scrapes and flatters, and sets his peopl e agai nst each
other, and lies, and kills, and tells other people to kill friends. And with all that lives not a
half as well as the real Lords in Lord's Town. Wat | want, it isn't here-

Wess brushed past him and was gone.

Coal s still burned.

The killing of firelighters had got up the kinless's noses. Now they wanted to carry knives.

For nmonths after the Burning, the talk was of little else. There was no fundanental disagreenent
anong the Lordkin. How could a conquered people be permtted weapons? OF course the firefighters

shoul dn't have been killed . . . not killed. But fire was Yangin-Atep's. Wait, now, Yangin-Atep
suppressed fire too! So it wasn't blaspheny. Yes it was, but they could have been driven off.
taught an unforgettable | esson, scarred or mminmed, then driven off. . . but they' d soaked those

bl ankets to snmother the fires-that was drinking water.

In the street-corner gatherings, Wwandall tried to stay out of the arguments. They could get you
killed. Ateller fromBegridseth was beaten for asking the wong questions, and agai n Wandal
didn't participate.

At horme the wonen were in quiet nmourning, but Mdther's Mther |eft no doubt about how she felt.
The Lordkin had become no better than aninals.

The kinless couldn't see reason. They had been attacked while rescuing horses-yes, and fighting a
fire too. Attacked and nurdered. The kinless wanted the killers' heads. Hah! No hope of that, of
course, even without the protection of their street-brothers. You' d have thought half the city had
wat ched the firefighters die; they were willing to describe what they thought had happened in

m nute detail, but nobody could renenber a face

But the kinless wanted to carry knives or clubs, to fight back next tine!

Many Lordkin woul d have offered themthe chance, for amusenent. A bad precedent, though, a
reversal of ancient |aw

But not hing was being built.

Lords and kinless were holding tal ks; Lordkin spoke at every intersection; and every nouth was
dry. The Deerpiss carried water an uncertain distance and then stopped, because snmashed aqueducts
were still smashed.
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Gar bage wasn't moving. The Lordkin began to see that it would not nove itself. Rats and other
scavengers were growi ng nunerous. Ash pits that had been stores and restaurants now began to serve
the Lordki n as garbage dunps.

Mot her's Day cane and went. Nothing was distributed i n Peacegi ven Square because there was nothi ng
to distribute. Scant food was comng into the city; too nuch was di sappearing on the way. G eat
fire, would the Lordkin have to take up driving wagons thensel ves?

That, Whandal |l deci ded, was an interesting notion

Now Freet hspat and Wandall and Shastern were the only nen in the Placehold. Freethspat fit in
wel | enough. He didn't often beat the younger children and never seened to beat the wonen at all.
He was respectful to Pel zed and spoke well of Serpent's Wl k. Mther never yelled at him which
was unusual

A week after his arrival, Freethspat was gone all night. Wandall wondered if he'd di sappeared.

Mot her had no doubts, and in the norning he brought home a pushcart full of food, some of it

fresh. There was enough food to | ast a week and no one mentioned the blood on the cart.

Freet hspat was a provider

Freethspat m ght have had a little Lords' blood in himtoo. Over the next three weeks, roons
nobody woul d wal k i n barefoot becane jarringly clean, and the Placehold girls smled proudly when
Freethspat praised them Six Placehold boys who had been ol d enough to gather in the Burning, but
too young for anything so serious as robbing a wi zard, now brought home gold rings and wallets
from | ooker pockets and produce from kinless markets. And Wandall -

"Now it's your turn," Freethspat said.

They were in the courtyard, gathered for dinner. Heads turned as Freethspat spoke. They'd heard
this conversation before.

Whandal | asked, "Mean what ?"

“"Mean it's time you earned your keep, Wandall," Freethspat said. "Sure, | can get nore to eat,

but what happens to your nother if they get me? And your sisters? Your turn."

"I don't know where to get food."

"l can show you, but your nother says you know a lot,"
Lordshills. Take ne there."

Whandal | shook his head. "The Lordsnmen will Kkill us both. Me for sure. Lord Sanorty told theml| ast
time | was there. Here, look at my armit grew back crooked." Wandall pulled off his shirt. "Here-

Freet hspat said. "You' ve been to

"Then somewhere el se. You know the forest, but there's nothing to be had there, is there? No. Then
somewhere you went with your brother- what was his nane?"

"Wanshig," Elriss said, glaring. She was nursing Wanshig's son

"Wanshi g," Freethspat said. "They tell nme you hung around with hima |ot, Wandall. He nust have
showed you sonet hi ng. They say Wanshig was smart."

"He was," Elriss said.

"So show ne. "

VWhandal | coul d have |iked Freethspat. But the nman was just an inch taller and just an inch w der
than Whandall, just a little too obtrusive in his strength. He called himWandall, as a brother
woul d. He lived in Wandall's room

There had been no need for Whandall's gathering skills in the time since the Burning. (Eleven
weeks? That | ong?) There was no need now.

But Whandal |l was getting restless, and Wess was unobtrusively follow ng the exchange, and it

woul dn't take nuch of a coup to shut Freethspat

up. "I did have a notion," Wandall said. "I just couldn't see a way to nmake it work. Freethspat,
what do you know about w ne?"

Wel |l back fromthe road and screened by grow hs of touch-ne vine, Whandall and Freethspat watched
the vineyard. The noon sun was naking the workers torpid. Their patient drudgery hadn't changed
since he and Wanshi g had watched them nearly a year ago. The grapevi nes were gl ossy green; the
bui | di ngs behi nd them showed no sign of scorching. The Burning of two nmonths back sinply hadn't
happened here.

The Lordkin guards did seemnore alert. A youth passed Whandal |l wal ki ng upright and noisily, far
fromthe conforts offered by that big house. Wodsnan's | eathers nmade himclunmsy, and still he
avoi ded the norningstar bushes and beds of touch-me, steering wi de of the hiding place Wanshi g had
found for them

VWhandal | had been surprised to see how rmuch Freet hspat knew about | eathers and the chaparral

Freet hspat knew about a | ot of things.

And here cane a pony, a local pony with a fleck of white bone on its forehead, pulling a wagon
with a single driver.
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"That one," Freethspat said. "No. It's enpty."

"Wait," Wiandal |l whi spered. He watched the wagon go by. Just watched this tine.

He was not bored. In Serpent's Walk, there he'd been bored. The sane linp justifications-"Wat do
the kinless want of us? Wien Yangi n-Atep takes us, we do these things! It's not us; it's the
rage!"-until they believed it thensel ves.

It was hard to believe in that enmpty wagon. Wasn't the bed a little high? Easy to picture a false
floor with flasks of wi ne under the boards. The kin-less driver tugged at his yellow silk noose. A
little besotted, was he, rolling a little with the wagon's notion? A big one, he was, with

shoul ders |i ke boul ders; nmaybe you needed that to control a pony. It hardly mattered. A kinless
woul dn't fight.

The guard was a Lordkin, Whandall's age, fifteen or sixteen. O der nen had sent himout, and
stayed to drink in confort, no doubt. In arnmor he'd be hel pl ess. Wandal|l could take him

Then t he wagon, much cl oser now have to sprint to catch it-and the driver. Arms like a westler.
The big hat shadowed his face, but the nose was flat. Hard to believe in himtoo. He was stil
tugging at the yellow silk tied |oosely around his thick neck. He wasn't used to it.

Damm! The hat shadowed his nose and ears, but-

"That driver is Lordkin," Freethspat said. His voice was filled with disgust. "Wrking like a

ki nl ess!"

"You're right."

"What could you pay a Lordkin to make himwork like a kinless? What coul d he gain that another
Lordkin couldn't take away from hi n®?"

VWhandal | thought about it while the wagon receded. "Wne, maybe, if he drank it right away.

Secrets, things nobody el se knows. This isn't going to be so easy, is it? W may have to kill the
driver."

"Have to kill the guard anyway. Your turn, \Wandall."

Chapter 26

The next wagon didn't appear until near sunset. The sane guard had been out there for all that
time, pushing through branches, wearing a path, sweating into his leathers, and bored into a
stupor. The wagon distracted him

"Now, " Freethspat said w thout turning.

It was Whandall's schene. Al it needed for conpletion was sone way to avoid killing. Freethspat
was a skillful gatherer. He knew things. He had brains.

Freethspat turned to | ook at Whandall. "He's too far now. Wen he cones back, take him"

"I brought you here," Whandall protested. H s voice never rose above the sound of the breeze in
| eaves. "lsn't that enough?"

Freet hspat studied Whandall with interest. "You' re not scared?" he whi spered.

"No. "

"I understand. But Whandall, this is what we are. This is what a Lord-kin is. Here and now. Ri ght
now. Wth me watching."

Whandal | took in a deep breath. The guard was conming toward himagain. Hs forearmand wi st
brushed a norningstar. He grunted in pain and shied back, and then Wandall slamred into his back
And cut his throat.

It was his first kill, and it went nmuch better than he'd expected. Wandall had several seconds to
get into place before the wagon arrived. He didn't | ook back at the corpse.

He t hunped into the wagon bed while the wagoneer was scanning the trees for the guard. The
wagoneer half stood, turning, slicing blind with his long knife in a nove he nmust have practiced
for years. Whandall bl ocked the blade with his own and threw with his other hand.

Pebbl es spattered the pony's head and ears. The pony screaned and surged forward. The wagoneer
stunbl ed, tried to stab out anyway, and was cursing as Wiandall's blade slid in under his arnpit.
The road curved wi de around, down to the streanbed. The turns weren't sharp and the pony knew t he
way. Whandall had time to put on the hat and coat-and figure out how to nove the conplicated knot
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to get the noose off the corpse and onto his own neck-before the gatehouse canme in view Bile was
rising in his throat. He let the pony slow It wouldn't do to be seen vomiting over the side.

He heard Freethspat clinmbing in behind him There was a rustle as he hid under the tarp. "Wl
done, " cane the whisper. "Couldn't have done it better nyself. Wandall, |1'm proud of you."
Whandal | didn't care to speak.

Freet hspat exanmi ned the dead man, then cursed softly.

"What ?"

"He's a Toronexti," Freethspat said. "So was the other one. Wiy didn't you tell me?"

"Tell you what ?" Wandal| demanded. Suddenly he renenbered Wanshig's words: Alferth had hired
Toronexti to guard the vineyards.

Freet hspat sighed. "You have a lot to learn, boy. You don't gather fromthe Toronexti. Ever."
Whandal | pointed to the dead man. "They're not so tough-"

"No, they're not. But there are a lot of them You kill one, others cone |ooking for you, and you
won't know who they are.”

"So what do we do?"

"W get out of here with this stuff." Freethspat frowned. "W get rid of it as quick as we can.
Maybe t hey gat hered the wagon. No Toronexti narks on that."

"What do they | ook Iike?"

"Never you mnd."

It was tenpting to think in ternms of secrets: of hiding. The wi ne under the false bed was in
little flasks. Those could be hidden. It was what you did with wine. But how woul d you hide a
wagon?

They discussed it after they'd cleared the gatehouse. They reached hone in a stony silence.
Whandal | began novi ng gar bage.

Friends of fered suggestions: get shovels, line the wagon with hay. Sone of the Serpent's Walk nen
hel ped himdo that. O hers hel ped nove garbage away from where they lived, until they got bored.
Freethspat stayed with it. If any part of the schene had col |l apsed, Freethspat woul d have gotten
VWhandal | out alive and then never let himforget it. But he becane good with the shovel, and he
stayed with it.

Four nore were good enough at it, and stayed | ong enough, that Whandall and Freethspat shared wi ne
with them They stayed as a core, to gather other nen.

Four days of that, and everyone was tired of it. Serpent's Walk was full of nmen fromAlferth's
quarter who knew very well where and how Whandall got that wagon. Wandall |eft the wagon
abandoned. It disappeared, with a few flasks | eft under the boards as a gift.

There was wine for Mdther and Mother's Mther; for his sister Sharlatta and the man she'd brought
hone after Wandall evicted Chapoka; for Elriss, who had known no man since Wanshi g di sappeared,
and Wess, whose man had taken to vanishing at night. Wne served as a don't-kill-ne gift for
Hartanbath, the man he'd cut. That was Freethspat's suggestion. Wandall and Freethspat shared two
bottles with Hartanbath and sone of his Flower Market friends, and were gone before Hartanbath had
drunk very much.

Dusk in Tep's Town. Wandall stood at the western edge of the Placehold roof garden to watch the
sun fall into the sea. The | andscape bel ow softened, hiding the garbage and the filthy streets. A
few kinless hurried hone, eager to reach shelter before darkness gave the world over to gatherers
and wor se.

There were Lordkin with no place to go. Sone found shelter with kin-less. That could be tricky.
Kinl ess had no rights, but some were protected. Pelzed and other Lordkin |eaders put sone streets
off limts. The Lords didn't pernmt a breach of the peace, but they never said what that was.
Arnmed Lordsnen might cone to help a kinless house under siege. Sometinmes Lordsnen squads swept
through Tep's Town and rounded up any Lordkin unlucky enough to get their attention. They took
their prisoners to canps where they were put to work on the roads and aqueducts for a year. That
didn't seemto happen in Serpent's Wal k. Pel zed? Luck? Yangi n- At ep?

Probably not Yangi n- Atep.

And you didn't steal fromthe Toronexti. But only Freethspat could recogni ze them so now what?
And how did he do that?

The day faded, and now the city was lit with a thousand backyard cook fires.

Whandal | took out three flasks of wine. He drank the first in three gul ps. He was hal fway through
the second when he heard the scream

Me listened | ong enough to he sure it didn't conic fromthe Placehold. He sipped nore wi ne. Not
hi s busi ness. The scream ended with a strangled gurgle. Someone had died of a cut throat. Whandal
wondered who it might be. Soneone he knew? A kinless who resisted? More likely a Lord-kin knife
fight.
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Freethspat was proud of him He'd killed the guard. His first kill. Some would add to their
tattoos, or wear an earring. It was what Lordkin did. This was what it nmeant to be Lordkin.

His belly spasned and spat the |last swallow of wine straight up into his nose and sinuses. He
doubl ed over, coughing and snorting and trying to get the acid out of his w ndpi pe, and nore w ne
came up. Stupid. He knew what wine did. He got hinself under control and took another swall ow.
There were torches over by the new ropewal k. The scream had cone fromthat direction. Could
sonmeone be gathering there? Who'd be such a fool? The ropewal k was in Pel zed' s forbidden zone. Two
Lordkin famlies Iived among the kinless rope makers. Wandal |l had been inside that area only
once, during the Burning. Rebuilding of the ropewal k started the day after the Burning, and Pel zed
hi nsel f cane down to supervise and nake it clear that the kinless working there were never to be
nol est ed. Rope was inportant, both to use and to sell. Once Wandall had been curious about how it
was made, but no Lordkin knew that.

Hemp hel d many secrets. Were henp was grown, how the fibers were stripped fromit, always at dawn
after a night of heavy dew, but no one knew why. Tar was brought fromthe Black Pit. Henp fibers
and tar were taken to a long narrow building, and later they cane out as rope, sone tarred, some
not, to be used and sold. Ships used rope. Rope left Serpent's Wal k, gold and shells cane back

and every step of that was protected by Pel zed here and the Lordsnen el sewhere.

A dozen torches now. Wandall began the third flask of wine. It was his last. The screans had
stopped. The torchbearers went out of sight. Wandall thought he saw shadows novi ng near the
ropewal k.

The next norning a Lordkin fromthe Hook was found with his throat cut. Someone had gathered his
cl ot hes and shoes, |eaving himnaked on a trash heap

Chapter 27

Thus Whandal | -who al ready knew how to fight and how to run- |earned how to gather a pony-drawn
vehicle and really nove out. One day he night be gl ad.

And he had a hell of a story to tell, if the chief flasker ever wanted to rmake sonething of it.
That was unlikely. Alferth worked with (never for) certain |ords. Wandall had robbed them

Al ferth woul d defend his status, but he woul d never defend property. To Alferth, Wandall and
Freethspat had only denonstrated their skill.

A great many Lordkin were part Kkinless, as many kinless nerchants were part Lordkin. Only kinless
woul d defend property. And Alferth's nose was a little too pointed, and he didn't have enough
earl obe, and in fact any fool could see (as any wi se man would forget) that Alferth had kinless
bl ood.

But somewhere a Lord had been robbed. Whandall wondered about him and about the Toronexti that
Lord had hired to guard and nove his w ne. What would they do? The Toronexti guarded a path to
nowher e, and nobody knew who they were. Alferth knew who had killed two of them

Whandal | was coning to realize that no one ever felt safe in Tep's Town.

He stopped worrying about Alferth, though. Alferth wouldn't talk to the Toronexti now. They'd want
to know why he hadn't spoken earlier. They'd | ost a wagon they were guarding; they'd never want
anyone to know that! If Alferth spoke, he would only enbarrass hinself and the Toronexti. Nobody
did that.

They were still talking, sonewhere in the higher circles no Lordkin had seen save Whandall, up
there where the Lords set the taxes and the kinless nmade their futile protests. On the street
corners there was tal k of conpronise. Whandall heard the runors and wondered what to believe
Tep's Town was to have a troop of guards.

Whandal | | aughed when he heard that, but the runors piled up details, and the | aughter faded.
Sormreone in the councils was serious.

Several hands of kinless nmen would be given weapons, never to be conceal ed. Most woul d be all owed
har dwood sticks and torches.

Torches? A mad suggestion. Fire belonged to Yangi n-Atep. Darkness bel onged to any gatherer in
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need.

