


THE GHOST EATER
Copyright © 2004 Elaine Corvidae

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.
Published in the United States by Double Dragon Press, a division of Double Dragon
Publishing Inc., Markham, Ontario Canada.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any
information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from Double
Dragon Publishing.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales
or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

A Double Dragon eBook

Published by
Double Dragon Publishing, Inc.
PO Box 54016
1-5762 Highway 7 East
Markham, Ontario L3P 7Y4 Canada
http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com
http://www.double-dragon-publishing.com

ISBN: 1-55404-156-2

A DDP First Edition July 9, 2004

Cover Art Elaine Corvidae




THE GHOST EATER

by

Elaine Corvidae



CHAPTER ONE

If 1 still lived, the ghost eater thought wryly, they would turn my name into a
chant. Though for misery or courage, | can’t guess.

Half-frozen rain slashed down from the darkening sky, forming icy puddles in the
dirt and stinging exposed flesh. The ghost eater hunched his shoulders beneath his
stolen coat, skin shrinking at the alien touch of the fabric. The cold was bone deep, and
he guessed that the rain would change to snow once it reached the far-off mountains of
his home.

Mud, greasy with horse manure and trash, squelched under his bare feet. He
winced at the sound and glanced about uneasily, wondering if anyone would come to
investigate. The foul weather had emptied the streets, and clouds hid the last rays of the
sun. A passerby might only notice the charcoal coat and ragged black trousers, might
miss the brown cast of his skin and the waist-length fall of his crow-dark hair. But here
in the heart of this alien Enemy town, discovery seemed all too likely.

“Scared, ghost eater?” Rabbit asked. “Better hope your ancestors are too busy
dancing in the Darkening Land to see you now. All dressed up like an Enemy yourself,
skulking through the streets like a thief.”

The ghost eater bit back an angry word. Rabbit deserved respect like any elder,
even when he wore the face of mockery. “I am the ghost eater. | have no ancestors.”

“The old one trained you well. You sound like a parrot.”

The ghost eater had never heard of a parrot and suspected Rabbit was trying to
pull some trick. You couldn’t believe what Rabbit said, not all the way at least. He was
always looking to get something for himself, even when it hurt other people. The ghost
eater glanced at Rabbit out of the corner of his eye, wondering. Rain beaded on
Rabbit’s sleek pelt and splashed out of puddles as he hopped along. A handsome mica
gorget swung from a leather cord around his neck. His animal face revealed nothing of

his intentions.



The ghost eater sighed and turned his attention back to his surroundings. The
buildings were odd, reinforcing the sense of alienation he felt. Every one of the
structures was square, as if they were all summer houses. They were made from stout
wooden planks, and their walls were regularly pierced with windows, most of which
were covered against the cold. Some of them were tall, like two or three houses piled
one on the other. And they smell, he thought with a fastidious sniff.

The town itself was strangely laid out, with the buildings butted up right against
each other. The paths in between were bare mud in most places, though one or two
were lined with stones. Several wagons lay to one side of the street, most of them
empty.

“Is she truly here?” he asked wearily, not expecting a clear answer. Please, let
her be here. | want to go home. | want to see Siska-init—

But what would be the point of that? Siska-init had married his body’s brother and
borne a child. He was the ghost eater and had no love.

A door swung open down the street, distracting him from his gloomy thoughts. A
plump woman, her skin the ugly corpse-white of the Enemies, peered out into the rain
as if looking for something. Panicked, the ghost eater glanced at Rabbit, only to find that
he had transformed himself into an elderly Enemy man. Rain dripped off his wide-
brimmed hat, and a heavy stick swung from one hand. He abandoned the shape once
they passed beyond the woman'’s line-of-sight. “How uncomfortable,” Rabbit remarked
mildly, shaking himself and flinging rain off his fur.

The ghost eater peered around at the too-tall buildings. They all looked the same
to his eyes. “How can | find her if you don’t help me?”

“Why should I help you? This is all Little Deer’s fault. He’s always held it against
me that | tried to, ah, ease my way when we were racing for the antlers. He’s too
serious. Besides, he won the Kani-cursed things in the end.”

“‘Because the other animals thought it was cheating to gnaw down all the trees
and underbrush in your way and make him run through a thicket.”

“It was,” Rabbit admitted cheerfully. “But still, you wouldn’t think he’d hold such a
grudge. Certainly not enough to make me come here, when someone else could have

watched you just as well.”



Then he must have quite a grudge against me as well, the ghost eater thought.
He didn’t say the words aloud—to antagonize Rabbit would be stupid, not to mention
disrespectful. Even so, Rabbit hadn’t been much help, leaving him to flounder through
Enemy territory alone, trying to survive in a land where he knew neither the language
nor the customs. Where he had seen not a single other person with normal skin tones
and proper black hair.

Rabbit hopped ahead, long bounds that splashed mud onto the ghost eater’s
frayed trousers. The ghost eater followed, hoping Rabbit had some purpose behind the
direction he was going. They moved down the street, drawing closer to the enormous
wooden structure that dominated the town.

“What'’s that?”

Rabbit didn’t look at the building. “It's called a fort. Don’t go near it. That’'s where
the Enemy warriors are, mostly.” He stopped and raised up on his haunches, his nose
twitching. “Here we are.”

They stood near one of the smaller buildings. A tin-roofed shed leaned up
against it, and the stink of metal and heat filled the air. The ghost eater’'s stomach
quailed a little, remembering his one painful encounter with Enemy metal. It had taken
the bullet half a day to work its way out of his brain.

Uncertain, the ghost eater crept closer to the structure. The wall had a window in
it, and he cautiously stopped and listened for any sound from within. The scrape of
metal on wood drifted to him, accompanied by a soft intake of breath. Moving silently,
he eased closer to the window and chanced a peek inside.

It was her.

She sat in the center of the room, her profile turned slightly away from him.
Honey-colored hair, tangled and wild as a thicket, billowed down around her shoulders
and back. She was older than he had realized, perhaps near her fortieth winter, if he
could judge an Enemy face. She dressed like a man in trousers. “A Changed One?” he
asked, surprised.

But rabbit shook his head. “Enemies don’t do things the way Ahkan’it do.”

The woman'’s eerie green eyes stared intently at a wooden statuette before her.

She reached out with a sharp tool and added another shaving to the pile collecting



about her feet. All of her attention focused on the carving, tension radiating from her
body to it, as though her very life depended on completing it correctly. Although it was
difficult to see from a distance, the sculpture appeared to be that of a human figure. Its
arms were raised above its head in either entreaty or escape, and its mouth stretched
wide in a silent scream.

The sound of hard Enemy shoes came from inside, and the ghost eater quickly
flattened himself against the wall, well away from the window. “Gwendith?” called a
masculine voice. Her name?

He found his courage and looked inside again, albeit cautiously. Gwendith had
stopped her work on the carving and sat poised like a doe startled by a cougar. For an
instant, the ghost eater thought he saw real desperation in her eyes.

An enormous Enemy man with a tangle of dark brown hair and beard came into
the room. He spoke, but the ghost eater didn’t understand what was said. The only
Enemy words he knew were the ones Rabbit had given him, things like “trousers,” and
“cart,” and “window,” none of which seemed to have any place in this conversation.

The man’s voice was gentle but with an odd undertone of pity, like a healthy
person speaking to an invalid. Gwendith looked away, as if his words made her feel
ashamed. The man pulled out a small pouch, reached into it, and offered her what
appeared to be a fragment of dried root. She accepted it from him, put it in her mouth,
and chewed. After a few minutes, all the bright vitality drained out of her eyes, and her
mouth went slack. Moving gracelessly, she stood and shuffled out of the room. The man
touched her shoulder briefly before she left, as if to reassure her of his presence.

When she was gone, he turned to the carving. The ghost eater ducked out of the
way so that the Enemy would not see him. There came a long moment of silence—then
the carving suddenly hurtled out the window, landing with a splat in the mud.

Footsteps receded. After several minutes of stillness, the ghost eater cautiously
picked up the statuette. Although rough and unfinished, it was clearly meant to
represent a man, his body stretched and twisted as though in agony. Across the
unfinished features, she had scratched shallow lines in the shape of a skull.

He touched his face unconsciously, where the black lines of tattoos followed the

curves of his skull, drawing a death’s head over flesh.



“What did he give her?” he asked quietly. “Was it a sedative of some kind?”

Rabbit stood on his hind legs to peer in through the window. His nose twitched
again. “Crippleweed.”

“What?”

“Crippleweed. Can’t you smell it?”

The ghost eater frowned. “But crippleweed—it was used to suppress a captive’s
Way, when we fought other peoples in the time before the Enemies came.”

“That’s true.”

“‘But Enemies don’t have Ways. They don’t walk in the world like we do.”

Rabbit only looked at him out of one dark, round eye and made no answer.

*k%k

Several hours later, the ghost eater sat under a tree and contemplated the high
palisade before him.

He had found himself with no clear purpose after locating the Enemy woman
Gwendith. When he had first left Ahkan’i lands, eager to fulfill the task Little Deer and
the other animals had set him, he had been filled with blind optimism. He had been so
excited just to have a purpose again that he hadn’t thought much about the realities of
fulfilling it. But it wasn’t easy to find one woman in a vast land. Five moons of wandering
through Enemy territory had turned hope into fatigue and optimism into the desire to
have it done with. He wanted only to escape this nightmarish place of razed forests,
endless fields, and strange towns.

And the worst thing is...there are so many of them. As if they breed and spread
like insects. As if they want to swarm over the face of the world until it is covered in a
blanket of their flesh.

He shivered, from his thoughts rather than from the cold. Although he still felt the
chill, it no longer troubled him as it would a living man.

So, he had found the woman. Rabbit hinted that she might have a Way. He saw
that she made wooden carvings, took crippleweed, and lived with a brother or husband.

And that summed up his entire knowledge of her.



Except, he thought wryly, looking down at the sculpture he had retrieved from the
mud, that she seems to know a little something about me as well.

So what next?

He had to approach her somehow, that much was obvious. The vision Little Deer
had shown him was clear in one respect—he had to find the woman and bring her back
to the Ahkan’i homeland. To the mountains, where no Enemy had ever before set foot.
But how? He couldn’t so much as speak the same language to explain himself to her. If
he even got the chance to open his mouth. The few Enemies who had seen him so far
had displayed one of two reactions: either scream and run, or pick up a gun and shoot.

Maybe they know I'm a ghost eater, he reasoned. The black lines on his face,
which followed the curve and sweep of the skull beneath, marked him clearly enough.
But some of the Enemies who had attacked him had been too far away to see the
tattoos clearly.

He craned his head back, staring up at the tall palisade thoughtfully. It was made
from entire trees shaped into poles, their apexes sharpened into points. Metal spikes
also decorated the top of the wall, rusting in the rain. Clearly, someone either wanted to
keep something out—or keep it in.

The wall itself seemed to go on forever, enclosing an area larger than the Enemy
town outside. And the structure Rabbit had named the fort, which housed the Enemy
warriors, stood almost right against the palisade. All the other buildings hung back from
it like frightened children hiding behind their uncle.

What could be inside? he wondered. Probably nothing that had anything to do
with him or his quest. Then again, there’s nothing on this side of the wall that’s helped
me think what to do. Maybe I'll find something useful in there.

He wished that he could ask Rabbit. But Rabbit had disappeared shortly after
showing him Gwendith, apparently considering his task done.

The ghost eater tucked the carving back into his pouch and stood up, walking
along the edge of the young forest that paralleled the palisade. There was little cover—
most of the true forest in this area had been cleared for Enemy houses and fields,
leaving behind only pitiful, bramble-choked remnants. The scent of pine needles filled

his nose, pleasant in the cold rain.



Enemies dressed in blue coats and trousers marched along the top of the wall,
undoubtedly walking on a ledge set on the inside. The fact that each man’s clothing was
identical to that of every other both appalled and intrigued the ghost eater. Even their
hair looked the same, hacked off shoulder-length and tied back in a tail. Cowards, he
thought automatically. A man’s hair showed his strength and courage, and only those
who had behaved with cowardice or dishonor had theirs cut.

He was lucky that the old ghost eater hadn’t cut his, when he ran from death.

That was Tamaugua. | am the ghost eater. Any memories before the time in the
cave are not my own.

Perhaps if | tell myself that often enough, I'll come to believe it.

The further he got from the town, the fewer Enemies kept watch on the wall.
Eventually, he came to a deserted-looking stretch where the brambles and half-grown
pines reached almost to the palisade itself. He stood still for a long time, listening for the
approach of feet, but no one appeared. The palisade was too big to be effectively
watched all along its length. For the rest, the Enemies depended on the wall’s height
and the sharp metal stakes to keep anyone from climbing over.

He drew close, gauging the distance from ground to wall-top. It would be a
prodigious jump, even for a ghost eater. In the end, he climbed the closest tree,
gathered all his strength, and leaped.

One hand came down directly on a metal spike. It tore through flesh, scraping
against bone, until his palm slapped wood. For a moment, his entire weight hung on his
impaled hand, and he felt the thin muscles start to tear.

Biting his lip against a scream, he wrapped his other hand around another spike
and used it to drag himself up and over. The pain redoubled as he worked at freeing his
impaled hand, but he did not dishonor himself by screaming. A moment later, he
dropped blindly over the other side, leaving blood-smeared metal to be washed clean by
the rain.

It was a long fall. One ankle caught under him, and he felt the bone snap.
Stunned, he collapsed into a tangle of brambles, agony blotting out his sight. The pain
eased as the bones straightened and knitted back together. It took the hand longer,

flakes of rust impeding the bhargha. Hunger slithered through him like a live thing as the



bhargha spent itself. The desire to feed did not center only on his belly but spread
throughout his body. Even his hair felt it.

Not now. A patch of inexplicably dead briars might not be noticed, but there
seemed no point in taking chances. If there was anything he had learned during his time
in Enemy lands, it was caution.

When the bhargha had done its work, he stood up shakily, wiping the rust off on
his trousers. Blackberry thorns caught on his too-long coat, as if seeking to drag it off
his shoulders. Yanking free, he stumbled to the edge of the briars and looked out.

It was a wasteland. At some point, trees had been cleared and fields put in. But
without any stream or river in sight, any crops that might have been planted there had
shriveled and died years ago. Without the rain to soak the barren ground into mud, the
slightest breeze would raise a whirlwind of red dust. Brambles and grasses had taken
over in some areas, struggling to heal the raped ground, but in others the rain ran off in
an orange stream of eroding soil.

How could this have happened? he wondered, shocked. One more horror to add
to the long list of those he had seen since leaving home.

Voices floated to him above the rain. Coarse and male, they spoke the
unintelligible Enemy tongue. Stiffening, the ghost eater looked around warily. There, in
the distance—two men, surrounding a third who crouched on the ground, arms held
over his head. They stood near a small stream bordered by healthy trees. A patch of
raw earth and an abandoned spade suggested that someone had been digging there.

Two of the men had the typical light skin and hair of Enemies, and were dressed
in blue clothing identical to that of those on the wall. But the man on the ground was no
Enemy. Black hair shone in the rain, and the skin that showed on his hands and face
was the same muted brown of the ghost eater’s own.

Someone from another people! Excitement seized the ghost eater. The Ahkan'it
weren’t alone in the world—others had survived the wars with the Enemies as well.

But his eagerness turned to ash a moment later. One of the Enemies raised what
looked like a long strip of braided leather. He was talking to the crouching man,
laughing. The leather cut through the air with a loud crack, and the man fell forward onto

his hands, his shirt rent and blood running down his back. Both Enemies laughed, and



the leather rope fell again, and again, each time leaving a shallow furrow of opened
flesh.

Rage went through the ghost eater like an ice storm through trees. After moons
of hiding from Enemies, of watching their foreign ways, of evading their cruelty,
something broke inside him. With a furious battle cry, he leapt out of the blackberries
and raced towards them.

The men turned, startled. One of them yelled and swung the leather at him. The
ghost eater evaded the blow and launched himself at his attacker. The hunger arose
again, but this time he gave it free rein. The bhargha unfolded inside of him, like an
opening flower. Hair-fine tentacles of glowing light shot out, sinking into the Enemy’s
flesh. Stung, the Enemy stiffened for a moment.

Then his life flooded into the ghost eater.

Playing by the river as a child, throwing a ball to his cousin—

—Kissing a girl in the woods—

—Drinking with his companions, celebrating—

—Kicking a black-haired man, hitting him over and over with a metal bar, until his
face was gone—

—Bouncing a baby on his lap, smiling lovingly at its mother—

—A brown woman under him, tears streaming down her face, his hand over her
mouth to muffle her screams as he heaved himself up and down on her—

The ghost eater reeled away from the limp body. He fell to his knees, gagging, as
though he could vomit the man’s memories back up. His own mind tried to flinch away:
sickened, shocked, and violated.

Kani curse it, no, | don’t want to know these things!

Monsters, all of them. It’s as the old one said—they aren’t really human. Just
monsters that should be destroyed.

Somehow, he got back to his feet. The Enemy lay on the ground, his dead eyes
staring at the sky. The sight revolted the ghost eater beyond coherent thought, and he

had to turn away.



The other Enemy stood nearby, his mouth hanging open as though the bhargha
had stung him into submission as well. When the ghost eater moved towards him, he
took a step back, panic spreading across his face and a wet stain across his trousers.

The man they had been beating lunged at the Enemy from behind, pinning his
arms. Frightened black eyes stared at the ghost eater, demanding that he do
something. Nauseated at the thought of touching another ghost so unclean, he bent
down and picked up a rock.

They dropped the bodies into a pile and stared at one another over them. Like
most people, the man was a good deal taller than the ghost eater. He wore an Enemy-
style shirt and trousers, but no shoes. His hair, slightly longer than shoulder-length,
hung loose about his face. No copper ring pierced his nose to proclaim him a man, nor
did he have ear pins. He tilted his head to one side, puzzled, then drew a finger across
his face, following the lines of the skull beneath. Asking about the tattoos, the ghost
eater thought.

“Yes, I'm a ghost eater,” he said, as if there could have been any doubt after the
Enemy he had killed. “Who are you? Who are your people? How many others have
survived?”

The man made no reply, only looked anxiously at the bodies.

“You can’t understand me,” the ghost eater concluded.

The man looked back at him, nodded, and made a side-to-side gesture with his
hand.

“You do understand? A little?”

A nod.

“Can you speak?”

A shake of the head. Then the man frowned slightly, as if considering. Suddenly,
the ghost eater found himself convinced that the man’s name was No Tongue. The
thought seemed to come from nowhere, or from somewhere outside of himself, as if
someone had murmured it in his ear.

“Are you a thought-whisperer?”



No Tongue smiled slightly, confirming his Way. Then he made an impatient
gesture towards the bodies. His hands moved back and forth, as if covering them over
with blankets.

“Hide the bodies?” The ghost eater looked around for some means of
concealment but saw none. Obviously Enemies came to this place, deserted as it
seemed. “Why were they beating you?”

No Tongue shrugged, not as if he didn’t know, but either couldn’t or didn’t want to
respond. He gestured first to the bodies, then to the abandoned fields, then made
digging motions with his hands. Certain that he misinterpreted, the ghost eater asked,
“You want to put them in the ground?”

A nod.

Horror washed over him, and he took a step back. Only bodies meant to become
ghost eaters went under the ground, and even then they were put into caves. He knew
that there was no coal here to make ghost eaters, but putting the bodies into the ground
remained an abomination even without that danger. He had devoured the spirit of one
man, but that of the other remained. If buried, it would be trapped in the corpse, unable
to be freed by the carrion birds so that it could travel to the Darkening Land.

He recalled the unpleasant memories of the Enemy he had killed. Perhaps it was
only what they deserved.

They buried the Enemies quickly, using No Tongue’s metal spade. The ghost
eater did most of the digging, as he felt no physical fatigue.

When they had finished, No Tongue stood up and motioned for the ghost eater to
follow. As they walked away, the ghost eater looked back. Already the rain had begun to

wash away the signs of their digging.
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The ghost eater stared at the small cluster of houses to which his silent
companion had led him and knew the purpose behind the Enemy palisade. Not to
protect anything inside, but to pen and contain those they had dispossessed, the same
way they penned animals.

These Enemies understand nothing of freedom.



The houses were built square, Enemy-style. Gaps showed in the wooden walls,
some stuffed with rags or mud. A few scrawny-looking animals wandered around the
dwellings, the unfamiliar birds scratching in the dirt and the mammals cropping what
little vegetation they could find. A pitifully-thin girl sat outside one of the houses,
clutching a knot of cloth that might have been a toy. The sound of a hoarse cough, thick
with phlegm, came through the uncovered door behind her.

The ghost eater made a reflexive move towards the child, then checked himself.
He was the ghost eater and felt no compassion. Or, at least, wasn’t permitted to show it.

His companion tugged at the sleeve of his coat and gestured towards one of the
houses. The bleakness of the place extended inside. No painted skins hung on the
wooden walls, nor was there a cheerful clay hearth. A few pieces of furniture similar to
those he had seen in Gwendith’s house filled the space, but they looked battered and
shabby. There weren’t even any beds built against the walls. Instead, two piles of folded
blankets lay on the floor to either side of the single room.

Voices passed close by outside, speaking in the Enemy language. No Tongue
seemed to listen to them for a moment, then turned and looked thoughtfully at his guest.
He moved closer, then slowly, carefully put his hands to either side of the ghost eater’s
head.

The ghost eater started and almost drew back, but the steady look in his
wordless companion’s eyes stopped him. No Tongue smiled a moment, then leaned
over, pressing his forehead to the ghost eater’s.

And then he knew the words.

They flooded into his mind, more intense than the memories he saw while eating
the ghosts of those he killed. He gasped and jerked back automatically. No Tongue let
his hands fall to his sides and made no move to renew the contact.

There was no need for him to do so. Amazed, the ghost eater looked around the
little house, Enemy words for the objects he saw coming easily to his lips and thoughts.
“You—you have a very strong Way,” he stammered in the harsh, alien tongue.

No Tongue nodded and grinned.

Feeling as though his head had been stuffed with goose down, the ghost eater

sank to the floor and stared at the compacted dirt. No Tongue went to one of the piles of



blankets and pulled the top layer back to reveal a bottle. Smiling hopefully, he held it out
to the ghost eater.

The ghost eater sighed. “I don’t drink,” he explained, still testing the new-learned
Enemy language. “No more than | eat, as you understand it. The Enemy’s ghost fed me
well enough for now.” It was a slight lie—the truth was that he was almost always
conscious of hunger gnawing at his limbs. He controlled it strictly. The very first lesson
the old one had taught him had been how to hold the bhargha inside, to keep it from
devouring whatever it came across. Had he not learned that lesson well, there would
have been no more, for defective ghost eaters were destroyed without qualm or mercy.

After all, it wasn'’t as if they were alive to begin with.

No Tongue mimicked drinking and held the bottle out again. The ghost eater
hesitated. The old one wasn’t here and would never know if he committed this small
crime in the name of courtesy. Surely taking one sip of a drink didn’t qualify as partaking
of life...did it?

He tried to smile politely as he took the bottle. The substance it was made from—
glass, another Enemy word like bottle—felt oddly cool and smooth against his palm. He
lifted it to his lips and took a tiny sip of the liquid inside.

It burned his tongue, like drinking hot ashes. Startled, he coughed, spitting the
foul-tasting stuff onto the floor. Then, horrified at what might well seem an inexcusable
act of rudeness, he looked quickly up at his host. “Forgive me, |I—"

But No Tongue only laughed. He took the bottle back and drank what seemed
like a generous amount from it. When he lowered the bottle again, his breath smelled
unpleasantly of the noxious drink.

The loose curtain that served as a door was violently shoved aside. Startled, the
ghost eater pivoted about on his heel. A young woman stood in the doorway, her face
set in a scowl. Black hair shorter than No Tongue’s swirled around features that might
have been pretty had anger not left its permanent mark on them. Her clothes were like
those of the Enemy women he had seen but of far poorer quality—a patchwork skirt and
shirt, obviously sewn together from the remnants of even older clothes. Her hands were
heavily callused, as if from the farming that was a woman'’s task, but her arms were thin

from privation.



It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the darker interior, but even before they
did she must have spotted the gleam of light off glass. “Drinking again?” she demanded,
controlled anger coiled in her voice. She snatched the bottle out of No Tongue’s hand.
“You know that whiskey is only Outlander poison! And who is this—some dog who licks
Outlander boots and brings alcohol into the—"

She fell silent. For a moment, her eyes took in the tattoos on his face, the fall of
his long hair.

“Hello,” he said carefully, testing the new greeting.

“What kind of an idiot are you?”

He gaped at her blankly.

She strode over to him and glared down, using the fact that she was standing to
intimidate. “I asked what kind of idiot you are, wearing your hair like this!” She made a
dismissive motion at his long locks. “You aren’t from this Sanctuary—I don’t recognize
you, and no one here would be so stupid. There’s a rumor the Outlanders are looking
for an escapee—if you thought you’d hide here, forget it. I'll turn you in to them myself
before | let anyone here die for you.”

He stared at her, trying to sort his thoughts in the face of her tirade. “I'm very
sorry,” he managed at last, remembering to show respect for the owner of the roof
above his head. “| don’t mean any harm. Only let me explain. I'm a ghost eater from—"

“Yes, | see those silly tattoos.” She flung up her hands in exasperation. “How old
are you, eighteen? Old enough to know better than to brand yourself permanently with
something that will be a death sentence when the Outlanders finally catch up with you.”

The ghost eater didn’t think she could be much older than he was, but held his
tongue. “| saw Enemies—I suppose you call them ‘Outlanders’—beating your husband
and tried to help him.”

She turned to No Tongue, stifling a sympathetic gasp when she saw the wounds
on his back. She ripped a square of cloth from her skirt, poured whiskey over it, and told
him to take off his shirt. When he did, she pressed the cloth to his back. No Tongue
hissed in pain and bowed his head.

“It isn’t too bad—he’ll be fine, so long as the wounds don’t become infected,” she

said once she had finished. “No Tongue is my cousin, not my husband. My name



is...the Outlanders christened me Saire in their Church of the Wizards, as if my mother
didn’t have the wit to give me a name herself. But my real name is Stands-in-Smoke.
Thank you for helping No Tongue. Now, get out.”

“I'll leave if you wish it. But I'm a stranger here. Little Deer sent me—"

Stands-in-Smoke let out a harsh bark of laughter. “No one believes in animal
spirits anymore, little boy. Just as no one will believe your ghost eater nonsense. Go
talk to children—they’re the only ones who'll listen to such fairy-stories.”

Her words made no sense. No one believed in animal spirits? As if beings like
Rabbit and Little Deer required human belief to exist. As if a person could simply ignore
their presence, pretend that they weren’t there, and expect to survive and prosper.

“‘How—how do you grow corn? How do you hunt? Don’t you sing the proper
chants to the deer and the turkeys, that you may eat their flesh and use their skins and
bones? Don’t you sing to Little Deer to ward off rheumatism?”

She looked at him with irritation. “You’re either insane or naive. I'll give you some
advice, foolish boy. If you want to go about pretending to be a ghost eater, it would be a
good idea to take yourself somewhere other than the Proud Ones Sanctuary.”

“Proud Ones?”

Her mouth twisted bitterly. “Didn’t your mother teach you anything? The
Outlanders call us Hut Sitters, because that was the name the Skull People used for us.
The Skull People and their ghost eaters hated us for settling down in towns like civilized
people, and we hated them for destroying our towns and carrying off our children. You'll
find no sympathy by pretending to be our greatest enemy from the time before the
Outlanders came.”

“You’re Hut Sitters? It's said that you were of one fire with the Ahkan’it, when we
lived beyond the mountains.”

“So?”

He chose his words carefully, sensing a way to gain her help through her overly-
blatant display of disbelief. “So what if | am truly a ghost eater? What then?”

“I'm not stupid. The survival of the Skull People is just a myth that the

grandmothers tell on winter nights.” She settled back, folded her hands around her



knees, and gave him a challenging look. “If you were a ghost eater, you would have had
to survive for two-hundred years, hiding from the Outlanders all that time.”

His mouth flexed wryly. “This body only saw eighteen winters before it died and
became mine, and | have seen only one.”

“Then if you were truly a ghost eater, | would say that this is the greatest news
my people have heard in two-hundred years.”

“Despite the fact that we were your enemies?”

“It doesn’t matter. If even one people managed to defeat the Outlanders, no
matter who they were, | would rejoice. Because it would mean that the Outlanders aren’t
invincible. Because it would mean that there’s hope even for us.”

Although she spoke steadily, with that same edge of challenge and mockery, he
sensed something behind her words. She truly did want that hope. She wanted to
defeat the Enemies and get out from behind this imprisoning palisade they called a
Sanctuary.

‘Do you have a knife? Or a gun? Anything like that?”

Stands-in-Smoke looked annoyed again. “No natives can have firearms, you
know that. | have a knife | use for chopping vegetables, but | don’t see—"

“Stab me with it.”

“What?” She stared at him as if he had lost his wits.

He swallowed, trying to be courageous. “It's the quickest way to show you that |
am what | claim to be.”

“No! I'm not going to have a dead young idiot on my floor.”

The ghost eater glanced at No Tongue. No Tongue nodded, perhaps seeing
what was in the ghost eater’s thoughts, and drew a knife sheathed at his own belt.