Rigid rules were laid down. The guards night use their sticks in carefully described

ci rcunst ances, but never otherwise. Only officers (their nunbers restricted) nmight carry bl ades,
and those no | onger than a hand. Guards woul d wear conspi cuous clothing. They nust never approach
a Lordkin by subterfuge. Fromtine to tine their behavior would be reviewed by the Lordkin and the
Lords.

Whandal | wondered what the kinless thought they had won. Hedged about with such rules, they' d be
nmore hel pl ess than ever. The Lords thenselves, and the | oudest voices anobng the Lordkin, mght
have agreed to this nonsense, but if Lordkin saw fit to take a stick away from sone kinl ess guard,
t hey woul d!

But water and food were noving again. Garbage was | eaving the inner city, though a few of those
ash pits turned garbage pits were being nade to grow food. Structures began to rise to cover the
scars of the Burning.

Everyone was happy about that, but Whandall remenbered the Lords-hills and wonder ed.

Runor flowed down from Lord's Town. There, Lordkin and kinless lived together and worked for

nmut ual benefit. Garbage still nobved. The fountains were turned off, nobst of them but the date and
olive trees weren't dry. Flower gardens still grew

How was it done? Wo were these Lords to have a city and a |life when Tep's Town was dyi ng?

It was death to go and | ook

There had been a living god who gave fire to nen. Nobody could doubt that. But Alferth, who
started the Burning when Whandal |l was seven, hadn't been possessed by Yangi n-Atep. He'd | aughed
when Tras suggested such a thing. The fires he'd set didn't seemto be notivated by anything

bi gger than the whimto watch a fire

Whandal | was | osing faith. Yangin-Atep nmust be nythical by now

Morth of Atlantis was gone.

The Pl acehol d wonen di dn't want Whandall lo | ake a wonan. He was the last man horn in the

Pl acehol d. Yangi n-Atep forbid he should | eave- the house woul d have no trusted protector-but one
nmore wonan woul d be a hardshi p.

Wess canme to share his bed sonetines, so he should not have been | onely. Wss had reconsi dered.
Freethspat wasn't interested in a second wife, and Wandall was as good a catch as Wss was |ikely
to find. She made it clear to Whandall that she woul d nove in anytine he asked.

Whandal | refused. It rankled that she had noved out of his room when she thought Freethspat night
be avail abl e.

And other nen cane to visit. Wss was never unfriendly to any man who m ght have power. Freethspat
was here, and his sister Ilyessa brought home a man . . . and it didn't feel like his famly
anynore.

One day Whandall would bring home a mate. The wonen woul d presently accept her. He would sire
children. He was a fighter-or the rest of the city thought he was. He would rise in power anong
Pel zed' s counsel ors, and a few woul d whisper that Pelzed thought of himas his heir. In later
years he woul d sonetimes coll ect taxed goods to supply a feast. He would speak with the Lords to
shape civic policy. The Placehold and the city expected these things of him

They didn't know that fire had clainmed the Placehold nen because Whandal | stayed behind to get

| ai d.

He was | eery of making decisions for others. He held his opinions to hinmself and shied away from
bei ng too persuasive. And he watched the city rebuild.

Part Four
The Return
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Chapter 28

Two years after the Burning, Elriss had bl ossomed into a very handsome worman, desired by nearly
every man who saw her. She worked in the roof gardens and tended Arninmer, the son born nonths
after the Burning. She taught all the Placehold children. She worked with the other wonen, and she
was respectful to Freethspat; but except to go to Peacegiven Square on Mdther's Day, she never

| eft the Placehold, and she never spoke to nen, visitors, or single Placeholders, except for
Whandal | .

She treated Whandall |ike Wanshig's little brother. Even wine hadn't tenpted her. Presently even
Whandal | thought of her as a sister.

Whandal | was dressing. Presently he would go to the neetinghouse to drink tea with Pel zed, carry
out any errand Pel zed m ght have, watch how power was used...

Elriss came shouting to his door. "Wanshig is back!" she cried. "I see him He's comng up the
street."

And nonents | ater Wanshig was there. He | ooked ol der, thinner, and a great deal stronger. Wandal
had only nmoments to greet himbefore Elriss swept himinto the roomshe had held from before he
left. She showed himher son. Then the infant Arnimer was sent out to play with the other
children, and no one saw Elriss or Wanshig for a long tine.

Whandal | went to the roof.

Wanshi g knew Whandal |l coul d have cone to help the Placehold nen, but he stopped for Drean Lot us.
Wanshi g was back, and Wanshi g knew.

They sat drinking weak henp tea alter dinner, Everyone |listened as Wanshig told his story. He was

| ooki ng at Whandall as he said, "I ran just as fast as | could and | was still too late. | saw an
old man runni ng away, |ooking back. | wondered if it was Morth.™"

Whandal | realized he'd been hol ding his breath.

"The shop was full of Lordkin," Wanshig said. "I could see themthrough the door and a big w ndow.
at least ten, and they were all Pl acehol ders, VWandall. Enough Placehold nmen to drive anyone el se
away.

"Thi ngs were burning inside. Resalet was possessed of Yangin-Atep! | saw himwave at a shelf, and

a whole line of pots puffed into flame. He picked up sonething big in both arns.”

"What was that ?"

"I never knew. Understand, | was noving at a dead run. Legs |ike soggy wood. All | saw of anyone
was a shadow backed by fire. | knew Resal et by the way he noved, and his arns were w apped around
a heavy round thing about as big as ... as Arniner."

The babe | ooked up on hearing his nane. Wanshig stroked his back and said, holding his voice to an
icy calm "I tried to scream' CGet out! Get out!' | went, 'Wiwoosh!' No breath. | sucked in air to
scream Wiatever was burning in that shop caught in ny throat. | went into a coughing fit.

"Cousi n Fi asoom staggered through the door, clawing at his throat, and fell to his knees. Resal et
was coughing too. | could see him hunch over, just inside the doorway. He gestured the edge of his
round thing into a tiny white flame, very bright. He plucked off the Iid.

"Everything went white."

"The box expl oded?"

"No. | saw just that nuch. Resal et expl oded. Resal et was one great glare |ike |looking into the sun
at noon. It was |like daggers in ny eyes. | screaned and threw ny arnms over ny eyes and curled up
around nyself. | felt Yangin-Atep breathe on ny back, one long blast, and then he went away.

"I was blind. Wien | could nove, | waited a bit. Maybe soneone fromthe Placehold would see ne,
see? Nobody did, so | started feeling nmy way around. | stayed back fromthe heat that nust have
been Morth's shop. | could hear the riot around ne.

"My sight cane back with edges and white spots. | could see people around ne gathering and
burning. | wanted out. You understand? Qut. No nore Burning. No nore Serpent's Walk, no nore Tep's
Town. "

"Sure, Shig."

"Nobody's called me that in a long tine.
"What then? The wormen were guarding the Placehol d-"

"I didn't even think of that. | went to the Black Pit. | couldn't see; | couldn't fight. |I needed
a place to hide, and you told ne ghosts couldn't hurl nme, renmenber? | thought they'd scare away
anyone el se, so | went there. Spent the night.
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"In the morning | could see nore. My good white tunic was charred all across the back where Yangin-
Atep had breathed on me. My hair came off in handfuls. It was crisp. There were a lot of fires far

away, east and south. Whandall, | never wanted to see fire again."

Whandal | | aughed.

Wanshig didn't. He said, "I went to the docks. | played sneak-and-spy past a few Water Devils.
There were ships. | went to the biggest.

"The entrance to a ship, they call that a gangpl ank. Two men were on guard there, not Water
Devils. | told the big one, the older one, 'I want to sail on a ship.'

"Both men |aughed, but | could feel themseparating a little, you know? To put one behind nme. The
big one said, 'Wll, that's not a problem boy,' and | turned fast and caught the other one's arm
"He'd tried to hit me with a little wood club they call afishkiller. You know, Wandall, we
practice this kind of thing. | broke his armand |l et himdangle over the water, holding himout
with ny one armyou know, showing off. | told Manocane, the big guy, the officer, 'I want his
job.’

"That was Sabrioloy. Hi s job was guarding the Lordkin. Wen the Lordsnmen wheel up a cart full of
gat herers, Sabriol oy knocks themon the head, shows them who's boss. He tried that with me. After
that, | was boss, boss over the Lordkin sailors, anyway. Sabrioloy showed ne the rest of what |
needed to know. He trained ne, and | didn't throw himover. Wandall, he couldn't swim"

"A ship's man? | thought even Water Devils could swim"

"Most sailors can't swm"

Their doubt nust have showed. Wanshig said, "W were just pulling out of the bay. The officers
wanted nmore sails up, so Sabrioloy and | drove the nen aloft to raise them Jack Ri genlord was an
ol d hand, and he was up there above us all. Then a nountain of water stood up out of the sea and
hit us broadside. It nust have been magi c, Wiandall. | never saw anything like it before or since.
Waves come in lines, rows, but this just stood up and curled over and wham The ship heel ed over
and the mai nmast bowed |ike a whip. Jack flewinto the sea. He waved once at us and was gone. That
made ne a believer

"l nmade Etiarp teach ne to swim first tine we docked near a beach. Etiarp was a Water Devil who
tried to gather froma nerchant ship. W taught a few of the Lordkin. If a Lordkin could swim |
pronoted him W taught Sabrioloy too."

Chapter 29

It was a night of storytelling, and it ran nearly to dawn. Freethspat told how he and Whandal | had
gathered a wine wagon. He still had a flask to pass around; only Yangi n-Atep mi ght know where he'd
hidden it all this tine. Wandall |et himdescribe the escape. Then he told how he'd turned

hi nsel f and Freet hspat and the wagon into a garbage hauling business. He nmuch enjoyed Wanshig's
open amazenent and Freethspat's deternined grin.

Wanshig let the flask pass himwhile he told a story of being chased by a snake-arnmed nonster

bi gger than the ship. Wen Freethspat called hima liar, Wanshig only shook his head.

The ol d Wanshig woul d have had sone clever riposte. The new one saw how they stared, puzzled,
wai ti ng.

He said, "W sailed into Waluu Port ei ghteen days after Jack Rigenlord drowned. A woman cane down
to the dock asking for Captain Jack

"Now Jack, he didn't have nore than one wonman in any one port, and some of them thought he was
captain, | guess. Fencia, she had a marriage contract. Wen Jack didn't appear, she found us at

t he nearest sal oon

"Manocane knew her. He nmade her sit down, and bought her a nulled ale and made her drink, and then
he said, 'Jack married the nermaid.' "

Freet hspat was delighted. "I've heard of mernaids when | was a boy-"

"Ch, the nerfolk are real enough,"” Wanshig said. "They're wonderful! They like to pace a ship,
ride the bow wave. Were the magic's weak they take the shape of a big fish, but they breathe air,
not water. There's a nostril right on top. Were the nmagic's strong you see a man or wonan wth
fishy hindquarters. W don't offend the ners. They can drive fish toward a fleet or away, and show
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you where the rocks are when it's thick with fog. We |ike the nerfolk.

"But it's just a sailor's way of speaking, 'He married the nermaid.' Jack Rigenlord drowned. W
don't like to say drowned. But Fencia of Waluu Port didn't know that. She was furious. 'He was
going to marry ne! | waited through six years and four voyages for himto get enough noney, and
now he's married a nermai d? How does he expect to get children?

"We'd been drinking. She was so angry, you know, and | guess | thought it was funny. You know.
married!" Laughter rippled. Wanshig didn't snile. "Manocane opened his nouth, but | cut in first.
| said to Fencia, 'No, wait, they aren't narried yet. He says he wants your perm ssion.

"l saw every head turn. | heard a | ot of |aughing choked back

" "My permission!' she screams, and she nakes ne tell her all the details. . Wat was he doing
when she popped out of the water? What did the nernaid | ook |ike? Did she cover her breasts? D d
she sing himdown into the water or did he just see her and junp? Did Jack even renenber Fencia?
made it up as | went along. By now we were surrounded. Sailors have a deadpan way of telling a
story, so they kept straight faces. |If Fencia heard any cackling she nmust have thought they were
| aughi ng at her because her man |eft her

"I thought we were about to get sone real entertainnent. Sonetines an angry wonman can renind a
sailor why he left the land."

Whandal | waited. Wen Wanshig didn't speak again, he asked, "Then what?"

"She gave it," Wanshig said.

"What ?"

"She didn't do any nore screaning that night. She just turned around and stal ked out, head high
The next norning Fencia cane to the dock and announced to a big crowd that her engagenent to Jack
Ri genlord was at an \ end and he was free to do as he liked. If she cried, it wasn't where anyone

coul d see her. Mnocane and | got all the other sailors to hold their tongues. | heard what they
said afterward, but ne, | thought she was brave.
"I"'ve lied since," he told themall, "but |I don't like it. People get hurt. And |I'm home now, and

I won't lie again."

On subsequent nights, Shastern listened quietly to Wanshig's tales of the sea. He conceal ed his

t houghts, but when Wanshi g spoke, Shastern always cane to |listen. Wiandall noticed, and wondered
i f Shastern's thoughts resenbled his own. |If Whandall was fated to | eave Tep's Town ... despite

Morth of Atlantis, mght it be by sea?

Chapter 30

Wanshi g found Whandall on the roof garden. Wandal|l had devel oped the habit of seeing to the
health of the plants. Wanshig said, "I want you to know that two of us couldn't have done any nore
than | did. You could have got there in tinme to be blinded, that's all."

Whandal | had found a few bugs al ready, so he finished inspecting the row of tonatoes. He stood up
to find Wanshig watching the sun fall into the sea.

"What are you watching for, Shig?" Wandall asked.

"Green flash. Just as the sun vani shes, sonetines, when it's very clear, you can see a flash of
green." Wanshi g said.

"Have you seen it?"

"Twi ce, but never from shore," Wanshig said. "Just when we were at sea. It's very good |uck. The
weat her is always great the next day." Wanshig stared westward, at the darkening hills. "Sunsets
are better when the sun falls into the sea."”

"You liked sailing," Wandall said.

"I loved it."

"So why did you cone back? For Elriss?"
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Wanshi g | ooked around to be sure they were alone, and still he lowered his voice. "That's what |
told her," he said. "But Whandall, they put me ashore.™
n \My?ll

Wanshig didn't answer that day.
He'd been honme for nearly a week, then, and Wandall hadn't seen himtaste w ne.
Wanshi g wobbl ed hone | ong after dinnertine. Wiandall found hi mwashing in the courtyard tub, in

the dark. "Shh," he said. "I don't want Elriss. To see ne."
"\What happened? You haven't had a drink-"
"Three weeks and a day. A teller found ne, Wandall. Sonehow he heard. A Lordkin went sailing and

came back. He had sone flasks."

Whandal | nodded in the dark. "What did you tell hinP"
"Stories."

"Why you cane honme?"

"Nonono! Not that."

Whandal | wai t ed.

"They liked nme, Whandall. | did them sonme good. Taught nobst of the crewto swim Protected the
mer chants. Nobody gathered from our passengers! They really |iked ne."
g n

"Shi pmasters trade," Wanshig said. "They don't want to be known as pirates. Pirates aren't

wel come. Condi geo keeps warshi ps. They can afford them because they hire themout to other towns,
to hunt pirates, so you never know when you sail into a harbor whether they m ght have pirate
hunters ready to cone inspect you. Ships get a reputation.” He paused to stare at the first stars.
"So they don't want gatherers on board."

Whandal | thought about that. "And you didn't know this?"

"I knew it. They told nme the first day | was aboard. No gathering in port. Ever. O course

didn't believe them until the first time they caught ne. Took everything | had and gave it back
and gave ny pay to the people |I'd gathered from Taught ne a proper |esson, they did."

Whandal | didn't say anything.

"But then | got drunk. There's a town bel ow the Barbar Muntains, three days' sail west of here.

Stuffy place, but lots of magic. Silks, arts, crafts. And | was conming hone; I'd be here in three
days! First time we'd put in here since | shipped out. Wiandall, nobody wants to come here! Not
often, anyway. So there was this shop, with a dress that would | ook terrific on Elriss."

"You thought she'd still be here?"

Wanshi g | ooked around again. Elriss wasn't about.

"Her or soneone. But | couldn't afford it. That was all right, 1'd get it another tine, but then I
went down to the docks and some of ny buddi es had bought a whole keg of beer. W sat drinking all

ni ght, and cone norni ng-" Wanshi g shrugged. "Well, it seened |like a good idea to go get that

dress. O course they caught ne. The captain didn't say anything about it, not then, but when we
got here he put me ashore and told the other captains.™

One norning Shastern was gone. Wen he didn't conme back the next day, Whandall told Pel zed.
Patrols were sent out, and a formal question was sent to Willtid of Bull Fizzle. Shastern was a

| oyal soldier of Serpent's Walk.

Wil ltid s answer was polite but brief. No one had seen Shastern of Serpent's Walk. If anyone did,
he woul d be well treated and delivered to his hone.

Three days after Shastern di sappeared, Wandall sat with Pelzed in the Serpent's \Walk
nmeet i nghouse. Pel zed had nade a conplicated trade of services and protection. Now a kinless crew
showed up to put on a new roof. Wandall thought he recognized two of the ol der worknen as
woodsmen he'd seen with Kreeg MIler, but he didn't speak to them They'd never know him

A runner cane to the |long table where Pel zed sat nost days. "Shastern is back, Lord," he said.
"\Wher e?"

"Peacegi ven Square. There's a wagon with a Lordsman in arnmor and a Water Devil."

Pel zed frowned. "The Lords are bringing Water Devils to Serpent's Wl k?"

"Lord, he's a boy. Small tattoo, no knife. He asks to speak to you, and there's a Lord's clerk
there too. They ask you to cone, Lord."

Pel zed | ooked around the nmeeting room "Mracos. You'll stay here. Wandall, come with ne." Pel zed
sel ected two nore guards. Whandal |l thought Mracos glared at himas they went out. Everyone wanted
to stand near Pel zed when he spoke to the Lord' s clerks, and Mracos thought of hinself as

Pel zed' s chi ef advisor. Lately Whandall had been favored.

Shastern lay on a litter in front of the Wtness table. A helneted Lordsman stood next to him The
wagon was nearby, driven by a kinless teanster and drawn by ki nl ess ponies, not the big horses
Lords used for their own business.
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The Lord's Wtness, with his tight-fitting cap and robes, sat at the table. He didn't rise when
Pel zed arrived with his retinue, but the kinless clerk stood and bowed to Pel zed, then intoned
formally "Wtness, we see Pel zed of Serpent's Walk."

The Wtness stood. His voice was thin and dry, very formal. "Pelzed of Serpent's Walk, | am
instructed to convey the greetings of Lord Sanorty of the Lordshills. Lord Sanorty w shes you
well." He sat again.

The clerk turned to the Water Devil, an unarnmed boy of no nore than sixteen with hand tattoo only.
" Speak, Lattar of the Water Devils."

"Wtness, we return Shastern of Serpent's Walk to his people," Lattar said. "He was cast onto the
docks by ship's guards at Wnb of Pete's, gangplank. Let the record show that his injuries are not
of our naking. W found him we tended to his wounds, and he is now delivered to his people."

The clerk turned to Shastern. "Do you dispute this, Shastern of Serpent's Wal k?"

Shast ern munbl ed sonet hing. The clerk frowned, and Wandall went over to his brother. He could see
that Shastern's nmouth was swollen, and there were bruises showi ng through his tattoos.

Shastern saw Whandall and tried to smile. "Geetings, big brother,” was what he tried to say, but
only Whandal|l understood it. "Lost a tooth."

"Did Water Devils do this?"

"No." Shastern tried to nove his head. "Shif'sh crew," he nanaged to say. "Devils sen' ne hone.
Not their fault."

Whandal | turned to Pel zed. "He doesn't dispute it, Lord."

Pel zed nodded. "Serpent's Walk is satisfied. Return ny thanks to Sanmorty of Lordshills."

The clerk smled wyly. "Wtness, all parties are satisfied,” he said.

The Wtness spoke without rising. "Read the proclanmation."

The clerk took a parchment from under his robe. "Proclamation. To all those who hear this, take
heed, for it is the |aw

"Many shipmasters are unfamiliar with the custons of the Lordkin of Tep's Town. This has resulted
in unfortunate incidents causing disrespect and injury to Lordkin. Therefore, for the protection
of the Lordkin, henceforth all Lordkin who wish to approach any ship in the harbor of Tep's Town
must first obtain perm ssion fromthe Lordsnen officer of the harbor watch. W regret the
necessity of this ruling, but it nmust be strictly enforced. By order of Sanorty, Chief Wtness of
Tep's Town and Lordshills Territories."

The clerk turned to the Wtness. "The proclamati on has been read. W will read it again each hour
this day and the next."

The W tness nodded.

The clerk turned back to Pelzed. "Pel zed of Serpent's Walk, you have heard the proclamati on of the
Lords. Take heed. Your kinsman Shastern of Serpent's Wl k has been returned to you. The wagon has
been hired for the day and is at your disposal. Wtness, our fees were paid in advance, and there
is no nore business to be done."

Shastern heal ed fast. One tooth was gone, and his sisters fed himsoup for a week while the
swelling in his jaw subsi ded, but no bones were broken. At dinner Shastern told everyone he'd
tried to gather froma harbor tavern, net a crewnan and went aboard, and was beaten when the ot her
crewren saw him

But he spoke with Wandall on the roof, alone. "I thought if Shig could go to sea, so could I,"
Shastern said. "But they wouldn't let ne on the ship

at all. The whole crew heat me. | kept saying | knew they didn't want gatherers, that |'d never
gather, | didn't cone to gather. | just wanted to go to sea, and they kept kicking nme. If the
Lordsman hadn't cone, they would have killed me, | think."

Shastern fingered his tattoo. "Wandall, Pelzed of Serpent's Walk is a name with power. They don't

call himLord, but the Lordsman knew his tattoo. There was some kind of neeting with the Devils
chief and the Lordsnen, and then they sent for a Lord."

"Sanorty?"

"Yes, they called himthat."

Whandal | nodded. "He goes on watch hinself. What did they neet about?"

"About ne," Shastern said. "I just wanted to get hone. | was dripping blood, and | needed a drink
Wien the Lord saw ne, he got angry. 'Clean himup,' he said. Hi s voice was real |ow and nean. 'Are
you blind? Don't you see that tattoo?' So they got nme a basin of saltwater and another of fresh,
and a cup of wine. Good wine. Then they went in another room but the big Lordsman wouldn't let me
go. He got ne another cup of wine, but he went with me when | had to piss."”

"Deciding what to do with you," Wandall said. "I'mguessing, but it's |Iike them They cleaned you
up so if they let you go, you'd tell about that. Then they deci ded whether to let you go or feed
you to the crabs." Whandall put his hand on his brother's shoul der
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"Maybe, " Shastern said. "They were nice enough when they cane out. Made the ship captain

apol ogi ze. He gave me a bag of shells and two silvers." Shastern held out a coin stanped with a
humm ngbird. "Then the Lord said, real slow and careful, that he regretted it but Lordkin had to
stay away fromthe ships, and they'd draw up a proclamati on. That was when he said nice things
about Pel zed and Serpent's Walk, like he didn't want Pel zed nad.

"But we can't ever go to sea."

Whandal | nodded and | ooked out over the Valley of Snpkes.

Chapter 31

He was twenty before the Burning came again. And this time everyone was ready.

Hartanbath was nore bison than nman. In the Serpent Street region of Tep's Town-Fl ower Market, Bul
Fizzl e, Serpent's Wil k, and several |esser bands-he was the man a fighter nust defeat.

Hi s missing ear-and-a-half contributed to Whandall's own reputation. Whandall coul d never have
hurt himif Hartanbath hadn't been powerfully distracted. Hartanbath seenmed to have | earned that
| esson. He was never seen fornicating in public again, with or without a wonan's consent.

Whandal | did not want a rematch. Few did. Hartanbath didn't |ose.

At seventeen Whandall had taken to driving Alferth's wi ne wagons. Two years |later he was present
when Alferth held a street-corner drinking party.

A hal f - naked, dark-skinned, heavily arned | ooker anbled up and took a flask of wine with each
hand.

Hart anbat h obj ect ed.

The | ooker nobcked Hartanbath's ears.

The | ooker was younger. Hartanbath was an inch taller and a stone heavier. Both could hit Iike

| oggi ng axes. But Hartanbath ran out of strength first, sat down, and covered his head until the
| ooker was sati sfied.

Then the | ooker finished the wine and consented to tell stories.

He was Arshur the Magnificent. Sone trenendous nountain range east of the Valley of Snokes had
birthed his people. To the child Arshur, all was vertical, and all vertical |aces were slippery
with snow and ice. Arshur could clinb any wall, enter any building, bypass any trap a househol der
m ght set for a thief (as if kinless would dare!).

There were cities where a thief mght be inprisoned, others where he m ght be hanged, and cities
where no thief could escape the King's magicians. Arshur had gathered fortunes in these places and
others. He had fought nonsters and magi cians with his good sword-a huge clunmsy nass of spelled
bronze, thrice the size of a decent knife. A seer had predicted that he woul d one day be a King.
When Arshur expl ai ned what a king was, the |aughter angered him

"So tell us, Majesty," Shastern asked, "what brings your magnificence to Tep's Town?"

Arshur's face clouded only a monent. Then he downed the last of the flask and struck a pose. "I
spent ny last gold coin on a party,"” he said. "This was up the coast, to the north and west, G eat
Hawk Bay they call it. They do have hawks, but nobstly they have nerfol k. "

"Merfol k?" One of the younger onl ookers was willing to adnmit ignorance

"Werepeopl e," Arshur said. "You hear of werewlves? These are sea creatures. No? Shape changers.
Peopl e who becone ani nmal s. "

"ddtales," Aferth said. "Not told nuch anynore. Are you saying they're real ?"

Arshur nodded vigorously. "Real, yes. You would not doubt ny word?"

No one did, of course.

Arshur said. "Bear nmen are the worst. Not as nuch sense as a wol f, and when they want to-" He nade
nmotions with his hips.

"Rut," soneone shout ed.
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"Rut, yes. VWhen they want to rut they rut anything. Anybody. They're big and hard to kill, so when
they want to rut, nost people get rutted. Sea people are easier to deal with. They |ike people.
Especially the girls. Geat rutting. And the nmerfolk at Great Hawk Bay set the best table in the
universe. There's a restaurant in the harbor, an island with a bridge to it. Rordray, that's his
nane- Rordray owns the place. Sonetines cooks hinself but usually |eaves that to others. He built
the place to look like the top of a castle because that's the way his | ast one | ooked, sonewhere
el se where the sun rises out of the sea.”

The sun rises out of the sea. Wanshig had seen that.

"You spent all your noney, Your Magnificence," Shastern pronpted. It wasn't obvious to anyone but
Whandal | that Shastern was set to run if Arshur canme after him

Arshur | aughed instead. "It's sad being in a place of magic with no noney. Rordray didn't need ne!
Nei t her did anyone else. If you steal-"
"Gat her."
"-gather, they have magic to catch you. Besides, | like the people at
Great Hawk. | could steal-sure, | can steal from anyone-but they'd know who did it! Then Rordray

said he'd pay ne for henp and sage | eaves, and the best conmes froma place he calls the Valley of
Snokes. That's here."
Whandal | asked, "Don't they have henp and sage ot her places?"

The barbarian | ooked at Whandall. "Qher places they grow too strong. Something to do with magic
W zards can change the taste, but Rordray says they never get it as good as grows here naturally.”
"Henp tea," Alferth said. "l've been told that before-that you get good

henmp tea here.”

"You sure do," Arshur said. "Wsh | had a cup. Storytelling is thirsty work."

"Later," sonmeone shouted. "How d you get here?"

"Took ship," Arshur said. "Fought off pirates, big canoes of themat the cape. They turned and ran
after they saw what | did to the first canoe! Mre pirates out of Point Doom fought them off too
So when we got here | figured |I had sone drinks coming. Only thing was, | hadn't been paid yet,
and the tavernkeeper wouldn't give ne any credit."”

"Taver nkeeper?" soneone asked.

"Boy, don't you know anythi ng?" Arshur denmanded. "But you know, | see how you wouldn't. No taverns
here! Just down at the docks. It's a place where they sell henp tea, ale, wi ne sonetines. Tables
and benches. Good roaring fire at night, only not here; here, the fire's always outside.

"Anyway, | was drinking good ale in peace when the owner denmanded his noney. He called the watch
when | couldn't pay. By the tine | explained to them they' d beaten ne upside of the head. The
ship captain gave ny pay to the tavernkeeper for danmages and sailed on before | woke up! So here
am |'Il ship out one day, but | thought |I'd see the country."

"How do you like Tep's Town?" Al ferth asked.

"Not so good. No magic. Not that | know nmuch magic, but a little nmagic nakes life slide by a
little smoother. And the wonen! Down there by the harbor there's a nice town-Lord' s Town, they

call it. They sure didn't want ne there! Anyplace |I'd go, they' d send for the watch. Chased ne
right out of town, they did. So | get here, and the wonen all run away when | try to talk to then
One of thempulled a knife on me! On ne! | wasn't going to hurt her. They tell me you can rut

anytime you want to here, whether the wonen want to or not, but | sure didn't find it that way."

"Burning," Shastern said. "That's during a Burning. You just nissed it."
"Arse of Zoosh! | never have any |luck. Wien do you do it agai n? Next year? Maybe I'Il stay a
year."

"Maybe in a year," Aferth said. "And maybe | onger."

"I't'll be longer," Hartanbath said. Tenderly he touched his renaining

shred of cur, notched by Wiandall and now torn hy Arshur. "Maybe a | ot |onger. Seens |ike nore
years between Burnings than when | was a kid."

Alferth clinbed unsteadily onto the wagon and stood on the seat. He swayed just a bit as he
shouted to the crowd. "Wat say? |Is Arshur a Lordkin?"

"Yeah, who says |'m not?" Arshur denmanded.

There were shouts. "Not ne!" "Lordkin he is!" "Hell, | don't care." "Hey, this could be fun!"
Arshur was treated as a Lordkin fromthat day. Hartanbath di sappeared for a season-healing?-then
cane back to pound the first fool who referred to his loss. He and Arshur were seen drinking

t oget her.

It was an endl ess, pointless dance; but you had to keep track of who was on top. Arshur fitted
into Lordkin society. For a few nonths he stole what he willed and carried his | oot about, unti
he realized what ol der children knew al nost by instinct: that a kinless nmight as well tend and
carry property until a Lordkin needed it.
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And one day Arshur got in a fight with the town guard.

H s conpani ons chose not to involve thenselves. "They just kept hitting himand hitting himwth
those sticks,"” ldreepuct told themlater, with secondhand pride. "He never gave up. They had to
knock himout; they never made him give up."

| dreepuct was speaking in an intersection of alleys, to people already angry. Voices thick with
rage denmanded, "What was he doing to make them do that?" and, "Are the Lords crazy, to give them
t hose sticks?"

Doi ng? It seenmed alnost irrelevant, but the tellers kept asking, and |dreepuct presently
confessed. Ilsern-a tough, athletic woman who had never admired a man until Arshur cane-had heard
sonehow of Alferth's secret wi ne wagons. O course she told Arshur and |dreepuct.

They snatched a wagon. It was piled with fruit and it didn't look nmuch like Alferth's wagons, but
they took it anyway. They drove down Straight Street, whipping the ponies into a frenzy. Ilsern
pel ted passersby with fruit while Dree tried to pull the floorboards up and the kinless driver
clung to the side and made nmew i ng sounds.

By now the town guard didn't just have sticks and vivid blue tunics. They had built thensel ves
smal |, fast wagons to put them where there was trouble. Wagons weren't part of the Lords
agreenent, but they weren't exactly weapons either.

A guard wagon chased them Then another. Kinless scattered out of the way. Dree got the

fl oorboards up. "Nothing but road down here," he told Arshur, and Arshur swore and drove the
poni es even harder. They nicked a fat Lordkin |ady carrying a heavy bag; she screaned curses as
they sped away.

They were tire on wheels until one pony tell dead, pulling the other down too.

And that was the end. Idreepuct and Ilsern stayed where they had fallen in the road, kneeling in
surrender, and that stopped the guard, of course. Rules were rules. You knelt, they had to freeze.
It could be very funny to watch their frustration

But Arshur was still jittering with berserker joy.

He broke one guard's ribs and another's shoulder, and a blowto his head | eft another unconscious
for two days. Wen Wiandal|l cane on the scene, they were carrying Arshur away strapped to a plank
| aughi ng and insulting the guards, with a broken | eg and brui ses beyond counting. "And one of 'em
hit himin the head," Idreepuct conplained. "They can't do that, can they?"

Tarni sos said, "Big deal. Arshur's got a head like a rock-" as Whandall strode briskly out of
earshot, and then ran.

There was Mot her's man Freethspat on a corner tal king to Shangsler, the big-shoul dered man who had
moved in with Wess twenty days past. \Wandal|l stopped to describe the situation. He ran on

gat heri ng what ever Pl acehold nen he recognized. Al of themwere near strangers. Sone woul d defend
t he house; sonme woul d cel ebrate the Burning instead.

The Lordkin believed they could feel it when Yangin-Atep stirred. Wiandall felt that now He

i ntended to be guarding the house when the Burning began

Days later, nothing at all was burning, and the Placehold nen were letting himknow it.

VWhandal | felt foolish. He m ght have noticed that Idreepuct had spilled the secret of the w ne
wagons to a score of |oose tongues. Sone had seen Alferth's wagons noving regularly along the
Deer pi ss.

The vineyard was said to be totally destroyed. Now the nost excitable anong the city's Lordkin
were out of action, nursing their first real hangovers. A gray drizzle had driven themindoors.
The town guard had virtually di sappeared, tactfully or prudently, carts and sticks and all

The Burning remained a snoldering potential. It was only a matter of tinme.

Part Five
The Last Burning

Chapter 32
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It had been raining hard for two days. The Pl acehold woul d have canped in the courtyard for
safety, but you couldn't have a Burning in the rain, could you? So the wonen and children were

i nside and the nmen were guarding the door in rotation

But twenty-year-old Wandall was el sewhere, dripping wet in a windless rain, surrounded by seven
sullen Lordkin in their thirties. A very bitter Alferth described what foll owed Arshur's beating
A gat hering horde of Lordkin flowed upstream al ong the Deerpiss and through the neadow, the Wdge.
They damaged the gatehouse but couldn't be bothered to take the bricks apart. No nmention was made
of Toronexti guards: they nust have joined the crowd.

Laborers saw human figures straggling out of the forest. Ten; twenty. They alerted Alferth. Al

the vintners, Lordkin and kinless, prepared to protect their holding. Only Tarni sos on the roof
noti ced the dust plune as hundreds of invaders surged up fromthe gatehouse.