Stands-in-Smoke’s eyes went wide, and she grabbed for No Tongue. “Stop it!
That’s sharp! No Tongue, don’t!”

He evaded her grasp and lunged knife-first at the ghost eater.

Kani, this is going to hurt, he thought in sudden fear.

The knife slammed into his torso just under the rib cage, angling up so that it
caught the edge of his beatless heart. He fell back onto the floor from the impact, agony

washing over him as he felt the cold, cold metal lodge in his chest. Something was



wrong, he realized dimly—although he should have been able to sit up and laugh at
Stands-in-Smoke’s surprise, he found himself unable to move. The metal bit into his
heart like a snake’s fang, its icy venom paralyzing his body.

“What have you done!” cried Stands-in-Smoke, shoving No Tongue to one side.
She reached for the knife, then jerked her hand back fearfully. “You killed him! | know
what | said about turning him over to the Outlanders, but | didn’t mean it!”

No Tongue bent down by the ghost eater’s prone body. Grasping the knife firmly,
he yanked it free.

It hurt. The ghost eater bit back a cry as he found himself free to move again.
Jerking up, he skittered back, putting as much distance between himself and the knife
as possible. Even as he moved, the bhargha surged through him once again, tugging
the wound closed and binding the muscles, ligaments, and veins back together.

Stands-in-Smoke stared at him, all the color draining out of her face. Her look of
surprise probably would have been more satisfying if not for the nasty shock he had just
had himself.

“Well?” he managed to say, hoping that his voice remained steady. “Is there any
other proof you need?”

She sat down slowly, one hand pressed to the side of her head, as if to hold in
her jumbled thoughts. “I...no. No.”

For a long time, she stared at nothing. Then, slowly, she looked back at him. She
held up both hands, and flames appeared, clinging to her wrists and fingers like droplets
of water.

He held himself still, refusing to let fear show on his face. As she had said,
Ahkan’i and Hut Sitter had once battled each other as deadly enemies. And the only
defense against Ahkan’i ghost eaters were the fire-callers. Only flame could destroy a
body so thoroughly that the bhargha could no longer inhabit it.

Just my luck—I travel for two seasons across Enemy lands, I finally find the
Enemy woman I’'m searching for, and | end up sitting at the hearth of one of the only
people in the world who can kill me with nothing more than her hands.

He wondered if Rabbit was laughing at him somewhere.



“I could kill you,” Stands-in-Smoke murmured, staring now at her fingers. “The
grandmothers say that was the duty of fire-callers—to fight the ghost eaters, when they
came with the raiding parties. They say each band of the Skull People had only one
ghost eater, so to kill one meant a terrible blow against our enemy.”

There seemed no sense lying to her. “Not really. The Ahkan’it are great warriors.
Although the only purpose of the ghost eaters is to fight, it is the spirit and ability of the
living warriors which counts.”

“Perhaps. But, as you said, the ghost eaters exist only to kill. So what are you
doing here, if not to destroy as many of us as you can? Shouldn’t | slay you now, before
you have the chance?”

He had to tread carefully, he could see that in her face. “You could try. But only if
you’re faster than the bhargha. If you haven’t reduced me to ash within a few seconds,
your ghost will go to feed my healing. And you’ve never fought anyone before, let alone
something like me.” Neither had he, unless one counted the Enemy he had taken by
surprise earlier, but she couldn’t know that. “But I'm not here to kill you or anyone else.
Little Deer sent me to find a woman.”

The flames disappeared from Stands-in-Smoke’s hands. A calculating look
appeared in her angry eyes. “You came to find me, then. You came to help us.” Her
hands clenched into fists, and she stared at the ceiling, as if seeing some beautiful
vision. “All my life, I've dreamed of destroying the Outlanders, of throwing down their fort
and burning their town. With you, we have a chance.”

Her eyes gleamed with hate and rage. From what she had said earlier, he
doubted that she believed that Little Deer had sent him. But she was willing to go along
with anything he said, so long as it helped her fulfill her dreams of vengeance.

“‘No. I'm sorry, but Little Deer didn’t mention your people at all.”

She looked down at him, startled. “He didn’t? But then what—"

“The animals sent me to find an Enemy woman. | finally managed to locate her
here, in the town outside the Sanctuary. | think her name is Gwendith.”

“What! Why would a ghost eater care about some stupid Outlander?”



The ghost eater shrugged. “I don’t know why Little Deer sent me to her, exactly. |
was shown a vision—I’'m supposed to find her and bring her back to the mountains with
me, back to where the Ahkan'it live. If | don’t, something terrible will happen.”

“What?”

“I'm not certain,” he admitted. “All | saw was death—the death of the Ahkan’it, of
the animals, of the forests. Even of the Enemy-held lands. | didn’t see what caused the
destruction. But if | don’t find this woman, not only will the Ahkan’it suffer, but your own
people as well. So, in a way, | am here to help you.”

The last sounded weak even to him. Anger glinted in Stands-in-Smoke’s eyes.
“You are the most powerful weapon we could ask for,” she said hoarsely. “And you
refuse to help us?” She stopped, making an obvious effort at getting her fury under
control. “Perhaps you don’t understand what things are like for us here. Did you see the
fields outside?”

He nodded, remembering the wastelands of red mud. “Yes. They looked over-
planted.”

“Of course they did—the Outlanders won'’t allow us to plant crops anywhere else,
though there are far better places even in the Sanctuary. So the soil went bad years
ago, before | was even born, and we can hardly grow anything. We have to depend on
the Outlanders to give us enough food to live, when we could easily have a surplus. But
anyone caught trying to farm in any ‘unauthorized’ place is imprisoned.” Her mouth
twisted. “Or rather, the person they come across first is put in prison—the Outlanders
don’t much care whether they’ve found the guilty party or not.

“But it’'s worse than that. The soldiers from the fort do whatever they want to us.
When they get off duty, some of them come down here looking for women. There are
some women who choose that way to feed their children, but no soldier is going to face
trial for rape if he fancies someone less-than-willing. We aren’t allowed to speak our
own language, we have to wear Outlander clothes, and we're forced to go every week
to worship in their accursed Church of the Wizards.”

The ghost eater winced. The Enemies were as evil as all the stories claimed. The
very idea of dealing with one of them, even a woman, was beginning to sound repulsive.

Was it really wise to bring such poison among the Ahkan’it? The animals seemed to



think it necessary—but were they concerned with the price the Ahkan’it might have to
pay?

Probably not.

“I'm sorry,” he said slowly. “I would like to help you. But what could | do? I'm only
one ghost eater.”

“You could show my people that there’s hope!” She smiled suddenly. “The Skull
People were always great warriors—you could bring them to us, and together we could
drive the Outlanders into Sanctuaries of their own!”

He didn’t like her look of glee at the thought, even though he understood it. “No.
We Ahkan’it are going to have problems of our own, and soon. And besides, we barely
kept the Enemies out of the mountains two hundred winters ago, when we knew how to
fight them. We haven’t fought anyone since then.”

Stands-in-Smoke smiled cruelly. “Neither have the Outlanders. And their Wizards
have left them. They have neither their terrible magic, nor any Ways of their own. With
help from a free people, we can win.”

He stood, not wanting to argue any further. “That isn’t why | came here.”

No Tongue leaned forwards suddenly, holding out the root that he had been
digging up when the Enemies attacked him. Stands-in-Smoke took it, looking surprised
for a moment. “Is this why they whipped you?”

He nodded.

“My cousin reminds of one last argument, then. Did you hear the coughing when
you came into the village? There is sickness in the Sanctuary. We've already used our
allotted amount of medicine from the Outlander supply depot. No Tongue apparently
thought a traditional cure might work, but using our own medicine is as illegal as
speaking our own language. That was why they attacked him. At least he managed to
get away with some. It will help, but there are many sick, including children. For them, |
ask you to help us break the Outlander hold.”

He sighed, even though there was no need for him to draw breath when not
speaking. “| want to help you, but it won’t work. I've traveled all over Enemy lands—
there are too many of them for us to even dream of fighting directly. Please, let me do

what | came here to do. | understand if you don’t want to help me, but don’t hinder me.”



She looked away, disappointment and bitterness clear in every line of her face.

“I'll help you,” she said, but there was an edge in her tone that he did not like at all.

*kk

Stands-in-Smoke stood in the doorway of her friend Rheda’s shack and looked
inside. Rheda didn’t have a real name, just the one the Outlander priest had given her
at birth. Her mother had been a Wizards-fearing woman and wouldn’t put up with talk of
animal spirits, or with dancing to ensure the ripening of the corn, or with anything the
Proud Ones still remembered from before the coming of the Outlanders. She wouldn’t
even let her children use their own Ways—declared it sacrilege against the Wizards.

If only the old woman hadn’t died years ago and could see what was even now
sitting on the floor of Stands-in-Smoke’s house, watching No Tongue drink more than
was good for him.

Not that Stands-in-Smoke had believed in those things either, but at least she
had scorned it for wishful thinking, not because it ran contrary to the teachings of the
thrice-accursed Wizards.

She let her eyes rove over the desperate scene inside the shack. Rheda lay on a
pallet against the far wall, her complexion disturbingly sallow. A baby curled against her
breast, its breathing thick and labored. It wouldn’t be the first infant Rheda had
mourned—supposing she didn’t find herself in the grave alongside it.

Others lay on the blankets, occasionally coughing or gasping weakly for water.
Some of the old women who hadn’t come down with the sickness ministered them,
pressing wet rags against fevered foreheads and holding water gourds to cracked lips.
The rattle of labored breathing filled the shack, like a chorus of monstrous bees.

Rheda’s eyes half-opened, and she caught sight of Stands-in-Smoke. She
motioned with her hand, and Stands-in-Smoke came to her side, crouching down by the
sweat-soaked pallet. “Did they give you any more medicine at the depot?” Rheda
gasped.

Stands-in-Smoke shook her head, rage moving through her like a beast
swimming beneath still water. “No. | could see five jars sitting on the shelf behind the

counter, but the sergeant wouldn’t give any to me. He said we had already used up our



allotment for the month. He said we’ll get some more next month, but no sooner. He
said we shouldn’t be so wasteful.”

Rheda collapsed back with a sob. Stands-in-Smoke touched her hand quickly
and held up the dirty root that No Tongue had given her. “No Tongue brought this—the
old women will know how to make tea out of it, to soothe the coughing.”

Rheda closed her eyes against tears. “It's not enough.”

‘I know.” Stands-in-Smoke drew a deep breath. “We’re going to lead an attack
against the supply depot tonight.”

“What? Are you insane?”

The entire shack had fallen into a hush at Stands-in-Smoke’s words, all but the
most ill staring incredulously. “Don’t be a fool,” one of the old women said sharply. “If
you do that, you might get medicine, but the soldiers will come in here and kill more
than the plague would carry off.”

“Ordinarily. But | have a new weapon. You wouldn’t believe me if | told you, and |
don’t have time to explain. But | will bring medicine for all of you by the next dawn. |
swear it.”

She left them to wonder and speculate. As she passed outside, a young man by
the name of Sleet lurched up from where he had lain in the shade by the shack. He
reeked of whiskey, and his clothes were filthy, as if he no longer bothered to change
them. “Did | hear you right? You’re going to attack?”

She eyed him uncertainly. Sleet was a slave to Outlander alcohol—if he wasn'’t in
a drunken stupor, he was trying to scrounge something to trade for more whiskey.

That was the one thing the Outlanders would give them in limitless supply.

“That’s right. Are you coming with me?”

He looked confused, suddenly, and stared at his feet. “Would you bring me back
a bottle?” he asked quietly, sloshing the one clutched in his hand for emphasis.

Stands-in-Smoke sighed and brushed by him. There was no time to waste on
drunkards like Sleet. Now was the time for men of action, men who chafed under
Outlander rule, who would rise up if only they had a leader like her to give them
impetus.

And she knew plenty of them.



CHAPTER TWO

Gwendith stood off to one side of the ballroom, trying to look normal. Some
fogginess still clung to her thoughts, and lethargy affected her movements at odd
moments, but even so a thin tendril of hunger for the crippleweed spiraled through her.
She took a sip of her wine instead, barely even tasting its expensive flavor.

She wished Beoch had not insisted they come tonight. She risked a glance
around the crowded room and wondered again why they had been invited. The house—
mansion, really—belonged to General Paywin, the genteel commander of Fort
Ironwood. Guests, made up from the families of high-ranking officers and wealthy
landowners, swirled and flowed through the enormous candlelit room. She touched her
dress self-consciously, fearing that she looked like a laborer despite the rose-colored
satin and yellowing lace. The style was many years out of date, and the dress’s
bagginess betrayed a recent loss of weight.

Caitlin would have fit in here, she thought regretfully. Her daughter had always
been interested in frills and ribbons and fine dresses. How Gairin would have laughed,
to think that the two of us could have produced such a child.

For Caitlin, she had once tried to fit into the upper echelons of society herself. It
wasn’t something she had been born to—Gwendith’s father had been a military man,
whose skill with the saber had earned him a fine reputation as a teacher once he retired
to civilian life. He had passed on his knowledge and skill to his eldest child, but it wasn't
until after Gwendith had been wed and widowed by a lowly carpenter that she had
turned to teaching herself. She remembered the long string of her students, most of
them silly young men ready to bloody each other over the slightest insult. And a few
quiet, intense young women, more interested in defense than in dueling. She could
never be a part of their society, but she had hoped that Caitlin might someday become
one of them.

For a moment, she dreamed of those days, gliding across the floor of the salon

with the familiar weight of her saber in her hand. Her fingers curled unconsciously,



wanting to hold the blade with a need that momentarily outweighed the ache for
crippleweed. But the saber, like her dueling pistols, had ceased to play a role in her life.
“A threat to herself and others,” wasn’t that how Beoch had put it when he thought she
couldn’t hear?

A servant passed by, bearing a tray of sweetmeats. Like most of the silent staff
tonight, the young man was a muddy from the Sanctuary. His shocking black hair was
held back in a civilized queue, and he dressed in proper Rhylachan clothing. She tried
not to stare at his brown skin, so out-of-place amidst the fairness of guests and master.
She had never seen a muddy this close before, at least not in real life. But they had
haunted her dreams and her madness for over a year now.

She wished that Beoch had not thrown out the carving. She really, really wished
that. Oh, he meant well, of that she had no doubt. But she had hoped that, by employing
the small skill she had once used to soothe her mind after a long day of difficult
students, she might somehow get the vision out of her head and into the real world
where it could be dealt with.

A quick gulp of wine warmed her throat. She didn’t want to think about him, the
persistent hallucination who haunted her. Didn’t want to think about his young, eager
face with its dark complexion and waist-length hair. Nor about his outlandish, savage
clothing, like something out of the Book of the Migration at church.

Most particularly, she didn’t want to think about the sudden, searing vision of his
death, the one that had finally sent her screaming to the asylum.

Someone nearby cleared his throat, and she started out of her reverie. A rather
dashing gentleman dressed in a colonel’s uniform stood before her, his smile lighting up
the air like a chandelier. He looked perhaps a decade younger than her thirty-seven
years, with brilliant blue eyes and loose curls of hair that could truly be described as
golden rather than blond.

“Forgive me for intruding, ma’am, but | saw that you were without refreshment.”
He handed her an elegant glass of red wine. Startled, she looked at her own glass and
found it empty. In the absence of any crippleweed to distract and dull her thoughts, she

had consumed more than she had intended.



Good, Gwendith. So instead of being in a stupor, you'll be staggering around
drunk.

“Thank you,” she said with a pallid attempt at a smile.

He nodded but made no attempt to rejoin the rest of the party. “My name is
Talys.”

“‘Gwendith Smithswife.”

He tipped his hat politely. “The general has put on a lovely ball, don’t you think?
I’'m glad | was able to arrive here in time for it.”

“You aren’t from Fort Ironwood?”

He shook his head. “No. I'm usually stationed at Fort Reed.”

“The one by the big gold mine?”

“‘Exactly. | just arrived here today, with only a few hours to get the road dust off
me.” He smiled conspiratorially. “The truth is, | would rather have spent the evening
soaking in a hot bath, with bed at the end of it.”

She nodded, finding herself smiling back at him. He seemed a likable sort, very
different from the stiff young privates she normally found herself dealing with. There was
something about his presence that immediately put her at ease—and that was a feeling
she hadn’t had in a very long time.

‘I don’t really care to be here, either,” she found herself confessing. Beoch would
have been scandalized at the admission. “In fact, | don’t know why I'm here at all, to tell
the truth. My husband, Beoch, isn’t even in the army anymore—he’s the local smith
now. He does work for the fort, of course, but only as a civilian.”

Talys nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps the general wanted to recognize his good
work. What is it that you do, Gwendith?”

She bit her lip. “l used to be a fencing master,” she said carefully, like a woman
trying to walk across broken glass. “But | haven’t taught for some time.”

“Do you hope to work with some of the soldiers at the fort, then?”

She looked away. “No. I...I've retired. Permanently.”

Talys nodded thoughtfully but didn’t press the issue. Instead, he asked, “So

which one is your husband?”



She pointed out Beoch’s tall, hulking frame, and he nodded. “And who is the
spirited fellow scowling at him so darkly?”

“‘Johann. He was my first husband’s brother.” She watched as Johann threw up
his arms and stomped away, fair hair flying. “He and Beoch have never gotten along.
Beoch considers himself a Wizards-fearing man, you see, and Johann...well, he mostly
travels around gambling and getting into trouble. Not the kind of lifestyle Beoch
approves of.”

“But you like Johann.”

“He’s funny. And he’s kind. He was always bringing presents for Caitlin,
whenever he would stop to visit.”

Instantly, she regretted bringing up Caitlin’s name. And indeed, Talys asked,
“Caitlin?” But his voice was oddly gentle, as if he already knew the answer.

“My daughter. She died three years ago. I...that’s one of the reasons we moved
here from Aneirach, where | grew up. The doctors thought it would be best if | didn’t
have constant reminders.” She looked down in shame. A part of her wondered why she
was telling this to a total stranger. “I have a nervous condition, you see.” In other words,
I’'m insane.

“| see.”

“No, you don’t.” She laughed without mirth. “I see things. Have visions. | don’t
teach anymore because | went into a frenzy last year and attacked one of my students.
They tell me that | was yelling at him to stay dead. So | suggest that you go find
someone else to talk to, unless you want to be linked to the smith’s crazy wife. | doubt it
would help your career.”

He smiled, warm and gentle. “What do | care? There are plenty of people here |
would most definitely not want to be seen spending an evening with. You, however,
aren’t one of them.”

She swallowed against a sudden tightness in her throat. Not even Beoch would
say something like that to her. She couldn’t blame him—she had been a normal woman,
with a beautiful daughter, when they first married. Not a shuddering wreck, raving of
visions and having to be dosed with crippleweed to be kept sane. Not a woman who

flinched back from his touch and made his bed a cold one.



“If you don’t mind my asking...what kind of visions do you have? I'm not trying to
mock you,” he added quickly. “And if you don’t want to speak of it to a stranger, |
understand. But | was wondering...have any of your visions ever come true?”

She blinked at him, not certain what she was hearing. “Of course not,” she
replied automatically. “That would be blasphemy.”

“Of course,” he agreed soothingly. “The Wizards’ magic is the only true magic.’ |
am as familiar with scripture as anyone. But would this really be magic, in any case?
Think of the miracles that the Wizards performed—raining fire and death down on their
enemies, opening a portal from old Rhylach to this world. Surely one or two visions
couldn’t compare to powers on that order.”

‘I suppose,” she said uncertainly. It seemed that there must be a flaw to his logic
somewhere, but when she looked back up at him, it evaporated from her mind. “But
they aren’t that kind of visions anyway. | just have hallucinations about muddies. Not
like the ones here tonight, though. | used to see one man in particular. | think he might
have been about eighteen years old.” She described his savage clothing and
decorations briefly. “Then...then | saw him die.”

She closed her eyes, trying not to think about that traumatic vision. “It was pretty
horrible. But only a few hours later, | had another hallucination—he woke up in a cave.
Only he was still dead. That...that was when they put me in the asylum. Now | take
crippleweed, so the visions aren’t so bad. | only have them once in a while, usually
when I'm asleep. | still see him, though. He looks the same, but now he has tattoos on
his face, like a skull. So you see, I'm just crazy, not prophetic.”

An odd look of intense interest sharpened Talys’ features for a moment, then
vanished. “Does Beoch know about this?”

“No. He only knows that | see things that aren’t there. He has an old rifle from his
days in the army. There’s a hank of black hair from an escaped muddy tied around it. It
was the only kill he ever made, but he’s very proud of it. If he knew | was hallucinating
about them, he would be beside himself. Being insane is one thing, but dreaming about
muddies would be downright improper.”

“‘Gwendith.” Talys put a hand to her arm, his look kindly. “I would be interested in

speaking with you some more. | think it would do you good to have someone with whom



to talk. And | find your visions very interesting. Will you indulge me by coming up to the
fort tomorrow? We can have lunch in the office General Paywin has set aside for me.”

The idea of getting out of the house and having real human contact seemed like
a promise of heaven after so long, even if her insanity was the topic of conversation.
Normally, her madness was dismissed with sneers, sniggers, or uncomfortable changes
of subject. As Talys had said, it might be good to get the visions out into the air with
someone who would truly listen. Was it so different than what she had tried with the
carving earlier?

‘I would like that very much,” she replied.

Talys bowed, then moved away. A moment later, Johann took his place.

Johann reminded her of Gairin and even more painfully of Caitlin. He shared their
white-blond hair, their wide gray eyes, and their straight noses. In temperament,
however, he was nothing like either of them.

‘I can’t believe it!” He glowered at no one in particular. “Beoch said he told you
not to even let me know you were moving here!”

Gwendith sighed. “You look very nice tonight, Johann.” And indeed, his fine red
coat, ruffled white shirt, and dapper gray trousers with cream-colored stockings made
him the match of anyone there. But then, Johann could afford to be well dressed, as his
luck at the gambling tables seemed nothing less than phenomenal.

“‘And now—where does he think he’s going?” he asked, pointing. Gwendith
glanced across the room, and her heart unexpectedly sank. Beoch’s towering form
stood at the row of glass-paned doors leading out into the garden. There was a woman
outside, talking to him. Gwendith knew she was Aerwyn Bakerswidow without having to
see her face. After a moment, both slipped outside, probably headed either to a
secluded place in the garden or to Aerwyn’s house in town.

Johann took two steps towards the doors, outrage clear on his face. But
Gwendith quickly restrained him. “No, don’t. Listen, Johann. You know that my marriage
to Beoch was one of practicality, not love. He needed a woman to take care of his
household, and Caitlin needed a father to give her some security. But he’s been truly
good to me, especially since....” She let the sentence trail off, unable to say the words

Caitlin died to someone who had known her. Who knew just how she had died.



“But he’s going off with another woman, right in front of everyone!” Johann
hissed, keeping his voice low.

‘I know. You don’t understand—how could you, you're never here?” He winced at
her words, but she shook her head. “I don’t blame you. You have your own life. You
can’t waste it looking after your brother’s widow. The truth is, | haven’t been much of a
wife to Beoch over the last few years. He didn’t bargain for a madwoman in his house. If
he’s willing to put up with me, with all the trouble I've given him, then who am | to blame
him if he finds a little happiness of his own?”

Johann stared at her as if she had just sprouted horns or wings. “What’s
happened to you?” he managed at last. “What have they done to you, Gwenny? When |
first met you, you were full of fire and life. If Gairin had dallied with some other woman,
you would have thrashed him up one side and down the other. Now...you not only look
wan as a spirit, you act like one too. Is it the crippleweed? Is Beoch beating you?”

She turned away, suddenly annoyed with him. As she had said before, he hardly
even came around anymore, especially since Caitlin’s death. Why should he interfere
now, when he would be gone again soon enough? “Leave it alone, Johann. You don't
know what you're talking about.”

He grabbed her arm. “Come with me when | leave. | have a...that is, | have
friends up in Whitefoam. That’s where I've been spending my time lately. They’ll be
happy to have you stay with us. As long as you like.”

She pulled away from him. She was angry, although she wasn’t quite certain
why, and the craving for more crippleweed had become an ache in her blood. The air in
the ballroom was stuffy, and she longed to be elsewhere. “I'll think about it,” she lied.

“I brought something for you—something of yours that | think you’ve been
missing. If you’ll meet me somewhere private tomorrow—"

“l said | would think about it,” she snapped. “Now, please, excuse me.”

Gwendith stumbled as she turned away, pulled herself back up, and tried to walk
normally to the closest doors leading out into the garden. Several people looked at her,
either wondering if she was drunk, or else gawking at the madwoman. The outside air
was colder than she had expected, and she cursed mentally, wishing that she had a

coat. At least it had stopped raining.



Since it didn’t seem likely that Beoch and Aerwyn would linger outside in such a
chill, she felt safe in penetrating deeper into the gardens. Many plants had been taken
inside for the winter, and most of those remaining were bare-branched. Still, some did
have buds swelling on their tips, promising that spring wasn’t really as far away as it
seemed.

Gwendith wandered without purpose, following a white gravel path through a
hedge of boxwoods. The sound of other feet crunching on the stones came to her, and
she turned, thinking that Johann had followed her. Instead, she found herself facing a
muddy. Unlike the muddies inside, she was not dressed as a servant but wore a
ragged, patchwork blouse and skirt over her thin frame. Her dark eyes flashed with
pleasure.

‘I don’t believe you decided to make this so easy,” she said cryptically.

Gwendith caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye. Hands
grabbed for her, and she tried to bring her arms up to block. But the crippleweed slowed
her reactions, and her attacker caught her wrists, jerking her forwards. Someone forced
a wet cloth down over her nose and mouth. Startled, Gwendith took a breath, sucked in
water and the overpowering smell of herbs. Her last sight before darkness claimed her
was that of another muddy, the look on his face one of regret and apology. Then the

herbs took effect, and she knew no more.
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Awareness slunk back like a beaten dog. Gwendith moaned softly. Her mouth
tasted terrible, and nausea roiled her belly. What happened? She forced her eyes open
and found herself lying on a dirt floor. The only light came from a small fire, which flung
huge shadows on the shabby wooden walls. Her hands were before her, tied securely
with knotted rope.

The garden—there were muddies.... She heaved herself up on her elbows,
intending to come up in the best fighting stance she could manage. Instead, the

movement sent her stomach over the edge, and she vomited helplessly onto the floor.



Hands touched her, and she jerked away. The man who had seized her in the
garden sank down on his knees by her, holding out a crude cup made from a gourd. He
still looked regretful, as if he hadn’t really wanted any of this to happen.

“Who are you? What do you want with me?” she asked, trying to keep her voice
calm.

He made no reply, only offered the cup to her a second time. When she gave it a
distrustful look, he lifted it to his own lips and drank down half the liquid inside. She took
it warily, chancing only a tiny sip on her unsettled stomach. It was only water, and it took
away some of the cottony feeling in her mouth.

Someone pushed aside a curtain that hung in the doorway. Moonlight shone in,
and Gwendith realized that the shack she was in consisted of only the one room. The
woman who had been in the garden entered and gave Gwendith a disgusted look.
“Clean it up, No Tongue,” she ordered absently. “And her. We don’t want her to look
mistreated, do we?”

“Why have you kidnapped me?” Gwendith demanded.

The woman looked at her sharply. “| don’t want to hear anything from you,
Outlander. Keep silent, or I'll gag you. Not that there’s anyone here who’d come to help
you, even if you did call out.”

Gwendith subsided. From what her eyes and ears told her, they must have taken
her to the Sanctuary. They had probably slipped out and back in under the cover of the
servitors going to the party. But to what purpose? They must have mistaken me for
someone else. Maybe for General Paywin’s wife? But the general’s wife was small and
round, not embarrassingly tall and rawboned like Gwendith.

The curtain over the door opened again, sending an unpleasantly cold draft of air
over her skin and making the fire dance and spin. She looked up quickly, ready to
assess any new danger—and felt as though her heart stopped.

It was the man from her visions.

They stared at one another in mutual shock. He had changed into Rhylachan
clothes, she noticed distractedly. The sleeves of the shabby, charcoal-colored coat
hung too long on him and might hamper his movements in a fight. His black trousers

had been torn off at calf-length, with no shoes beneath. But he had the same long hair,



the same egret tattoo on his bare chest beneath the open coat, the same bone ear pins
and copper nose ring. The same skull tattoo over his features.

She scuttled back, heart pounding. “You—you aren’t real,” she declared weakly,
certain that her mind had finally snapped altogether. Always before, she’d had no
trouble distinguishing the hallucinations from real life. But if they had invaded her
perceptions this thoroughly, she couldn’t fight off the madness anymore. There was
nothing left for her but the asylum.

He knelt down by her. “| am real,” he said reassuringly. He touched the back of
her hand with heavily-callused fingers which, although somewhat cool, certainly felt
solid enough.

“‘No—you’re just a vision, just a symptom of insanity.” She closed her eyes,
struggling to dismiss him. When she looked again, he was still there, as disturbingly real
as before.

“You aren’t insane.” He caught her lightly beneath her chin, tilting her head so
that she had to look at him. His expression was troubled, as if he held some concern for
her. “Do you understand?”

“Enough of this.” The woman grabbed him by the shoulder. “I brought her here
for you, ghost eater. And you can have her—if you do something for me first.”

He glared at her. “Help you fight the Enemies.”

“We’re going to get medicine from the supply depot tonight. If you want this
Outlander woman, you’ll be with us.”

He rose slowly to his feet. Gwendith was struck by his shortness—he couldn’t
have stood more than five feet tall. Nevertheless, he seemed to radiate power and
strength, and even though he was the one who had to look up at the woman, she was
the first to turn away.

“Or what, Stands-in-Smoke?” he asked softly. “Think carefully before you
answer. Threaten Gwendith, and I'll kill you. Staving off the destruction that Little Deer
showed me is more important than the life of one foolish Hut Sitter.”

For a moment, Stands-in-Smoke’s show of confidence wavered, and she looked
frightened. Then her jaw clenched. “Will you help us?”

He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Yes.” The response was less than enthusiastic.



Stands-in-Smoke gave him the smile of a huntress. Beckoning to No Tongue,
she started outside. “I'll be back by midnight to collect you,” she called over her
shoulder.

Then they were alone. The man sighed again, then sank down beside Gwendith.
He clucked his tongue at the sight of her bound hands. Moving slowly so as not to
startle her, he laid his fingers over the bonds. For an instant, Gwendith thought she
glimpsed what looked like a thin, glowing tendril of light emerge from his palm and
snake in and out of the rope. Then he took his hand back. The cords now had an oddly
desiccated appearance and crumbled apart within seconds.

Gwendith stared at the fragments of rope. Some sleight of hand, she thought.
The priest at Fort [ronwood’s church had said only last worship day that muddies were
capable of every sort of blasphemy and trickery. She knew that she shouldn’t believe
that he had done anything more.

Unfortunately, she had never been the devout woman Beoch thought she ought
to be.

“What’s your name?” she asked tentatively.

He moved to sit by her, leaning his back against the wall. He looked tired, she
thought, not so much physically as spiritually. “I am the ghost eater and have no name,”
he said. It sounded like something learned by rote.

...All right. “Stands-in-Smoke made it sound like you want me for something.”
Insane as it seemed—surely no man would go to the trouble of stealing someone as tall
and plain as herself.

“I did come here looking for you,” he admitted slowly. “It's a long story. | didn’t
want to meet you like this. | had hoped to find some way of approaching you that
wouldn’t frighten you. But Stands-in-Smoke...she’s young, and angry, and isn’t thinking
very clearly right now. | apologize for her actions.” He paused. “Don’t be afraid,
Gwendith. | won’t let any harm come to you, | promise.”

Why should | believe you? she wanted to ask. But he at least sounded sincere.
And she was already in his power—she had no illusions about her ability to fight off a

group of people who intended her harm. She had no weapons, and alcohol,



crippleweed, and long lack of practice would slow her reactions anyway. Why would he
try to reassure her, when threats might serve better to keep her tractable?

The curtain opened again, and Stands-in-Smoke came in. She scowled when
she saw the remnants of the bindings. “It's time,” she said curtly. “No Tongue will keep
an eye on the Outlander while you come with us.”

The ghost eater nodded. “I trust No Tongue,” he said to Gwendith. “| don’t think
he would hurt you. But he can'’t talk, so don’t start worrying when he doesn’t answer
your questions.” He made an attempt at a smile, which distorted the tattooed lines on
his face into a ghastly death’s head grin.

No Tongue came back in, moving stiffly, as if he had taken some wound. He had
put on a long duster similar to those worn by miners or laborers, and wore a wide-
brimmed hat of similar type. It looked, Gwendith thought, as if he expected to be going
somewhere.

Stands-in-Smoke obviously came to the same conclusion. “You're staying here,
to guard the Outlander,” she reminded him. He merely nodded and sat down, hat still
firmly settled on his head. Stands-in-smoke shook her head in exasperation and left.
The ghost eater paused to give Gwendith what was probably meant to be a reassuring
look, although she couldn’t imagine how he thought she could be reassured in such
circumstances. Then he, too, was gone.

No Tongue smiled at her wryly. Once the sound of footsteps had disappeared, he
turned to what looked like a pile of bedding and dug out a pack. He checked its
contents: dried corn flour, an extra change of clothes, and a canteen. Then he set it on
the floor by his boots and settled back to wait. He looked far too alert for her to even
think of trying to escape. As if | could run anywhere in these silly skirts and shoes.

Gwendith looked thoughtfully at the pack, then at the door. Sudden insight came
to her. “You know something, don’t you? Or at least strongly suspect it?”

He held up two fingers, as if to indicate that her second supposition was correct.
Then he pointed at her and mimicked sleeping.

“You must be joking.”

He spread his hands apart in a wry gesture. They sat on either side of the fire,

stared at each other, and waited.
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Stands-in-Smoke had managed to gather roughly twenty young men eager to
join her in the assault on the supply depot. The ghost eater watched them as they crept
through the darkness armed with knives, old wooden boards, and one or two rusty rifles
that had lain hidden away for who-knew how long. The hiss of their breathing sounded
loud to his ears, and their footsteps squelched in the rain-soaked ground. They clung to
the shadow of a group of old buildings constructed close to the part of the palisade
nearest the fort. The ghost eater wondered briefly what the structures were for and if
anyone yet used them. Certainly they looked deserted tonight.

Stands-in-Smoke paced nearest him, anticipation on her face. Anger sliced
through him at her manipulation, but he strove to control it. He was the ghost eater and
felt nothing.

And that was always the lesson | had the most trouble with, he thought
regretfully. It bothered him that Stands-in-Smoke had used Gwendith to force him into
joining her raid. For all he knew, the Hut Sitter's impetuousness could turn Gwendith
against him from the start, not even allowing him the fair hearing for which he had
hoped. And if that was so...he wasn’t certain what he would do. He could hardly force
her to come with him against her will, kicking and fighting all the way back to the
mountains.

“There,” Stands-in-Smoke whispered, pointing. She started to touch his wrist,
then at the last moment remembered what he was.

He peered through the dimness. His eyes were no better than a living man’s, so
he had difficulty making out any details in the moonlight. The supply depot was a small,
one-story structure built dangerously close to the palisade and the Enemy soldiers
manning it. Unlike the other buildings he had seen on the Sanctuary, this one looked
sturdy and well-made.

They crept up to a small porch. Several of the young men, their faces flushed
with excitement and cold, took up position around the building. Stands-in-Smoke tried
the only door, but a heavy padlock secured it. She motioned to a man carrying an ax,
but the ghost eater stopped him. Laying his hand on the door close to the metal, he let

the bhargha extend an exploratory tendril. He sensed the long strands that made up the



wood, the flaws and cracks that age and drying had introduced. The metal handle was
like a black void to him, cold and unknowable.

The bhargha quested among the wood-strands, unbinding them one from
another, sapping what little strength remained. A short time later, he tugged
experimentally on the latch. It pulled easily away from the wood, the lock dangling
uselessly from it.

Stands-in-Smoke gave him a feral grin and pushed the door open triumphantly.
“There’s the medicine,” she said, pointing to a row of jars on a high shelf behind a
counter.

Her men rushed in behind her. “Whiskey!” exclaimed one, and “Flour!” cried
another. Hands began to snatch at whatever lurked on shelves and in barrels, dumping
and dropping things to the floor. Within moments, the careful raid had degenerated into
a free-for-all.

“No! We have to get the medicine and any weapons we can find and get out of
here!” Stands-in-Smoke hissed angrily. She grabbed the sleeve of one of the young
men attempting to make off with a whiskey keg. “Drop that!”

The sound of a shot broke the night outside.

Instantly, there were people running for the door. The ghost eater ducked out of
the way, then cast a glance at Stands-in-Smoke. The confidence had vanished from her
face, replaced by a look of horror. “No!” She ran to the door and peered out cautiously.
“Soldiers! We've been betrayed. But...Sleet? No, surely he wouldn’t have given us
away.”

She didn’t sound like she believed it. The ghost eater didn’t see that it mattered
at the moment. “We’ve got to run,” he ordered, beckoning her sharply. “Unless you want
the Enemies to corner you in here!”

They emerged into chaos. More shots rang out, fired by a cordon of blue-coated
soldiers who had surrounded the depot. A few Hut Sitters had managed to break free;
the ghost eater saw one felled in the street, caught in the head by a shot from one of the
buildings they had all thought empty.

It was a massacre. The Hut Sitters were poorly armed at best, and the soldiers

had the advantage of numbers, position, and weaponry. One or two Hut Sitters tried to



hide in the depot, and the ghost eater wondered how long they would manage to hold
out. For himself, he would not sit in a trap.

He grabbed the stunned Stands-in-Smoke, hauling her along behind him as he
dashed across the open space directly towards one of the soldiers. He saw fire flash
from the rifles, felt the painful tear of muscles in his free arm, the cold burn of metal
through his neck. Then he was on the soldier.

The bhargha bloomed like a deadly flower, stunning and draining the man in
seconds. Another approached, and another, and he took them down so quickly that he
barely felt their memories skim over his consciousness. The bhargha flared like a
beacon fire with their ghosts. He tugged it back inside, felt it knot and settle in his blood
and bones. The concealment came a moment too late. Two other soldiers had spotted
the flare and now ran to investigate.

Stands-in-Smoke spun as one of them set on her, fire leaping from her fingers
and igniting his hair and face. He screamed, staggering back and clutching at his
melting eyes. The other soldier stumbled to a halt, an expression of horror on his face.
Then he turned and ran away.

The ghost eater and Stands-in-Smoke dashed through the momentary gap they
had created in the line. No firelight showed in the night, and he hoped they blended into
the darkness to the eyes of the soldiers. Even so, it would be only a temporary respite.

“We have to flee, now, tonight,” he said.

Stands-in-Smoke gasped from the exertion of the run. “No, | can’t—they’ll come
to the village. We have to go with the rest, hide—"

“We can’t. That last soldier saw you, Stands-in-Smoke. | don'’t think it's a sight
he’s likely to forget, either. When the Enemies come to the village, they’ll be looking for
you.”

“No.” She shook her head, panting. “I can’t abandon my people—"

“You're the one who brought this on them in the first place!” he yelled, temper
snapping. “If they can tell the soldiers you fled, at least maybe the Enemies will come
after you instead of persecuting everyone here!”

She had no answer to that.
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Gwendith huddled deeper into the blanket that No Tongue had given her to
supplement the thin fabric of her dress. She wondered whether or not anyone had
missed her yet. Although Beoch had been less discreet than usual by meeting Aerwyn
in a public place, surely he would have returned to the general’s house to collect his
mad wife by now. Or, if not him, then Johann would definitely know she had vanished.
Johann was a kindly soul and would have become worried about her shortly after she
left for the garden. Even if he thought she had gone home, he’d had plenty of time to go
back to the house and check. Not finding her there, he would immediately have returned
to the party and marshaled the men to look for her.

And then what? Would anyone even think to search the Sanctuary?

She shifted her weight into a more comfortable position and eyed her strange
guard thoughtfully. Even though Stands-in-Smoke didn’t seem to think much of her, no
one had offered her any real harm. Yet, she reminded herself firmly, but the thought
lacked conviction. No Tongue managed to convey a genial nature despite his silence,

and the man who called himself the ghost eater had been upset that they had taken her

at all.

“You aren’t insane.”

And, earlier, Talys’ voice: “But | was wondering...have any of your visions ever
come true?”

But they can'’t be true, she thought. | saw the ghost eater die. He’s obviously
alive, so it must be madness.

There seemed no logical explanation. She sighed, trying to keep her thoughts
from circling back to the same point over and over again. No Tongue, seeming to sense
her distress, offered her a hip flask. She took it gratefully and swallowed a generous
portion of the whiskey. It burned a line of fire into her belly, but she didn’t care.

Not the way | would have imagined being treated if someone had told me | was
going to be kidnapped by muddies, she thought wryly. As a child, she and her
playmates had scared each other with tales of seeing wild muddies in the woods. The
stories were silly—no muddies had lived anywhere but the Sanctuaries for at least two

centuries. Even so, she had pictured them similar to her visions of the ghost eater,



dressed in deerskins and barbaric ornaments, stalking people through the trees behind
her house. There hadn’t been a Sanctuary near Aneirach; like most Rhylachans, she
had thought of the muddies as a people of the past, who had once flourished but now
were effectively gone from New Rhylach.

Other than that, | never thought about muddies at all, not until the visions. Then
when Beoch wanted to move here...did | agree because it didn’t matter to me, or
because | hoped to find answers?

If that was the case, then she had possibly stumbled on more answers than she
ever wanted to have.

No Tongue abruptly rose to his feet, face expectant. A moment later, Stands-in-
Smoke ripped the curtain aside. She was panting with exertion, her breath steaming in
the cold air. The ghost eater entered behind her, looking completely unwinded. For
some reason, his breath remained invisible in the icy night.

“We were betrayed,” Stands-in-Smoke gasped, looking wildly at No Tongue. I
was seen—I|'ve got to leave here. Get someone to take the Outlander woman back to
the fort, tell them | was the one who abducted her. Tell them that no one else had
anything to do with it. Tell them I've fled.”

“No.” The ghost eater pushed past Stands-in-Smoke. Oddly enough, his breath
did steam slightly when he spoke, as it had not before. “Gwendith, | have to ask a favor
of you. | know you don’t owe me anything, and you have every right to refuse and go
back to your own people tonight. But | ask you, come with us, just long enough for us to
reach a place where | can talk to you. Just long enough to hear me out. Then you can
come back here if you want and never see any of us again. Please.”

She hesitated. Common sense told her that she should refuse to flee into the
night with a bunch of hunted muddies whose intentions toward her remained unclear.
Seeing her uncertainty, the ghost eater reached into a pouch slung from a sash at his
waist. To her surprise, he drew forth the carving that she had made of him.

“I found it outside your house,” he explained, handing it back. “You should have
it.”

She stared at it for a long moment, knowing he had given it to her at this moment

to manipulate her, but unable to leave the gesture unacknowledged. She remembered



her months of loneliness, of fear, of soul-devouring despair. She recalled the doctors
telling her that she was mad, while she lay strapped to a bed, sobbing from the horrific
vision of a young man waking up to find himself dead. That might not have been true,
but something of it had a connection to reality, however tenuous. If she found out what,
she might finally put to rest the hallucinations that had haunted her.

“You aren’t insane.”

She handed the carving back to him. “I don’t have anywhere to put it in this
stupid dress. Will you hold it for me?”

Looking relieved, he took the statuette back. No Tongue slung his pouch over his
shoulder, giving Stands-in-Smoke a grim look when she started to protest. Pausing only
long enough to smother the fire, the four of them slipped out of the little shack and into
the night.

They headed purposefully across the Sanctuary, following Stands-in-Smoke’s
lead. Voices shouted in the distance, and Gwendith guessed that the soldiers were still
looking for anyone who might have been involved in the raid. The moon gave just
enough light to see her surroundings, though at first she paid more attention to her
footing in the slick-soled dancing shoes she wore. But gradually the bleakness of the
landscape pressed itself on her attention, an endless parade of fallow fields, miserable
shacks, and blasted wastelands.

“This is your home?” she murmured, glancing at No Tongue in amazement.

“It's the only one your kind will let us have,” Stands-in-Smoke snapped over her
shoulder. “Does it please you, Outlander?”

“No, of course not. | didn’t know it was like this.”

“And didn’t trouble yourself to find out.”

In time, they came to a deserted section of palisade bordered on the other side
by tall trees. As they waited nervously, the ghost eater moved close to the wall, where
he stood with his head down. Gwendith was uncertain what he did, but it seemed
somehow related to the trick he had used on the ropes. A flickering tendril of light
seemed to come out from his chest and touch the wood. After a moment, it was joined
by a myriad of other insubstantial tentacles, all sinking into the logs like the stinging

arms of a sea anemone.



“Hurry up,” Stands-in-Smoke muttered impatiently.

“Even the bhargha takes time to work,” he replied calmly. “The wood is
weakened already—just a moment—’

Soldiers!

Startled by the sudden certainty that someone was coming up on them,
Gwendith turned to see No Tongue pointing insistently into the night. The rising wind
brought the sound of voices. “Let’s check here—I thought | saw something move.”

Her heart went still with dread, even though she knew intellectually that no
Rhylachan soldiers would harm her. On the contrary, they would think her an unwilling
hostage and do whatever it took to free her. It might be possible to argue that she
wasn’t being kidnapped, but Stands-in-Smoke had apparently been seen at the raid
earlier. Nothing Gwendith could say would keep the three muddies out of the fort’s brig.

The ghost eater turned towards the approaching soldiers with a resigned look on
his face. “Hide,” he said shortly. “I'll distract them. If I'm delayed, break through the rest
of the wall—it should be weak enough now. Parallel the road leading towards the
Darkening Land. The road isn’t the biggest or most traveled that | saw, so it might be
safe. A half-day’s walk from here, you’ll come to a lightning-struck oak to the left of the
road. Wait for me there.”

Stands-in-Smoke nodded silently. Without another word, the ghost eater slipped
through the shadows and made his way towards the approaching voices. Once he was
a fair distance from their hiding place, he suddenly stood erect and raced across the
open ground.

Excited shouts rang out. Three soldiers appeared, running after him. One caught
him in a flying tackle, knocking him to the ground and pinning him to the dirt. The other
two closed in with kicks to his side and groin. He lay still, not struggling, only accepting.

“Are there any more?” one of the soldiers demanded, peering into the shadows
near the palisade.

Another moved closer, then shook his head without really doing a thorough

search. “Nah. There’s no way to get out through here. He must have been by himself.”



The apparent leader motioned for the other to get off the ghost eater. He drew a
pistol from his belt. “Stupid muddies. You’d think they’d have the brains to be grateful for
what we give ‘em.”

Horror washed through Gwendith as she realized what was about to happen.
These men had no intention of taking anyone back to the brig. She started to move, but
No Tongue’s arms locked around her, one hand over her mouth to stifle her cry of
protest.

The soldier leaned down, put the muzzle of his gun to the back of the ghost

eater’s head, and fired.



CHAPTER THREE

The ghost eater listened intently for the sound of retreating footsteps, but earth
stoppered his ears and sealed his eyes shut beneath its weight. The smell of wet dirt
and blood filled his nostrils, and he tried not to shudder.

Under the ground. They’ve put me under the ground!

Certainly he now felt a great deal less guilty about the soldiers he and No
Tongue had buried earlier. The Enemies seemed to practice the same cruelty on their
foes, even when there was no need for concealment of the corpse. He tried to move
and felt the weight of earth press back at him. Had he been an ordinary man, he might
not have been able to escape the grave. But the bhargha fed strength into his arms, and
he shoved the wet dirt aside in a wild heave that brought him headfirst into the night.

He stumbled away, slipped on rain-slicked grass, and fell to his knees. The cold
air tried to bite at him but had no real effect. He coughed, bringing dirt up out of his
lungs, and blinked clay from his eyes. When he could see again, he glanced around and
found himself in the middle of a small clearing which appeared to be outside the
Sanctuary’s palisade. Perhaps the soldiers who had dragged him here, laughing and
joking all the way, hadn’t wanted to bury him where the Hut Sitters could retrieve his
body for proper treatment. Indeed, there were several other graves here, their fresh-
turned earth proclaiming that many held victims of the night’s raid.

“Has anyone ever told you that you're an idiot?”

He swiveled around on his heel to find Rabbit staring at him scornfully.

The ghost eater bit back the angry reply that sprang to his lips. “Tell me,
Granduncle, what | have done so wrong.”

Rabbit shook his head, absently stroking the fine gorget that hung about his
throat. He seemed more man-like than he had before, sitting back on his haunches with
one paw on his hip in an attitude of impatience. In addition to the gorget, he wore
several ear pins—striking in his long ears—and a copper ring in his split nose. “Crawling

out of an Enemy grave isn’t a sign of doing things right. We told you to find the Enemy



woman, not get caught up in Hut Sitter problems. You shouldn’t have listened to that
fool girl, Stands-in-Smoke. Anyone with that much anger in her is trouble. You knew she
wasn’t thinking straight, but you followed her anyway.”

“She had taken Gwendith. | thought that going on her raid might satisfy her.”

“You should have just taken the Enemy woman yourself—what were the Hut
Sitters going to do to you? The girl's a flame-caller, but she doesn’t have any
experience fighting ghost eaters. She might have hurt you but probably not much more
than that.”

The ghost eater shrugged. “I wanted to help,” he admitted. “I felt guilty that they
were suffering so much, and | couldn’t do anything.”

And that’s the problem, he realized glumly. | am the ghost eater—I have no
commerce in the affairs of the living. The ghost eater does not feel compassion, or fear,
or guilt, only fulfills his role.

Rabbit made no mention of the lapse. Instead, he shook his head and sighed.
“Well, you did get the woman, one way or another. That's something.”

“I still have to convince her to come back to the mountains with me.”

“If | were you, I'd put her in a basket and carry her back.”

The ghost eater hid a grin. “| don’t have your abilities, Granduncle. Unless you're
making an offer of them.”

Rabbit snorted, dropped down to all fours, and scratched vigorously behind one
ear with a hind foot. “Just see that you’re persuasive.” He hopped nonchalantly off into
the woods, white tail flashing behind before it disappeared with the rest of him into the
shadows.

The ghost eater stood up and stretched. The first gray light of morning showed
beyond the trees, and a redbird called a greeting to the sun. Glancing about warily for

Enemies, he started off in search of the road.

*k*x

Gwendith stumbled through the woods, lost in a miasma of shock, exhaustion,
and crippleweed hunger. Brambles clutched at the ruins of her skirt, and branches

reached out to scratch her face. The sun had come up hours ago but was hidden



behind a bank of thick clouds that drizzled rain. The patter of falling water sounded loud
on the dead leaves and hid any sound of approaching footsteps.

She needed more crippleweed. Desire for the drug grew more insistent, chewing
at the edges of her thoughts. She should turn around, find the road, and head back to
Fort Ironwood. There was no point in continuing on now that the ghost eater was dead.

Dead. She tried not to think about it, but the scene forced itself back into her
mind. The rifle gleaming darkly in the night, the breath of the soldiers hanging like frost
in the air, the spray of blood as the bullet tore into the back of his head....

No. She shuddered, stumbled, and kept going. Death, there was death
everywhere she looked, everywhere she turned. Everyone she had ever really loved
had gone to the grave in a wash of violent blood, and now this...this last hope that she
might be sane, that there might be some explanation for the visions she had...taken by
the same casual brutality.

That isn’t true, she tried to tell herself. Beoch, Johann, my friends back in
Aneirach: they aren’t dead.

But Beoch had never commanded her passion, Johann wasn’t around enough to
know very well, and the few friends her work had left her time for had withdrawn even
before she was dragged off to the asylum.

They broke out of the entangling forest. Gwendith looked up through a haze to
see a towering, lightning-struck oak. Stands-in-Smoke, looking rather the worse for
wear, staggered to a halt. “This must be the place,” she muttered. Her dark eyes
skipped over Gwendith and went to No Tongue. “We’ll wait here for him, like he said.”

Gwendith gaped. “What are you talking about? He’s dead—the soldiers shot him
through the head! You've got to keep going, find somewhere better to hide until things
blow over. And I...I might as well go home.”

Stands-in-Smoke shot her an annoyed look. “Don’t sound so self-pitying,
Outlander. He’s a ghost eater—he wasn't alive to start with.” She sank down onto the
carpet of leaves beneath the tree, weariness breaking through the angry frown that

seemed almost her only expression. “We’ll wait here.”



Gwendith shook her head, wondering if Stands-in-Smoke wasn’t mad. An odd
thing to wonder about someone other than myself, she thought ruefully. “What do you
mean, he wasn'’t alive to start with?”

“She means exactly what she said.”

She spun around to see him pushing aside the last tangling honeysuckle vines to
emerge into the clearing. His clothing and hair were smeared with mud, and dried blood
tracked across one side of his face. Nevertheless, the wry smile that quirked up the
corner of his mouth was unmistakable.

Gwendith took an involuntary step back, feeling as though all the blood had
drained from her body. “I...you....” Anger began to replace the shock. “It was all a trick.”

“‘No.” He moved closer to her. She took another quick step back, and he stopped.
“No,” he repeated again, more wistfully. “| didn’t realize that you wouldn’t know what a
ghost eater is. I'm not alive, Gwendith, not like you are.”

She’d grown up hearing folk tales from old Rhylach, ones that the preachers
sometimes spoke against as blasphemy, with no place here in the Wizards’ promised
land. One of the words in them came involuntarily to her lips. “Undead.”

The ghost eater cocked his head to one side thoughtfully. “Yes,” he agreed
finally. “The sense isn’t quite right—there isn’t any equivalent word for what | am in your
language—but it comes close enough.”

“Impossible.”

Stands-in-Smoke gave her an exasperated look. “You saw the soldiers shoot
him, and yet here he stands, unharmed. Touch his chest—you aren’t going to find a
heartbeat. And surely even an Outlander isn’t so blind as to see that he doesn’t breathe
when he doesn’t need it to speak.”

Gwendith swallowed, fear dancing up her spine. Most of her life, she’d been able
to fight anything she was confronted with using either sharp steel or bullets. Only once,
the day Caitlin died, had she felt completely powerless. But this—how could anyone
fight one of the undead, who couldn’t be killed even by a bullet through his brain?

Hesitantly, she stretched out one hand and laid her fingers against his chest. As
Stands-in-Smoke had said, she felt no heartbeat. Not breathing, that might only be a

trick of control, but no one could fake this.



The man was dead.

She saw it again in her memory, the slow unreeling of madness. The young
muddy lay naked on the cave floor, even his bone ear pins and shell necklace stripped
from him. A sharp stone spear point had been driven deep into his chest so that it
pierced the heart.

Although it should have been black as night in the cave, a faint bluish glow
illuminated the scene. Motes of light dripped from the soft, brown-black rock of the
ceiling, swimming through it like water. Feathery impressions lurked in the stone, as
though plants and animals had somehow been incorporated into it, leaving behind their
shadows.

As she watched, unable to move or speak, the motes of light swirled together,
faster and faster, until they seemed to be compacted into a single entity that exploded
out of the rock, striking down like an arrow into the muddy’s body. For a moment,
nothing happened—then the light expanded to fill him, shifting his fingers and toes,
causing even his long black hair to wave as if alive.

Then, the spear point still cleaving his heart, he opened his eyes and found
himself dead.

And he screamed.

And screamed.

Hands grappled with Gwendith, clamping over her mouth. The screams she
listened to became muffled, and she realized belatedly that they were coming from her
own throat. She struck out blindly and felt her fist connect hard with flesh. The grip
holding her didn’t loosen.

“Stop it, Gwendith! It’s all right—I won’t hurt you!”

She wasn'’t certain whether the fear she felt came from any perceived threat, or
simply from some instinctive horror of the dead who refuse to stay where they belong.
Her teeth sank into his palm. She tasted blood, heard him say something sharp in a
tongue she didn’t know. So he does feel pain. He can still be hurt.

The grip of his arms was like iron—not painfully tight, but unyielding. After a few

minutes of struggling, she went limp, tired and starting to realize that fighting wouldn’t



accomplish anything. Once she had been still for a while, he cautiously took his hand off
her mouth.

“‘Let me go,” she said in what she hoped sounded like a calm, reasonable voice.
‘I want to go home. | need...l need some crippleweed.”

“You don'’t need it. It's bad for you.” Nevertheless, he let her go. She stepped
away, glancing at No Tongue and Stands-in-Smoke, who had watched the exchange
with interest. Vague embarrassment touched her, to behave so in front of strangers.
Then again, she ought to be used to being stared at because of her odd actions.

She expected the ghost eater to be angry, but instead he only looked frantic.
Dark eyes pleaded with her as he searched for words. “Don’t be afraid of me,
Gwendith,” he repeated. “I came here to find you because | need your help, not
because | wish to bring you harm.”

She took a deep, calming breath. “You said before that I’'m not insane.” The
words had somehow become a mantra, and she clung to them with illogical strength.

He nodded guardedly, as if worried any motion on his part might set her off.
“That’s right. | can explain everything to you, if you'll just sit down for a moment and
listen to me.”

Seeing little choice, she did as he asked. He hunkered down by her, near enough
that he didn’t have to yell across the clearing but not so close that she felt intimidated.
That gesture made her relax more than any spoken reassurances. “All right. I'll listen.”

“Thank you.” He craned his head back a moment, staring up into the branches of
the oak tree. The skeletal lines drawn over his features made it difficult to read his
expression. When he spoke, his voice held a formal cadence to it.

‘I am the ghost eater of Bird Creek Town, and this is my tale. | am of the Ahkan’i
people, who fought off the Great Enemies to live free in the mountains. | have been the
ghost eater for one winter and am still under the tutelage of the old one, who was ghost
eater before me.

“In the Spider Moon, | went to Where They Shouted on the night of a great storm.
Kani Thunderer sent his son, Lightning, to strike me to the ground. When | looked up
from my daze, | beheld Little Deer, who is the leader of all the deer. With him was the

Saw-Whet Owl, to whom my clan is cousin. Little Deer showed me a vision, and |



beheld death everywhere around me. The plants, the animals, and the Ahkan'it all died
before a great, consuming hunger that devoured everything that crossed its path. When
it had stripped bare the mountains, the Devourer went out into the foothills, even into
the lands of the Enemy, destroying everything.