They stonped the vines into nush. A few stopped to taste grapes for the first time. The rest
stormed the wine house. It was deserted: Alferth and his people were fleeing through the forest,
weavi ng a path anong the deadly guardi ans of the redwoods, guided by what they had | earned from
Whandal | Pl acehol d.

The invaders found the vats in the basement and drank everything that would fl ow

Alferth waited two days before he took his peopl e back.

In the woods they found corpses slashed and nottled and swollen. Many who took that shortcut never
reached the vineyards. Two hands nore of bodies |lay anobng the vats, killed by bl udgeons and
Lordki n knives, by wine and each other. The living had returned to town.

Whandal | wasn't sorry to have missed that! Still, he gave thought to his own status. Al ferth had
been inportant to Pelzed and Serpent's Wl k. Pel zed ni ght see Whandall as nore than Alferth's man,
but Pel zed might equally consider that Wandall had held the Placehold with Pelzed' s help, that
all debts were paid.

Alferth was in his mdthirties. Mst of the boys he'd grown up with nust be dead by now. What
would it take to put himback together?

Whandal | rai sed his voice above the rattle of raindrops. "Alferth, they didn't take what you know.

You've still got that."

Alferth only |l ooked grim He was thinking like a victim Freethspat found that disgusting and was
starting to showit. Tarnisos was ready to kill someone. Anyone

"You know how to nake vines grow," Wandall said. "Alferth, you know how to rmake juice turn into
wine and the wine into . .. well, respect. | don't know any of that. Al nbost nobody does."
"Kinless. They knowit all," Alferth said.

"Find some | and sonmewhere el se."

"Time, you kinless fool. It takes tinme and work to make wi ne. A year before there's anything to
drink, and that's after you have vines. Longer to grow vines. I'll be forgotten by then. Wthout

wi ne |I'm not hing."

Al ferth was thinking like a kinless. "That's how we grew up,” Wandall pointed out. "W have
not hi ng except what we gather." He | ooked for support and saw sniles flicker. Not enough, and it
wasn't quite true either. The child Alferth had had nothing, but he hadn't been ol d.

It cane to Whandall that he had done what he coul d. Leave now....

A two- pony wagon came trotting up Straight Street.

Alferth and his nmen watched fromthe curb. It came near, through several silent mnutes. The
little bone-headed ponies were pulling hard: the wagon was heavy, though the bed held only a few
coils of rope.

Whandal | cursed in his nind. He snelled blood. They were next to a butcher shop, but Wandal
coul d recogni ze an onen. Go hone; get everyone into the courtyard. It's still raining, but the
Burning is on us, | feel it. . . . But he'd shouted of the Burning six days ago, and not hi ng.
Tarni sos trotted a few paces west to an ash pit, a shop for farmgear five years ago. The

rebuil ding hadn't touched it. He cane back with an armis | ength of fence post charred at one end
Alferth stepped casually into the road. Freethspat followed, then the

rest. Whandall hadn't noved. Wthout willing it, he becane the fixed end of an arc across Straight
Street.

The driver night have been dozing or hiding his face fromthe rain. He | ooked up far too late.
Pulled on the reins, tried to turn the ponies. Far too |ate, as seven Lordkin swarmed over his
wagon and wrestled his ponies to the ground.

He fought. He shouldn't have done that. Alferth took a solid blowto the head, and then the rest
were on the driver, beating him
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"Aye, enough!" WWandall said. Louder, "Enough!"

Nobody chose to hear.

Whandal | coul dn't watch, couldn't interfere, dared not show his anguish. He turned to the cart

i nstead. The bed was hi gh, naybe too high. It carried coils of tarred rope, but not a |lot of that.
Had soneone el se taken to driving wine? Wne would distract them He felt for a | oose board, found
a corner and lifted.

Eyes.
Three small faces. One nouth opened to scream A child's hand covered the smaller child s nouth.
VWhandal | put a finger to his lips, then set back the board, having seen very little ... but at

| east three children.
Tarni sos set hinself as if in a whackball ganme and swung his fence post at the driver's head.

They were killing him He'd been curled around hinself on the ground, but at Tarnisos's blow he
spraw ed | oose and sl oppy. And Whandall felt a rage burning outward fromhis belly. Not since he'd
cut Hartanbath had he felt like this . .. but he was hel pl ess as Tarni sos wound up for anot her

bl ow.

Whandal | raised his hand and set Tarnisos's weapon afire.

Tarni sos dropped the flanming beamwith a yell and a backward | eap

Yangi n- Atep was real. Yangin-Atep was in Wiandall as a jubilant rage. He pointed into the butcher
shop and it caught with a flash and a roar. The nmen still kicking the wagoneer |ooked around at
the sudden |ight, and knew.

The Burning had begun

The butcher shop burned nerrily in the rain, flanes cradling the apartnent above. Tarni sos picked
up his torch and tried to set the shop next door alight. It was wet, and Wandall held his power
back. The rest were kicking snoldering wooden walls into slats to nmake nore torches.

The kinless driver |ooked dead. Moving himmnight kill himif he wasn't, but he wasn't safe here.
Whandal | crossed the man's arnms and encl osed the man's el bows and torso with his own arms. Resal et
taught his boys to do that, to hold in damaged i nnards. He eased the man into the wagon, nesting
himin a coil of rope

He got onto the seat, found the whip, and used it. The wagon |urched away.

Tarni sos yelled and cane pelting after him

The | ast Burning hue! happened in a drought This |lime everyone had stored food. A handful of
ki nl ess children woul d not di sconmode the Pl acehold, Wandall thought. They could tend the house
while the Burning |asted and then go hone, if they still had a hone.

But four strangers were now pelting along behind Tarni sos, and Tarni sos had caught the wagon and
was pulling hinself aboard. Wat did the man think he was doi ng?

Tarni sos pulled hinself over the bench back and next to Wandall. "You felt it!" he crowed.
"Yangi n- Atep! Al ferth thought | was crazy, but you feel it, right? Right?"

Wth the weight in children the ponies were pulling, Wandall wasn't going to outrun anything. He
waved behind him Six foll owed now, and one had swept up an arnful of faggots. "Wo're they?"
Tarni sos | ooked back. "Nobody. They saw you start the Burning, maybe."

Maybe. Maybe they recogni zed a fal se-bottomed wagon. They thought they were chasing w ne! Better
di stract them

It was |ike being drunk. Not words he never wanted to speak, but fire | eaked fromthe joyful rage
at his core. The bundle of sticks flaned at both ends, and the man carryi ng t hem whooped. He began
passing themout in some haste.

This next turn would take hi mhone, but \Wandall drove straight on. Behind the running nmen, fires
were catching. He could not lead this nerry nob to his own front door! Let Freethspat warn them of
what was comi ng.

"Way' d you take the-" Tarnisos rapped the probable corpse's skull. "H nP"

"Anyt hing on hinP" Best not to |let Tarni sos know what he was hiding.

Tar ni sos inspected the man. "Not hi ng anyone would want. He's dead. Wy did you want the wagon?"
"1"ve got sonmething in mnd," Whandall said.

A nmuch easier turn came up. He could followit west and north toward the Black Pit, then north
along the Coldwater until it branched into the Deerpiss-a route Whandall knew well. Two of the
runners dropped back, and then all of the rest in a clunp, barring one. They'd stopped to gather
at a store, it looked like. But the last runner was punping hard. Mnunentally ugly, he was, a
barbari an. Whandal |l picked himfor a teller just arrived.

He kept driving.

Markets and |l arge stores attracted unwanted attention; they were looted too often. Feller's

Di senchanted Forest was big for Tep's Town. Now, ahead of the Burning and first of the |oca

| ooters, Whandall pulled up in front and got out.
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" mm r.]gf?ll
"Whandal |, what is it you want?"
"Dunno. |'ve never been in here before."

A squinting clerk approached them Behind him Kkinless custoners were noving briskly out of the
store. The nearsighted clerk lost his smle, turned, and ran

Whandal | ignored themall. He selected two big axes, two long poles tipped with bl ades, bl ankets.
Rope was already in the wagon. Thick |eather sheets |oosely bound by l|aces: one size fits all
adult or child. Woden masks with slits for sight. He piled sone into Tarnisos's arnms and sone
into his owmn and led the way out into the rain

The teller had caught up. He bl ocked Whandall's path and tried to speak, but he could do nothing
but heave for breath. Wandall's | ook sent himstunbling back

Tarni sos stopped in the doorway. "Nobody would want this stuff, \Wandall!"

"I said | had something in mnd." He dropped his Ioad into the wagon and returned.

Tar ni sos pushed his own |load into Whandall's arms. "There's a stash of shells somewhere in there,
and | want it." He jogged back in, pushing past the gasping teller

Whandal | dunped the stuff into the wagon. He'd watched woodsnen at work, |ong years ago. Wat had
he forgotten? He had rope, severs and axes, sleeping gear, arnor .

Li ghtni ng pl ayed through the black clouds. In this light the driver |ooked very dead. Whandal
lifted the man out of the wagon bed and set hi munder the awning. Poor kinless, he'd gotten in the
way at the wong time. O her kinless would heal himor bury him

Whandal | boarded the wagon. A clattering approached

A wagon rounded the corner on two wheels. Voices hailed Wandall to halt.

Whandal | reached for his rage. The guard wagon fl apped one great sheet of flame. Town guards
screanmed and bal ed out, hit the dirt and rolled.

The teller tried to talk to a fallen guard. The guard's stick whacked his shin; the teller danced.

Whandal | | aughed, a sound |like a maddened bird, startling hinself.
Two guards were on their feet, running toward Wandall, waving sticks. The ponies were running
better now, but they still wouldn't outrun nen on foot.

Whandal | 's wave turned their regulation sticks into torches.

He waved behind him setting one end of Feller's Disenchanted Forest on fire. The stairs had been
at the other end. Tarnisos woul d have his chance to get out. Wandall didn't want himhurl; he
would only to be rid of him

It was qui et beyond the houses. Lightning flickered in black-bellied clouds. Wandall |istened for
children rustling beneath the wagon bed, but he heard nothing. It worried him They could be
suffocati ng. Whandall cursed. Being wet bothered hi munreasonably.

He made for the Black Pit.

Chapter 33

The Pit was changed. Only the stink was the same. The gate was open, but much of the fence was in
ruins, half rebuilt, but not as neatly as Wiandall renmenbered. As he pulled the ponies to a stop,
he found no mi st around him and no m sty nonsters. He was alone but for the black and silver
pools that made up the Pit, and a scrawny coyote pacing the shore not far away, eyeing him
distrustfully.

Here was no protection at all. Wandall kept an eye for rioters and rivals and city guards. But
the coyote woul d have fled such invaders.

He found the wagon bed's | oose corner and pulled it up. He thought of the |long knife he hadn't
drawn, and the way he'd seen rats react to being trapped.

The children didn't nove. By the wave of body odor, they'd been in there for sone tinme. Their big
eyes wat ched himin wariness and fear. They snorted at the alien stench of the Pit. Seven of them
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were packed in with hardly a wine flask's worth of enpty space to share.

The youngest night be four and five. Two were hardly children at all. The ol der boy night have
been a Lordkin of nineteen; the girl, sixteen; though Lordkin would have been at Wandall's throat
by now. The girl was trying not to neet his eyes.

She was as beautiful as any wonan he'd ever seen. She was slender, tall for a girl, her legs |ong
and snmooth. Surely there were Lordkin among her ancestors. The lines did blur between Lordkin and
kinl ess. Sonmetimes the results were wonderful. H's whole body and nmind were ready to drown in the
dark deeps of her eyes.

Me hel d buck. He could guess how he nust |l ook |o a kinless. She was

already terrified. '

"I''"'mWhandal | ," he said. "The man who was driving you was killed."

The girl's shoulders slunped. "I knew it," she whispered.

Whandal | couldn't take his eyes off her. She started to cry, tears welling despite her efforts at
control. The man must have been her father, but of course Whandall couldn't ask. He desperately
sought for sonething to say that wouldn't offend her, wouldn't scare her away. Nothing cane to him
so he turned to the boy.

"Who are you?"

"Carver Ropewal ker," the boy said.

"Your sister?" Whandall asked.

Carver Ropewal ker nodded and sat up. "Wat are you going to do?" He was trying to sound brave, but
the fear canme through in his voice, and he kept glancing at Wandall's big Lordkin knife.

"I"'mnot sure. | got you out of the Burning," Whandall said. 1 saved you! You could at |east thank
me! But now what? "You could wait here-"

"Here? This is the Black Pit!"

Whandal | was listening to the boy, but he was watching the girl as both clinbed out of the wagon.
The younger children stayed in the conpartnent, their eyes enornous. The girl was crying but
trying not to showit, afraid but not terrified. And who wouldn't be afraid of the Black Pit?

"Stay here with nme. | can't go back yet. |I'm possessed of Yangin-Atep."
Carver Ropewal ker | ooked at himin disbelief and a scorn he was trying to swallow. The girl seened
nmore frightened than ever. "We'Il be all right here," she said. She wouldn't neet Wandall's eyes

or even |look at him
Whandal | realized she was nore afraid of himthan the Pit. A kinless girl, unmarried, her father
dead, the city burning despite the rain. Now she faced a Lordkin babbling that he was possessed of
the fire god!

"I didn't hurt the driver," he said, in case she feared that too. "I tried to save him but he was
dying before | could get himin the wagon." He didn't think they believed him Yangin-Atep's anger
rose in a surge. W did they think they were? These were kinless, kinless at his nercy, and the
Bur ni ng had begun!

"You can | eave us here,’

Carver said. He wasn't quite demanding and not quite pleading. "Don't

worry about us. We'Il get back-"

"There'll be nothing to go back to!" the girl wailed. "I snelled henp snoke after we got in the
wagon conpartnent." She peered through the gloomand rain toward the city she couldn't see. "You
shoul d hurry back," she said. "You'll be missing the fun."

Yangi n-Atep's fire rose higher in Wandall Placehold. She hated him

They all hated him She was his if he wanted her, and he did, as he had never before wanted a
wonan.

They were all staring at Whandall now. Carver tried to get between Whandall and the girl. Brave
and futile, a silly gesture. Carver Ropewal ker was no threat, none at all. Yangin-Atep or soneone
| aughed wi thin him and Whandall noved forward, his control stretched to its linmits.

Somet hi ng growl ed behind him Wandall turned gladly to face a new threat.

There was no threat. There were only these pools of black water, and the snarling coyote.

Not water. It was wave |less black stuff that didn't reflect, and scattered silver pools of water
on top, and a deer's head ... no, a terrified deer struggling neck deep, its antlers jittering.
That was what held the coyote's attention: the coyote was trying to decide whether to go after the
deer. It snarled at Wandall: M ne!

Yeah ? Whandall focused on the far side of the black pool, where the coyote was glaring at him
like arival, and let a little of his rage |eak out. He thought the coyote's fur mght puff into
flame. He wasn't expecting what happened.

An acre of black goo flaned and rose into a nushroom of fire.

The deer screaned and thrashed. The coyote ran. Shadows in the flanme forned a pair of dagger-

t oot hed cats who nmenaced the drowni ng deer
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Carver Ropewal ker gaped at the fireball.

"I'"'m possessed of Yangin-Atep," Wandall repeated. "What will the Burning be like if |I'm not
there? It mght-1 don't-" Wandall's hands were trying to speak for him He kept secrets better
than he told them

The girl wouldn't nmeet his eyes. Whandall felt the girl's fear. He suddenly understood what Arshur
the Magnificent had tried to tell them the wonmen of Tep's Town wouldn't play at sex. They were
afraid to be noticed.

He forced out, "I don't like burning down nmy city every few years. It makes a mess. People die.

Mot her's Mot her says they never used to, but they do now " Again he was speaking to Carver, but he
was watching the girl. Did she ook just a little less afraid? But she still hated him

"Father is dead, then?" Carver Ropewal ker asked.

"The driver? Carver, |I'mnot sure. | left himwhere he could get help or burial."

He coul d see Carver swallowi ng that: dealing not just with his father's death but his own new
responsibility and the anbi guous, dangerous presence of a fire-casting Lordkin. Presently he
nodded.

"Father got in trouble,” he said. "The Lordkin, you know what they've been |like since the guards
beat up that barbarian. W have a ropewal k in the Pond District-"

"Yeah?" The Pond had once bel onged to the kinless. Now the popul ace was nostly Lordkin; the only
ki nl ess were those who couldn't afford to get out. They nust have felt |ike manmmoths in a roc
nest .

"And Fat her |ost his tenper.”

"How do | nane you?" Wandall asked

W | ow Ropewal ker was the older girl, Carver's sister. She finally elected to | ook at himbut not
to smile. Their brother Carter was twelve or so. Hi s hand was hidden, certainly holding a weapon
The younger ones were children of Carver's father's sister: Hanmer, Ms, Hyacinth, and Opal MIler
Carver and WI I ow and Whandal | got the younger children out of the wagon. Two were crying wthout
sound. W/l ow | ooked around her and into the Pit.

The fire-cats had becone shadow cats in snoke. They were stalking a dead tree, |ike house cats the
size of houses. Wandall said, "They won't hurt us. They're only ghosts, but they'll scare
everyone else off. This is a good place to wait."

"This is the Black Pit!"

"Yes, Carver, | know. "

Carver said, "Al right, Wandall; it's nothing |I'd have thought of. | guess those fences wl|
keep the kids out of the tar-"

Oh, that was it. The Black Pit snelled ferociously of rope! It was tar, not nagic, though there
must be magi c here.