“This must not come to pass,’ said Little Deer. ‘We will fight it, but humans must
help as well, for this death is of their making.’

“Then he showed me one last image—the face of a woman with strange skin and
eyes, who could only be one of the Great Enemies. ‘Find her and bring her here,” he
said. Then he was gone.

“I listened to Little Deer's wisdom. | greeted the dawn and sang the song of
journeying to each of the seven directions. Then | left the peak and left the mountains,
without so much as a word to the old one, so important did this task seem. And from the
Spider Moon until now, | have searched for the Enemy woman.” He broke off and
looked piercingly at Gwendith. “She was you.”

Gwendith stared down at her hands. It was too strange and incredible to
believe...but then, so was a man who seemed both alive and dead. “You’re saying that
you’re from some lost band of muddies, and some kind of...of animal god told you to
find me, or some disaster will befall the world?” she asked.

“Not mysterious. The Devourer will consume all that lives,” the ghost eater
replied patiently. “And that word you used, ‘god’—that isn’t one of our words. | don’t
know a word in your language that would be right for describing the animal spirits. And
Little Deer didn’t say that you would be able to stop the Devourer—he only implied that
you might be able to help somehow. Maybe we could do it all without you. But | think
your help will make things easier.”

She shook her head, baffled. She had the feeling that no amount of skill with
sabers or pistols would stop the kind of threat he was talking about. “But what could |
do?”

He frowned, opened his pouch, and drew out the small carving she had done of
him. “You knew me, even before | came here. Will you tell me how?”

It all seemed suddenly surreal. Only a few hours ago, she had told her story to

Colonel Talys, despite having moved to Fort Ironwood to avoid people who knew about



her hallucinations. Now she told it again, to yet another virtual stranger. She made it
sound as if her visions had begun suddenly, on an ordinary day—certainly there was no
harm in that small deception. The ghost eater listened to her describe the increasing
frequency of the visions, the asylum, and the crippleweed used to control her madness,
nodding encouragingly when her words stumbled.

When she had finished, he sat back on his heels, his expression grave. “You
have a Way,” he said, as if making some life-or-death proclamation.

“Impossible,” Stands-in-Smoke declared.

“What's a Way?” Gwendith asked.

Stands-in-Smoke grinned wickedly. “This.” She held up her hand and flames
appeared about her wrist and fingers, running harmlessly over her flesh as though they
were nothing but water.

“Magic,” Gwendith whispered in awe. “Like the Wizards had.”

“Hardly,” Stands-in-Smoke replied contemptuously. “We’ve had Ways for as long
as our people have existed. The Wizards had nothing to do with it.”

“But...we’re taught that the Wizards commanded the only true magic. Since they
went up into heaven, there has been no magic in the world.”

Stands-in-Smoke let out a humorless laugh. “Spare us—I know the story,
Outlander. | had it pounded into my head every holy day—church going is mandatory on
the Sanctuary. Whatever your stupid priests might like you to think, people here had
Ways long before we'd ever heard of Wizards, and we still have them now that they’re
gone.”

“‘But Enemies don’t,” the ghost eater added. “I was always told that, because you
came here from somewhere else, you don’t walk in the world the way we do. But the
true visions you’'ve had—from what you said, it sounds like you actually saw events as
they happened. That's the Way of a far-watcher. The kind of Way that an Ahkan’i, or a
Hut Sitter, might have.”

Gwendith shook her head, not certain she entirely understood what they were
saying. “So what does it mean if | do have this...this Way?”

“l don’t know.”



It was obviously something he took very seriously. Gwendith closed her eyes,
wishing she had time to think. More, wishing she had time to lay down and go to sleep
for a few hours. Perhaps to wake up in her bed in Aneirach, to find that she had
dreamed the last few years, and Caitlin still slept safely in her room.

It was hard not to believe the ghost eater’'s words, when she had seen him get
shot through the head and survive unscathed. When a woman caused fire to appear
and disappear from her hands with no apparent tricks or subterfuge.

Part of her simply didn’t want to believe. Not because it was too incredible, but
because it would mean her first vision, the one that had started everything, would have
been as true as the others.

The man above her, face horribly twisted. The looming sky over his shoulder, the
old mill’s waterwheel against the gray clouds. And the blood. So much blood.

Gwendith rocked forwards, pressing her fingers against her eyes as if to shove
the memory back where it belonged. She didn’t want to accept that, she didn’t want it to
be true.

But...there was another part that did want to believe the ghost eater’s story, if
only for one reason.

Gwendith dropped her hands and cleared her throat. “I'll do what you want,” she
said levelly, “but only on one condition.”

Hope and excitement lit up the ghost eater’s eyes. He smiled broadly, perhaps
unaware of how the expression distorted the tattoos on his face into something awful.
“What?”

‘I had a daughter, Caitlin.” Gwendith spoke carefully, as if the words were fragile
things that could fall and break. “She died three years ago, from the influenza.” Liar.
“Your people obviously hold the power of life and death—you are proof enough of that.
If | help you, | want you to restore Caitlin to me.”

But the ghost eater was shaking his head. Her hand balled into a fist, wanting to
strike him, wanting to knock away the expression of sympathy and force him to change
his answer.

“I am sorry for your loss, Gwendith.” His voice was sad, and for a moment he

seemed a great deal older than his appearance suggested. “But that isn’t how it works.”



“Why not? Look at you!”

“For one thing, no ghost eater is ever made more than one day or one night after
the death of his body. Your daughter has been dead for three years—all that is left of
her is bone. Even if the bhargha could somehow reanimate the bones, | don’t know if it
could restore brain or flesh if there wasn’t any there to start with. And if it could, it would
still be kinder to leave your daughter’s body alone. My people believe that the spirit of
the dead person goes on to the Darkening Lands, while all that remains behind is the
bhargha in a borrowed corpse. As such, a ghost eater is considered to have no kin, no
friends, and no family. I'm not alive, Gwendith—I can’t take part in the everyday things
that you take for granted. | can’t bounce my niece on my knee, or marry the woman |
loved. | wasn'’t even allowed to grieve when one of my uncles died.”

She frowned, seeking some way to convince both of them that his words were
wrong. “You said that you aren’t the person who was born in that body, but then you
speak as if you are.”

He looked away, as if she had shamed him. “It has been my greatest failing as a
ghost eater. If the old one caught me saying these things, he would kill me the rest of
the way. The man whose body | took was named Tamaugua. | have all of his memories,
all of his likes and dislikes. | have no memories of the time before waking in the cave
that are not his. It...feels very much as though | am him. But | don’t know.” For a
moment his eyes were haunted, desperate. “| truly do not know if | am Tamaugua, or if |
am the Child of the Mountain, the bhargha, and have only usurped his memories as |
usurped his body.”

Then he shook his head, sending his black hair flying in a long arc. “It doesn’t
matter. Whatever my memories of life, I'm not truly alive now. Look at me, Gwendith—
this body had seen eighteen winters when it died. | may survive another two hundred,
but my appearance will never change. What hope would your daughter have, trapped
forever in the body of a child? And there are worse things than remaining forever
unchanging. | can never father children.”

“That’s the one part that doesn’t work anymore,” Stands-in-Smoke put in

mockingly.



The ghost eater glared at her but didn’t deny it. “Think about it for a while,
Gwendith. This isn’t an existence | would force on an innocent child, not even if | could.
And | can'’t. It is neither possible nor desirable.”

No one said anything after that. Gwendith rose slowly to her feet, but the ghost
eater made no move to stand or to follow her, perhaps respecting her need for silence.
She walked to the edge of the clearing before closing her eyes against the sting of
tears. No, she wouldn’t give into grief. There had never been any real hope to begin
with.

She thought about her options. She could go back to Fort Ironwood and...what?
Have lunch with Colonel Talys? He might not think her mad, but she doubted he would
believe her if she started babbling on about Rhylachans having “Ways” like muddies. In
an earlier era, such blasphemous talk would have potentially earned her the stake.
Now, in this more enlightened age, it would just earn her another trip to the asylum.

And no matter what she told or didn’t tell him, he would be leaving soon enough
to go back to his own command. She would remain behind with Beoch, her days lost in
a fog of crippleweed, bound to a husband who had to find his pleasure with another
woman since his wife was unable to give him any. The days stretched out before her in
a dreary procession of sameness, locked in a world where she could have no real life
because everyone thought her mad.

Or, she could go with a dead man back to mountains that neither she nor any
other Rhylachan had ever seen. Once there, she would be among strangers who
apparently saw her as an “Enemy,” adrift without any familiar ties of friendship or family.
She didn’t know what would happen there, couldn’t guess what sort of life she might
have for however long she stayed. Didn’t even know what it was, exactly, that the ghost
eater and his animal spirits might require of her once there.

But no one would think her mad. And at least it wouldn’t be the slow death of
despair and crippleweed that awaited her back in Fort Ironwood.

Her hand tried to close on a saber hilt that was no longer there. “All right,” she

said, staring out into the woods as she spoke. “I'll come with you.”
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Colonel Talys sat behind the desk in the small office that General Paywin had
lent him, his hands folded carefully over the ancient book resting on the desktop.
Sunlight streamed through the window behind him, illuminating his crisp yellow hair and
gleaming off the brass buttons of his coat. A brazier kept the room warm, but Talys still
felt vaguely uncomfortable here. The spartan walls and lack of bookshelves made him
long for his own study at Fort Reed. He thought briefly of Donia, wishing again that she
could have been here with him.

Well, he would see her and home soon enough, once his visit here was done. He
frowned down at the worn leather cover under his fingers. He wasn’t yet sure whether or
not this trip would be profitable, but certainly it had been interesting.

A sharp rap sounded on the door. At his call, a young private opened it, saluted,
and stepped aside. From behind her came a towering man with thickly-muscled arms
and a ragged bush of beard. He smelled of smoke and hot metal, even though he had
obviously dressed in his holy-day-best.

“Beoch Smith to see you, sir,” the private announced unnecessarily.

“Come in, Beoch.” The private marched out once the smith had gotten his bulk
through the door. Talys gestured to a seat, which Beoch took nervously.

Talys smiled reassuringly. “As you know, Beoch, General Paywin has put the
investigation of last night’s dreadful events in my hands. Although most of the matter
was easily cleared up, I'm very sorry to report that no trace of your wife has yet been
found.”

Beoch’s shoulders slumped, and his hands knotted together. Talys could feel the
big man’s guilt, his anguish, his terror over the horrors he assumed his wife would be
subjected to at the hands of renegade muddies.

“‘My...my wife is a fragile woman,” Beoch said, clearly fighting to keep his words
steady.

Talys schooled himself to keep an interested expression for the moment. Our
smith doesn’t know his wife very well. | would have recruited her in a moment had this
not happened. If things are resolved well, | still will. After all, reports of a woman who
saw strange visions were what had drawn him to Fort Ironwood in the first place. There

had always been the chance that she was simply insane rather than gifted with a Way,



of course. But as events progressed, it was beginning to look more and more likely that
she was a genuine far-watcher.

‘I understand your concern,” Talys said sympathetically. “| assure you that we’'ll
do everything we can to find her. But | was wondering if perhaps you could be of help.
She seems to have disappeared at the party, but so far we have found no one who saw
anything suspicious. The muddy servants were questioned, of course, but none of them
could so much as give a description of her, so | doubt they were involved. | was hoping
that you might have noticed something out of the ordinary that night.”

Shame, so strong it washed over him like the heat from a forge. Beoch’s head
bowed even further. Soon, Talys thought, it would be resting on the man’s knees. “I...1
was not with her. | should have been, | know, but...l wasn’t.”

And there lay the key. Beoch felt guilt over her disappearance. What he wanted
more than anything was to get Gwendith back and absolve himself of that guilt. Or,
failing that, he wanted to seek absolution for himself by taking revenge against her
attackers.

This would be even easier than usual. Only a few words and phrases would be
needed. Hardly an application of Talys’ talent at all.

“Why was that, Beoch?”

The smith responded to the light touch of talent and looked to Talys as if he was
some sort of father confessor. “I...I had gone off with another woman.” Remorse twisted
his features. “I'm so sorry for it—Gwenny deserved better treatment from me, | know
she did. Because of my failings, she was alone when those Wizards-damned muddies
took her!”

Talys looked sympathetic, knowing his words would be like a twist of the knife.
“There was no way you could have known.”

‘I should have been there,” Beoch insisted. “I could have stopped them. But |
failed her. Please, colonel, | love my wife. Let me make it up to her by helping rescue
her! | used to be in the army—I can fire a rifle.”

Talys nodded sagely, pretending to think it over. “Very well, then. I'm sure there’s
something you can do.”

“Thank you,” Beoch gasped, as if being granted a great favor.



“I've sent some soldiers out looking for her already. A man named Johann went
with them—is he your brother?”

“No.” Beoch glowered, and Talys was glad Johann had left beforehand. Normally
he didn’t have to work to keep order among his followers, and it would be an
inconvenience if he had to start now.

“You'll stay at my side. | may have need of your smith’s skills soon. Oh, one last
question, if you will.”

“Of course. Anything.”

“I originally came here because | was looking into something for the army. As a
smith in a town assigned to a fort, | assume you have access to phoenix stones to fuel
your forge?”

Beoch seemed puzzled but answered readily enough. “Yes. Not as many as
some larger forges elsewhere—certainly not as many as gunsmiths have—but enough
to get by with.”

“Have you noticed anything odd about the phoenix stones lately? Does there
seem fewer of them than before?”

“Theft?”

Talys sighed mentally. The phoenix stones were the last legacy of the Wizards,
burning with a white-hot flame that never consumed the stones themselves. Or at least,
that had been the case until now. The idea that the magic in them might someday die
was incomprehensible to a man like Beoch, whose faith in the Wizards was likely close
to unshakable.

Well, if he fell in with Talys, it would be shaken very well in the days to come.

“Not exactly. Just let me know if you notice anything strange.”

Beoch looked confused but nodded his assent. Giving Talys a rusty salute, he
shuffled out the door.

Alone, Talys sighed and relaxed. He ran his fingers over the ragged old journal
on the desk, reverently opening its pages. A soldier had kept this diary over two
centuries ago; his terrible handwriting had combined with age to render some passages

unreadable. Even so, the book was invaluable, for it contained a first-hand account of



the time just before the Wizards abandoned their flock—an account not written to order
by the Wizards and their priests.

And it contained a chronicle of the war with the Skull People, which had
otherwise been expunged from all records. Neither the priesthood nor the military had
wanted posterity to remember their ignominious defeat at the hands of savages armed
with bows and stone arrows.

Ironic that he had found it in the old library at Fort Reed, hidden back behind
some dusty volumes that no one had opened in at least forty years. He liked to think
that it had been waiting for someone who would appreciate the truths it contained,
instead of burning it for blasphemy.

The book fell open to the page Talys had turned to most often as of late.
Although the handwriting of the anonymous soldier was atrocious, the man had
displayed some artistic skill. This particular page showed a picture of something the
soldier had witnessed in the battles with the Skull People: a native man, barbarically
dressed in a deerskin breechclout, with a skull tattooed over his features. The
accompanying entry talked about men called ghost eaters and noted that everyone was
terrified of them. They could supposedly kill a man by drawing the life out of him, yet
were themselves immune to even the most terrible wounds. Hut Sitter flame-callers had
to be brought in to deal with them.

It had seemed an exciting coincidence when Gwendith mentioned having visions
of a native bearing the distinctive ghost eater markings. More than a coincidence,
really—it had seemed a path leading to an answer to the dangers threatening New
Rhylach, dangers no civilian like Gwendith could know about.

And then there had been the attack on the Sanctuary supply depot. Reports of
soldiers slain by a woman who wore fire on her hands like a lady would wear gloves—
accompanied by a tattooed man who apparently killed by some means other than any
known weapon.

This morning, another report had come in concerning two soldiers missing since
the day before. Rather than being found in a drunken stupor as expected, they had
been discovered in shallow graves in one of the farther Sanctuary fields. One had

clearly had his head bashed in with a rock. But as for the other, the fort doctor was



unable to find any cause of death, putting the case feebly down to some kind of
paroxysm of the heart.

There was a ghost eater here last night, he thought with a thrill of excitement.
And now Gwendith is gone. It can’t be a coincidence. If | can find her, then | can find
him.

And | must find him. For all our sakes.



CHAPTER FOUR

As the sun walked her long trail over the sky on the way to her mother’s house
where she would sleep the night, the ghost eater and his small band of fugitives walked
their own through the forest. It proved a frustrating day for the ghost eater. During the
five moons of his wandering, he had almost forgotten what it was like to be mortal and
have to stop for rest, food, and other necessities. He had simply walked until his mind
became so fogged with exhaustion that he more or less dropped in his tracks. He had
always found it a bit odd that an untiring body should still host a mind that craved sleep
and dreams.

They sound like an entire herd of frightened deer, he thought, annoyed with his
companions. Twigs snapped loudly under their feet, and the ruined skirts of Gwendith’s
dress caught on every other branch. Earlier, he had instructed them to walk single-file,
stepping in his own footsteps, so that any pursuit would be confused as to how many of
them there were. Glancing back, however, he saw that he might as well not have
spoken. Although Stands-in-Smoke trod practically on his heels, glaring at him in a
challenge to find fault with her, No Tongue had straggled off to one side of the path to
examine a bush. And as for Gwendith, she trailed far back, her steps erratic. As if
sensing his scrutiny, she looked up, and he saw that her face was pale and bathed with
sweat.

Alarmed, he stopped abruptly, almost causing Stands-in-Smoke to walk over
him. “Gwendith?” Ignoring his own advice, he pushed back past No Tongue. Gwendith
stopped when she saw him coming, putting one hand on a tree trunk to steady herself.
Although he was no judge of Enemies, he thought she looked terrible. “Are you all
right?”

She nodded, then swallowed heavily. “I'm just not used to walking so much. Ill
be fine.” Her tone was short and clipped, as if to forbid any further conversation.

“It's the crippleweed, isn’t it?” Stands-in-Smoke asked, coming back to join them.



Gwendith looked away without answering. The ghost eater frowned in confusion.
“But she hasn’t had any since yesterday. Have you?”

“And that’s the problem.” Stands-in-Smoke folded her arms over her chest.
“Crippleweed is addictive. If a person takes it for too long, the plant hurts them when
they try to stop.”

“How?”

“Sweats. Pains in the gut. Maybe hallucinations. If she doesn’t get some more
soon, she won'’t be able to travel.”

“Why didn’t you mention this before?”

She shrugged. “l assumed you knew, great Ahkan'’i warrior.”

The ghost eater pressed his lips together on an angry reply. Crippleweed was
used for captives of war. A warrior might take a prisoner, but it was the women who
dealt with them after and decided their fates. The knowledge of the plant’s properties
would certainly be part of the women’s lore, passed down through the long generations
since there had been any captives to take, to guard against the day when the Ahkan’it
might again have to fight.

Siska-init would have known. And she wouldn’t have waited until Gwendith was
half-dead to tell me, either. For a moment a powerful longing for her presence seized
him, like ropes tightening around his stilled heart.

But he was the ghost eater and had no beloved.

Angry with himself, he grabbed Stands-in-Smoke’s arm, dragging her aside. “Will
she live?”

“Probably. Sometimes this type of thing kills people, but | never heard
crippleweed was all that bad. She’s going to be in a lot of pain soon, though.”

He took a deep, calming, and completely unnecessary breath. Anger would not
help him right now. “We’ll have to find somewhere to hide, then, until she’s well enough
to travel.”

“If we find some more crippleweed for her, we won’t have to.”

“No. | want her to learn how to use her Way, not keep it from her.”

Stands-in-Smoke sighed and ran one hand back through her short-cropped hair.

Her own patched garments were stained and torn from travel through the wood, and



weariness marked her face with harsh lines. “Fine. | came this way once, a long time
ago, with my mother. She worked for the family of one of the fort commanders. They
wanted her to come with them when they went down to their summer house at Quick
Falls, so they got us both passes to leave the Sanctuary. | was young then, but |
remember we stopped to rest the horses at the edge of the wood.” Her mouth twisted
slightly. “We of course walked behind the baggage cart, but the Outlanders were riding.
We stopped in the shadow of a mound by the road. When no one was paying attention
to us, my mother took me aside and told me that the Proud Ones had built that mound,
back before the Outlanders came. We had our own temple on it, with our own gods, and
our own leaders lived there in sacred houses.”

“‘And?” the ghost eater demanded impatiently. Of course Hut Sitters built
monuments and permanent things—that was why the Ahkan’it called them “Hut Sitters”
to begin with. It was of no interest to him.

Stands-in-Smoke frowned in annoyance but cut short her reminiscing. “We could
use the mound to block the view from the road. It's on the edge of a field, but there are
some trees on it, and at least no soldiers happening by on the road will see us. It's the
best cover we're likely to get anytime soon.”

“All right. We'll find somewhere to hide Gwendith there—you can stay with her
while she’s ill, and No Tongue and | will watch the road.”

Stands-in-Smoke’s lip curled. “You expect me to give comfort to an Outlander
woman? You're the one who wanted her with us—you watch her, and I'll stand guard
with No Tongue.”

“l didn’t ask you to come with us in the first place,” the ghost eater pointed out
tartly. “Besides, this is the kind of thing a woman should do. It isn’'t appropriate for a
man to tend her while she’s sick.”

“You aren’t a man. You're a ghost eater.”

He looked away, feeling an odd mixture of anger, shame, and hurt surge through
him. No matter how true her words, they weren’t the kind of thing that should be spoken
in polite company. Despair and regret flitted over him, like the shadow of an owl’s wing.

“Very well, then.”



To his surprise, Stands-in-Smoke drew back from him, a sudden look of
consternation on her face. Perhaps she had expected angry words, or some sort of
denial, as if he could somehow reject his own nature. He brushed past her and went to
Gwendith.

She looked up wanly as he approached. While they had talked, she had slipped
into a sitting position, arms wrapped around her knees. No Tongue crouched nearby,
looking anxious and helpless.

“You were arguing about me,” she said sadly. A sudden spasm of pain passed
over her face, and her body drew up more tightly about her gut. “You should leave me
here. | don’t think | can go any farther.”

“You don’t have to.” He put aside his anger over Stands-in-Smoke’s obstinacy
and offered Gwendith a reassuring smile. “We’re only going a little way. Then we’ll stop
until you're better.”

Gwendith nodded weakly. She didn’t look as though she’d be able to stand up,
let alone walk the rest of the way to the mound. Deciding that need won out over
propriety, he bent down and lifted her up in his arms.

She let out a protest but didn’t struggle. The cloth of her dress felt odd to him—
smooth and soft in some places, stiffer in others. Her long hair had come mostly undone
from its braid and straggled around her face like a tangled thicket. Although she was
tallest woman he had ever seen, her weight was nothing to a ghost eater’'s more-than-
human strength.

“It will be all right,” he said, feeling that he had to say something.

She let out a soft, bitter laugh. “It will never be all right again,” she said into his

hair. “But it is a kind lie.”
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Gwendith half-dozed, her head jostling against the ghost eater’s shoulder. She
was vaguely aware of the wood around them, of the murmur of voices—Stands-in-
Smoke asking where they were to get food—and of the play of light and dark against
her eyelids. Cramps twisted her stomach, sometimes so hard they left her biting her lip

to keep from crying aloud. The ghost eater’s long hair fell over her face, like strands of



midnight silk. Neither his hair nor his skin seemed to have any scent, although the smell
of earth clung to his clothing.

She saw the soldiers shove him down on the ground, heard the crack of a pistol.
Blood, black in the night, sprayed over one soldier’s face, and he wiped it away
casually. She yelled, jerked sharply, felt arms carrying her tirelessly. She opened her
eyes on the dark line of the tattoo that traced the hinge of his jaw.

“We’re almost there,” someone said to her. The ghost eater, she thought. Why
was he carrying her? Why was she letting a corpse touch her? She swung her saber
desperately, trying to cut him down, to force him to stay decently dead, but at the last
moment she found Caitlin’s sweet face looking up at her instead. Water plastered her
golden curls to her head, dripped from her bloodstained dress, and ran from the hollows
where her eyes had been.

There was a high rampart of earth blocking the late sunlight, vaguely like one
close to the road from Aneirach to Fort Ironwood. If that was so, then Beoch ought to be
around here somewhere, shouldn’t he? He wouldn'’t like her associating with muddies.
He would be furious if he caught her—he might even go so far as to add a second hank
of black hair to the rifle hanging above the hearth.

“‘Come with me,” Johann begged, holding out his hands. “Forget Beoch and
Aerwyn, forget running away with these people. I'll take care of you.”

‘I can’t,” she replied reasonably. “I have to take care of Caitlin.” She looked
around for her daughter but instead saw a man’s body swinging from the trees above
her head.

A door creaked open in front of her, and she caught a glimpse of a rude wooden
shack, the kind of thing a farmer might store tools in for a far field. “Deserted,” said a
woman’s voice. And: “Maybe we can find food here—there could be rabbits in the
orchard.”

Food. Hunger gnawed at her belly, then turned into searing agony. Had she been
stabbed? She jerked, curled up around the hurt, then flung her head back. It impacted
with something hard, and she heard an exclamation of pain. Then there were hands

holding her, pinning her down, and the smell of dirt in her nose.



And then everything fragmented, leaving only pain to anchor the center of the

world.
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Gwendith opened her eyes. A beam of late afternoon sunlight cut sharply through
a hole in the ceiling, spreading a pool of gold on the floor near her face. A small fire
crackled nearby, well away from a damp spot where the damaged roof had let in rain.
Despite the smallness of the flames, she felt warm and comfortable. The smell of pine
hung heavy in the air, and she realized that a bed of springy boughs cushioned her from
the hard floor. A charcoal-colored coat lay over her, supplementing the thin fabric of her
dress.

Exhaustion ate at her, as if she had been running for days. Hunger lurked in her
belly, insistent even over the soreness of the muscles in that region. Lifting her head on
a stiff neck, she glanced around the small shack. The ghost eater sat nearby, his back
propped against the wall, his head bowed as though he drowsed. Since his coat
covered her, he was naked from the waist up—shocking to her Rhylachan sensibilities.
Despite his short height, his shoulders were broad and well muscled. In addition to the
egret tattoo over his right nipple, a long serpent uncoiled its way from the inside of his
left elbow to the top of his shoulder.

He raised his head at the sound of rustling boughs, and it struck her suddenly
that she ought to be afraid of him. A dead man—and a muddy on top of it—who
disintegrated ropes and wood with a touch, then took a bullet through his head and
returned as if nothing had happened, was not the sort of person she ought to feel
comfortable associating with. The skeletal lines drawn over his face made a sort of
mask, distracting the eye from the features beneath. But his brown eyes were quiet and
a bit sad, and it was hard to be afraid of anyone with such a gentle smile.

“How are you feeling?”

For some reason, she got the impression that he had asked this question more
than once. “Better,” she said, trying to feel out the aches and pains in her body. “A lot

better.”



He looked relieved. “You must—that’s the first time you’ve said anything
coherent since we got here yesterday.”

She vaguely remembered being carried through the woods but nothing further.
“‘And where is here?”

“We're in a shed behind an earthen mound. Stands-in-Smoke says the Hut
Sitters built the mound a long time ago, before the Enemies came. She also says that
the strange rows of trees outside are an orchard, and that this building might be used
for storage in the summer, but that no one is likely to come here this time of year.” He
shrugged, disavowing any personal knowledge.

Gwendith tried not to stare at the way his long muscles moved under his brown
skin. She failed miserably. Sleep tugged at her, and she fought it doggedly. I've slept
too much already. | feel as though I've been asleep for years. Her thoughts skimmed
along, light and unencumbered, as though the crippleweed in her blood had been a
weight dragging at her.

“Why do you call us Enemies?” she asked, resting her head on her hands.

He looked surprised at her question, then thoughtful. “It is the purpose of the
ghost eater to remember,” he told her solemnly. “This is what the old men told me when
| was a boy. A long time ago, we were of one fire with the Hut Sitters. But the people
argued and split into two groups: the Ahkan’it, who kept to the old ways, and the Hut
Sitters, who built permanent houses and plowed fields. In doing so, the Hut Sitters took
the lands where my people had hunted game and gathered nuts, and refused to share
them with us. Their walls and fields blocked our paths. So we fought them and took from
them, as they had taken from us.

“One day, a party of warriors led by Y’laune came to the Hut Sitter village at
Where They Cried. They saw only a band of Hut Sitter warriors waiting to fight. The
Ahkan’it attacked, but as they fought, they suddenly found strange men all around them.
The men had been invisible and were only revealed once all the Ahkan’it had come out
into the open. The strangers were horrible to look upon, with skin the color of drowned
corpses and hair like dead grass. They fought with terrible weapons that killed a man by
making a hole in him. And they were encased by metal, much like the stone-covered

monsters of old, and no man’s spear could pierce their shells. They killed Y’laune’s



warriors on the field of battle, then sent dogs to drag down and rend apart those who
survived. The slaughter was great—not the two or three men who normally died in a
conflict, but almost all of the warriors who had gone to fight. Y’laune alone managed to
escape. As he fled the village, he stopped for a moment and looked back to memorize
the faces of the strangers. He did not know who they were, so he swore then that the
Ahkan’it would have no name for them save for ‘Enemy.’ And so it is to this day.”

Gwendith nodded, not certain what she thought about the tale. It sounded a little
like the story she knew, where the Hut Sitters shared food with the first soldiers to come
to New Rhylach, only to be attacked by hordes of sneaking, cowardly muddies. But the
tone of the story was certainly very different. “The Wizards brought us here, away from
the corruption of Old Rhylach. This is the Promised Land.”

“And who promised it to the Wizards?”

She laughed weakly. “Point made. But | thought | was supposed to be your ally
now.

“True. What do you call yourselves?”

“‘Rhylachans.”

“Very well. | won’t call you an Enemy, if you don’t call me a muddy.”

“It's for, you know, the color of your skin.”

He grinned faintly. “Then | shall call you ‘drowned corpse.”

“It's what | feel like.”

‘I was concerned,” he admitted, frowning at the fire as though it had done
something to puzzle him. “But Stands-in-Smoke said crippleweed seldom kills. Easy for
her to say, but hard for me to believe. Especially when you were thrashing around and
shouting that someone named Johann was coming to find you.”

Her brows drew together slightly. “| don’t remember that. Johann is—was—my
brother-by-marriage. From my first marriage.”

“And is he coming to find you?”

She rolled over to stare up at the ceiling. “No.” Bitterness closed a hand around
her throat. “| doubt anyone will be looking for me. Beoch—my husband—will be just as
glad I'm gone. Our marriage...hasn’t been very good for him for a while now. He already

has another woman.”



“What?” The ghost eater sat up straight, looking utterly scandalized. “He’s an
adulterer, and you let him stay in your house? Why didn’t you throw his possessions
into the street? Let him move in with this woman, or go back to his sister’'s home?”

“For one thing, it was his house,” she said dryly.

“l don’t understand. How can a man own a house?”

“Men generally do.”

The ghost eater only shook his head. “Houses, fields—these are women'’s things.
Among my people, any woman whose husband was an adulterer would have simply
taken his belongings and tossed them outside. After that, he would have to either go
home and live in the house of his sister or mother, or else hope the other woman’s
mother and aunts approved her taking him for a husband.”

“The marriage would be ended? Just like that?”

“Of course.”

Gwendith tried to hold the concept in her mind. “The Wizards say that marriage is
sacred, forever. Only death can end it.”

The ghost eater sighed. “It sounds to me like your Wizards didn’t much care if
their followers were miserable or not. | don’t understand you Ene—Rhylachans. I'll be
glad to get home.”

For some reason, he didn’t sound as enthusiastic about returning as the words
would suggest. She remembered him saying that he didn’t have a name anymore, that
he wasn’t considered to be the person he had been before his death. Having your very
existence effectively erased probably didn’t leave you much to go home to.

He rose to his feet suddenly. It was an oddly abbreviated move; where an
ordinary man might have stretched, or at least shifted his weight to relieve the kinks
from sitting, he remained still. “Rest here. No Tongue and Stands-in-Smoke went out to
find food. I'll bring you something if they were successful.”

The door opened and closed in a breath of cold air. Gwendith leaned back and

fell instantly asleep.
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The ghost eater stepped outside, shut the door behind him, and leaned against it
for a moment. It had been foolish to get into a discussion about marriage and the
breaking thereof—too painful, even now, and it led to dangerous confusions between
himself and Tamaugua.

On the other hand, perhaps | needed a reminder that I'm not the only person in
the world who’s had such troubles, he thought wistfully. Though that isn’t the kind of
thing I'd wish us to have in common.

Well, they didn’t, not really—Tamaugua had never been married, and the ghost
eater certainly was not allowed such a thing. It might be worse to actually get around to
building a life with someone, only to have her betray you. Certainly it would be far worse
to be trapped in the same house.

Instead of merely the same town?

Ghost eaters weren’t allowed to move to other towns, either. “You have great
power, but you are not free as other men are free,” the old one was fond of saying.
“You’re nothing more than a war club, or a pot, or a digging stick. A tool to be used by
others. Or to be cast aside when broken.”

Truth was, the very act of leaving Bird Creek Town might have condemned him
to death, if the old one chose it. If he thought it evidence that his replacement was
“‘broken.”

A bit too late for second thoughts now. Shrugging it off, he looked around for any
sign of No Tongue or Stands-in-Smoke. He suspected that he would have been more
successful at foraging than they, had Stands-in-Smoke only set her stubbornness aside
and consented to watch Gwendith. They were nowhere to be seen about the shed, so
he ambled off in search of them.

He found them flat on their bellies at the crest of the long, snake-shaped mound.
The tall grass formed a screen between them and the road they watched intently.
Worried, he dropped down into a crouch and moved to join them. No Tongue glanced
over his shoulder, beckoned the ghost eater closer, and pointed silently towards the
road.

A band of perhaps ten soldiers rode at a slow pace down the hoof-churned track.

Although most of them looked much the same, in their blue coats and hats, one man



was markedly different. He wore a dark green coat and a white shirt beneath it. Yellow,
curly hair shone in the sun, tied back at the nape of his neck with a black ribbon.

“Why is that man dressed differently?” the ghost eater whispered.

‘I don’t know. He must be a civilian, but other than that | can’t guess,” Stands-in-
Smoke replied.

They watched the troop for several minutes. The soldiers slowed their pace even
further, then stopped, dismounting and leading their horses to the stream that ran close
by the base of the mound. One or two stayed with the animals, while the rest started to
climb the slope.

“‘Damn,” hissed Stands-in-Smoke.

“They haven’t seen us yet,” the ghost eater reminded her. “They could just be
coming up here for a vantage point to survey the land.”

As if to make a lie of his words, one of the soldiers stopped suddenly and pointed
at a clump of dead blackberry brambles. The man in the green coat hurried over and
retrieved a tiny scrap of red cloth that had been snagged on a thorn.

Gwendith’s dress. “| thought | told you to cover our trail,” he hissed at his two
companions. No Tongue shrugged helplessly.

One of the soldiers gestured, and the group broke apart, each man fanning off at
a slightly different angle, searching for a carelessly-placed footstep or a patch of broken
grass. The ghost eater backed cautiously away from the ridge, keeping low to the
ground. There was nowhere to hide now that the soldiers knew they were here, so the
only choices were to fight or run.

We've got to get Gwendith away from the shed. That’s the first place they’ll look.

Stands-in-Smoke and No Tongue followed him silently, their faces reflecting fear.
The ghost eater led them down into a hollow filled with cottonwoods, then stopped. “I'm
going back to the shed. You two hang back and keep watch. If the soldiers get too
close, flee without us. Gwendith and | don’t have as much to worry about if we're
caught.”

He left the thicket and ran lightly down the sloping side of the mound, through

hoary rows of apple trees. A chickadee began to chatter a warning from the direction of



the shed, and he paused, listening and watching. Nothing came to his senses—but
chickadees never lied. Danger lurked nearby.

The shed stood amidst the apple trees, its weathered boards covered with moss
and lichen. He slipped inside, and Gwendith sat up groggily, blinking sleep from her
eyes. “Soldiers,” he mouthed, before she could say anything, and her face went pale.
Holding out his hand, he helped her to her feet. She swayed a little but managed to
stand. Pulling her after him, he emerged into the late afternoon light.

A large dog lunged at him from beneath the shadows of the trees.

He leapt back with a startled yelp. The dog didn’t attack but hung back
threatening. It had a short, blunt head with jaws made to bite and hold on. It glared at
him, eyes meeting his in challenge, and its hackles stood on end. A hideous growl
worked out of its throat.

He shoved Gwendith away, out of danger, and put himself between her and the
dog. The tension in his body loosened, and the tendrils of the bhargha lashed out,
reaching for skin and blood and ghost—

And found nothing.

Nothing? Even a spirit should have—

It’s not real.

He spun to look behind him, in time to see the man in the green coat materialize
out of the bushes and make a grab for Gwendith.

“‘Gwendith, look out!” he shouted, hurling himself at the man. A mixture of anger
and desperation went through him—he had allowed himself to be ambushed by this
Enemy trickster, as though he was a naive child. The bhargha whipped out, hungry, and
this time found real skin, real blood, a real ghost—

“No!’” screamed Gwendith and punched him.

He staggered back from the force of the blow, losing his grip on the man. Hunger
rose in him, ran through his blood, a thing with teeth that was seldom satisfied. It felt her
ghost, and for a moment he was caught between twin knives: compelled to feed,

compelled to protect her.



Like a man dragging a great stone, he pulled the bhargha back inside. Hunger
burned through him like scalding water, refusing to back away. Forcing himself to ignore
it, he staggered to his feet.

Gwendith crouched by the green-coated man. Her hands were locked around his
fingers, but her eyes stared fearfully at the ghost eater, as if he had suddenly
transformed into some kind of abomination. It was a look he knew all too well.

“What are you?” she whispered.

“The ghost eater. Why did you stop me?”

“What happened to the dog? Did it run away?”

The man moaned softly, and Gwendith immediately turned her attention to him.
His limbs twitched randomly, and the ghost eater wondered if he would recover from the
bhargha’s sting. He half-lifted his head, then caught in a frightened breath at the sight of
the ghost eater standing nearby.

“It's all right, Johann,” Gwendith murmured, reaching out to smooth his hair. “Just
relax. He won'’t hurt you. Right?” She glanced at the ghost eater worriedly, as if
suddenly unsure.

“This is the man you said was coming for you, when you were delirious earlier?
Your first husband’s brother?”

“l—yes.” She looked surprised. “I must have seen him.” She turned back to
Johann, who was struggling to sit up. “Are you all right?”

‘I don’t know.” He looked sickly-pale, and sweat slicked his forehead. “What
happened?”

“Later. What are you doing here, with those soldiers?”

He blinked at her in confusion. “| came looking for you. We knew you had been
kidnapped by these muddies, and...,” he trailed off. “You don’t look very kidnapped.”

‘I came of my own free will.”

“‘But—they said that these muddies killed some soldiers.”

“I'll explain it all to you when | can, | promise. For right now, just believe me when
| tell you that it was all in self-defense.” Her hands tightened on his arm. “We can’t be

caught by the soldiers, Johann. Can you call them off?”



“l...I don’t know.” He glanced warily at the ghost eater, as if questioning whether
diverting the soldiers was such a good idea. “But I'll try, if that’s what you want. If you
aren’t being coerced.”

She grinned faintly. “When have you ever known me to be coerced into doing
anything? It hasn’t been that long since the salon.”

He staggered to his feet, leaning heavily on Gwendith’s shoulder. At that
moment, there came the sudden sound of running footsteps on the moss-covered earth,
and Stands-in-Smoke and No Tongue appeared. “The soldiers are—" she started, then
stopped, staring at Johann.

“He’s a friend,” Gwendith said quickly.

Johann appeared to hesitate, then gestured sharply to the shed. “You all hide in
there. I'll tell the soldiers | already searched it. I'll try to lead them away.”

“So we can be caught in a trap and surrounded?” Stands-in-Smoke demanded.

“‘He won'’t betray us.” Gwendith had already started for the shed. “Hurry!”

No Tongue followed her immediately. The ghost eater paused and drew closer to
Johann, who looked worried and backed away.

“Don’t think that you know better than Gwendith,” he warned.

Johann swallowed nervously. “Get in the shed. But | want to talk to Gwendith,
when | can. Tell her I'll be at the old hay barn where this road intersects with Sugar and
Wine Road. After midnight tomorrow.”

The ghost eater went inside, motioning for Stands-in-Smoke to follow. She
entered after giving Johann one last glare. They crouched in the gloom, silent and
listening. A few moments later, voices sounded.

“There you are! Where have you been?”

“l was checking this old shed,” Johann replied easily. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s
been there in months.”

One of the soldiers grunted. They walked around the area for a few minutes,
boots crunching on last autumn’s fallen leaves. Then their voices and footsteps receded
into the distance. After what seemed like hours, the ghost eater stirred. “I think they’re

gone. I'll go see.”



Gwendith rose quickly to her feet. “No, let me.” She gave him a lop-sided smile.
“If they aren’t gone, they’ll be glad to see me. I'll tell them | escaped, then send them off
in the wrong direction.”

“‘But they won't just let you go.”

She shrugged. “I'll slip away somehow and meet back up with you.”

He sighed, knowing she was right, but not liking it. It was difficult to send a
woman out to face danger alone, whether she was a warrior among her people or not.

They aren’t her enemies, he reminded himself. Just ours.

She returned shortly. “They’re gone,” she confirmed.

The ghost eater rose to his feet. “Good.” He paused, then asked carefully, “Can
Johann be trusted?”

Her face grew still, unreadable. “I hope so0.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Gwendith stood on a low hillside overlooking the abandoned barn near Sugar
and Wine Road. The sun sank slowly in front of her, spreading layers of gold, crimson,
violet, and sapphire over the sky. Although the breeze that bent the brown broom sedge
chilled her flesh and made her pull the ghost eater’s coat more closely about her
shoulders, the day itself had been one of the soft, mild ones that herald the first
approach of spring. Looking at the trees around her, she saw that the buds on their tips
were beginning to swell with awakening life.

“What—what month is it?” she asked softly, ashamed that she couldn’t
remember.

The ghost eater glanced up. He crouched a few feet from her, peering vigilantly
out over the landscape. “The Moon When the Sap Rises,” he replied unhelpfully.

“Spring must be coming soon.”

“It is. Faster down here than on the heights where | was born.”

“What's it like there?”

He shrugged. “Quiet. Peaceful. We farm and we gather and we hunt. Children
are born, grow, and have children of their own.”

She remembered how he had attacked Johann, the bizarre tentacles of light that
had fastened on her brother-by-marriage like an anemone closing about its prey. “But
not you.”

He dropped his eyes. “No. Not me.”

Perhaps she shouldn’t have spoken—it had been cruel, had hurt him. Too bad
Father never taught me the polite points of conversing with a dead man who drinks
souls to sustain his own quasi-existence. She shouldn’t worry about hurting his feelings.
She should run screaming in the opposite direction.

Gwendith took a deep breath, the cold air clearing her lungs and her thoughts.
“It's strange,” she said aloud, watching the vanishing sun. A redbird chirped from a

nearby tree, then cut a crimson streak across the sky. “l feel....” The word she had been



about to say, alive, died on her lips. It seemed terribly unfair to exult in being alive, when
Caitlin was dead. “Like I'm waking from a long sleep,” she amended.

“In a sense, you are.” He stood up and came over to her. “The crippleweed kept
your thoughts bound. Now they stand up and stretch. Would you like to try using your
Way?”

Her heart contracted suddenly, fearfully. She hated the way the visions made her
feel. Helpless. Passive. “| can’t control it.”

“You can.” His voice was calm and admitted no other possibility.

“I couldn’t before—the visions would just come out of nowhere.”

“They still might. If it's something truly important. Your visions were random
because you weren’t using your Way but suppressing it, so that it had no other outlet.
Learn to use it, to respect instead of fear it, and you won’t have such problems
anymore.”

If he had told me that earlier, | might have gone back to Fort Ironwood and taken
up a normal life again. But even with control over the visions and no more need for
crippleweed, her life would never have been ordinary. She might not be insane, but she
was still a long way from normal.

Stands-in-Smoke and No Tongue came out of the deepening shadows, carrying
firewood and a full canteen. Their thinness reminded Gwendith of the hunger that sat in
her own belly. The ghost eater had said something about hunting, once there was time.

“Did you bring the cedar?” the ghost eater asked. No Tongue nodded.

They built up a small fire, not so large as to attract attention, and Stands-in-
Smoke lit it with a careless touch. The ghost eater motioned for Gwendith to sit down,
and she did so, feeling trepidation flutter in her heart.

The ghost eater settled himself opposite her. The flames burnished his bronze
skin, danced in the darkling depths of his eyes. His hair hung down over his bare
shoulders like a cloak of raven feathers. “| wish | had some white drink to give you,” he
said, sounding troubled. “Or some tobacco to burn. But this is the best | can do.” Taking
up a handful of cedar shavings, he tossed them onto the flames.

“Why cedar?”



He looked surprised, as if what she asked was common knowledge. “Cedar is
the most sacred of trees. It endures, when other wood does not. The old men say that,
a long time ago, some foes of the Ahkan’it were led by a powerful warrior. Eventually he
was defeated, and the Ahkan’it cut off his head. But the head didn’t die, only laughed at
them. The warriors impaled the head on this tree and that, but still it lived. Finally they
stuck it on a cedar tree, and it killed him. That’'s why the wood is red and white. From his
blood.”

“Children’s stories,” said Stands-in-Smoke in dismissal.

The ghost eater pursed his lips in annoyance but didn’t pursue an argument.
“Breathe deep of the smoke,” he instructed Gwendith. She did so and was overcome
with a coughing fit. “Not that deep. Now just relax. Let your thoughts drift. Feel yourself,
the center of your being, then open yourself to the world around you.”

She took another breath, felt herself relax a little. Discipline, Gwendith, she told
herself firmly. Just like when you were learning how to fence. Discipline and focus.

A redbird let out a last sleepy call, the sound melding with the soft rustle of the
wind in the grass. A dog barked somewhere far away. Close at hand, the fire snapped
and popped, like an old woman talking to herself.

The ghost eater’s voice slid into the sounds, became part of them. “Now think
about Johann. Want to see him.”

She held the image of her brother-by-marriage in her mind, concentrating on how
he had looked when she had last seen him: yellow curls in disarray, green coat
smeared with mud, a look of worry marring what had once been a carefree face.

She saw him then, sitting at a campfire with the soldiers. He lifted a battered tin
cup to his lips, then winced slightly at the taste of whatever was inside it. “Let me take
the first watch tonight,” he suggested. “It's dark, and we have a long way to go
tomorrow.”

Gwendith blinked rapidly and found herself looking at her own fire. “I saw him,”
she said, unsure whether she felt elation or unease. “He was sitting at a camp
somewhere, saying something about standing guard.”

“Then if he’s at a camp, they aren’t coming to set a trap for us here,” Stands-in-

Smoke mused. She sounded as if the concept shocked her.



Gwendith nodded, and then shook her head. “I don’t know—it was so easy,
maybe | just imagined it.”

“It's your Way,” the ghost eater pointed out, as if that explained everything. To
him, perhaps it did. Maybe a Way wasn’t something hard, something you had to work at
for years like learning the saber. Maybe it just was.

“Should we go down to the barn?” Gwendith asked cautiously. “It will be warmer
there.”

“Let the ghost eater stand watch outside,” Stands-in-Smoke said, rising to her
feet as if her legs ached. “It's not as if he can feel the cold.”

The ghost eater glanced away. “| can feel it,” he said softly, more to himself than
to her.

Since they seemed to be breaking camp, Gwendith reached for the canteen and
started to upend it over the fire. The ghost eater grabbed her arm with a startled yelp,
directing the water onto the ground instead of the flames.

“What are you doing? Don’t we have enough troubles as it is?” he demanded,
aghast.

“I was putting out the fire.”

He looked at her in incomprehension. Stands-in-Smoke snorted. “She’s an
Outlander—what does she know about anything?”

“| at least know how to put out a fire,” Gwendith snapped, stung.

A look of understanding passed over the ghost eater’s face, followed by an
expression of sudden worry. “Your people came from somewhere else...you never
moved in the world like we did. Until now, anyway. You really don’t know?”

“Don’t know what?”

He took the canteen from her hand and passed it back to No Tongue. “Fire and
water are opposites. By pouring water on the fire, you offend it. Fire will punish you with
disease and bad luck.”

Gwendith arched an eyebrow. It was one thing to personify a deer into an animal
spirit—at least it was animate. This superstition seemed a little silly. “Fire isn’'t a person.
It doesn'’t feel, or get mad. It's just a thing. | know your beliefs seem very real to you,
but—"



“‘Don’t be a fool, Enemy woman,” the ghost eater said, all his friendly warmth
gone to ice in an instant. “Stands-in-Smoke was right—you and your kind know nothing.
But you had better learn, for your own sakes. | am the ghost eater, the bhargha, the
Child of the Mountain. My heart doesn’t beat, and wounds don’t kill me. I'd think that
even you would accept that | know things and would listen when | try to keep you from
bringing disaster down on your own head!”

He drew himself up, glaring at her darkly. The skull tattoo turned his face into a
mask, frightening and strange. Suddenly, he barely even seemed human.

“‘A-All right. I'm sorry.”

“‘Now.” He snatched the water skin from No Tongue, waving it in her face. “No
water! Not unless you're putting out the fire during a funeral. Use earth.”

He scooped handfuls of dirt onto the flames, smothering them. She caught a
snatch of words in his own tongue. Talking to the fire as he extinguished it?

No Tongue started away, towards the old barn, and Gwendith followed him
hurriedly, grateful to get away from the ghost eater’s dark eyes. She felt as if she had
inadvertently drawn too close to something that would have been better left alone.

“Don’t let him bluff you,” Stands-in-Smoke said suddenly, appearing from the
dark to march along beside Gwendith. “He acts like he knows so much, but he’s just an
ignorant savage. We Proud Ones—we are among the civilized people. Long before your
kind came, we built towns and temples, raised crops. Those Skull People were nothing
but a bunch of barbarians, wandering around everywhere, following the game. Listen to
me—he says he knows things because he’s a ghost eater, but that isn’'t so. He doesn’t
have any memories he didn’t get from the body he wears. He's powerful, but he doesn’t
have any special knowledge.” She paused, frowning slightly. “I don’t know if | believe in
all this talk of spirits,” she admitted slowly. “But even so, listen to him about the fire.
There are things in this world that can hurt you, and hurt you badly, if you anger them.
Humans aren’t the only ones who have Ways.”

“He frightens me, sometimes,” Gwendith said, glancing back over her shoulder to
where the ghost eater walked. “But sometimes he doesn’t. | mean, sometimes he

seems so normal. And nice.”



Stands-in-Smoke laughed dryly. “Nice? Normal? He eats souls, destroys them so
that they never go on to the Darkening Land. He’s about as nice as a cougar on the

hunt. Don’t forget that, and you’ll live a lot longer.”
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The ghost eater was standing watch outside when Stands-in-Smoke emerged
from the barn and came towards him. The wind snatched at her patchwork skirt, and the
moon shadowed her work-hardened features. The unpleasant odor of the Rhylachans’
captive animals clung to her, and he had to fight not to impolitely wrinkle his nose.

“The others are snatching some sleep before this Johann gets here,” she said.

“You should join them.” Exhaustion was starting to eat at the edges of his mind,
bearing him down with a weariness beyond the physical. The few moments of sleep he
had caught the day before hadn’t been enough to renew him. “| would, if | could.”

“You looked worried when Gwendith made the mistake about the fire. And not
just because you thought we might be in danger from it.”

He took a deep breath, then let it out—a habit he seemed unable to break.
Perhaps, when he had been dead longer, he would stop trying to breathe, to sigh, and
time would pare away all the little human movements and gestures, until he seemed
more like something born out of the rocks. “You may get your revenge against the
Rhylachans, Stands-in-Smoke. Sooner than you think.”

“‘How do you mean?”

“‘Gwendith has a Way. And she isn’t the only one, of that | feel certain. The
Rhylachans came from another world, and for more winters than | can count—"

“Three-hundred.”

He shot her an angry glare and was rewarded by a smug smile. “As | was saying,
they’ve been here for a long time. But they never moved in the world the way we do.
Maybe the world didn’t know what to make of them. For whatever reason, our Ways
could touch them, but those of animals and plants, or of things like fire, couldn’t.

“But the Rhylachans are starting to change now, at last. And if they are becoming
of this world, then they’re subject to this world’s rules. Things other than mere human

Ways will be able to touch them now. Putting out fire the right way, knowing the right



chants to pacify deer ghosts, understanding how to live and move with the other things
of this world—they will have to deal with all that. Animals and spirits will be able to
punish them for offenses, the way they couldn’t before.

“But they don’t know any of this. They’re sitting there, thinking everything will
continue as it always has, that they’ll never have to pay a price for all that they’ve done.
But they’re wrong. In three hundred winters, they’ve accumulated a lot of offenses
against...who knows, everything in the world, probably. And they don’t know how to
deal with any of it. They have no way of asking pardon of the animals they Kkill, or of
knowing that they have to bargain with the wild plants they take.

“Not only that, but if they’re starting to move in the world, the animals they
brought with them will be as well. And once they have Ways, | doubt they’ll be very
accommodating to people who have kept them in pens and slaughtered them while they
were helpless.”

Stands-in-Smoke’s eyes widened slowly. “The Rhylachans could be wiped out.”

“I don’t think it will come to that. But they will be hurt, and badly. Disease and
disaster will be their lot, maybe for a long time to come.” He fell silent, wondering how
he felt about it. In a way, he was glad—no one should be exempt from taking part in the
world, the way the Rhylachans had been. But what if there were more people like
Gwendith, who didn’t seem to be cruel or unreasonable? It was possible she was an
anomaly, but what if she wasn’t? Surely people like that should be warned and taught
how to live in the world.

Not that they would listen to a “muddy.”

Stands-in-Smoke pointed across the field. “Someone’s coming.”

He glanced at her, looking for a reaction to his speculation. But she kept her
thoughts to herself. “Get Gwendith,” he said, turning away and peering out across the
moonlit fields, where the silver light outlined a lone man on horseback. “Tell her Johann

is here.”
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“I'm not sure what to think,” Johann said, staring at the hay-strewn floor. “Can

you really see things far away?”



Gwendith took a sip from the canteen to ease a throat gone dry with talking. She
and Johann sat in the middle of the big barn, in a puddle of moonlight that poured in
through a hole in the roof. The shadows around them smelled of cows, horses, and
rotting hay.

The strain of the last few days had left Johann looking pale and drawn. His hair
flopped into his eyes, and his green coat had a large rip in one sleeve. There was a
vulnerable look about his face that she had never seen before, and she wondered what
it meant.

“Yes,” she answered, before he asked again. “I know it sounds incredible, but |
can see things. | saw you, before you left the soldiers’ camp. You told them that you
would stand the first watch.”

He nodded absently, gray eyes flicking to where No Tongue and Stands-in-
Smoke sat wrapped in an old horse blanket they had found in the back of one of the
stalls. Then he looked at the ghost eater, perched like an owl amidst the roof beams,
and a shiver went across him. “What did you do to me yesterday?” he asked. There was
a quaver in his voice, as if he feared the answer.

The bhargha flared, like a flower of light opening out of the ghost eater’s heart.
Then it was gone again. “You already know the answer to that.”

Johann shuddered. “You believe what he’s told you?” he asked Gwendith. “That
there’s some kind of threat, to them and to us?”

“Yes.”

“Then why not go back to Fort Ironwood and tell the authorities? Tell Colonel
Talys—he would help you, | know it. He was very upset when you disappeared, and
personally took over the search for you.”

Gwendith smiled faintly, remembering Talys’ kindness to her, his quick smile, his
charm. “Who would believe me? The town madwoman comes stumbling back with a
tale of talking animal spirits, Ways, and unknown threats? Talys would find himself
personally escorting me back to the asylum.”

Johann sighed, shoulders slumping. “I suppose you’re right. If you truly believe
this—if you truly want to continue on—then I'll come with you. Someone has to look out

for you.”



She started to reply that she could look out for herself just fine. But the offer
touched her unexpectedly, and she caught the words back. Johann had been kind to
her, the few times he had seen her since Caitlin’s death, but she had never thought he
cared enough to inconvenience himself like this. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

He flung his arms into the air in a frustrated gesture. “A madwoman, a mute, an
outlaw, and a dead man—this group needs someone to be the voice of reason.”

Startled and grateful, Gwendith clasped his hands in thanks. He certainly is
taking all of this remarkably well, she thought. She had truthfully expected to spend the
rest of the night trying to convince him that her Way was real and not a devil-inspired
blasphemy against the Wizards. “Thank you, Johann. This means a great deal to me.”

He shrugged. “I would rather you forget this and just come home.”

“More people means more of a chance someone will spot us,” Stands-in-Smoke
said from the depths of the blanket.

“You'’re welcome to leave any time,” the ghost eater shot back at her. He shoved
himself off the rafter to fall a frightening distance before landing on his feet on the dirt
floor. His long hair swirled around him like something alive. Dark eyes lighted on
Johann, who shifted uneasily.

“Gwendith tells me that you are something of a gambler,” the ghost eater said.
The studied casualness of his tone caught Gwendith’s attention. “You aren’t certain
about the journey we’ve undertaken. You say you would rather Gwendith leave with
you.”

“Yes,” Johann agreed slowly, suspiciously. “This entire thing sounds dangerous.
And I’'m not sure | believe any of it. After all, Gwendith’s made this decision without the
first shred of proof that this threat to the world even exists.”

The ghost eater dropped into a crouch before him. “We Ahkan’it like to gamble as
well. | have a wager for you. You and | will play a game.” He pulled one of the bone pins
out of his ear. “Gwendith, may | have your shoes?”

Surprised and wary, she pulled off her slippers, tucking her feet up under her
skirt in a futile effort to keep out the cold. The ghost eater took the shoes, handed them

with the ear pin to a puzzled Johann.



“Take the ear pin and hide it under one of the shoes while I'm not looking. I'll try
to guess which one it's under. If | guess right, then you will come with us, and we’ll go
on as planned. If I'm wrong, you and Gwendith can go back to your lives, and you’ll hear
no more of me.”

“What?” exclaimed Gwendith indignantly. “Have you lost your senses? I'm not an
object to be gambled. By either of you.”

“I thought it usually took longer for ghost eaters to go mad,” Stands-in-Smoke
observed.