"Tar," the boy Hammer said. "Carver, we-"

"Stay away! These ghosts-don't you know how they di ed?" Wandall didn't; he |istened. Carver said
"The tar sucked them down! Prey and killer together. Thousands of skeletons all down there in the
tar, their ghosts in battle until the end of tine."

The rain fell nore heavily. The tar fires went out, but black snoke hung over them and the rain
was sooty. Wllow tried to cover the children

Carver said urgently, "Hey, Wandall. These bl ankets, we can spread them for an awning? Tilt
so they can drip?"

"Go ahead."

For an instant Carver was at a |loss. Then he and the children began to | ook al ong shore for dead
trees, poles, props for blanket-awnings. His voice drifted back. "Then what, Lordki n? How | ong
will the Burning |ast?"

Whandal | didn't want to talk to them It was enough to control the rage. But the boy deserved an

em

answer. "There's no telling. Yangin-Atep could take soneone else. You'll have to wait. If the sky
clears up, look for snoke. If there's no snmoke over Tep's Town, go home."
The boy Hamrer MIler was still in the wagon. "The ponies have gotten bigger," he said.

Whandal | had wondered if it was his inagination. The beasts had pulled nore strongly as they ran
toward the Black Fit. Now they shuffled with nervous energy. They'd eaten every plain in reach
They were bigger, yes, and the projections in their foreheads were horns |ong enough to hurt a
nman.

Hamer asked, "Wiat is all this stuff you brought?"

VWhandal | spoke his heart's desire. "O we could cut our way through the forest."

Carver said, "You're joking?" But WII|ow Ropewal ker ran to the wagon bed and began runni ng her
hands through the | oot.

"Carver, he isn't! Axes . .. saws . .. leathers... up the Col dwater would take us right to the
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forest edge. W can-we can | eave! That's what Father wanted. The Burning was coning. He-" She

glared at Whandall. "Oh, fine, and now we'll be taking the Burning with us! | don't suppose you
know how to swi hg an ax?"

Whandal | smiled at her. Her beauty would make himdrunk if he let it. "I don't know, WIIlow Kreeg
MIller never let nme hold an ax, but | watched. | can drive ponies, and | couldn't do that once."

But his plans-daydreans, really-hadn't run past this noment.

He said, "Lady." He tasted the word. Pelzed's woman liked to be called that. "Lady, there's a
world out there. Wat do you think? Could we get through?"

"Fat her thought so," said WIllow "Your armnmy cane through the forest with the Lords |eadi ng you.
Those ol d Lordki n nmust have chopped their way through. Whandall, you'd better learn to use an ax."
"You're both crazy," Carver said.

Whandal | recogni zed the way W1l ow | ooked at her ol der brother: a contenpt born of too nuch

know edge. "W can't stay, Carver! Whatever we have is all gone. There's a world out there-"

"I'"ve been on the docks," Carver said.

WIllow just | ooked. Huh? Whandall said, "My brother was a sailor. Wat's your point?"

"I'"ve met sailors and | ookers and tellers fromall up and down the coast and farther yet. Al they
know is, this is the town they burn down. WII|ow Wandall-they don't know kinless from Lordkin
fromLords. They can't tell the difference. W go out there, we go as thieves. Forgive nme- you say
gat herers, don't you?"

It cane to Whandall that he had never believed it in the first place. He wasn't di sappoi nted,
then, to know that Carver was right. That Wanshig had told himthe sane. Wanshig, who held a post
for three years and was then put back on the docks in Tep's Town, because he couldn't stop

gat hering, because he was Lordkin

But the blood was draining fromhis face, and he could only | ook at the ground and nod.

Morth asked, "Wwhat if a magician vouched for you?"

Whandal | | ooked up. He felt that he should he startled, sonehow

Morth of Atlantis |ooked no older than the last tine Whandall had seen him Hi s clothes were

i nconspi cuous but finer than what he had worn in Tep's Town. His hair was going gray. Wite to
gray, waves of orange-red running through it l|ike cloud-shadows as Whandal | wat ched.

"Morth," Wandal | said.

"My word should be enough, | think," Mrth said. "And it would be wise if we did not get closer

t oget her. "

A magi ci an. A water nmgician. Whandall felt Yangin-Atep's rage. Fear came back to WIlow s eyes,
and Whandal | fought with Yangi n-Atep. Mdirth nmust have felt the struggle. He noved away.

"So why woul d sonme random barbarian trust you?" Wandall shouted. "For that natter-" Sonethi ng odd
here. "Were did you cone fronP"

Bubbl es in drifting snmoke, a nmere suggestion of huge dagger-toothed cats, were playing around
Morth's feet.

"A lurking spell. It worked?" Mrth | ooked around him very pleased at the signs of astonishnent.
"There's still manna around this place. Good. W'll be safe here until we decide."

Whandal | left his knife where it was, pushed through the | eather sleeve in his belt, but he hadn't
forgotten it. He said, "Mdrth, you don't just happen to be here."

"No, of course not. | came here because | thought you would. | alnost foll owed you, but | guessed
you must be in the middle of the Burning, so-" Smile, shrug. He saw no answering understandi ng, so
he said, "The tattoo. | prepared it after | saw the lines in your hand. | can followits pattern
anywhere in the world. I'"mhoping to follow you out."

W1l ow exclained, "Qut! Then you think so too! It's possible! Wandall-" She said his nane al nost
defiantly. "Wandall, is he really a w zard?"

"Morth of Atlantis, neet the Ropewal kers and the MIlers. Yes, WIllow" Her nane didn't cone
easily. "He's a wizard. Once a fanous one. | nean, look at his hair. Did you ever see such a color

on an ordinary nan? Mrth, where have you been since-since you | ost your shop?"

"l noved to the edge of the Lordshills, as a teacher. It seenmed to ne that Yangin-Atep had cost ne
everything, Burning after Burning. | had better go to where a god could find no magic. | never
built another shop."

"I saw the ash pit. Sonme burned skulls."

Mort h must have sensed that there was nore to this than curiosity. "Yes. And in the ashes did you
see an iron pot with a |id?"

"No. Wait, ny brother saw that. Is it inportant?”

"It was my plan to get out! It was ny last treasure!” Mrth's fists were

clenched at his sides. "I thought cold iron was all | needed to protect it. The Burning Cty! It
never crossed nmy nmind that cold iron can he heated!"
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The Ropewal kers and MIlers were fascinated. Truly, so was \Wandall

"Well." Morth had regai ned control of hinself. "I never sensed the Burning. | was fooling nyself
about that. That afternoon | was eating lunch at nmy counter when | | ooked out the door at eight
Lordki n running straight at ny shop! | saw the big one cast fire fromhis hand, and that was all
needed. | went out the back

"My last treasure was two Atlantean gold coins rich in manna. Get those out of Tep's Town and |'m
a wizard again. They would have lost all magic if | hadn't stored themin a cold iron pot with a
spelled lid. It was too heavy for one man to carry. | cut the handl es off and nade nyself believe
that nobody could steal -sorry, Seshmarl-gather it."

Carver said, "Seshmarl ?"

"I't's Whandal | ," Whandal | admitted.

Morth said, "Wandall, then. The Lordkin charged into nmy shop. | |ooked back. They weren't chasing
me; | slowed and wat ched. The big man, he picked up ny pot in his two arns. | just have trouble
bel i eving how strong you Lordkin are."

VWhandal | nodded. Morth said, "I'd seen himstart fires. He was possessed of Yangin-Atep."

Carver and WI I ow | ooked at each other

"I still didn't think he could get the pot open until he caused the iron to burn. Hot iron doesn't

stop manna flow. | saw himlift the lid and | ook inside. Two gold coins nmust have been the | ast
thing he ever saw. "

He hardly needed to say, And then all the magical power |eft behind by sunken Atlantis roared into
a man possessed of the fire god.

"You just don't seemto have very good luck," Whandall said, "with the Placehold nen." And that
was how he knew he was | eaving: he had spoken his famly's nane anong strangers.

Chapter 34

The rain stopped at evening, and by night the skyline had becone a patchy red gl ow. The Burning
continued w thout Whandall. The night seemed endl ess. Wandall made his bed on rock, wapped in a
bl anket snatched from Feller's, far enough fromthe kinless children to make them stop tw tching.
He hal f woke from a dream of agony and rage. H's hands were fire that reached out to spread fire
like a pestilence, by touch. The Pl acehold was burning. He was the Pl acehold, he was burning, and
his shape was gone alien, a crab with a long trailing, looping tail and a terrible freezing,

bl eedi ng wound sonmewhere near his heart.

For a I ong noment he knew that fires were the nerves of Yangin-Atep. He sensed all of the fires in
the Vall ey of Snpokes and two ships of fshore, one cooking breakfast, one aflame. He felt his life
bl eedi ng out through Lordshills where a Warl ock's Wieel had eaten away all the nmagic. Then it al
went away |ike any dreamand left himchilled and wet.

He gestured and the half-dead fire flared into an inferno. At least it was easy to tend a fire!
He was very aware of WI | ow Ropewal ker not far away. Desire rose and he held it back as he would
hold a door, his weight on one side, enem es on the other

Desire and excitenment. They could | eave, forever. Wuld they | eave together? "Mrth!"

The wi zard was on the other side of the fire, and he stayed there. Wandall had to shout. Anyone
m ght overhear. So he it.

"What will happen? You' ve seen ny future. Is it with"-he gestured to WIIow"thenf"

Mort h considered what to say. "I haven't read their future," he said. "I don't know them well
enough to do that. You may | eave the Valley of Snokes. | don't know about the MIlers and

Ropewal kers. Further in the future, the line | oops and blurs. You may return." He studi ed Whandal
fromthe other side of the fire. "I can say this. You will have a nore pleasant |life with friends

Wth people who know who you are. Consider, Seshnarl-Wandall-you're choosing a new and unknown
path. Easier to walk it with others."
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"You know what |'mthinking, then?"

Mort h shook his head sadly. "I know what Lordkin think. Actually, nost Lordkin don't think at all
They just act. You're different."”

"I't's hard," Wandall said.

Morth smiled thinly. "I can't help. Anything | could do to cal myou would probably kill you."
"As you-no, as it, your spell-killed ny father," Wandall said.

Morth said nothing. Whandall wondered if he'd known all along. Wzard, liar, he'd killed
Whandal | 's fanily. Yangin-Atep's rage boiled inside him and Mrth was gone.

VWhandal | heard a distant bush rustling. Flame shot high as greasewood ignited, and Wandall knew
that he'd done that. He thought he saw a shadow beyond the flane.

"Morth!"

There was no answer.

"Whandal | ?" It was Carver, behind him

"Stay away. |'m possessed of Yangin-Atep,"” Wandall said.

"Where's Mrth?"

"I don't know. Running."

The night went on endlessly, and always there was the glow of fire over Tep's Town.

Chapter 35

Dayl i ght. Whandall, dreaming fire, snapped awake as if he were guarding the Placehold with only

children for defenders. They were in the wagon, sleeping, nost of them One kinless boy was down
by the fence.

Whandal | went down to shore, wal king wide of that black stuff that stuck to everything. The boy

was Hanmrer MIler. Whandall hailed himfroma safe distance.

Hamer turned without surprise, one hand hidden. The other held a mlk pot. "I want to get sone
tar," he said.
"I can't let you go. Your sister would kill ne."

"No, not WIlow Carver mght. W can sell it."

"How do you know?"

"Everyone needs rope!"

"How nmuch do you need?”

Hamer showed hima mlk pot. "This nuch. | don't think I can lift it when it's full. 1'll have to
get Carver."

Whandal | wat ched how they went about it.

First they tal ked the problemto death.

Carver and Wllow tied a rope to Hanmrer's wai st. Then, while Hanmer danced with inpatience, they
tied another rope to the neck of the jar and let the rope trail

Hamer went over the fence. He wal ked with some care and, twelve paces out, found his feet mred.
The coyote cane out of nowhere, streaking for the mired boy. Wandall touched the beast with
flame. Aring of flame flashed outward. Hammrer shouted and ducked. The flame just singed him
before it puffed out.

Carver was cursing him Wandall said, "Didn't think. Sorry."

The coyote was gone. Hamer was still nmired

They pulled on the rope. He shouted. They left off Iong enough for himto scoop a mass of sticky
black stuff into the jar, waist deep now and still sinking. They pulled again. It was hard work.
Whandal | joined themon the rope. Hamrer tried to drag the jar after him lost it, then caught the

rope that tethered the jar and dragged it a little farther. Wen he could stand he braced hinsel f
and began pulling. Carver went over the fence, treading in the shallow footprints Hanmrer had | eft
before he sank. Together they pulled the jar out half full

"Enough, " Carver said.

It wasn't that much different froma raid on some shop in Maze Wal kers. Lurk, spy out the
territory, test the defenses. Then go for it, gathering what you can. Anything unexpected has to
be fixed on the fly. Settle for what you can gather in one pass; don't go back for nore.
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And this awful stuff, which had already ruined every scrap of clothing he could see, could be nade
into wealth by nmoving it sonewhere el se. How did they know? That was the hard part.

Now t he wagon stank of tar, not of bodies |ong confined. The ponies pulled nore strongly as they
nmoved northwest. Wandall waited until he was noving up the Deerpiss before he nade the

Ropewal kers and M1l ers get under the floorboards. Tar pot on top. A guard would think hard before
he lifted that.

The brick guardhouse was in sight, its gates closed. Opening themwoul dn't be conplicated

A guard popped out, saw him shouted, "Staxir!" Two nore stepped out to study his approach. They
all wore arnor, but on this hot day none of themwere fully protected, though they all wore nmasks.
They swung the gate open and retreated back under an awning.

What were Toronexti doing here? Though they | ooked edgy, weapons drawn, it |ooked |ike he could
just drive on through.

Nan. He stopped al ongsi de the awning and, before any of them could speak, asked, "Staxir? Wat are
you doi ng here? The vineyard's nothing but muck."

They | aughed. They were ol der Lordkin, and wiser. "W're not here for Alferth!”

"We'll mss the wine, though, Stax-"

"This is the path. The Toronexti have to be here if the kinless want to | eave."

Anot her surprise? Whandall asked, "The path goes right through the forest? Really?"

"No, but kinless still try it," Staxir said. "The Burning could start any hour, and don't they
know it!"

"So we ook in their wagons and take what |ooks good, and in a day they conme back, and we take-"
"What're you carrying?”

Whandal | said, "Stuff for cutting trees."

"What is that stink?"

"Tar. The woodsnen, they cover their hands with it to stop plant poisons. There're kinless out
past here getting lumber, aren't there?"

"No," Staxir said.

VWhandal | scratched his head. "Well, there will be. The Burning is on, so | took this stuff. I can
keep it in the wine house, day or two."

Men who m ght have taken sone of his good tools a nonent ago thought again. Eyes turned toward

Tep's Town. Staxir said, "We gotta be here. Kinless'|Il be trying to get out again with everything
t hey own."
"You don't need us all, Stax."

"Saf er here. Dryer.
Sounds of disgust.
Whandal | waved and drove on. He could guess the unspoken: a wagoneer who cane this way wth heavy
gear to sell would be back with shells for a tax man's pockets. But Wandall didn't plan to cone
back.

Weeds were starting to cover the tranpled vineyard. Whandall pulled the wagon behind the brick

wi ne house. The roof wasn't brick; it had been tinber and thatch, and it had burned. Whandal
cursed. He was tired of being wet.

He got the children out of the wagon. Two youngsters were beginning to cry w thout sound. Whandal

hel ped WIllow out. Carver rejected his hand. He was still |ooking at Whandall |ike a dangerous
animal. It was getting on his nerves.
A stub of bl ackened tinber poked fromthe w ne house roof. Whandall let a little of his rage |eak

into it. Against the black-bellied clouds it nmade orange-white light and a bit of heat.

W Il ow | ooked around her and said, "W're at the forest."

"What is this place?" Carver asked.

"W ne house," Whandall said. "The roof's gone, but the walls are still up." Shelter. But it was
not yet noon, and he didn't want to stop. He | ooked at the mal evol ent forest across his path.
Could they really get through that?

Carver wal ked toward the woods and into them

"Careful!" Whandall called. He followed, with WIIlow just behind him

The redwoods towered over them These were young trees, though tall enough to cut the force of

wi nd-driven rain. Deeper in, they would be

much bigger. A hundred varieties of thorns and poison plants clustered protectively around their
bases.

Whandal | spoke to WIIlow, hoping that Carver and the children would listen. You didn't lecture a
grown man directly if you could avoid it. "Stay clear of this thorny stuff. It's too dark to see
how cl ose you are. At night you wouldn't nove at all. These pine trees, they won't hurt you

Al nost everything else will. Even the redwoods nake you want to | ook up when you should be
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wat chi ng your feet-"

"Where did you | earn about the forest?" the twel ve-year-old asked.

"l used to watch the loggers, Carter. | carried water for them Carver, do you think we can cut
our way through here?"

"You brought those cutting things."

"Severs."

"Severs. We can use those," Carver said. "But the plants can always reach farther than you think.
You think you've got clearance, but-1'mworried about the children.”

"These leathers'I| fit the ol der ones. And us." W could cut a path for children, Whandal

thought, or a wider path for a wagon. But how far did the forest go? "It took an arny half a year
to get through, two hundred years ago," Wuandall said.

"W only need enough for one wagon," WIlow said briskly. "W go around what we can, cut when we
have to. Sell the |unber gear when we get to the other side, and the tar, if there's anyone to
buy. Did you bring a whetstone?"