Johann stared tensely at the ghost eater, obviously trying to fathom the motive
behind such an outrageous wager. Then he nodded hesitantly. “All right.”

The ghost eater turned his back, face a mask that betrayed none of his emotions.
Johann hurriedly hid the ear pin under one shoe, his body blocking the motion even
from Gwendith. “All right. Give it your best guess.”

The ghost eater turned back and studied the upside-down shoes. Then he
reached out and for the briefest of moments laid a hand on each sole, before lifting the
one on the right. There was nothing under it.

“Yes!” exclaimed Johann. “Come on, Gwendith—*

The ghost eater suddenly lifted the other shoe. There was nothing under it,
either. His right hand slapped down on what had been the empty space under the first
shoe, came back up holding a white sliver of bone between his brown fingers.

“Not so quick, deceiver,” he said with a tight grin.

Johann went white and scrambled backwards. The ghost eater followed him,
holding out the ear pin triumphantly. “When | touched the two shoes, | sent the bhargha
down through them and felt the pin under the one on the right. But when | lifted the
shoe, amazingly it wasn'’t there!”

“You cheated,” Johann said feebly.

“So did you—and you used your Way to do it!” The ghost eater flung one shoe at
Johann, who hastily ducked out of the way.

“Johann?” Gwendith gaped at them both.

Johann looked at her, and his face crumpled into a study in wretchedness. “How

did you know?”



“I'm not a fool.” The ghost eater glanced at Gwendith. “Do you remember the dog
yesterday? The one that conveniently attacked me, just in time for Johann to run up and
try to snatch you away? The one that disappeared just as conveniently? | tried to drink
its ghost, but the bhargha couldn’t touch it. It was never there at all.”

“So you tricked me into revealing myself tonight,” Johann snapped bitterly.
“Fooled me into thinking that you would let us go if | could beat you.”

The ghost eater turned away in disgust. “As Gwendith said, she comes and goes
as she pleases. What do you think | am, that I'd make such a bargain?”

Gwendith swallowed against disbelief. “Johann? Is it true?”

“You have to ask, after all that you’ve seen and heard?” He laughed without
humor. “Why is this so hard to accept? Yes, it's true—I cast illusions. Make people think
that the six on the die is really a two, or that they’ve drawn the Page of Wands instead
of the Queen of Cups.”

“You use it to gamble? How could you do that?”

“Your Way is sacred,” the ghost eater added, his tone severe and dripping
disapproval. “A tool to make a useful life, not to cheat people with.”

“It's all | had!” Johann snapped, glaring at them. “Do you think it's been easy,
wondering what’s wrong with me that | can do this? Wondering if I'm damned or
blessed? If the Wizards gave this to me, or if ’'m some sort of devil spawn?”

Gwendith’s mouth quirked. “At least it never got you locked away in a
sanitarium.”

“No.” He looked away then, subdued. “It was different for me. I've been able to
do it since | was a child. Father...never saw eye-to-eye with me, you could say. | think
he felt | wasn’t manly enough, or some such. You never met him, Gwenny, but he was a
big, strapping, hulk of a brute who won purses wrestling at fairs. He thought he could
beat me into a copy of himself, if only he hit me enough times.”

The ghost eater took a quick step back, as if Johann had spoken some
unthinkable obscenity. “He hit you? When you were a child?”

Johann shrugged uncomfortably. “Yes, well, maybe it would have been different
if I'd done something to deserve it.”

“‘Deserve it? What could a child possibly do to deserve such a thing?”



“What, your people’s children never misbehave?”

“Of course they do. But no Ahkan’i parent would consider striking one as
punishment.” The ghost eater shuddered in disgust.

Johann ran his hand back through his hair in a tired gesture. “Yes, well, mine did,
and worse than most. | used to be so scared, waiting for him to catch me. | wished more
than anything that | could be invisible, that he would just stop seeing me. And he did.
After that, | learned how to do more, then started gambling down at the tavern. As soon
as | had enough coin to keep me fed for a while, | ran away. | spent the next fifteen
years running.”

Sadness touched Gwendith at the wistful tone of his voice. “And you never told
anyone?”

“No.” He hesitated. “That is, not until | met Rowe. That’s my friend in Whitefoam
that | mentioned before. | never met anyone | trusted enough before Rowe.”

Rowe...Rowenna? Gwendith wondered. A lover, it sounds like. Is Johann too
much of a rogue to even marry her? Or are they like Beoch and Aerwyn, kept separate
by an inconvenient spouse?

“Would you have told me?” she inquired in place of the questions she really
wanted to ask.

He nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. As soon as we were away.” His face fell.
“Although it looks like we won’t be going back to Fort Ironwood, will we?”

“You can,” she replied gently. “But there’s nothing for me there.”

“I'll stay with you, as | promised. But what about Beoch? Won’t you even send
him word?”

She folded both her hands carefully on her knees, to keep them from tightening
into fists. “Beoch’s better off without me.”

“‘He was truly worried about you.” Johann hesitated, then sighed. “I think he felt
guilty for, uh, leaving only to have you kidnapped while he was gone.”

Hardness closed around Gwendith’s heart. In her memory, she again saw her
husband slipping out the door with the baker’s widow, unable to wait long enough to
spare her the humiliation of being left alone at a party. “l don’t care,” she said, cold as

the night outside. “I don’t care if | ever see him again.”
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Colonel Talys stepped into his own quarters at Fort Reed and felt as though a
tremendous weight had lifted from his shoulders. He took a deep breath, enjoying the
familiar scents of home: smoke, wool, and cedar. The ride from Fort [ronwood had been
a long one, and he had left Beoch down in the barracks, suffering from a very sore
backside. The rest of the men, all of whom had been recruited by Talys some months
before, had exchanged sympathetic glances over the suffering smith. But Beoch himself
hadn’t complained, only grimly gone where he was told. No doubt he felt the pain was
only a just punishment for letting Gwendith vanish.

“I got your letters,” Donia said from behind him.

He turned to his wife with a smile, eager and grateful for her welcoming embrace.
He kissed her lips, then rested his head against her glossy black hair, while her brown
hands stroked his back. For most in the military, marrying a native would have been
tantamount to career suicide. But it was Donia who had first made him aware of the
power within himself and had shown him how to use it. After that, he no longer needed
to worry about expressing his love for her.

‘I missed you,” he said.

‘I missed you as well.” She leaned back to study him. A flower stuck out from
behind one ear, and earth from her potted plants stained her sturdy hands. That was
her Way, to make plants grow strong and healthy. Fort Reed always had a bountiful
harvest, sometimes even lending corn out to surrounding farms whose own crops had
failed. “You haven’t found the ghost eater yet, have you?”

He shook his head. “No. And worse, one of my searchers has disappeared
himself. The brother-by-marriage of the woman the ghost eater took. He was standing
guard one night with a troop of soldiers. When they woke up the next morning, he was
gone, as if the earth itself had swallowed him. Of course, the earth conveniently
swallowed a horse and supplies as well, so | doubt the desertion was anything but
voluntary.”

‘I see.” She left him to go stare out the window. She looked strong and slender in
the light, like something from a dream. He followed her, slipping his arms around her

waist from behind. “One of your special recruits is ill,” she said.



“Who?”

“That young private—Geoff, | think his name is?” She shook her head angrily.
“He’s in the infirmary now, tied to a bed and screaming for someone to get the snakes
off of him. The apothecary has stuffed him full of herbs, but nothing calms him or stops
the hallucinations. | made a few inquiries—I was told that he killed a rattlesnake. If no
one says the proper chants to ask for forgiveness, or to drive the snake ghosts away, he
may not survive the experience.”

Talys frowned. This wasn'’t right. It wasn’t proper for human beings to be
vulnerable to the whims of animals and the elements. Such things should supplicate
humans, not the other way around. Although Talys knew the truth behind the Wizards,
he agreed with them when they said that the Promised Land existed to be used for the
benefit of humankind. That was where Donia’s people had failed—they couldn’t break
free of chants and curses, and take their proper place in the world.

Of course, they didn’t know about the Wizards’ magic, didn’t have volumes
detailing how it worked. But Talys did, and he intended to use his knowledge to the

fullest advantage.



CHAPTER SIX

The next afternoon, Gwendith and Stands-in-Smoke made their way down to a
nearby creek to bathe. Johann had left that morning for the nearest town, returning by
noon with food for everyone and new clothing for Gwendith. Although in Gwendith’s
opinion it was far too cold to do anything more than wash her hands, the ghost eater
had rather pointedly suggested that she take the opportunity to bathe before putting on
fresh clothes. Apparently, his people doused themselves in the river every single
morning without fail.

“It makes you healthy and ensures longevity,” he had claimed.

“But on a cold day like this—"

“Cold water’s the best!”

Gwendith had given in. To her surprise, Stands-in-Smoke volunteered to
accompany her. Maybe the Hut Sitters believed in regular baths in freezing water as
well. Privately, Gwendith thought they were both likely to catch a chill and fall ill.

They took turns at the small creek that wended through hills slowly gaining back
forest from pasture. Scrubby pines and cedars secluded the stream and filled the air
with their spicy scent. Twisted willows leaned over the banks, and last year’s cattails
rattled like dry bones in every breeze. Gwendith made her bath a quick one, then stood
chattering on the bank while Stands-in-Smoke finished. The native woman had a tough,
wiry body marked with the nicks and scars of a lifetime of labor. Her wet hair stuck out
like feathers from her head. There had been little conversation between them, but
Gwendith remembered how the other woman had spoken to her the night before after
her altercation with the ghost eater.

“Can | ask you a question?” she said hesitantly.

“You just did.”

“I was wondering about No Tongue. He does have a tongue. So why can’t he

speak?”



Stands-in-Smoke finished wringing water from her hair and climbed out of the
creek. Gwendith handed her the old horse blanket, which served them as a towel even
though it left them both smelling of its former owner. “| don’t know,” Stands-in-Smoke
said finally. Her dark eyes were troubled. “Maybe he doesn't, either. To be perfectly
honest, I’'m not even sure that he’s really my cousin.”

‘How can that be?”

Stands-in-Smoke pulled her shirt on, buttoning it slowly. “Did you know that the
Outlanders come for our children? Take them away from their parents on the Sanctuary
and either give them to Outlander families to be ‘civilized,” or else lock them away in
boarding schools until they barely remember who they are or where they came from?”

“No. | didn’t.”

“I was one of the lucky ones—when the priests came looking for children to take,
| always managed to hide, or to run off to another part of the Sanctuary where they
wouldn’t bother coming. But my cousin wasn’t so fortunate. His Outlander name was
Rith, and his child’s name was Twig. He never got a real name, because they came for
him just before his fifth birthday.

‘I don’t remember him very well. | was only six at the time myself. What |
remember most is how my aunt and uncle acted once he was gone—as if he had died. |
think they somehow knew that they’d never see him again. Years passed, and to be
honest | almost forgot he had even existed. No one ever spoke his name, as if they
were afraid of calling down the same fate on their own children.

“About six years ago, some soldiers rode up to the gate and left a young man
there. Just shoved him off the back of a cart, with no explanation about who he was or
where he had been. He wandered through the streets of the Sanctuary, staring at
everything, like a man in a dream. Or a nightmare. Everyone gathered to look at him,
but he didn’t say anything, just kept walking, as though he had been there before and
still half-remembered the way. Eventually, he came to where my aunt and uncle had
lived. They’d died from plague a long time ago, and no one else took their house for fear
of sickness. It was just standing there, a ruin. And when he saw it, the young man

collapsed and started crying.



“We tried to talk to him, but he never spoke to anyone. But because he had gone
to my aunt’s house, and because he looked the right age, we thought that he might be
Twig, returned to us at last.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s a thought-whisperer—he
knows what other people are thinking, and sometimes | get things from him. But he’s
never shared anything about his life before the day the soldiers left him with us. So | just
had to decide to accept him as my cousin. That made me his last relative, so | had to
take him into my house. We gave him the name of No Tongue because of his silence.”
She paused, then sighed. “I often wonder what happened to him that made him like he
is. But | would never ask him.”

“Because it would hurt him to remember.”

“Yes. And because I'm afraid he’d answer.”

*kk

“We can’t go on like this,” Johann was saying when Gwendith and Stands-in-
Smoke returned.

He and No Tongue had also bathed; Johann’s wet curls hung close to his head,
sad and bedraggled. No Tongue looked up from cleaning mud from his boots and
flashed Gwendith and Stands-in-Smoke a quick grin. Gwendith felt vaguely guilty for
speaking about him behind his back, and then wondered if he had caught the thought.

“Go on like what?” she asked.

Johann turned to her, then nodded approval. “That looks a lot better than that
silly dress.”

“Feels better, too.” The clothes Johann had brought her must have originally
been made for a big man, because they hung loose on her tall, bony frame. The rough
trousers and shirt might have been worn into the field, judging by the red clay stains
around the cuffs. The boots had proved slightly too large for her feet, but some strips of
cloth from her ruined dress had helped as padding. A tan duster kept her warm, and a
round, brimmed hat shielded her eyes from the sun.

She handed the ghost eater’s coat back to him, wondering where he had gotten it

and his Rhylachan-style trousers. Both looked ragged from travel and bore stains of



blood and earth. He pulled the coat on absently, his attention focused on Johann.
“‘Explain,” he requested, steering the topic back to its original course.

“You’ve been lucky so far,” Johann said, leaning back against the weathered
boards of the barn. “But crashing about in the woods and hoping to hell we don’t get
caught isn’t a very good way to travel. The food | brought won'’t last long—we’re going
to have to stay near towns and homesteads to replenish it.”

‘I can hunt,” the ghost eater broke in.

“With what? How close do you have to be to something before you can kill it with
that bhargha thing?”

The ghost eater hesitated, then shrugged. “Arm’s length, more or less,” he
admitted. “I have hunted that way before, but I'll admit it isn’t easy to get so near without
an animal sensing you. A lot of animals have Ways for knowing when something wants
to eat them. | can say some chants that might help me get closer, but they never really
worked very well for me.”

“You could lend us your rifle,” Stands-in-Smoke pointed out.

Johann gave her an exasperated look. “I could, but even if | did, have you or No
Tongue ever hunted in the woods? No? Well, Gwendith and | definitely haven’t, and |
doubt the ghost eater has the first idea about how to fire a rifle. But that isn’t our biggest
problem. Even if we could hunt, there won’t be woods for us to hide in for much longer.
Most of the land in this area has been cleared for farming. We’re going to be a lot more
conspicuous trudging through some farmer’s field than walking on a road.”

The ghost eater nodded thoughtfully. “True. What do you suggest?”

“The soldiers are looking for fugitive muddies and a kidnapped woman. Not a
gentleman traveling with his three servants. And a hired gun for protection against
highwaymen, of course.”

Gwendith considered a moment. “It could work,” she admitted slowly. “Ghost
eater? What do you think?”

He linked his hands together, inspected the lines of knuckle and sinew. “We can

try,” he agreed finally. “But | still want to avoid people whenever we can.”



“We’ll stay on the back roads,” Johann promised. “And I'll have to use my
illusions to make myself more presentable and to cover the tattoos on your face. | have
some scissors with me—Gwendith can cut your hair so I'll have less work to do.”

“No! | won’t be branded a coward!”

Johann and Gwendith exchanged puzzled glances. “What do you mean?”
Gwendith asked.

The ghost eater gave Johann a condescending look. “Only cowards have their
hair cut short,” he said, looking pointedly at Johann’s shoulder-length queue. “A
warrior’s strength is in his hair.” He shook his head proudly, sending rippling waves
through the raven-dark locks that brushed his waist.

“Barbarians,” Stands-in-Smoke muttered.

“I understand your concern,” Gwendith said slowly. “But—"

“No!” He folded his arms across his chest defiantly. “I'd sooner cut off my
manhood.”

“It's doing you less good,” Stands-in-Smoke jeered.

Johann gave them both an odd look but forewent any comment. “Fine. | assume
you’d have the same objections to my making your hair just look shorter? Well, then,
what about this?”

Gwendith glanced back at the ghost eater. A small, slender woman stood where
he had been only a moment before. Her diminutive height and long, black hair were the
same as the ghost eater’s, and there was a resemblance in the face, but she wore a
proper shirt and skirt, and the body beneath was definitely feminine.

Johann smirked. “Better?”

The ghost eater, however, seemed oblivious to what Johann had probably
intended as a jab. Instead, he nodded thoughtfully. “A good idea. Any soldiers we
encounter might not think me a threat. It will give us an advantage. How long can you
continue such a seeming, mist-shaper?”

“I'm not sure. I've never tried to sustain something so large and complex for

long.”



“You'll only have to make your illusions when we can’t avoid others,” the ghost
eater said. Johann had returned him to his normal appearance. “Gwendith can use her
Way to search the road ahead of us and make certain everything is clear. Agreed?”

‘Do we have any choice?” Stands-in-Smoke groused.

“Not really.”

“I think it might work,” Gwendith said. She glanced at the rifle Johann had been
given by Colonel Talys when he set out to look for her. “If I'm to be protecting you, |
suppose | should carry that. Unless you want to put another illusion on me, so that it
looks like I'm armed as well.”

Johann grinned suddenly and went to where his packs lay by his saddle. “No
need! Do you remember that night at the party? When | said I'd brought you a present
to remind you of the way things used to be? Maybe one of the ghost eater’s animal
spirits put the idea in my head.” He pulled out a bulky package wrapped in oilcloth and
handed it to her.

Curious, Gwendith took the heavy bundle and carefully unwrapped it. The early
sunlight gleamed off a metal hilt, sights, and a muzzle.

She gasped, feeling as though her heart had stopped. Hardly daring to believe
her fortune, she lay the bundle down, reverently drew a sheathed saber from the folded
oilcloth. Her saber. The hilt slipped into her hand like something alive, like an extra
appendage that she hadn’t realized had been amputated.

‘I know the saber needs polishing, and I’'m sure the pistols will have to be
thoroughly cleaned,” Johann was saying in some far-off world where other people
existed. “They’ve been in the attic for the last year, I'm afraid. | hope you don’t mind that
| took them. The doctors told Beoch to get rid of them, but | thought maybe you would
be wanting them again some day....”

With a cry like a hawk breaking into flight, Gwendith snatched away the sheath
and brought the saber through a gleaming arc. The air whistled around the slender
blade, echoing her shout, and a wild, fierce joy surged through her. A year with no
practice had left her reactions slowed, her movements not quite so precise as they once

had been, but still the swing and motion of the blade felt as natural as walking.



Imagining opponents, she thrust, parried, riposted. Everyone else backed nervously
away from the flashing steel. Everyone except for the ghost eater.

Head cocked curiously to one side, he walked right up to her, as though trust for
her control with the weapon came to him automatically. Elated, she sketched the outline
of his body with the saber, flicked the point so close that its passing stirred his hair. His
eyes tried to track the blade, pupils wide and brows arched, as though he watched
something new and strange and beautiful.

Emboldened, she sent the point past his face. But lack of practice betrayed her,
and the edge caught on his skin, drawing a line of blood from the corner of his mouth up
to his cheekbone.

She jumped back, dropping her saber with a cry of dismay. “I'm sorry! | didn’t
mean to touch you!”

A normal man would have put his hand to the injury in an attempt to stem the
blood. He remained preternaturally still, his attitude oddly focused, as though listening to
something no one else could hear. Light gleamed through the blood leaking out of the
wound; the thin tentacles of the bhargha rose up from somewhere inside him,
crisscrossing the cut like stitches and drawing it closed again. In less time than it took to
take two breaths, the wound was gone, leaving behind only drying blood and smooth,
unblemished skin.

“Incredible,” she whispered.

He shrugged, but there was a bleak look in his eyes. “It has its advantages,” he

said, turning away. “And its price.”

*k*

The next two days passed quickly and without incident. True to his word, Johann
kept them to the back roads, and they met few travelers. Every few miles, they paused
briefly while Gwendith used her Way to scout ahead and behind, searching for anyone
else on the road. The few times she spotted people, the little party had plenty of time to
conceal themselves in the woods. Once or twice, Johann’s horse was too large to either
fit through the underbrush, or to find cover in a field. These times, he dawdled by

himself near the road, pretending to tend the horse or eat his lunch. One traveler who



passed him at such a time was a tin peddler in his clanking cart. The peddler stopped
for a few moments to rest and get news of the road ahead, all the while complaining
bitterly about the soldiers stopping people on main roads and intersections, snooping
into everybody’s business.

The ghost eater found himself enjoying those days, even though he knew he
shouldn’t. He spent most of the time walking beside Gwendith, to one side of the
mounted Johann. He excused spending time with her by telling himself that she was the
entire reason he had come into Enemy lands in the first place. He ought to stay close
and protect her if there happened to be any trouble. Not that she seemed to need any
protecting. Her warlike ways puzzled him, though he thought he did well at concealing it
from her. Among the Ahkan’it, only Changed Ones could have feminine bodies and be
warriors as well. True women weren’t risked in combat any more than the children that
issued from them would be so risked.

Gwendith obviously would expect to be in the front ranks of a fight, and yet she
was not a Changed One. Rabbit had said that Rhylachans did things differently, but it
was still a little confusing. And, perhaps, intriguing as well.

As promised, he tried to teach her all the customs and taboos that she might
need to know now that she walked in the world. And he also told her some of the stories
of his people to while away the time. He knew that he should restrict his contact with her
to this teaching and telling. Taking pleasure in her company went against all that the old
one had taught him. He was the ghost eater and felt no joy.

Nevertheless, he found himself talking to her the way a friend might, despite the
wrongness of it. To his amazement, she reciprocated.

She just doesn’t know any better. Back home at Bird Creek Town, everyone
understood that he was a dead thing, not to be treated like a living person. Some had
responded to him with fear, others with guilt, as though he was Tamaugua’s ghost come
back to haunt them all. But no one reacted to him as they would to a normal man.

So what if | speak with Gwendith as though | still lived? he asked himself

resentfully. The old one isn’t here to see and punish.



It should never have begun in the first place, and it would certainly have to stop
once they got back to Ahkan'i lands. But for now, he could pretend that the journey was
endless. He could pretend he was alive, and normal, and had all his life ahead of him.

“...And so Rabbit danced closer and closer to the pot where they kept the fire,”
he said one day. “And then when he got right up to it, he stuck his head in the pot, and
his hair caught on fire!”

Gwendith made a sound half between a laugh and a snort. “That doesn’t sound
very bright.”

The ghost eater grinned, partially from the story, and partially from the sight of
her. He remembered her as she had been the first time he had seen her. She had been
pale then, drained-looking, all of her energy concentrated on the carving she made.
Then her husband had brought the crippleweed and made her listless as one half-dead.

It was a stark contrast to her current self. She strode along beside him, lanky
legs eating up half again as much ground as his did, so that she was constantly having
to slow down to keep from leaving him behind. Her hair straggled out of its braid,
blowing around her face like a mane. Her sharp, clear eyes, so startlingly green,
sparkled with curiosity. One hand rested lightly on her saber hilt in a confident gesture.
She almost might have been a different woman.

Strange, that | feel comfortable with her, he thought idly as he watched the sun
strike gold out of her hair. The color seemed less exotic with every passing day. / would
have thought to have more of a bond with Stands-in-Smoke or No Tongue, even if they
are Hut Sitters. At least they look like me, even if they do smell like Rhylachans.

“So what happened next?” Gwendith prompted, breaking him out of his thoughts.

“Well, Rabbit of course ran, and all the people ran after him. They were the only
ones with fire, and they didn’t want it getting out to anyone else. But he ran and ran,
with his head ablaze the whole time, lighting others things on fire when he went past.
Eventually, he found a hollow tree to hide in, and his pursuers ran by. Then he set the
tree on fire and rubbed his head on the ground to put it out. Once he was sure the
danger was over, he took the fire from the tree and carried it back to his town. And other
people found the places he had set aflame during his flight and got some fire there. And

that’s how fire came to the people of the world.”



‘I see. This Rabbit sounds like quite a personality. Not many people would see
setting their heads on fire as a solution to a problem.”

“Well, | might not have done it that way either,” the ghost eater admitted. “But if
you ever see Rabbit, you must remember to treat him with the same respect that you
would treat your grandmother or granduncle with. No matter how foolish or arbitrary his
words seem, you must remember that he is an elder and an animal spirit. That’s true for
any spirits you might meet.”

‘Il remember that,” she said dryly, obviously not expecting to have to worry
about it.

He made no response. Gwendith still seemed to think one could either believe or
not believe in beings like Rabbit. The Rhylachans must have a strange way of relating
with their world, and even stranger ideas about how they fit in it. And, although she
hadn’t said anything about it since their first meeting, he suspected that Stands-in-
Smoke felt something similar, not quite willing to accept as truth what seemed ordinary
to him. He sometimes thought that she humored him in hopes of being accepted among
the Ahkan’it once they arrived back in the mountains.

“Can | ask you something?” Gwendith said after a few minutes of silence.

“Of course. I'll teach you anything you care to know.”

“How do you fit in with all this talk of spirits? What is the bhargha?”

All the brilliance seemed to go out of the sun. The memories he had tried to avoid
returned in a flood, leaving the taste of ashes on his lips. Perhaps the ashes were all
that was left of his heart.

“The bhargha is a spirit,” he said slowly, staring at the road ahead. Although the
weather was still cold, a few early flowers formed on trees and bushes, or poked their
heads up from the fallen leaves. For once they were passing through an area that
hadn’t been cleared for farming, and tall oaks and hickories lifted bare branches against
the blue sky. A blush of purple heralded a redbud deeper in the forest. The time of the
eagle was almost over. Soon the time of the snake would come, and with it the planting
of crops, the flowering of fruit, the days when the sun lingered in her journey across the

sky.



“The bhargha is sometimes called the Child of the Mountain. It comes from a
rock that we call coal.”

She looked at him, puzzled. “| don’t understand.”

How to explain? “When...when a body that is to become a ghost eater is killed, it
is taken to a cave. There are several such caves throughout the mountains, some
natural, others made by Ahkan’it long ago. The body is stripped of everything that had
once been alive—bone ornaments, clothing, anything.”

“Why?”

“The bhargha has power over anything that lives or has ever lived. You've seen
it—it's how | destroyed your bonds the first night we met. The bhargha could touch the
rope fibers, break apart the tiny bits and pieces that used to make up the plant it was
taken from. It does the same thing when it heals this body, except that it causes the
flesh to grow instead of destroying it. There’s a risk that the bhargha might move into
something other than the body—a shell gorget, for example, or a bone bead.”

“Ah.” She thought about that for a moment, clearly not really understanding.
Truth was, he didn’t understand it very well himself. “What happens after the body is left
in the cave, then?”

“No one knows exactly. There is a spirit that lives in the coal. Some say many
spirits, or maybe even the ghosts of dead things. Plants can be seen inside the rock
sometimes, and there are some who say that the coal was once alive somehow, that its
power comes from all the life inside it. The spirit in the stone comes into the body and
animates it, heals the death-wounds, and thus becomes the ghost eater.”

“‘And what does a ghost eater do?”

He stared at the ground fixedly. “Mostly, he’s lonely,” he whispered, almost too
low for her to hear. “We aren’t considered to be the people we were before death. We
have no kin, no lovers, nothing. And yet, every day we have to face our kin, our friends,
our loves, and pretend as if we have no ties to them.”

“That’s very cruel.”

He shrugged. “As | said, it's believed that we truly aren’t the people whose
bodies we wear. But |...l don’t believe that. And | don'’t think that the old one does

either, even though he would never admit it.” He cleared his throat against a sudden



lump. “Maybe a long time ago it wasn’t so bad. The ghost eaters fought for our people,
first and foremost. Back then, before the Rhylachans came, war and battle were
everything to us. We wandered where we would and fought those who would stand in
our way. War honors were a man’s greatest achievement. Maybe the chance to become
a fearsome warrior, the most devastating of killers, seemed worth the sacrifice.”

“But not anymore.”

“No.” He looked up, but not at her. “Stands-in-Smoke calls us barbarians,” he
said with a bitter laugh. “But she’s in for a surprise when we get home. We held the
mountains against the Enemies, but in the end we paid for it with our very identity. We
couldn't keep our wandering life—there was nowhere to go. No more enemies to fight.
So we settled down in towns and started growing corn. We scorned the Hut Sitters, but
in the end we became just like them. They had their revenge against us and never even
knew it.

“You can imagine that there isn't much for a ghost eater to do in such a world.
We remember some of the stories, and we tell them at dances and ceremonies. And
sometimes we hunt successfully and bring meat for the rest of the town to share. But
other than that, we just...sit. We aren’t allowed to participate in town life, aren’t even
allowed to have friends. There’s only one ghost eater per town, except during the single
turn of the seasons when a ghost eater ready to die creates and trains his successor, so
we don’t even have any of our own kind to talk with. So we just sit and let the memories
of our hearts eat at us, until in the end we go mad with longing.”

She didn’t say anything for a long time. Then, finally: “I'm sorry.”

He shrugged. “It's who | am. So, to answer your original question, we fit
somewhere in between. We're considered creatures of the Upper World—we are
unchanging, stable, beings of strict boundaries and limits. That's opposed to the Under
World, the world of madness, disorder, change, fertility, and creativity. But the truth is,

we aren’t either truly spirits or truly mortals. We have no place.”

*kk

Gwendith sat in the thin shade of a cedar tree, eyes closed as she concentrated

on using her Way. The ghost eater crouched on the other side of the track—more a rut



between farms than a real road—watching her, while the rest of the party took the
chance to eat. As he studied her angular features, her brows puckered together, and a
look of consternation crossed her face.

“Trouble?” he asked, unconsciously shifting his weight into a ready crouch.
Everyone else fell instantly silent at the word.

She sighed and opened her eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe.” She took a sip of water
from her canteen. “This road will take us out to a crossing with a larger highway. | saw
soldiers there.”

Stands-in-Smoke straightened, a look of fear and hate darkening her eyes. “We’ll
have to wait for them to be long past before we chance the road, then.”

Gwendith shook her head. “They aren’t traveling. It looks like they’ve set up a
roadblock and are questioning people.”

“Can we go around them? In the woods?”

“There’s nothing but fields for miles. They’'d be sure to see us. Unless Johann
can hide us somehow?”

But Johann made a negative gesture. “I'm not even certain | can disguise the
ghost eater for very long, let alone make all of us invisible, or look like farmers. A few
minutes, probably, but not long enough for us to cross a wide field and get out of sight.”

“Then we have no choice but to go ahead as we’d planned,” said the ghost
eater, feeling an odd combination of trepidation and relief. After days of dreading just
such a confrontation, he was almost glad to have the suspense over with.

They set off down the road, Johann riding his horse out in front, Gwendith
walking beside with her coat parted to display her twin pistols, and the rest trailing
behind the horse. Stands-in-Smoke reached out and took No Tongue’s hand silently,
though whether she comforted him or herself the ghost eater couldn’t guess.

The road came into sight within the hour. It was set up on a high berm above the
level of the fields, and well out of reach of any save the most severe floods. The track
they followed curved up steeply, meeting the main road beneath the bud-swollen
boughs of two enormous oak trees. Even from a distance, the ghost eater could see the

sunlight flash off the buttons of the soldiers’ identical coats. As if on cue, Johann’s



travel-stained clothes took on a newer, finer look. The ghost eater glanced down at his
hands, saw a woman'’s slender fingers.

As they approached, the soldiers rose to their feet from where they had been
resting under the oaks. The ghost eater immediately turned his eyes to the ground,
trying to look the way he imagined a prisoner might. Stands-in-Smoke had made
references to the servitude of her people and members of her own family, but he wasn’t
really sure he understood the concept. A war captive seemed the closest analogy he
could make. Although he kept his head bent, he glanced to one side, and saw that
Stands-in-Smoke’s lips had tightened and her face gone pale.

Be calm, he willed her. You didn’t survive the Sanctuary by being completely
foolish.

A small rabbit suddenly emerged from the row of cedar trees that lined the field
boundary. It hopped along, pacing them, before suddenly swelling to the size of a dog.
A mica gorget dangled and swayed about its short neck. Startled, the ghost eater
looked around, but no one else seemed to notice Rabbit’s presence.

“Better worry about this one,” Rabbit said, hopping just before Stands-in-Smoke’s
feet. The ghost eater winced, thinking she would tread on him at any moment, but
somehow he stayed just ahead of her. “Looks like she might snap any minute now. Bet
she could scorch a couple of them pretty good before they shot her, though.”

Johann slowed his horse, calling a cheerful hail to the soldiers. One of them
moved forwards, while the others touched their guns and stared suspiciously at Stands-
in-Smoke, No Tongue, and the ghost eater. “Morning, folks,” the first man said. His idle
tone belied the sharp look in his eyes. “We’ve got some renegade muddies on the
loose, and we think they might be heading this way. Haven’t seen anything strange,
have you?”

Rabbit darted forwards, changing his shape to that of an Ahkan’i man as he did
so. A warrior’s crest of stiffened possum fur adorned his long hair. Grinning, he slipped
around behind the oblivious soldiers and started making rude faces at them. The ghost
eater, torn between amusement and the fear that they might be given away, barely

remembered to keep his face neutral.



‘I assure you that all my muddies are well trained,” Johann was saying in a lofty
tone. “And as you can see, | have already hired a bodyguard to protect my person from
brigands. I’'m sure her bullets will work just as well against renegades.”

Rabbit moved to stand just behind the lead soldier. Leaning forwards, he blew
lightly on the man’s neck. The soldier jumped and slapped at the spot. Rabbit repeated
the action, then pinched him behind the knee.

Johann lifted a brow at the soldier’s slaps and scratches. Embarrassed, the man
grinned wryly, obviously fighting not to scratch at the spot on the side of his face where
Rabbit was tickling him with a feather. “Bugs are out early this year.”

“Probably lice,” Johann said acerbically. “Really, gentlemen, | appreciate the
warnings, but | have pressing business in Whitefoam.”

The soldier stepped out of the way and waved them on. “Be on your way, then.
But if you see anything suspicious, go to the nearest army post and have word sent to
Colonel Talys at Fort Reed.”

They moved on past the soldiers, crossing the main road to take a smaller track
that continued its way between fields. Rabbit capered past, stopping to pantomime
Johann'’s stiff posture.

“We made it,” Gwendith said once they were well out of the soldiers’ sight.

“No thanks to our ghost eater,” Stands-in-Smoke snapped, giving him a rough
shove. “You almost gave us away, you fool! Standing there ogling the soldiers instead
of looking at your feet—you’re lucky one of them didn’t decide to drag you off into the
bushes for a quick tumble.”

Rabbit hooted with laughter. “Now that would have been something!”

‘It isn’t funny!” the ghost eater snapped, humiliated.

“No one’s laughing,” Gwendith said gently.

“l wasn'’t talking to you.” Now they were all looking at him as though he had lost
his senses. The ghost eater remembered how the old one used to talk to people who
weren’t there. It was generally considered the first sign that a ghost eater was losing his

grasp on sanity.



“That’s right, he was talking to me,” Rabbit declared. Instantly, everyone else fell
back, gaping at the man who hadn’t been there only a moment ago. Both Gwendith’s
pistols were in her hands, their bores trained on Rabbit’s chest.

“No!” the ghost eater exclaimed hastily, moving to put himself between the pistols
and Rabbit. Offending Rabbit by shooting him would most certainly not help anything.
“This is Rabbit. He’s helping us.” Supposedly.

Rabbit came around him, sniffed at Gwendith quizzically, an action that looked
rather odd since he was still wearing a human form. “Fierce little warrior, are you,
woman? | like it. Maybe | should consider getting another wife.”

Gwendith’s eyes widened, and her grip shifted on the pistols. Feeling the
situation slipping onto dangerous ground, the ghost eater tried to smile at Rabbit. “But,
Granduncle, you have two already. | doubt the sisters would be pleased if you tried to
bring home another.”

Rabbit laughed. “Probably not. No matter, then.” His eyes narrowed slightly, still
trained on Gwendith. “I don’t want another that badly. It's not good to want something
too strongly. Others can take advantage of it.”

Confused, the ghost eater nevertheless bowed his head respectfully. “Thank you
for your advice, Granduncle. I'm sure we’ll all heed it.”

Rabbit’s eyes lit up, bright and mischievous. “We’ll see.” Without warning, his
ears began to lengthen, until two rabbit ears poked out from amidst his black human
hair. Then the rest of his shape wavered and began to change, until at last he was once
again a small, brown rabbit, which hopped nonchalantly away into the tall grass by the
road.

The ghost eater sighed in relief and looked around. Three faces frozen in shock
stared back at him. Only No Tongue seemed unperturbed by the encounter. The ghost
eater frowned at them, feeling rather annoyed—hadn’t he told them that Rabbit was
nominally helping him?

“I suppose there will be no more questions or condescending looks next time |
talk about the animal spirits, will there?” he asked.

Gwendith shook her head, her earlier confidence clearly shaken. “N-No.

Definitely not.”
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Talys glanced up in annoyance at the sudden pounding on his office door. He
had been deep into one of his more ancient texts, a book that might have actually been
brought from Old Rhylach during the Migration. Indeed, the more he read, the more he
began to suspect that the book had been the personal possession of one of the
Wizards. Parts of it appeared to be a treatise on the rituals and incantations used to
perform magic. The reading was slow going, however. The language had altered
somewhat during the intervening years, and deciphering some passages was difficult.
Also, as the Wizards had left a mere fifty years after arriving in New Rhylach, the vast
majority of terms used to describe magic and its functioning had long ago fallen out of
usage.

He took off the spectacles he used for reading and rubbed at his eyes. Glancing
at the window, he was surprised to find that it was dark outside. Someone, probably one
of his personal aides, had come in and lit lanterns without his even being aware of it.
“‘Come in,” he called.

One of his aides, a middle-aged woman, entered and saluted him sharply. “Sir!
An urgent message just arrived from one of our roadblocks. | thought you would want to
be informed immediately.”

Excitement quickened in him— finding Gwendith and the ghost eater was taking
far longer than he had anticipated. “What is it, lieutenant?”

“It happened earlier today, at one of the blocks on the main road near
Haynesville. According to the rider who came in, one of the men stationed there is a
truth-seer. He said that a very suspicious group of people came through today—a
wealthy gentleman, a hired gun, and the gentleman’s native servants. Although they
were asked only very routine questions about their business, he said that the gentleman
was lying. It made him suspicious enough that he took a closer look at them all. He
thought that the hired gun matched the description of the woman Gwendith. But she
clearly was both armed and going with them of her own free will, so he wasn’t certain
enough to detain them.”

“Ah.” Talys leaned back, propping his boots on the table. Although most

assumed that Gwendith had disappeared against her will, he had been careful not to



make that mistake. If she had joined the renegades of her own accord, traveling free
and at ease was the best disguise possible. Had one of the soldiers not been a truth-
seer, she would have passed through the blockade without anyone ever giving her a
second look.

And the gentleman ostensibly leading the party? Could that that be the solution
to the mystery of Johann’s abrupt disappearance?

“It might be necessary for us to go to Haynesville on short notice,” he said aloud,
and the lieutenant nodded her understanding. “Send word to Beoch Smith—tell him |
want a report on how far he’s managed to get on the special project | gave him. | have

the feeling that we might be needing it soon.”
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That night, Gwendith dreamed.

She stood upon the deck of a boat, which rolled and kicked beneath her. The
smell of the sea was in her nostrils, and she breathed it deeply, startled by how much
she had missed it. It began to rain, a light sprinkle that quickly turned into a downpour.
The ship yawed and bucked, and her heart sped up along with the wind. Where was the
crew? They should be swarming all over the deck by now, fastening things down for the
storm. She could hear objects rolling and crashing below, and a few dark shapes slid
across the pitching deck.

A titanic crash of lightning lit up the sky like a storm-born sun. Its sudden
illumination cast the dark shape nearest her into stark relief. The huddled mass was no
water barrel or pile of rope as she had first thought. It was a human body.

He lay on his back, sunken eyes staring at nothing. He looked to have been dead
for some time, the flesh of his face pecked at by seabirds and rotted by the hot sun. The
stink of him hit her in a wave, overwhelming even the salty tang of the omnipresent sea.

With a choked cry she staggered back, only to find herself staring at yet another
body. Lightning lit the sky again, revealing dozens of dark shapes caught in the rigging,

the bones showing through their putrefied flesh. The entire crew was dead.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Two days later, Gwendith found herself making her way into Haynesuville.

The night before, Stands-in-Smoke had unceremoniously announced that they
were nearing the end of their supplies. As Haynesville was a large enough town that two
strangers wouldn’t stand out, it seemed the most logical place to buy more food.
Unfortunately, its size also made it likely that there would be at least a small garrison of
soldiers there. After some discussion, it had been decided that Gwendith and Johann
would both go into town, while the rest of the party hid in a patch of forest a few hours
away. Neither of them were likely to be noticed, and the two combined could get an
amount of food that would that would seem suspicious if purchased by only one person.

Haynesville was an older settlement that had sprung up where two large rivers
came together. At one time, it had been contained within a stout wooden palisade and
guarded by a fort. Now, the town had spilled far outside the original wall, and the
disused fort was considered an historic building. Large boats plied the river, their decks
crowded with barrels and boxes. Wagons carrying goods from outlying farms and
plantations moved up and down the streets with a sound like low thunder. A young
woman with a steaming basket over her arm moved through the crowds, singing a song
about corn bread.

“We need money,” Johann said quietly as they melded into the bustling crowd.
His eyes had taken on a peculiar sharpness, watching buildings and people alike with
an assessing look, like a miser separating gold from copper.

Gwendith nodded, unsurprised. Nothing had been said back at camp—
apparently the ghost eater had only the most vague idea of how transactions involving
money worked. But she knew that none of them except Johann had been carrying any
coin to begin with, and most of his had already gone towards food.

“What, no sermons?” he asked, when she made no further comment.

She shrugged, tilted her head back so that she could look up at the sky from

beneath the brim of her hat. The sky was flawless and cold as a blue diamond. Il wish



there was some other way, but | can hardly scold you considering that the money will go
towards food for my belly.”

“‘Rowe would be furious,” he muttered, kicking at some garbage lying in the
street.

Interesting. Any guilt Johann felt came more from his lover’s disapproval than
from any morality of his own. “You disagree with that.”

“You don’t know what it’s like,” he said unexpectedly. “It's a skill, Gwendith, one
I've worked very hard to perfect. It isn’t any different for me than blade work is for you.”

‘I don’t cheat people.”

“No, you kill them. Don’t look so offended—you can’t tell me that every opponent
you’ve ever faced has had the skill necessary to make the match an even one.”

Gwendith frowned at her boots, not liking the turn the conversation was taking.
“I've only fought a few duels in my life, Johann. | never issued a challenge, but | had to
accept them. Otherwise, my reputation as a fencing master would have been destroyed,
and Caitlin and | would have been out on the street.”

“And your challengers were all masters? All able to face you?”

“Of course not. Two of them were fools too young to understand that they were
mortal.”

“So you killed them to survive. And | take people’s money to survive. Don't tell
me that’s less acceptable.”

They lapsed into silence after that. Gwendith mulled over his words, looking for a
loophole. She had the feeling that the ghost eater would have continued the argument,
but his people obviously valued warriors and courage very highly, and she doubted he
would see it in the same light as a Rhylachan might. Which of course made the situation
even more complicated than before. Viewpoints multiplied by viewpoints, and no way of
saying which is right or wrong. She wasn'’t sure if the thought was depressing or
liberating.

At last Johann found what he was looking for. The large tavern was in the better
part of town, yet not so fine that the stakes of a game there would be impossibly high.
The place was near the river, and travelers, boat captains, and sailors crowded its large

main room. A rather harried-looking woman sat near the entrance, perched atop a pile



of luggage, her feathered hat tipped precariously on her coiffure. She glared at one of
the busy tables, perhaps cursing a husband or companion who had left her to guard
their belongings while he enjoyed himself.

There appeared to be several card games in progress, as well as dice and a
wheel of chance. Johann paused a moment to press a coin into Gwendith’s hand and
nod towards the bar. She took the money and slipped away, leaving him to join the
gamblers.

The coin barely covered the expense of a single whiskey, and Gwendith hoped
she could nurse it long enough not to look too suspicious. She stationed herself on a
leather-covered barstool, her feet propped up on the rungs of the one beside her, and
scanned the room silently. Truth be told, she had not been in very many taverns before,
and certainly never in one that doubled as a gambling house. She had spent most of
her youth in her father’s salon, practicing, and later there had been Gairin and Caitlin to
absorb her time. She sighed for a moment, picturing Gairin’s pale hair and quick smile.
It had been thirteen years since he had died in a fall from the roof of a house he was
building. She had been eight months pregnant with Caitlin at the time; it had seemed
that the world was at an end.

But that had not come to pass for another ten years.

She shook her head and turned her attention to her surroundings in an attempt to
distract herself from her gloomy thoughts. Although most of the tavern’s patrons were
clustered around the gambling tables, a few sat alone or in pairs near the bar, eating
bean soup or guzzling whiskey. There was a couple with children, and a grizzled
riverboat captain paying court to a young lady. A black-robed priest sat alone in a far
corner, an expression of utter despair on his features. He cradled his head in his hands,
eyes swollen from tears. After a moment, he reached a limp hand out to his whiskey,
which shifted of its own accord to meet his fingers halfway.

Gwendith sat up straighter, trying not to stare openly even as her heartbeat sped
up. The movement had been so small that it was hard to be sure she had really seen it.
Somehow, she had thought that this business of Ways concerned herself and Johann,
and no one else in all of New Rhylach. It had not occurred to her that other people might

be finding themselves exhibiting strange powers that they didn’t understand and



couldn’t control. She chanced another glance at the priest, saw again the expression of
complete defeat on his face. Did he think himself possessed by demons, damned by the
Wizards despite a lifetime of piety?

I should help him, she thought, tightening her grip on her glass. Tell him that he
isn’t damned, just as | wasn’t mad.

But would he even believe her? Or would he continue to think that devils rather
than nature inspired his powers?

He won't be the only one, she thought with a sudden feeling of dread in the pit of
her stomach. For all she knew, thousands of Rhylachans might be waking up to find that
they could spontaneously light fires, or read minds, or cast illusions. And if so, what
would the Church have to say about it? Chances were, the tormented priest in the
corner hadn’t told any of his superiors that he could push a whiskey glass across a table
without touching it. If he did tell them, or if he was discovered...what would happen?

The possibilities were frightening.

Gwendith rose to her feet. She needed to tell Johann about this. Then they would
both confront the ghost eater when they got back to camp and find out what he knew or
guessed about the situation. Collecting her hat from the bar, she turned and saw
soldiers coming in the door.

Her heart froze for an instant. Then she forced herself to take a breath and look
normal. There were soldiers in Haynesville ordinarily; certainly it could not be an odd
thing for them to seek entertainment in taverns, no matter the early hour. No one was
looking for a bodyguard lounging at a bar, waiting for her employer to finish his
gambling. They were combing the roads for a helpless, half-drugged captive.

The soldiers paused for a moment, surveying the room. Two remained at the
door, while the rest split into two groups. One contingent made its way towards the
gambling tables. The other came straight for Gwendith.

She took a step back to get a column behind her and rested her hands on her
pistols. Their eyes were focused on her face—there was no chance that they were
simply coming to get a drink at the bar. | won’t draw a weapon until they do, she

decided, feeling the cold detachment of combat sweep over her.



The ones making for the gambling tables had to be looking for Johann. Taking a
deep breath, Gwendith opened her mouth to shout a warning—but was cut off by
Johann’s sudden cry.

“This man is cheating!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. Startled, Gwendith and
the soldiers both looked at him, only to see him waving a marked card in the air. The
other men at the table sprang to their feet, glaring at the one Johann had accused. He,
in his turn, stared at Johann in affront.

“This is an insult—some kind of trick—" he began.

He never finished, because one of the other gamblers threw a punch at him. He
ducked, and a moment later his friends from other tables joined him. Within seconds,
the confrontation had degenerated into a brawl that threatened to consume the entire
room.

Thank the Wizards for Johann’s quick thinking! Hoping that Johann had the wits
to extricate himself from the fight and slip away unnoticed, Gwendith let go of her
pistols, grabbed a barstool, and swung it at the nearest soldier’s head. The wood
splintered with a crunch and a shock that penetrated her bones. The soldier collapsed,
blood pouring from ear, nose, and mouth. The others yelled and came at her, but at that
moment a knot of combatants from the brawl careened into them, shoving them into the
bar. Ducking a flying bottle, Gwendith slithered over the top of the bar and made for the
kitchens.

The cooks and waitresses were running to stop the fight. Gwendith slipped
between them and calmly made her way to the back door, which opened into an alley.
There was no one outside except for a young woman laden with a basket of fresh-
baked bread. Gwendith stepped into the street and passed the girl.

“Stop.”

Gwendith glanced back over her shoulder and saw the muzzle of a pistol peeking
out from beneath the breadbasket. A moment later, two male soldiers in full uniform
came out of the kitchen exit. “Good work,” one of them said to the girl. Then he turned
to Gwendith, and his expression hardened. “Now hand over your weapons.”

Unable to see any options, Gwendith lifted her hands in surrender.
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She expected to be taken to a brig somewhere, or at least a nasty, unpleasant
cellar. Instead, they whisked her quietly through a set of half-deserted alleyways, before
emerging into the street in front of a large, well-appointed house in what was clearly the
better part of town. They escorted her through the carved oak doors, down a hall richly
carpeted in jewel-toned rugs, and into a small but elegant sitting room.

Primrose cloth covered the walls, making the room look warm and inviting.
Delicate white curtains had been pulled back from a bay window, letting in a spill of
sunlight. In the center of the room stood a small cherry table, with two very comfortable-
looking chairs drawn up on either side. A silver teapot steamed on the table, two
porcelain cups waiting decorously by it.

Startled, Gwendith stopped in the doorway, and her captors didn’t force her
inside. Instead, the room’s lone occupant looked up, and a broad smile crossed his
face. “Gwendith!” he exclaimed warmly, rising to his feet.

Astonished relief flushed through her. “Colonel Talys!” Thank the Wizards! Of all
the officers who could have been in charge here, he was the only one who might turn a
sympathetic ear to her story. It made sense, when she thought on it—after all, Johann
had said that the colonel was personally heading up the search for her. But she had
never expected to be so fortunate as to be delivered straight to him.

The soldiers looked at her uneasily. “We found the woman, sir,” one of them said
stiffly. “She was in a tavern with the man. So far, he has eluded our search. Should we
find a secure place to hold her?”

“This woman is not a prisoner,” Talys said sternly. Looking quickly to Gwendith,
he asked, “Did they do anything to harm you?”

She shook her head. Talys made shooing motions at the soldiers, and they
promptly left the room, closing the door behind them. As soon as they were gone, Talys
pulled out a chair at the table for her. “I'm sure you’re very tired—please, sit down.
Would you like some tea? Everyone was extremely worried about you, Gwendith.”

She sat and accepted the tea gratefully. The warm cup felt good against her

hands. “I can’t tell you how relieved | am to see you, Colonel.”



He sank into the chair opposite her, frowning slightly. “Gwendith, what happened
to you? You vanished the night of the party at General Paywin’s house. That same
night, there was trouble on the Sanctuary. Everyone was worried that you had somehow
been caught up in it.”

“I was caught up in it,” she admitted. “But not how you think. No one kidnapped
me, Colonel. | left Fort Ironwood of my own free will.”

“Then tell me what happened.”

She shook her head, suddenly wondering what she could say that would make
any sense to him. “I don’t think you would believe me.”

A little smile touched his handsome features. The sunlight pouring through the
window flashed off his golden hair, the brass buttons of his uniform. “There you’re
wrong, Gwendith. The woman who disappeared from the Sanctuary was seen to kill a
man with fire that seemed to come from her hands. She’s a flame-caller, isn’t she?”

Her expression must have been one of complete shock, for he chuckled mildly. “I
know all about Ways, Gwendith. I've been married to a native woman for almost eleven
years now. And | know that some of our own people are beginning to have Ways as
well. That was the reason | approached you at General Paywin’s house back in Fort
Ironwood. I've been gathering the gifted to me for many years. I've listened to them, as |
listened to you that night, and then I've done my best to find a way for them to put their
talents to good use. Some serve New Rhylach in the army. Others, like the owner of this
house, serve in a different fashion, but their roles are no less important.”

“Then—you knew | had a Way?”

“l suspected as much. | have friends who keep an ear out for news of people who
exhibit odd abilities. When | came to Fort Ironwood, | didn’t know if you were truly gifted,
or if you were simply mad. Fortunately, it didn’t take long for me to realize which.” His
smile turned warm.

She found herself returning it. Here, at last, was a Rhylachan other than Johann
who didn’t think her insane. Even better, it was a man of position and authority. She felt
as though a burden had been lifted from her shoulders.

“So tell me what happened,” he prompted.



She hesitated, thinking of the ghost eater. Would he appreciate her telling
anyone about the Ahkan’it? “I'm not certain | have that right,” she said apologetically.

But he nodded, as if he understood perfectly. “Then just listen. There are things
happening in New Rhylach that no one outside the army knows about. Let me explain
them to you, and then you can determine for yourself whether or not I'm worthy of your
trust. If you decide that I'm not, you'’re free to go from here.”

She cocked her head suspiciously, looking for any trace of deception. All she
saw was earnest honesty. “Truly?”

“You have my word.”

“Then I'll listen. After all, you listened to me when no one else would. | suppose |
owe it to you.”

“Thank you.” He settled back in his chair, brow furrowed with thought. “It’s difficult
to know exactly where to begin. About two years ago, a coalition of merchants from
Aneirach proposed an unusual expedition. Ever since the Wizards brought us here
three-hundred years ago, no one has ever left the land they gave us. | suppose people
thought that it was all we were meant to have. But the merchants reinterpreted scripture
and decided that we were destined to go everywhere in this world.”

“But where else is there to go?”

“Across the sea.”

She started to laugh, then stopped when she saw that he was serious.

“An odd idea at first, | know,” he said. “But think about it. Why couldn’t there be
other lands like this one? The merchants knew that it would be a dangerous undertaking
to find such places, but if they exist, then the rewards for discovering them could be
great. So they built special ocean-going vessels meant to sail out beyond sight of land,
then crewed them with men who had been condemned to the gallows. | believe the
theory was that such sailors would have nothing to lose by going on such a perilous
venture.

“The expedition was kept quiet—undoubtedly the merchants didn’t want word
getting out to their competitors. The ships sailed due south, across the New Sea, guided
only by the stars. For a long time they saw no land. They were about to turn back for

lack of supplies, when an island came into view. It was a small, deserted place, but half-



buried in the sand they discovered a gold necklace of exotic and unknown
workmanship.”

Gwendith sat up straighter, realizing immediately what it meant. “There are other
people in the world.”

He nodded gravely. “Indeed. Other natives, besides the ones we met when we
first came here. Needless to say, the merchants were ecstatic. They immediately
outfitted another ship, this one better equipped, manned, and stocked. It, however,
failed to return. So did the next—except for a single man.”

“‘One man?”

“The captain appeared one night, months after his ship had left, lying alone and
bloody on the dock he had sailed from. He died screaming moments after he was found,
half his body torn to shreds, as if from the claws of some terrible beast. At first, it was
thought that he had not sailed with the ship after all, but two of the merchants investing
in the vessel had seen him on the deck as the ship left dock. That was when they
brought the problem to the army. And that was how it came to my attention.”

Gwendith swallowed uneasily. “How...what do you think happened?”

“I believe that the people across the sea have Ways, just like the natives here do.
But | also think they have more than that. They must have found some stronger magic,
because no Way I've ever heard of could send a man instantaneously over thousands
of miles, so that his death could serve as a warning to others.

“After that, the Citizens’ Assembly became worried and wanted to know more
about these people. | have been occupied with other tasks closer to home and
unfortunately was not involved in the decision. A ship full of soldiers was sent out in an
attempt to intimidate the unknown people and make them see things our way.” He
paused and took a deep breath, as if to steady himself. “The ship sailed back into
harbor only a few days ago. Everyone on board had been dead for some time.
Somehow, whoever killed them also caused their ship to sail home by itself.”

Gwendith felt as if skeletal fingers walked down her spine. “| saw it,” she
whispered. “In a vision.”

Talys looked up sharply. “Did you?” He paused, then leaned over the table and

held her gaze intently. “Gwendith, I'll be honest with you. New Rhylach is in the greatest



danger it has ever faced. If our neighbors across the sea decide to attack us, we have
no defense against them. They have twice displayed the kind of magic that we can’t
muster—couldn’t, not even if every person in New Rhylach developed a Way overnight.”

A shiver went through her. “Why are you telling me this? What do you want me to
do?”

“When | first learned the truth about Ways, | started to wonder about the Wizards’
magic. To wonder whether or not there might be any way of combining the two, and so
regain the power of the Wizards.”

“Isn’t that blasphemy? Ways are one thing—all the natives claim to have them.
But the Wizards’ magic was supposed to be unique, divine. Not the kind of thing an
ordinary army colonel might hope to control.”

He smiled ruefully. “Only too true. Except that | know the truth about the
Wizards.”

‘I don’t understand.”

He rose and paced to the window, then came and sat again. “I know that you
aren’t devout, Gwendith—you told me so yourself the night we met. From the day |
found out about Ways, | began to read everything | could find about Wizard magic. Not
just scripture or approved texts—diaries, personal journals, field reports, everything |
could find dating back to the Migration. It wasn’t easy. It's taken ten years for me to
piece together the entire truth. But now | know.

“The Wizards were nothing but charlatans.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Gwendith gaped at Colonel Talys, feeling all the blood drain from her face.
“Charlatans?” she whispered.

He held up a restraining hand. “Perhaps ‘charlatans’ is too strong a word. But
certainly the Wizards were never divine. Powerful, yes; learned, yes. But they were just
men, no different from me or anyone else.”

She sank back in her chair, stunned. Her faith might have lapsed, but she had
never thought to actually reduce the Wizards to the stature of hucksters. “Tell me.”

“‘Apparently, back in old Rhylach, the Wizards weren’t the only men with magic.
Not everyone had it, not like here, but a select few who studied and trained could in time
learn to wield it. Apparently they weren’t born with their power but had to acquire it
through schooling, the way you or | might learn our letters. But the group that we now
refer to as the Wizards wasn’t content with the great power of their magic. They wanted
followers as well. They set themselves up as divinities and attracted the weak, the
fearful, and the dispossessed. From what I've been able to learn, the rest of the
population of old Rhylach didn’t believe that there was anything special about the
Wizards other than their great power—indeed, they referred to the Wizards’ followers as
‘cultists,” with all the derogatory connotations of the word.