"Whatever that is, | didn't bring it."

Whandal | hadn't thought in terms of buying and selling. Kinless would know how to trade, how to
work, how to find work. On the other side of the forest, Lordkin would not have |license to take
what they want ed.

He hadn't missed that point, but he was starting to feel its force.

But he felt the warnth stirring in his belly, not unlike lust, not unlike the heat that rose from
wine. Alferth was wong to call it anger

"This was Yangin-Atep's path."

H s armreached forward and the heat ran through his fingertips, feeling out the old path, far
beyond what his eyes could see. Yangin-Atep's trailing tail. The dream held for an instant and was
gone agai n.

Brushwood caught. Vines and thorn plants burned in the rain. An eddy swirled the snmoke around them
and nade them choke. Then the wi nd steadied, blowing it north ahead of them

Chapter 36

The land ran generally uphill. The flanme-path didn't cranp them but it wasn't quite a road. There
were stunps Whandall had to burn out. The horses were grown visibly stronger. They pulled with
little effort, but they shied at Carver's touch on the reins.

Whandal | tried it. Both ponies stopped and turned to | ook at himalong spiral spears as long as a
forearm WIIlow took the reins fromhis unresisting hands, and the ponies turned and began to
pul I .

That first night they stripped a dozen crabapple trees for their dinner. Children didn't need to
be instructed to hurl the cores away: they did it by instinct.

Carver suggested that Whandall sleep between the wagon and the vineyards. Lordkin m ght foll ow the
scorched path, he said. Carver was trying to protect WIlow Whandall went along with that.

But in the norning he told Carver, "W don't need a guard at night. Only a madnman woul d wal k
through the forest in the dark." He pointed back down the trail. A blackened ruin, ash and nud,
with a few flecks of green growing into it. It wasn't straight, and it certainly wasn't inviting.
"That's odd," Carver said. He pointed ahead. The trail remained black, no traces of green at all
The redwoods stood like pillars holding up the black-bellied clouds. Their shadows nmade a twilight
even at noon.

VWere Whandall's fire had gone, they saw nothing of predators and nothing of prey. They had to
strike out sideways to their path to find anything to cut.

W Il ow picked an apronful of small red berries for them Delicious. Wandall watched her nind
westle with itself before she warned him "Whandall, don't eat these berries if they' re grow ng
near a redwood."

"I know. W& need to keep the kids away from any berry patch. The poi son patches | ook too nuch like
red berries.™

Carver made slings, a weapon new to Wandall. It would send a stone flying at uncanny speed.

Carver was good with a sling; Carter was even better; Wandall devel oped some skill. They were
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able to feed thensel ves and the children and to fend of f coyotes.

Ki nl ess with weapons. Kinless skilled with weapons. He half remenbered the Lords tal king of an old
war fought against the kinless. How had kinless fought? Had they used slings? Wiy had they |ost?
He dreaned that night, of Lords with helnets and arnor and spears |eading a horde of Lordkin with
knives. They fought a smaller, slimer people who used slings and small javelins. The stones
rattl ed against the Lords' shields. A few nmad Lordkin held their hands out, and sheets of fire
flowed into the kinless ranks.

And every one of the fire-w elding Lordkin |Iooked |ike Whandal |

In rain they had slept under the wagon. They'd left the rain behind, and now they could sleep in
the wagon, off the ground. Fire was easy: half-burned charcoal was everywhere. They dug a m dden
and laid a ridge of dirt fromthe mdden to the wagon. In the dark a child could follow it by

f eel

Whandal | wat ched them studying how the Kkinless worked, how the kinless thought. How they tal ked
Al ways they tal ked.

Their third norning brought themto the crest of the nmountains. Downhill, the |and was bl ackened
and al nost bare. Plants were growi ng back. Wandall hadn't done this; it was half a year old. But
the going | ooked easy and the path was clear. Wandall's new burn switch backed through the half-
grown plants like a black snake.

"Whandal |, this is easy traveling, and we don't need your fire. Let's go back for another wagon."
"Who, Carver?" he asked, knowi ng Carver would never |eave Wiandall with WIllow Lordkin men (sone,
anyway) guarded their wonmen no | ess than Carver did.

"You and ne. WIIlow, you can keep the wagon noving, can't you? The ponies won't mnd anyone el se
anyway. |f you get into trouble, just stop.”

Green creepers were sprouting everywhere along the path, poking through the ash of Wandall's
burni ng. Between dawn and sunset Carver and Wandall retraced their path through the burned woods.
A wagon had been left near the | oading dock. One of the nares had wandered into view She was
smal l er than the stallion ponies, and her horn was just a nub.

They wat ched the w ne house through sunset until mdnight before they believed that it was
deserted. Then Carver approached the nmare and was able to put a bridle on her

They found hundreds of little flasks heaped against a wall. "Enpty," Whandall pointed out.

"Wl | made, though. They won't | eak. Maybe we can sell themon the other side."

They heaped the wagon with flasks and cut some grass for the mare too. They slept in the ruined
Wi ne house.

In the nmorni ng Whandal | rode facing backward, wary that sonething nmight follow while Carver
drove.

Carver grunbled, "W didn't see anyone foll ow ng us!"

"Lordkin know how to lurk." Some hal f-suspected danger tapped at the floor of Wandall's mnd. He
wat ched their back path.

It wasn't black anynore; it was green. "This ash nust make wonderful fertilizer," he said.

Carver turned around. "You can al nbst see it grow ng!"

Ahead of them was only bl ackened dirt.

"Yangi n- Atep, " Wandall said, "wants us gone."

Carver snapped, "Wen did your fire god becone a fertility goddess?"

"Not Yangi n- Atep, then, but something wants us gone. The forest?" Wandall renmenbered days in
Morth's shop, Morth reading his palm nunbling about Whandall's destiny. Could a god read destiny

too? "I think that's it. I'mcarrying fire through a forest."”
"We're being expelled," Carver said.
Whandal | shook his head, smiling. "You' re escaping. |'m being expelled." And even as he wat ched

the trail behind seemed to grow nore creepers.

Travel went fast. The mare grew stronger as they traveled, and larger, but she wasn't giving them
any trouble. Behind themthe trail's outline blurred with green.

Coyot es had di scovered the travel ers' abandoned m ddens. That was scary. That eveni ng Wiandal |l and
Carver crawl ed under the wagon to sleep, back to back and arned.

A voice in the dark. "This nmagician who killed your lather. Did you try to kill hin®"

"No, Carver."

" CGood. "

Whandal | believed he had nothing to hide from Carver: nothing so nonstrous as the open truth of
what he was. Still, sharing secrets outside the fanmily seened unnat ural

Into the quiet dark Carver said, "Did you know that plague is a kind of living thing? Wzards can
see it. Wzards can kill it and heal the client. Oherwise it grows. Wthout a w zard, other

peopl e get sick too, nore and nore. We need wi zards. But wi zards don't |ike the Valley of Snpkes."
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" '"Course not. No nagic."
The dark was silent a while |onger. Then Carver asked, "Wy not?"
"Kill Mrth? Wy?"
"Your father."
"Morth did what kinless do. Sorry, taxpayers. What we do too. If Pothefit caught a | ooker taking
the cook pot fromthe Placehold courtyard, he'd ve killed him"
It was too dark to see Carver's expression. Wandall said, "The Burning killed Pothefit. In the
Burni ng you can have anything you can take. They couldn't take Mrth's shop."
Silence from Carver. The woods stirred: sonething died violently.
"That's what | was trying to renmenber,"” Wandall said suddenly. "Mrth could follow us. | keep
forgetting Morth. Carver, we wouldn't see him That lurk spell."
Near sunset of the next day they reached the crest of the nobuntains and found two dead coyotes
near a dead canpfire.
Carver ran.
VWhandal | wat ched hi m di sappear into the rocks. He al nost followed. Coyotes might nenace WII ow and
the children! But Wandall was trying to |learn kinless ways, and what about the wagon?
Unhitching the nare wasn't easy. She tried to pull the rope out of his hands. He hung on | ong
enough to tie it to a tree stunp. The length of it would I et her reach forage. She had her horn if
coyot es cane back.
Then-but wait. Wat had killed these beasts?
He stooped over one of the corpses. Not a mark on them Wde bl ood-red eyes, nouths w de, tongues
protrudi ng. He touched the slicked-down fur, expecting to find it wet, but it wasn't.
He caught Carver far down slope at the next dead canpfire. There they slowed to a wal k, bl ow ng
hard. WIIlow and the wagon nust have taken a full day to cover this distance. Carver's hands held
his sling and a handful of rocks cracked to get sharp edges. He said, "I wish 1 had a knife."
Whandal | said, "Wth that you don't have to let themso close. | wish | had a sever."
Day was dying. They snell ed neat cooking, and they sl owed.
They saw the fire first, and a young | ooker standing tall and straight, backlit, with orange-red
hair falling to his shoulders. WIlow had the horses tied and a fire going. Then a whiff of
corruption showed an arc of dead coyotes at their feet.
WIlow saw two nen coning at a grimhalf-run, Wandall's knife point, Carver's whirling sling. She
| eaped up from her cooking and stepped quickly to the nan's side.
"He saved us!" she shouted. "The coyotes would have torn us apart!"
Carver's sling drooped. He said, "Morth?"
Morth smiled faintly.
"Morth, you're young!"
"Yes, | found this!" Morth held out a handful of yellow |unps. Wandall had never before seen the
magi ci an gleeful. "Cold!" he said. "In the river!" He stepped forward past Whandall's knifepoi nt
and pushed the gold into Wiandall's unresisting hand.
VWhandal | said, "This is dangerous, isn't it? WIld magic."

"No, no, this gold is refined. |'ve taken the magic," Mrth said. "Can't you see? Shall we race?
Shall | stand on ny head for you? |I'm young!'"
Carver backed up a bit, and so did WIllow. Here was no lurking spell. Mrth wanted to be noticed

He babbled, "Gold is magic. It reinforces other magic. Look!" He | eaped straight up and kept
rising until he could grasp a branch twi ce Whandall's hei ght above him He shouted down, "Not just
young! | used to fly!"

He dropped lightly. "Gve gold to a wi zard, nost of the power |eaches fromthe gold. After that
it's refined gold, harm ess. People use it as if it has value, but the original nmeaning was, |
gave gold to a wizard to touch. A wi zard owes ne. \Wandall, keep the gold. Mrth of Atlantis owes
you. "

Whandal | put the nuggets in the pouch beneath his wai stband. He asked, "Why?"

Morth | aughed. "You're guiding nme out."

Whandal | 's fingers brushed his cheek: the tattoo he couldn't see. "And every w zard in the world
can track me?"

"Every Atlantean w zard," Mrth said, and | aughed like a lunatic.
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Chapter 37

W Il ow had roasted a hal f-grown deer and sonme roots Mrth had found. The adults hel d back-even

Mort h, even Whandall, ravenous but following their lead-until the children were fed. Then they dug
in.

Carver suddenly cried out. "Lordkin! Did you do anything about the other wagon?"

Whandal | told himwhat he'd done. "But the nare doesn't like ne, so you'll have to go get her

yoursel f. Unless you think we should both go?"

Whandal | enjoyed what Carver's face did then. Leave WIllow with Wandall? or |eave the wizard with
W Il ow and no Whandall to guard hin? or take WIllow, |eaving the children alone with the w zard
and the Lordkin and nobody who coul d handl e bonehead stallions? ..

“I"1l go."

"It can wait till norning."

"l shoul d hope so."

The night was black as the inside of a lion's belly. Whandall had to imagine: Carver, WIIow,
Morth, the gently snoring Carter, and hinself, arrayed in a five-pointed star in the dirt near the
wagon, feet pointing inward, severs ready to hand. The children in the wagon. Hyaci nth dropping
over the side, sleepy and clunsy, thud, crawling away to use the pit.

"I't's the biggest burn patch we've seen. It took us all day to cross it, and half of yesterday."
WIllow s voice in the dark, wondering and content.

Joki ng, Whandall said, "This lire wasn't mne."

"Lightning," WIIlow said. "Lightning hits the highest tree. It burns. Afterward the redwood grows
in two prongs. Sonetines coals fall and a patch of forest catches.™

"Why doesn't the whole forest burn? Wodsnen just go hone when they see a fire."

She said, "Patches burn, then they go out."

Mort h said, "Yangin-Atep spends nost of his tinme in a death-sleep, but a big fire wakes him Feeds
him Fire is Yangin-Atep's life."

A conpani onabl e silence. Then Carver said sleepily, "Wat if you don't believe in Yangin-Atep?"
Whandal | rai sed his voice above Morth's |augh. "Carver, firewand seeds don't sprout unless there's
been a fire. Neither does redwood. This land is fire's hone. Tep's Town-"

"Val | ey of Snokes."

"Snokes. Wyul d have been burned out before | was ever born if sonme power weren't snuffing the
fires. Yangin-Atep is the reason fire won't burn indoors. There's a truce between Yangi n-Atep and
t he redwoods, so they don't burn. | tried to tell Kreeg MIler ... a taxpayer woodsman?"

W1l ow said, "There are a lot of people naned MIler."

Whandal | had nursed a hope that he was helping Kreeg MIller's relatives. There was an ol d debt
he'd never acknow edged.

WIllow said, "Qutside the forest there's no Yangi n-Atep. You could cook indoors. Get your food
still hot. Yes?"

"Yes," said Morth and Whandal | .

"Well, | never heard of such a thing, but we'll see." WIIlow turned and was asl eep

Whandal | rolled his blanket tighter around him w shing he could get up and stroll around, know ng
that a thorn plant or |aurel branch would surely slash himif he did. They had left the rain

behi nd. The sound of the night was wind and sonetinmes a tiny cry of nortal agony.

Chapter 38

For a tine the wagon noved easily downhill with WIllow at the reins. Then they had to use the
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severs, sliding the poles under nettles and norningstars and lordkin's-kiss to cut the roots with
the bl ades, to shape a path wi de enough for children and a wagon. They coul d have used Carver's
hel p, but Carver had gone back for the mare and second wagon.

W1l ow spoke: "This yellow blanket, this we use to clean the severs, to get the poison sap off.
Use the rough side only. You don't ever touch it, right, Hammer? Iris? Hyacinth? Qpal ?" The

chil dren nodded. "This one bl anket, because there's nothing else that color. The bl anket hangs
here on the wagon tongue, never nobves, so anyone can find it."

They saw probl ens before they happened. Looked for them They |ectured each other as easily as
they lectured a Lordkin nale.

Carter and Hanmer were assigned to hold the other children together. They noved fairly rapidly.
Hal f a norning later, Wandall renenbered part of the deer left in the wagon fromlast night. He
dropped the sever, stood up-

"Whandall. Don't try to save work. Touch-me venom can stay on a blade and brush off on the wagon
and then on a child. Soneone could sit onit. It's clean when it |eaves your hands, every tine,"
Wl ow said. "Understand?"

A bl ank face hid his rage. Wiandal |l picked up the sever and w ped the blade clean. WI | ow had
treated himlike a child, a bad child, in front of Morth and the children. Carter and Morth both
had the grace to be paying attention to sonething else. |f Carver had been here, Whandall m ght
have had to hurt him

In a later, calnmer nonment, it came to himthat she hadn't spoken by chance. WI I ow had been

wat ching, waiting for himto do what he did.

A stand of |ordkiss bl ocked Whandall's scorch-path, its | eaves barely singed. Mrth called,
"Whandal I'! Don't burn it! You'd strangle us all. The snbke is poi sonous."

Whandal | had reached for Yangin-Atep's rage and found only a dying enber. The fire god was | eaving
hi m

They had to dig a path around the |ordkiss. He thought of it as showing off his strength, to make
it feel less |ike work.

In early afternoon they broke through the undergrowth above runni ng water.

Thr ough sparse branches Wandal |l saw a far distant nmass floating in the sky: a cone with its base
in cloud, gray rock and green-tinged black capped with blazing white.

Morth gaped. "What is that? "

"The | egends said it would be there," Carter nused. "Before the Lord-kin cane, there was a path
through the forest."

"Mount Joy," WIIlow whispered. "But the story said you could only see it if you were worthy. One
of the heroes-"

"Hol aman, " Carter said.

"Yes. He spent a lifetine searching for this vision," WIllow said. "Are we bl essed?"

"Wth good weather,” Mrth said. "But | think ny path |eads there." He held his armout, palm
down, and | ooked along it, first with his fingers together, then spread.

"Magi c?" Carter asked.

"No, navigation. If your stories are right, we won't see this again, so |'mlooking for |andmarks
inline withit."

"Looks hard to reach," Carter said. Wandall was thinking, Inpossible. But for a w zard?

Morth said, "The world's nost inaccessible places are the places where wi zards have never used up
the manna. | have to go there. Gold would keep ne alive, but the magic in gold is chaotic. | was
too long in Tep's Town." Moirth ran his hand distractedly through his hair. "I need the magic in
nature to fully heal. Too nmuch gold would drive ne crazy."

He | ooked at the fistful of red and white strands he was hol di ng and whooped | aughter. "Too little
is bad too!"

WIllow led the stallions. The wagon |urched, and sonetinmes the children had to heave up on the
downside to keep it fromrolling over. Still, matters had inproved: nothing ahead of them seemned
to need cutting. The vegetation grew right up against the shore, and it was touch-ne all the way.
But the river ran shallow at the edges, and the wagon wheels would only run a few hands deep
WIllow said, "W'Ill find easier traveling if we follow the river."

Whandal | waited for Morth's reaction. He'd been treating Morth like a friend who sniffs white
powder: a dubious ally. This mght be the chance to be rid of him But Mrth only said, "You can't
stay with the river long."

"No, of course not. WAgons don't go on water, do they, Wandall?"

Surprised to be asked his opinion, Wandall said, "WIIlow, people don't go on water either."

The way she | ooked at him he flushed. She asked, "Wandall, can't you sw nP"

"No. My brother can."
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"I meant," Mrth said gently, "that the sprite can't get to me right away, but he must know I'm
here. Let's see how far we can get."

The river continued shallow. The wagon bunped over rocks. They had to run slow, where the stil
growi ng ponies wanted to run. Carter and WIllow couldn't | eave them wi thout their beconi ng
restive. They'd grown | arge and dangerous, as big as Lords' horses, with horns that woul d outreach
Whandal | ' s Lordkin knife.

"I could spell them" Mrth said. "Gentle them"

"No." Morth was as twitchy as the ponies; Whandall didn't trust his magic.

"Well, at least | can dispel the stink of tar!" He gestured, but nothing happened. The snell was
still there. Morth frowned, then danced ahead, vani shed out of sight. A fat ot of help he was ..
but it could be said that he was scouting terrain, springing traps that would otherw se wait for
children and a wagon

The poni es and wagon pl odded on, veering around deeper pools, rolling over rocks, wobbling,
tilting, held fromrolling over only by a Lordkin's strong shoul der, whenever \Wandall hoped to
leave this snail's trek and follow the magici an

Carver woul dn't have nmuch troubl e catching up, Whandall decided. He'd find a path carved ahead of
hi m

They were hal fway down t he nountain when Mrth cane boundi ng back, bellow ng, "Don't any of you

| ordspawns get hungry?" He gestured and sang, and suddenly Whandall's cl othes were cl ean. Even the
tar stains were gone. "Now to eat!"

The children chorused their agreement. Mrth roared laughter. "I could eat... the gods know what |
could eat!" He faced the woods and raised his hands as if they held invisible threads. "Let's just
see. Seshmarl, a fire!"

Whandal | gathered an arnful of dry brush and set a fewfallen linbs onit. H's touch raised no
nmore than a wi sp of snoke.

It was not that he enjoyed being ordered about |ike a kinless! But Whandall preferred to hide how
weakly the power of Yangin-Atep ran in him And Morth's hands still waved their messages into the
forest, while white chased red in waves down Mrth's [uxuriant mane and beard. Whandal|l coaxed the
snol dering kindling until flane rose toward his fingertips. Wien Mrth turned fromthe woods,
there was fire.

Ani mal s came troopi ng out of the wood. A gopher, a turkey, a fawn, a red-tailed hawk, a half-
starved cat as big as Hamer, and a family of six raccoons all filed up to Morth and sorted

t hensel ves by size. The cat was smaller than the ghosts of the Black Pit, and it didn't have those
huge dagger teeth.

Whandal | nade a sound of disgust. An aninmal mght be neat, but it should be hunted! Altering its
nm nd was-

(Hadn't Morth said that once?)

But the animals were strangling. Al but the raccoons were reaching for air and not finding it,

t hrashing, gaping, dying. The bird tried to reach Mdrth, and would have if he hadn't dodged, and
then it was dead too.

Drowned. And a burbling chuckle | eaked out of Mbrth.

Whandal | reached for his knife. It wasn't needed. He and the kinless watched as two adult and four
hal f-grown raccoons stripped the feathers fromthe bird and butchered the drowned aninmals with
their clawed hands, skewered the meat and set it broiling. The children watched in fascination
The raccoons all spasmed at once, |ooked, and instantly di sappeared into the chaparral

Hawk had a miserable taste, but everyone tried it. WIIlow convinced the children that they'd brag
about this for the rest of their lives. Turkey and deer were very good, and gopher could be eaten
They had safe fruit Morth had found, with his ability to see poison. It struck Wandall that he
had not eaten this well since Lord Sanorty's kitchen

In early afternoon Morth suddenly said, "Here!" and waded into the stream

Whandal | was startled. "Mrth? Aren't you afraid of water?"

"We've hours before the sprite can get here.” Mrth bent above the purling water with his arns

el bow deep, fingers spread just above the river bed. Whandall saw gol den sand flow toward hi m
merging into a | unp.

"Ah," he said. He picked up a mass the size of his head as if it were no heavier than a ball of
feathers. For a tine he stood holding the gold against his chest, with his eyes half closed and
the | ook of a man breathing brown

powder smoke froma clay pot. Then he handed it to Wandall. "Again, for ny debt. Put this in the
wagon. "

Whandal | took it. He wasn't prepared for its weight. It would have smashed his toes and fingers if
he'd been a bit less agile.
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Morth was hel pl ess on the ground, |aughing alnmost silently, Hk, hk, hk

Wth every eye on him Wandall set hinself, lifted, hugged the gold to his chest, and carried it
toward the wagon

Morth rolled over and stood up. Miud covered his sopping wet robe. He'd lost weight: his ribs
showed t hrough the cloth. Hs hair was red and thick and curly. Hs long, snmooth, bony face wore a
feral look, like a young Lordkin about to test his knife skills for the first tine.

"That's better,"” he said. "Little more of that." He wal ked back into the river and began wadi ng
downst r eam

W1l ow repacked the wagon, Wandall hel ping, while the children put out the fire and wapped the
remai ni ng deer neat in grass. Wandall said, "He never helps."

WIlow | ooked startled. "You don't either."

"1''m hel ping now. "

"Well, yes, thank you. You don't do it often. Well, it's because the ponies don't |ike you."
"What | meant was, you don't seemto notice," Wandall said. "Morth has lived in Tep's Town | onger
than 1've been alive, but he's a | ooker. Do you see himas a ... ?"

"Yes. Maybe." Wl ow | aughed uneasily. "He's a funny-|ooking Lord-kin? Crazy and dangerous, and
sonetimes he can do sonething we can't."

They set off with the wagon. They saw Morth rock hoppi ng downstreamuntil the river turned.

Late afternoon. \Whandall heaved upward whil e the ponies pulled. The wagon |urched, rolled, and was
back into riverbed that was shallow and fl at.

"I quit,” WIIlow said

Whandal | | ooked up. She was riding, he was wal king ... but she was exhausted. The restive ponies
had worn her out.

"W have to get the wagon on shore,
"Do we real ly?"

"The water thing that hunts Morth, it's coming up the river. W don't want to be in the way. And
there isn't any shore yet..."

So they westled the wagon through anot her eighty paces of rough water. Then there was a strip of
sand and a sl oping bank they could push the wagon up, and WIllow could sleep forty feet above the
wat er .

Whandal I had worked hard too. Had worked. He was new to that.

It was good to lie down on warmearth. The children lay about him all asleep. WIlow was curled
up with a tree root for a pillow, confortably distant fromthe Lordkin, with ponies tethered on
either side, one rope strung between two trees. Whandall watched her for a tinme, his mnd adrift.
The ponies |ooked up at him He felt the heat of their stare.

They stood. They pulled in opposite directions, a steady pressure. The rope parted silently. They
wal ked directly toward him

Whandal | scranbled to his feet, already choosing a tree to clinb, but a stallion trotted to bl ock
it. He picked another and that was bl ocked. The rocks? Yes, the rock slope behind him he ran
toward it ahead of a pair of ponies charging at full tilt, their horns | owered.

It all had a dreadful familiarity. He knew exactly what to do because the poni es behaved exactly
like a pair of Bull Fizzle bullies, and if he couldn't get around them he'd be dead. He was
clinbing the rocks before they reached him and then the rocks inpeded their hooves. But the slope
was steep. Stones rolled-a pony screaned-he kicked a few | oose on purpose, and now he was high
above them He'd have taunted themlike frustrated Bull Fizzle Lordkin-

But ponies didn't act |ike this!

Ensorcel | ed?

He reached into his pants, into the conceal ed pouch, and found Mrth's handful of gold dust. He
tossed a cl oud of gold over them

The poni es went mad, scranbling at the slope, risking their hooves and their bones and their

lives. Then they paused... |ooked at each other . .. turned and trotted, then galloped back toward
t he wagon.

WIld magi c would strengthen a spell but disrupt it too, Morth had said. But who could have spell ed
these ponies if not Morth of Atlantis? Wandall scranbled dowmn the sl ope, chasing the bonehead
poni es.

W Il ow was standing in the wagon bed holding a sever. Murth stood out of range, |aughing, ignoring
the poni es who were now nenaci ng him The air around him seened to sizzle.

Whandal | called, "WIIlow"

he sai d.

She was near tears and glad to see him "He wanted-|I don't know what he wanted, | didn't let him
get that far."
Morth was of fended. "No wonman woul d have reason to be insulted! |1'd never have offered if | hadn't
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seen sonething of lost Atlantis in you. | have gold!" He held a yellow chunk the size of a child's
head in each hand. He stood as if bracketed by suns.

"W Il ow Ropewal ker, | have power! | can protect you from whatever dangers await us. Can you hold a
man when you | ose your youth? You don't have to get old! And | don't either!"

The heat rose up in Wandall, hut only the nerest flicker. He reached for Yangin-Atep, but Yangin-
Atep was gone. He drew his knife. He saw Morth's hands rise. WIllow raised the sever as if she
would throw it. "Stop!" she commanded.

Morth turned toward her, his back toward Whandall. "What rmust 1 do to convince you | mean no harnf
WIllow, forget what | spoke-"

"Leave her m nd al one!"

Mort h | aughed. Hi s hands wove invisible threads. A great cal msettled on Wiandall. He knew t hat
this was the spell that had killed his father

Smiling gently, he strolled toward Morth. Morth watched with interest. Wandall was well wthin
range. Now . . . but first he gave warning.

"Morth, do you think that | can't kill a nman without getting angry first?"

"Seshmarl, you surprise ne."

"Leave us. We've hel ped each other, but you don't need us anynore."

"Ch, you need ne," Murth said. His eyes flicked away and back, and he | aughed again. Whandall held
his pose. Mrth would be dead before he had spat out the first syllable of a spell

"You need ne el sewhere, Seshmarl! So, here is nore gold, refined." Mrth dropped the gold and
danced away. He was ten paces uphill from Whandall's refl exive |lunge, danci ng between bouquets of
swords and slashing laurels faster than the plants could nove. In the gathering dusk he paused on
the rocky crest and shouted downstream

"You! "

A wave was rolling up the river

Tidal bore, a later age would call such a thing. It followed the river's meandering path, grow ng
taller as it came. It would drown this canp. Morth watched it and | aughed.

"You! Aquarius!"™ Mrth was tiny with distance, but they heard himclearly. "You great stupid wal

of water, do you know that you've nmade nme rich? Now see if you can follow ne!" And Morth ran

The fastest Lordkin chased by the nbst savage band had never run so fast as Morth. The wave |eft
the river's course and tried to follow him straight up a hillside and along the crest, dw ndling,
sl unmpi ng. Morth's manic |aughter followed himdown a hill and up another, straight toward the

di stant white-topped cone of Munt Joy, until he was no nore than a bright dot on the mind s eye.
They waited until evening before going to the river for drinking water. The river roiled with
white froth and weird currents even where there were no rocks.

Chapter 39

At dusk Whandall tried to start a cook fire, but the power had left him There was plenty of
cooked neat from Mrth's feast, but there would be no nore cooking until they could learn to nmake
fire.

The absence of Yangin-Atep was |oss and gain, |like a toothache gone and the tooth with it.
Carver rejoined themby the light of a setting half-noon.
Whandal | was ready to kill himeven after he knew that the sound of a mare and wagon thrashing

through brush wasn't a dozen coyotes. Fool kinless! Maybe the nare's magic | ed himthrough that
maze of deat h.

W1 ow spoke before Whandall could. "Brother, have you been traveling through chaparral by dark?"
"WIllow | was worried-"

Her voice was | ow and her speech was refined, and Whandall listened in awe and dread. He never
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wanted to hear her speak to himthat way.
Carver |ay between them In the night, when WIIow m ght be asleep, he rolled toward Wandall and
said, "I was afraid for her. | was afraid.”

Whandal | whi spered, "I hear you."
Si | ence.
"You missed all the excitenent. I'll tell you tonorrow"

There were stretches of narrow beach. El sewhere they could rock-hop or wade. But the nonent cane
when they reached a deep pool with vertical walls on either side.

Carver said, "I'mgoing to teach you to swim"
At first it seenmed the cold would kill him Its bite eased quickly. The bottom was soft nud, a
delight to the toes. The water came to his chin. He couldn't really drown. Still, for atinme it

felt like Carver and WI Il ow had decided to drown him Sweep your arns to push the water back and
breathe in while the water isn't in your face. Breathe out anytinme. . . .

He began to feel the how and why of it. But already the trees hid the sun, and he was exhausted
and shaking with cold. And ahead was the river, with no way up the bank. They would have to go on
How far Wandall didn't know.

There was no fire. They ate cold neat and berries by the light of a grow ng noon

The night closed down while the el ders described their river trip, and the swinmng | esson, amd
much | aughter.

Presently Whandal | asked of nobody in particular, "Wiat do you think is out there?"

"We never get |ookers fromthe other side of the forest," Carver said. "Mybe there's nothing.
Maybe not hing but farms or herdsnen."

"Or nore forest, or nothing at all," Wandall said.

"No Lordkin, anyway," WIIow said.

"Doesn't nean there can't be ..."-Carver searched for a better word, then gave up-". .. thieves.
O old stories about Lordkin. W don't know that they don't know about Lordkin. Tonmorrow you stay
with the children, Whandall. They couldn't keep up anyway-"

"Carver, | can swin You taught ne!"

"You | earned fast too," WIIow assured him Her hand was on his arm she hadn't done that before
"Now you know how to swmin a pool, Wandall. If you ever fall in the water, you m ght even get
out alive. But we'll be wading in a running river-"

"You shoul dn't come anyway," Carver said. "You shouldn't be seen.”

"We'll take Carter and the severs . .. better |eave you one sever for the coyotes, Wandall. W'l
cone back when we know where the river goes."

Whandal | wi shed he could see their faces. He was just as glad that they couldn't see his.

For two days Whandal |l kept hinself and the children busy wi dening the path to the river, giving
them nore safe space to roam Wandall and Hammer found unwary prey at the edges of the scorch
Hamer knew how to fish. Me tried to teach Whandall, and Whandal |l caught two. They ate them raw.
Feedi ng the ponies was difficult. They couldn't be let |oose to graze, because no one but WII| ow
could catch them Whandall gathered anything that |ooked |ike grass or straw, and the children
carried the fodder up to where the ponies were tethered. They had to carry water as well. If
Whandal | cane near the ponies, they nenaced himw th their horns and strained at the ropes hol ding
themto trees. Mdire than once Wandall was grateful that the Ropewal kers knew their craft.

But all three of the Ropewal ker fam |y were gone, leaving himwth the four MIler children and
one of the wagons. The wagon with the bottles and the gol d.

Whandal I knew not hing of kinless fanmilies, loyalties, infighting, grudges. It worried him

Carver and WIlow and Carter Ropewal ker m ght cease to need himvery soon. It night have happened
already. A Lordkin with a knife would be all he was and all he had, for whatever that m ght nean
to strangers on this side of the forest.

In Tep's Town, a Lordkin with a knife need be nothing nore.

He coul d go back. Wat could stop hin®

But strangers guarded the Placehol d, nmen brought honme by Placehold wonen during the past few
years. They could protect the house if they had the nerve; they mght have lost it already; they
had little in conmon with Whandall Placehold. Elriss and Wanshig were friends, but they were
together with their children nost of the tinme. Wess had another man, and another after that, and
never came back to Wandall. OQther wonen were friends for a day or a week, never nore. Alferth's
wi ne wagons had nothing to carry. What was there to hold Wandall in Tep's Town?

Here on the other side of the forest, Lordkin night be unknown.

He did not know how he woul d survive where he could not sinply gather what he needed. But Kkinless
knew how to make things happen; it wasn't all luck and a Lordkin knife. They could teach Wandal |
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as they'd taught himto swim He'd brought themout of the burning city. They owed him

And there was Wllow If only. A Lordkin could have a kinless wonan, but only by force, and he
could not force WII ow

He could treat her-he had treated her-with the respect he would give a Lordkin woman. She seened
to have |l ost her fear of him and he was glad of that. But why would WIlow | ook at a Lordkin
mal e?

It was not too late to go back. Take the MIler children. Gve themover to the first kinless he
met .

These thoughts played through his mnd while he hunted food for the children and tried to keep
them out of trouble. At the next noon the Ropewal kers were back

"Aroad," Wllowtold them "And a long way up the road are sone houses."

"How far?" Wandall asked.

"W can be to the road tonorrow afternoon if we start now "

Whandal | thought about that. "What are the people |ike?"

"We didn't see any people,” WIIow said.

"W didn't want to be seen,"” Carver said. "So we didn't get very close."

"What are the houses |ike?" Whandal |l asked.

"Squarish, nmade of wood. Solid |ooking, well nade. Roofs like this." He held his hands to indicate
a peaked roof, unlike the flat roofs that were nmore usual in Tep's Town. "Very solid."
"Interesting,"” Wandall said. "Like Lords' houses? Made by people not afraid of burning?"

"Yes!" WIIlow clapped her hands. "I never thought of that, but yes!”
VWhandal | got up. "I'll load the wagon. You'll have to hitch the ponies."”
Part Six

The Bi son Tribe

Chapter 40

The ponies were as big as Lords' horses now, and each had a spiral horn, larger than a Lordkin
knife, growing fromhis forehead. Qutside conditions had bl eached them they were as white as
chal k, with long silky manes. They | ooked nothing like the kinless ponies they'd been. The nare
was nearly as big as the stallions, but her horn was smaller, and she hadn't |ost the gray
coloring. She was tarne.

The stallions were not tane. They went frantic when Whandall or Carver approached them They

woul dn't attack the children, but only WIllow could bridle themand hitch themto the wagon. If
she tried to ride on the wagon they stopped and waited until she wal ked ahead again

One nore night on the river. Wandall sat and stared at the water. Wat would they find ahead?
What woul d W1l ow do? She |lay asleep next to her brother. Her straight black hair was a tangle and
she sl ept from exhaustion, and Wandal |l thought her the nobst beautiful woman he had ever seen. He
wondered at that. Magic?

They started early the next day, and at noon they cane to a bend in the river. Carter pointed
excitedly. "The road is just up there." He pointed up the steep sl ope.

There were trees in the way. Wandall scouted out a route to the road. By going around they coul d
avoid nmost of the trees, but finally there was no choice. They'd have to cut two trees to get

t hr ough.

Neit her tree seened to be guarded by other plants. There were few plants in the forest, and those
were just hushes and |l eafy plants, w thout thorns. They didn't nove when approached.

This tree was broad-|eafed, the trunk thinner than a nan's body. Wandall bowed to it as he'd seen

Kreeg M|l er do, then chopped a deep notch on one side in the direction he wanted it to fall. Then
he and Carver chopped on the other side until it fell, not quite where he wanted, but out of the
way.

The other, larger tree dropped exactly where Whandall ained it, and they were free to go to the
road. WI I ow brought up the horses and wagon. "You bowed to the tree," she said.

Whandal | shrugged. "Wodsnmen do that."

Wl low giggled. "To redwoods," she said. "Not to all the trees. Just redwoods."

"There aren't any redwoods here."

WIllow s snmle faded slightly. "I know "

"You care?"
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She said, "Grandnother loved them | think we protected each other, humans and redwoods, before
the Lordkin cane. Here they're gone."

"Maybe we'll find nmore," Wandall said. He | ooked at the trees he'd felled. "W won't run out of
wood, anyway. Maybe soneone will have a fire."

"I hope so," WIllow said. "Bathing in cold water. Ugh."

Ki nl ess worren took baths every day, Wandall had | earned, even when there wasn't soap or hot

wat er, nothing but a stream It seenmed a strange custom He'd junped in hinself, and whooped and
thrashed |ike the others, to show that he too could stand cold.

The road was no nore than a deeply rutted track, but while the river itself wandered in sweeping
curves |like a snake, the road was straight. Here and there the river had changed course to
undernine the road. There the road curved away fromthe river, then strai ghtened out again.

They had jerked neat, and bread they'd baked when they had fire. Evening found them on the road.
Just after dusk Carver |ooked at the night sky. "We're going north," he said.

"How do you know t hat?" Wandal | asked.

"Stars," WIlow said. "Father taught Carver how to read stars."

"I't's hard," Carver said. "I looked last night, and | couldn't tell. There are nore stars here.
Lots nore, too nmany to recognize! This early in the evening it looks right. But when it's dark
there are thousands and thousands of stars."

"What are stars?" Carter asked.

"Dargrammet..." Wandall hesitated. "My nother's nother. She said the stars are cook fires of our
ancestors. Cook fires and bonfires to Yangi n-Atep."

"You hesitated,” WIlow said. "You do that when you speak of your famly. Why?"

"We-the Lordkin-don't talk about famlies to strangers,"” Wandall said. "Or even close friends."
"Way not ?"

Whandal | shook his head. "W just don't. | think part of it is certainty. You know who your nother
is, but not always your father, and your nother mght go off anytine. Even when you think you know
but you know, don't you? How?"

"Whandal |, girls don't sleep with men until they're married,” WIIow said.

Sl eepi ng wasn't what nade babies, but this seened to be a | anguage thing. Did she really nean ...?
Whandal | asked, "What happens if they do?"

"No one will marry them" WIIlow said. Pink was flooding into her neck and cheeks. "Even if it's
not their fault. There was a girl, the daughter of a friend of Mother's. Dream Lotus was a few
years ol der than ne, old enough to be ... attractive, during the | ast Burning. Sone Lordkin nen
caught her. They alnost killed her. Maybe it would have been better if they did."

Whandal | ' s voi ce cane out funny. "Wy?"

"She had a baby," WIllow said. "It wasn't her fault-everyone knew that-but she had a baby, and no
man woul d have her. Her father died, and then her brother drank hinmself to death."

"What happened to her?" VWandall asked. He didn't dare ask about the baby.

"W don't know After Mdther died we |ost track of Dream Lotus. She always wanted a job in the
Lordshills. Maybe she went there."”

They canme to the edge of the town at noon the next day.

First there were the dogs. They ran barking toward WIllow. One got too close, and the rightside
pony lowered his horn and | unged. The dog ran away how i ng. The barki ng and how i ng brought two

t ownsnen.

They were big nen, dark of conplexion, each with long straight black hair braided in a queue
hangi ng down his back. One held a |l eather sling in one hand and a rock in the other. The other nan
had an ax. They shouted sonething unintelligible, first at Wiandall, then at the howing dog. The
dog canme over to them and the man with the ax bent to exanmine it. He spoke without getting up
and the other man nodded. Wandall's thunbnail brushed the big Lordkin knife at his belt, just to
know where it was.

The nmen | ooked from Whandall on the wagon to WI I ow wal ki ng ahead of the horses, frowned, and one
said sonething to the other. Then they pointed to the horses and one | aughed.

"Hell o," Whandal|l said. "Wiere are we?" No response. He repeated hinself in Condi geano.

The man with the | eather sling said sonething, saw Whandal |l didn't uncle-island, and pointed up
the road. They culled their dugs and watched until WIIlow had | ed the wagon out of sight.

Whandal | counted twenty houses before he stopped trying to count them There were at |east that
many nore, strung along three parallel dusty streets. The | argest house was about the size of a
good Lordkin house in Tep's Town, but they had flower gardens in front, and a few had fenced
yards. They didn't | ook as el egant as Lords' houses, but they were not crude, and they were
clearly built to last a generation and nore, sone wood, sone baked clay, none stone.

At the far end of town was a wagon canp, a dozen or nore big covered wagons drawn into a circle.
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Just before the wagon circle there was a wooden rail corral holding a hundred or nore great shaggy
beasts. They seened to have no necks. Their eyes stared out of a big collar of fur, and they had
short curved horns and lashing tails. They stood in a circle, the biggest ones on the outside,
smal | er ones inside, and they nmunched on bal ed hay while staring nalevolently at Wandall and his
wagon.

When Wllow tried to speak to a gaudily dressed lady on the dusty town nmain street, she didn't
seem unfriendly, but she only | aughed and pointed to the wagon circle.

"My feet hurt," WIIow said.

Two boys came out of the wagon train circle and shouted sonething. Wiandall gestured hel pl essly.
They | aughed and went back inside, and in a nmonent a |arge nan of around forty cane out. H s face
was weat hered and he had a bit of a squint.

He was |ighter of conplexion than the nen they'd seen earlier. He was dressed in | eather, |ong
trousers, |ong-sleeved pullover tunic, soft |eather boots. A big red noon was painted on the |eft
breast of his tunic. Red and blue animals chased each other in a circle around the moon. A dark
red sun bl azed on his back, and belowit, warriors with spears chased a herd of the sanme ugly
beasts they'd seen in the corral. His hair was black with sone gray at the tenples, plaited into a
queue that hung hal fway down his back. There were feathers in his hair, and he wore a bright
silver ring with a big blue-green stone. Another silver and bl ue-green design hung on a thong
around his neck. His belt held a very serviceabl e-100king knife with a fancily carved bone handl e.
The bl ade was not as | ong as Whandal |l 's Lordkin knife.

"H yo. Keenm his ho?"

Whandal | shook his head. "Whandall,"” he said. "From Tep's Town."

The man considered that. "Know Condi geano?"

"I speak good Condi geano," Wandal|l said excitedly.

"Good. | don't speak your tongue. Not much contact with the Valley of Snokes," he said. "How d you
get here?"

"We cut a path through the forest,"” Wandall said.

"I" minpressed."” He | ooked fromWhandall to WIIlow, |ooked at the ponies, |ooked at the children
on the wagon. "Don't think | ever net anyone who got out that way. There's a few harpies in

Condi geo, but they got there by ship."

W1l ow | ooked back at Whandal . "Harpies?" she said.

"l guess he neans us," Wandall said.

W1l ow shuddered. "Tell him" She caught herself.

"Fi ne-1o00ki ng one-horns,"” the man said. "Looking to sell thenf"

"No, | don't think so," Wandall said.

"Well, all right. That your sister?"

Whandal | choked back the automatic rage at the inpertinent question. "No."

"Um You hungry? My nane's Black Kettle, by the way." He patted his anple paunch. "But everybody
calls me Kettle Belly." He swept his hand to indicate the wagon train. "This is the Bison Can."
"l am Whandal | ." C an? That was too conplicated. "And that's WIllow Her brothers Carver and
Carter. The children are cousins," Wandall said.

"“Ah. Your girl?"

| already told you nore than you have to know But the question seened i nnocent enough. Maybe
peopl e here tal ked about such things. Tras Preetror had.

W1l ow woul dn't understand him Wandall said, "I hope so."

Kettle Belly smled. "Good. Fine-looking girl. Here, follownme. W'IIl get you sonmething to eat.”
"Thanks. We could use fire too."

Kettle Belly | aughed heartily. "A Valley of Smokes harpy can't nmake fire?"

Whandal | wanted to resent that, but Kettle Belly seemed so friendly and well intentioned that he
couldn't. Instead he | aughed. "Never |earned how. . Never needed to."

"Quess | understand that all right," Kettle Belly said. "You come on with me, then." He turned to
one of the children. "Nunber Three-"

"1'"'m Four."

Kettle Belly roared | aughter again, and gave instructions. He turned back to Wandall. "I told him
to l et Mother know we've got conpany. And he'll ook up Haj Fishhawk's w fe. She cane fromthe
Val | ey of Snokes; she'll be able to talk to your friends. When you're ready to trade those one-
horns, let me know, |I'lIl give you a good price and show you how to drive bison."

"Why would | want to sell thenP"

Kettle Belly snmiled indulgently. "Well... sonething m ght cone up."

Ruby Fi shhawk was at least fifty, a kinless woman with soft eyes and long fluffy hair gone white.
As soon as she nmet WI Il ow she began aski ng questions about famly. Wo was WIIlow s nother? Wo
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was her father's nother? In mnutes she found that Wllow s father's nother had married Ruby's
aunt's brother, and WIllow s nother's brother was Ruby's cousin.
"But you're tired. Kettle Belly says you don't have fire! How | ong?"

"Three days," WIIow said.

"You poor thing! Cone with nme; | have a bathtub. | love ny husband, | |ove the trader folk, but
they don't bathe properly! Sweat |odges are all very well, but there's nothing |like a proper bath!
Cone on; |'Il show you-"

"What about the horses?" WII|ow asked. "Whandall can't handle them..."

Ruby grinned as if WIlow had nade a good joke. "W' |l take care of that." She spoke rapidly to

Kettle Belly.

He nodded and pointed to a second and | arger corral beyond the circle of wagons. There were two of
the one-horned stallions. Each stood in his own part of the corral. One had the conpany of two
gray shorthorn nares. The other was al one. They eyed Whandall's team and snuffled. Wandall's nmare
whi nni ed.

Grls younger than WIllow carried fodder to the corral. One of the girls was watching the
strangers with evident curiosity. Kettle Belly gestured and she cane over to them She was
shapely, a little younger than WIllow and just beginning to show as a wonman. Wandal | found her
pretty in an exotic way. Her hair was long and straight, tied with a bow of orange ribbon, and she
smiled at Whandal | .

Kettle Belly spoke rapidly, finally saying "Wandall." The girl smiled, and nodded to Wandall .
"Her nane translates to Orange Bl ossom " Kettle Belly said. "You'll learn to say it, but not now

I think she likes you."

Orange Bl ossom smi |l ed shyly.

"She'll take care of your one-horns. Your wagon will be safe enough here next to mne."

Orange Bl ossom began to unhitch the horses. Wandal |l watched, wondering what to do. The horses and
wagon were all they owned. He saw that Kettle Belly was watching himwith wy amusenent.

“I't'll be all right, lad," Kettle Belly said. "Think about it, we're Bison Can wagon traders.
Everyone knows who we are. |If we were thieves, would any town trust us? It's not |like we could
run! Not with bison pulling the wagons!"

Orange Bl ossomslipped a bridle on the mare. She didn't bother with the stallions. She led the
mare toward the corral, and the stallions followed docilely.

"Young colts," Kettle Belly said. "G ve them another year, they'll fight. R ght now they won't be
any problem"”

Ruby was still talking. "Well, that's all settled, then. Come, Wllow " She led WIllow off into
the circle of wagons.

"She hasn't heard her own | anguage since the last time we went to Condigeo," Kettle Belly said.
"She has kinfolk there. Kinfolk as she reckons them anyway. Wll, conme on, lad, there's better
things than bathtubs! Tell the youngsters to go with Nunber Four there; he'll find them sonething
to eat."

"Nurmber Four?" Whandal | asked.

"Ho, we don't give boys nanes like they do in the cities," Kettle Belly said. "Wen they're old
enough, they find their names. Until then we just call themby their father's name, unless there's
so many they have to have nunmbers. Anyway, Four will see the kids are fed. You cone with ne."
Whandal | expl ai ned to the Ropewal kers and M|l ers who had been |istening w thout conprehension
Carver thought he should stay with the children. Carter had a different idea. He wanted to go with

VWhandal | . Whandal | was about to say it was all right with himwhen he saw that Carver didn't
approve. "You'd better help your kin," Wandall said.
"Al'l right, Whandall," Carter said.

Kettle Belly |l ed Whandall to one of the big wagons. The wagons were roofed over with hoops covered
with some kind of cloth. The roof was high enough that Wandall thought he would be able to stand
under it, but they didn't go inside. Kettle Belly led himaround the wagon and into the circle.

An awni ng had been attached to the top of the wagon and |ed out to poles, so that it made a hi gh-
roof ed shed to shade themfromthe sun. Large boxes nade |ow walls around the covered area. The
area under the roof was carpeted, and there was a bench just outside it. Kettle Belly sat on the
bench and began pulling off his boots. He indicated that Whandal |l shoul d do the sane.

"W nostly take off our shoes before we go in," he said. "Saves the wonen sone work."

Whandal | considered that. It was a new way of | ooking at things.

The carpet felt strange to his bare feet. He had seen carpets in Lordshills, but he' d never wal ked
on one. These were brighter in color and seened sturdy. He thought the Lords would pay well for
one. "How are these nade?" he asked.

"What, the carpets? Wwven," Kettle Belly said. "Fromwool. This one was done by hill shepherds.
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They weave themin winter."
t housands of snall knots.
"It nmust take a long tine."
"I't docs," Kettle Belly said. "This one probably took eight or ten years to nake. You can get
cheaper ones in towns. Wave won't be as close, flax and henp threads in the wool. There may be
some for sale here when the market opens tonorrow. Have a seat.”
They sat on wool -stuffed pillows. The pillows were woven of a coarse material |ike the carpets,
but they had different designs. Kettle Belly sat with his | egs out, his back agai nst one of the
wagon boxes.
If you had to Iive out of a wagon, carpets were a good idea, Wandall thought. "Do they sell good
carpets here?"
Kettle Belly sniled. "Wll, | wouldn't want the Firewoods Town people to hear ne say," he said. He
wat ched Whandall react to that and grinned. "Marsyl carpets look all right, but Marsyl Town
doesn't get cold enough in winter. Sheep here don't have the best wool. W buy Marsyl carpets when
we' re headed south and we don't have a full load. They sell all right down Condi geo way."
"You' re not going south,"” Wandall guessed. Tras Preetror had said that Condi geo was si x days
sail south of Tep's Town.
"Right."
Kettle Belly clapped his hands. A woman about his age cane out from behind the wagon boxes. She
was darker than Kettle Belly and considerably thinner. Her skirts were | eather wth designs
tattooed on themin bright colors. Some of the tattoos were enphasi zed by colored thread sewn into
patterns. Her dark hair was pulled back and tied with a ribbon but not plaited |ike the nmen wore
theirs.
Kettle Belly stood when the wonan cane into the enclosed area, and after a nonent Whandall did
t 0o.
"Whandal |, ny wife Mrine. I'mafraid she doesn't speak nmuch Condi geano." Kettle Belly spoke
rapidly in a tongue that meant nothing to Wandall, but he thought he heard the word harpy. Mrine
didn't | ook happy with her new guest, but finally she nodded and went out between the boxes to
what must have been another room In a nonment she returned carrying a tray with two cups and a
bottle. She set it down on the carpet, bowed slightly, and left.
Kettle Belly waved Whandall to the cushions. He filled both cups and handed one of themto
Whandal I . The cup rem nded Whandal|l of the thin-walled cups the Lords used, and like the Lords
cups it had figures painted on it. There was a ship on one side, and a wonan with a fishtail on
t he ot her.
It was filled with a wine that snelled wonderful. Wandall was about to gulp it down when he saw
that Kettle Belly sipped at his, then watched Wandal|. Whandall sipped too. It was smooth and
sweet, nothing like the wines he'd had in Te