“But the Wizards didn’t need to put up with that. How convenient to tell your
followers that you could lead them to the promised land, then actually open a gate to
another world right before their eyes. The actual process of it eludes me, but somehow
they managed to create a sort of portal that allowed them and their followers to simply
step from the old world into New Rhylach.”

“‘But there were already people living here.”

“Yes—that must have given them pause. But the Wizards quickly learned that
magic here didn’t work the way it did back on old Rhylach. Remember, Gwendith, the

powers of the Wizards were phenomenal. They threw lightning bolts, rained death down



on armies, and opened a gate from one world to another. Large, spectacular things, but
the doing of them was limited only to a handful of people.

“Here, everything was different. Magic wasn’t limited to a few—literally everyone
and everything had it. The very air and earth and stones were imbued with it. But it was
of an entirely different order than that of the Wizards’. Most Ways are very practical. To
make plants grow better. To sing to the animals and make them come within the
hunter’s range. To find water. To make fire. To be able to look ahead down the road for
trouble. Simple things vital for day-to-day survival. Nothing big, nothing spectacular, but
cumulatively very powerful.”

He paused and looked out the window. “I like to think of an analogy to help
understand what happened next. I’'m sure you realize that some of our everyday plants
came with us from old Rhylach. Wisteria is one example—it took root here and thrived,
until today you find it growing wild, strangling the life from entire groves of trees. But
other plants didn’t do so well and today can'’t be found at all outside of expensive
greenhouses maintained by the very wealthy.

“I think of the Wizards’ magic as the latter. It did well at first, but this world wasn’t
its own, and it couldn’t adapt. Almost as soon as the Migration was complete, things
began to fail. Within fifty years, even the simplest spells no longer worked. Only two
things remained: the gate to old Rhylach and the phoenix stones. And when the gate
began to show signs of weakening, the Wizards decided they’d had enough. They left,
went back to the old world, and let the gate collapse behind them, cutting us off from our
former home forever.”

The Wizards are a lie. It was too much, too huge, for her to assimilate. Perhaps
she had never worshipped them with much devotion, but at the same time she had
never doubted their existence, their power. She wanted to dispute with Talys, but in her
heart she knew that she had heard the truth.

And if the Wizards had been false, then there was no magical heaven awaiting
the souls of the dead. And what, then, had become of all those she had loved and lost?

“| felt much the same way that you do, when | first realized the truth,” Talys said

softly. “I almost abandoned my researches altogether, quit the army, and became a



priest to atone for my sin. But then | realized that if there was nothing divine about the
Wizards’ magic, then there might be a way to revive it.

“We Rhylachans are finally beginning to adapt to this world. After living in its
magic for generations—eating it in our food, drinking it in our water, breathing it in our
air—it’s gotten into us, changed us. And now that we have access to the magic of this
world, there might be some way to take the knowledge of the Wizards’ magic and
modify it, until we can once again wield the power they had.

“We might be able to save ourselves from the people across the sea.”

She nodded thoughtfully. His words made a great deal of sense. A fusion of
native and Rhylachan magic might result in a hybrid more powerful than either one
alone. “So what do you want me to do?”

‘I want you to bring me the ghost eater.”

“What—why?”

“Just to talk to,” Talys said hurriedly. “We need his help, Gwendith. The Skull
People have found a way to cheat death. By this time you must know what the ghost
eater is and what his powers are. A man who has literally been brought back from the
dead, with the ability to kill with a touch. That’'s a powerful talent, Gwendith. It's also the
only native magic we know of that can’t be ascribed to a Way. True, some of the natives
claim to be able to use chants to prevent pregnancy or attract love, but | am convinced
that those spells are merely outgrowths or aspects of Ways already within them. The
ghost eaters are the only thing even close to Wizard magic. If we could talk to this one,
make him understand our need, I'm sure he would want to help us.”

“You want to make him a weapon against the sea people?”

“Not necessarily.” Talys hesitated delicately. “And not him, per se. But you can
imagine what an asset ghost eaters would be in any war.”

She didn’t think the ghost eater would be inclined to cooperate. “I can ask him,
Colonel, but...he needs to get back to his own people. And I'm afraid that they don’t
bear any great love for us.”

He leaned forwards, fixing her with his gaze. She tried to look away from his

bright blue eyes but found that she couldn’t. “We need to talk to him, Gwendith. His



powers might be the very salvation of New Rhylach. But even if they aren't, think of the
possibilities. To be able to bring the dead back to life.”

A painful shiver went through Gwendith, and her mind went automatically to
Caitlin. Caitlin running, laughing, dancing. “It's not possible,” she whispered. “He said it
wasn'’t.”

“Of course he did. And, as far as he understands, it isn’t. But he isn’t a learned
man, Gwendith. He isn’t a Rhylachan—he hasn’t even had access to the education that
our natives in the Sanctuaries have had. He doesn’t know anything about the Wizards’
magic, or what might be possible if it were to be combined with the coal.”

How does he know coal makes a ghost eater? she wondered dimly. But the
thought was taken up, swept away by the overwhelming desire to know if it was
possible. If, perhaps, Caitlin might be resurrected.

“Do you think it could be done?” she heard herself ask. Her voice sounded oddly
far away, as if it belonged to another.

“l do.”

The words were low, persuasive, demanding that she believe. And, looking into
his eyes, she found that she did.

She couldn’t do otherwise.

“You would give Caitlin back to me? As she was before...before she died?”

‘I would. I will. Trust me, Gwendith. Believe, as | believe.”

If it is true...if | could give her back her life...really give it back to her, not with the
limitations of a ghost eater, but as a living, breathing girl....

It’s my fault she died. | was her mother; | failed to protect her.

Oh, Caitlin, I'm sorry, darling, I'd do anything for you, anything....

“You won’t hurt him?” she asked slowly.

Talys smiled gently. “I'm sure he’ll be eager to cooperate. Will you help me,
Gwendith?”

[ ”

...Yes.
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Johann was beginning to grow seriously worried about Gwendith. During the
tavern brawl, he had slipped away to the inn’s upper story, which housed a bordello.
When the soldiers had finally come looking, they had seen only the ladies and a few
customers in a huff over being disturbed. None of them had matched Johann’s
description.

He had waited almost an hour in the room of an older woman who looked like
she knew a thing or two about trouble, and who had no problem with being paid to let
him sit and peer out her window. She was under the impression that he had some kind
of military connection—a wife in the army, perhaps—that would make it inconvenient for
him to be seen leaving the tavern, and he didn’t disabuse her of the notion.

After that, he had cautiously walked the nearby streets, wondering where
Gwendith might have gone to ground and praying that she hadn’t been captured. The
idea of staging a dramatic rescue did not appeal to him in the slightest.

Just as he was about to give up and return to the camp in the hope that she had
already made her way back without him, he caught a glimpse of a familiar tan duster in
the late afternoon crowds. Relieved, he hurried through the press to catch at her sleeve.
She looked down at him, and for a moment her face was blank, as though she didn’t
recognize him. Then a wooden smile touched her lips.

“Johann. I'm glad you didn’t get caught.”

“I was starting to get worried about you!” he exclaimed. “It's dangerous here—
now that we’ve found one another, we’d best leave as soon as we can. We can get
supplies somewhere else.”

“No need.” She hefted the pack over her shoulder, and he saw that it bulged with
food. “It would have been too conspicuous for me to just loiter around, keeping an ear
out for word that the soldiers had captured you. | bought most of what we need.”

“With what? Your good looks?”

“I took some money off one of the soldiers after | knocked him out.”

“Oh.”

She began to head purposefully away from the market. Confused, he watched

her go, then hurried to catch up when she failed to slow for him.



The close call must have scared her, he thought uncertainly. But somehow the

reassurance rang hollow in a way he could not quite define.
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That night, the ghost eater finally slept.

He had spent a restless day worrying over Johann and Gwendith. He tried to tell
himself that they knew what they were doing and that, even if soldiers spotted them, no
one would have any cause to know who they really were. And it wasn’t as if they would
be in the same kind of danger that Stands-in-Smoke or No Tongue would be in should
they be captured.

Even so, he felt great relief when they finally reappeared. Stands-in-Smoke and
No Tongue had also seemed glad, and had immediately set about making supper with
the new food. Envy had touched the ghost eater as he watched them eat, particularly
when they came to the grits, a dish that formed a staple of Ahkan’i diet as well.

Afterwards, when everyone else settled in, Gwendith had volunteered to sit
watch while he slept. He accepted her offer gratefully, pulled his threadbare Rhylachan
coat around himself, and was asleep almost before his head touched the ground.

It was after midnight when he woke. He came to consciousness suddenly, as if
someone had called his name. Startled, he sat up and looked around. Everyone else
still slept in their blankets, except now Johann was sitting the watch. The Rhylachan
man looked straight through the ghost eater, as if his pale gray eyes had gone blind.

“He cannot see you. You walk only in dreams,” said a voice from behind. The
ghost eater turned and beheld a white stag crowned with a great sweep of antlers.

“Little Deer!” he exclaimed, relieved. “I've done all that you asked. | found the
woman—"

“With my help,” Rabbit put in, bounding up out of the darkness. A moment later, a
saw-whet owl so tiny it could have fit inside a drinking gourd flew up on silent wings. It
perched on Little Deer’s antlers and peered solemnly at the ghost eater. The ghost
eater lowered his eyes respectfully, but a surge of excitement rushed through him. The
owl was his clan’s totem. Or, he corrected himself automatically, the totem of

Tamaugua’s clan.



No...mine! Why else would Owl be here if | wasn’t still of the Owl Clan? Surely
this is more proof that | am Tamaugua, that my spirit is the same even if it has to share
this body with the bhargha.

“Come, ghost eater,” Little Deer said mildly. “You have a journey to make this
night. Prepare yourself.”

The ghost eater nodded, and then sang the chant for leaving on a long journey.
He faced the seven directions—the Sun Land and the Darkening Land, the Frigid Land
and the Mountain Land, Above and Below, and Here—and hailed each in turn. When he
was done, Little Deer nodded shortly.

“Put one hand on my back,” he instructed. “And walk with us.”

The ghost eater did so. Little Deer’s short fur felt soft and warm under his fingers,
and the familiar sensation of deer pelt brought a sudden lump to his throat. Saw-Whet
Owl glanced at him once out of yellow eyes, then launched itself and disappeared into
the night. Where Rabbit had gotten to, the ghost eater didn’t know.

They faced the direction of the Darkening Land and began to walk. Although
sheltering trees had surrounded the camp, the space they traveled through now was
open. Dry dust susurrated around the ghost eater’s bare feet. The night-shrouded
ground felt smooth and flat, easy to walk over.

After a time, a bright orange light appeared in the vast darkness before them. As
they drew closer, it split apart, and the ghost eater saw that it was in fact a multitude of
bonfires. Figures moved in front of the flames, and he realized that a great dance was
being held, with the dancers moving in interlocked circles that would in time bring them
around each fire in turn.

But the dancers were no ordinary people. Or, rather, some of them were human,
but others were animal people, or plant, or things so strange that the ghost eater had no
name for them. All of them looked happy, and the air was full of voices and laughter.

“What are they celebrating?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“Everything.”

The ghost eater looked at the fire and the dancers, and thought he understood.
“This is the Darkening Land, isn’t it? Where the souls of the dead go.” Except for the

ones that go to feed me.



“They come here for a time, yes. The circles of the dance reflect life. Eventually,
everyone ends up where they began.”

The ghost eater pondered the answer for a moment, then looked at Little Deer.
The flames danced in minute reflection in the stag’s nearest eye. “Why have you
brought me here?”

“There is one who wishes to speak with you.” Little Deer started off, towards the
nearest fire. The ghost eater followed, his hand still on the stag’s back. As they drew
closer, one of the dancers turned towards them. It was a little girl, no more than ten
winters old. Her hair was white-gold, her eyes gray, and she wore a Rhylachan-style
dress trimmed in white lace. She glanced up at the man she danced beside, whose
looks were so close to her own that the ghost eater guessed he must be her father. The
man nodded and smiled encouragingly at her. Letting go of his hand, she ran out of the
circle, coming to a stop only a few feet from the ghost eater.

The ghost eater dropped to one knee, so that their eyes would be more on a
level. He felt a smile touch his face at the sight of such a happy child. She smiled
sweetly back, the blush of summer on her skin.

“Tell Mama to stop,” she said.

Puzzled, the ghost eater put his head to one side. “I don’t understand, little spirit.”

“Tell Mama don’t do it.”

“Who is your mother?”

But instead of answering, she turned and ran back to the circle and the man. The
man patted her back, as if at a job well done. Then he looked back over his shoulder,
straight at the ghost eater. An odd smile touched his mouth, as though he bestowed
some sort of blessing. Then both fire and dancers seemed to move away at great
speed, disappearing into the night and the blackness.

The ghost eater found himself back at the camp, lying in the same spot that he
had been in when he went to sleep. Johann glanced over at his startled movement, then
smiled an acknowledgment.

The smile, like Johann’s pale hair and gray eyes, were a match for those of both

man and girl.
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The next day, the ghost eater pondered the meaning of his dream-walk. The
weather was halfway in between spring and winter, and the air grew cold whenever
clouds passed over the sun. The road itself looped through low hills, at one point
drawing close to the main highway, which led to a town that Johann claimed was home
to both a fort and a gold mine. Even so, they saw no other travelers, and Gwendith
assured them that the way was clear for as far ahead as she could see.

Gwendith had seemed unusually withdrawn that morning. Or rather, she had
been bright and cheery whenever anyone spoke to her but had otherwise remained
silent. Now that he thought about it, even her good spirits rang false—she was too
buoyant, her answers too quick.

Perhaps she dreamed last night as well, he thought, worried.

From their resemblance to Johann, he guessed that the girl and man he had
encountered in the Darkening Land were none other than Gwendith’s dead daughter
and husband. And the girl told me to tell her “don’t do it.” Don’t do what? Don’t come
with me?

That was the possibility that had kept him from waking her immediately last night.
It seemed nonsensical that Little Deer would first send him on a quest to find Gwendith,
then take him to the Darkening Land just to have someone tell her to turn back. Still,
humans could not always fathom the ways of spirits.

But | don’t want her to leave, he thought fretfully. It wasn’t just that he worried the
entire quest would have been a waste of time, not to mention of no help to his people.
He, personally, did not want her to leave.

She’s treated me like a friend. | don’t want to go back to being alone. And he
liked her company because he found her interesting, intriguing. There was a great deal
about her that he didn’t know yet, this strange woman who fought like a warrior and yet
remained completely female. It would take years, maybe a lifetime, to discover
everything about her that he wanted to know.

He bowed his head and stared at the ground in front of him. He knew what he
had to do, whether he wanted to or not. Who knew, maybe he had interpreted the

message wrong. Or maybe she was being sent away because he wanted her to stay.



Because he was the ghost eater, and wasn’t supposed to want anything except for his
people’s safety.

“I had a dream last night,” he said aloud.

Gwendith walked briskly beside him, staring straight ahead. That struck him as
odd, because she normally looked around and enjoyed whatever landscape surrounded
them. Today she moved as though she had somewhere very specific to go and was in a
great hurry to get there.

‘| said | had a dream.”

“Really?” Her tone did not encourage him to speak further.

“Yes. But it was more than a dream.” He took a deep breath. “The animals came
to me last night—Little Deer and Owl and Rabbit. They took me with them to the
Darkening Land. To the land of the dead.”

She slowed slightly, as if his words had physically restrained her. Then her pace
quickened again. “| don’t want to hear about it.”

He blinked, shocked. This disinterest did not seem like her. He had expected her
to be as eager to listen to him as usual. Perhaps she was sick? Or was it time for her
moon blood, and she had to put her concentration into holding back the heightening of
her Way that came with it? Maybe he should ask Stands-in-Smoke to talk to her the
next time they stopped for a rest.

“I'm sorry, but this is important. Please, Gwendith!” At this point, he had to trot to
keep up with her long strides. The rest of the party, who gawked at them curiously, was
being left behind. “They took me to the land of the dead. | saw your daughter!”

Gwendith’s face went white. She spun around, walking backwards and staring at
him. They were drawing close to a place where the road narrowed and dove between
two hills. The land was too steep to farm, and a tangle of trees grew to either side,
branches interlacing overhead to create a tunnel.

“I saw your daughter,” he repeated, thankful to have finally caught her attention.
“At least, | think | did. A little girl, about ten years old, with Johann’s hair and eyes? She
was wearing a white dress.”

The devastated look in Gwendith’s eyes confirmed that his guess was accurate.



“She spoke to me,” he went on, more slowly now that the dreaded words
approached. “| don’t know exactly what she meant. We'll have to talk about it together,
think about it, and decide what to do. But she told me to ask you to stop. She said,
‘don’tdo it.”

Gwendith came to a halt, and the expression on her face slowly transformed into
one of utter horror. She glanced around at the woods like a trapped animal. Concerned,
he reached toward her. “Gwendith? What's wrong?”

“‘Run,” she whispered, her voice ragged.

“What?”

“‘Run! Run!” she screamed suddenly, shoving him back. “It's a trap!”

And then the soldiers burst out of the woods.



CHAPTER NINE

Gwendith whipped out both pistols, as the soldiers boiled out of the woods. She
felt as though she had slept, only to awaken suddenly into nightmare.

What have | done?

Then the soldiers were on them, and there was no more time for thought. Raising
the pistol in her right hand, she sighted and fired. The bullet took the closest man in the
head, and he collapsed backwards into a lifeless heap. Without pause, she repeated the
action with the pistol in her other hand, the second bullet catching another soldier in the
shoulder, spinning him around in a gout of blood.

Dropping the now-useless guns, she tore her saber from its sheath and rushed
towards the soldiers who were falling back in confusion before her attack. Their shock
wouldn’t last long, and she expected to feel a bullet in her back even as she brought her
saber down in a glittering arc—

“‘No! Gwenny, stop!”

A heavy weight struck her from one side, knocking the saber from her grasp. She
had a moment’s glimpse of Beoch’s familiar face and pulled the punch she would have
otherwise thrown. Then hands were holding her down, pinning her to the ground,
wrenching her arms behind her back.

With a wordless cry of anger and frustration, she twisted her head about, trying to
see what had happened to the others. Of Johann, Stands-in-Smoke, and No Tongue,
there was no sign. They had fallen behind herself and the ghost eater, she
remembered—perhaps they had been far enough back to escape when she
prematurely sprang the trap awaiting them.

The ghost eater had not been so lucky. A wide circle of soldiers had formed
around him, rifles leveled. A look of fury flashed across his face, and Gwendith shivered
at the sight. Living soldiers, no matter how well armed, could never stand against him.

The sound of hooves thundered against the ground, and a group of riders

emerged from the wood where they had been hiding. But these horsemen were not



clothed in the standard soldier’s uniform, but instead were clad from head to toe in
heavy plate armor, like something out of the history books about old Rhylach. Even their
horses had armor on their heads and necks, and long skirts of linked plates guarded
their flanks.

The horsemen rode through a gap in the ring of soldiers and began to circle the
ghost eater. Confused, he fell back, trying to track the fast movement of the horses.
Three of the armored men raised what looked like harpoon guns. They fired, the
harpoons dragging long lengths of chain rather than rope as they cut through the air.
One missed its target, but the other two both struck the ghost eater, once in the thigh
and once in the chest.

His body jerked from impact and pain. Then the chains tightened, dragging him
off his feet and tangling his limbs as he tried to fight back up. The horsemen halted,
several dismounting and clanking over to where the ghost eater lay thrashing. As they
approached, the bhargha unfolded and reached out hungrily to claim their lives....

Only to be stopped by their armor. The bright tendrils slipped across the metallic
surface, unable to find purchase or to penetrate. When they saw what was happening,
one of the men gave a victorious yell and rushed forwards to pin the ghost eater’s
chain-entangled arm. Others fell on the ghost eater, holding him down, while another
soldier approached bearing a sharp iron spike. Going down on his knees, the armored
man set the point of the spike against the ghost eater’s chest, above his heart. His other
hand raised a heavy mallet.

The spike made a hideous crunching sound as it drove through bone. Gwendith
howled a protest, struggling frantically against her captors, but she was as helpless as
the ghost eater.

Two more hard swings drove the spike all the way through, its tip emerging
bloody from his back. The ghost eater went limp, eyes staring blindly at the sky. The
armored men slowly released their grips and backed away, all the while keeping hold of
the chains in case the ghost eater’s immobility proved a ruse. But he continued to
simply lie there in a welter of blood and shattered bone, like the corpse of a dog struck

down in the road.



“It worked, Colonel!” one of the armored men yelled, his voice muffled by his
helmet.

At the call, the soldiers parted, and Colonel Talys rode slowly out of the woods
on a fine chestnut mare. The sight of him broke Gwendith’s paralysis, and a mixture of
horror, grief, and guilt impaled her heart with a spike of its own.

“He’s dead!” she cried, fury making her voice shake. “You said that you wouldn’t
hurt him, and now you'’ve killed him, you monster!”

Talys looked down at her with regret. “He wasn’t alive to begin with, Gwendith.
But don'’t fear. | haven’t destroyed him—nhe is merely immobilized. My reading in old
journals from the war with the Skull People told me what | needed to know to catch a
ghost eater. They have no power over metal—they can’t reach through it to kill, and it
can be used to bind them.”

The ghost eater said that the bhargha has power over anything that’s ever been
alive, she remembered with a chill. But metal doesn'’t live, has never lived.

“You're a liar, Talys. You said you wouldn’t harm him.”

“‘And | haven’t. Not really. He’ll recover easily enough. All this was necessary,
Gwendith, you must see that. He wouldn’t have come on his own, and any lesser
amount of force would have only succeeded in getting my own men killed.”

Beoch knelt down by her, touching her face in confusion. “Gwenny, what'’s
wrong? We’'re trying to help you! You're free now—free from those horrible muddies.”
His mouth twisted into a flat line of hate.

Talys narrowed his eyes slightly. “Gwendith isn’t feeling well, Beoch. I'm sure
she’ll be more cooperative once she’s rested.”

“No, | won’t.” But fear fluttered in her gut—something had happened to her,
something had caused her to agree to this to begin with. Could it happen again?

“There are questions | need answers to, Gwendith. | want you to tell me all that
you’ve observed about the ghost eater, all that he’s told you.”

She shook her head grimly. Beoch cast a stricken look at Talys. “Don’t make her
relive that, Colonel. Please...she’s suffered enough.”

“Can’t you just make me cooperate?” she asked quietly. “Didn’t you do that

before?”



Talys arched a blond brow. “Nothing has happened that you didn’t agree to,
Gwendith. You consented to this because | promised to find a way to restore your
daughter to you. Then you went back on your word to me, killed one of my men, and
endangered the lives of everyone here, including your own husband. Think on that
before you start handing out blame to others.”

He kicked his horse over to where the ghost eater lay. The creak of wheels
sounded from farther down the road, and a few minutes later a wide-bottomed cart
appeared, driven by two soldiers. At a nod from Talys, the armored men lifted the ghost
eater’s body and carried him to the cart. His head sagged back, the long hair of which
he had been so proud dragging in the dust.

The soldiers who had chased after Johann, Stands-in-Smoke, and No Tongue
came back, looking dejected. Gwendith’s heart lifted a little—at least they weren’t all
captives. At least she hadn’t doomed everyone.

Her eyes went to the ghost eater, and her heart constricted painfully. 'm so
sorry, she thought, bewildered. | don’t even understand how | could have done such a
thing. | failed you. She remembered his dream, and tears collected in her eyes. And |
failed Caitlin.

An older soldier wearing a pince-nez approached Gwendith, a medical bag in his
hand. Gwendith tried to struggle as he knelt down by her, but there were too many
restraining hands. Beoch eyed the soldier warily as he began measuring thick syrup into
a spoon. “What are you going to give her, doctor?”

“Just something to calm her,” the doctor murmured absently. “And make her
more cooperative.”

They held Gwendith flat against the ground and forced open her jaws. She tried
to push the syrup back out with her tongue, but they poured water into her mouth, giving
her the choice of swallow or drown. By the time the soldiers were ready to move, a
heavy lassitude had settled over her body, and the struggle to stay awake grew more
hopeless by the moment. Vaguely she realized that Beoch had picked her up, that she
was being laid down against a splintery wooden surface. The rusted smell of blood filled
her nose, and she turned her head to see who was injured. She found herself staring

into glassy dark eyes in a blood-flecked face. She didn’'t know whether the ghost eater



could see her in this state, but just in case, she held his gaze for as long as she could,

and it was the last thing to follow her down into darkness.
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Johann half-collapsed against an oak tree, gasping for breath. His head spun,
and a blinding headache was starting to form behind his eyes. Stands-in-Smoke and No
Tongue staggered to a halt beside him, both of them looking tired, though not in nearly
such bad shape as himself. He forced his body into a sitting position, saw Stands-in-
Smoke’s dark eyes staring at him. For a moment, her brown skin seemed like a mask, a
barrier. Then he realized that she wasn’t looking at him with her usual scorn but with
worry.

“What did you do?” she demanded.

He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and then took another. “I threw an
illusion. Of us. Four or five of each of us, actually, all running in different directions.” He
grinned tiredly. “Let them figure out which one to chase.”

“Why did you run?”

He looked at her in surprise. “What else was | going to do? If you'll recall, Talys
sent me out to stop you, not join you. Just by traveling with you, I've made myself an
accomplice to murder. Or that's what they would say, anyway, if they caught us. All
things considered, no one in the army is going to be very happy to see me right now,
are they?”

“No.” She frowned, and anger crept into her eyes like ice covering over a pond.
“Did Gwendith betray us?”

The question he had been avoiding sank its teeth into him, as though he had
stepped on a rat in the dark. “I...I don’t know. Maybe she had a vision, maybe that was
how she knew the soldiers were waiting. It doesn’t make sense—if she’d wanted to turn
you all over to the soldiers, she had plenty of better opportunities before now.”

“Except that they weren’t prepared for the ghost eater until now. I looked back
before we got to the trees—they had men in armor coming for him. The bhargha is

powerless against anything such as metal or stone. They knew exactly what they were



facing.” Stands-in-Smoke drove her fist against a tree in anger and frustration. “I swear,
if she gave us over to them, I'll kill her myself.”

“Let’s not go passing death sentences before we know a bit more, shall we?” he
replied testily. “They didn’t just open fire on us—they must have been trying to catch us.
So there’s a good chance that Gwendith and the ghost eater are still alive. Or as alive
as the ghost eater was to start with, anyway.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “We need to free him. He’s the only one who knows
where his people are, how to contact them.”

Johann had never been exactly certain why Stands-in-Smoke was with the party,
especially given that she seemed prone to quarreling with the ghost eater. Hoping to get
the hell out of New Rhylach, find another life for herself with the Ahkan’it? Or had she
just not known where to run once she got out of the Sanctuary? The former, maybe,
since she’s worried about not being able to find the Ahkan’it. Or who knows—maybe
she really is concerned about this Devourer thing.

“We'll free them both,” he said aloud, deciding for the moment to act as though
Gwendith was unquestionably innocent. “The nearest garrison is at Fort Reed, not too
far from here. That’s Colonel Talys’ command, if I’'m remembering correctly. It's a good
bet that they’ve been taken there. Maybe | can disguise myself as a soldier, reconnoiter
a bit, and find out where they’re being held.” He paused thoughtfully. “And maybe find
out why the army would be so interested in catching a ghost eater.”

No Tongue shivered and looked away.
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Colonel Talys poured himself a cup of tea liberally laced with brandy. He should
be happy, he knew. He had the ghost eater—and thus possibly the salvation of New
Rhylach—in his hands. No amount of bad news should be able to counter the triumph of
that.

But there was bad news and plenty of it. The first had come that morning, before
he had set out for the ambush that snared the ghost eater. It consisted of a report of
terrible sickness in Twelve Mile Creek, a farming community dependent on raising

livestock. Nearly half the populace had developed a severe swelling of the joints that left



them crippled from pain. Some had reportedly died from dehydration, when an entire
household came down with the malady at once and no one remained hale enough to
bring water in from the well.

The worst part was that Donia was convinced this was no ordinary malady. She
thought it came from the cows. Cows, using their Way against the humans who had
herded, bred, and slaughtered them.

Cows! And what was Donia’s suggestion? Discover how to propitiate the cow
spirits—what chants to say, what offerings to make, so that they would not send
affliction to everyone who killed one of them. Humans abasing themselves before cows!
The entire idea filled him with outrage. This was not how it should be. Once he had
mastered a hybrid of native Ways and Wizard magic, it would be this way no more.

The other bad news was of a more personal sort. Colonel Ebrim, a man who had
dogged his tracks and tried to thwart his every move since his first promotion, was being
sent to Fort Reed. Ebrim would “supervise” Talys’ handling of the ghost eater and look
into “the muddy problem,” as the letter from the Citizens’ Assembly had phrased it. In
other words, they thought Ebrim could find a quicker solution to New Rhylach’s troubles
with a gun and a sword, than Talys could with logic and magic.

Fools, all of them, fools. They have no understanding of how the world works
outside their rich mansions and petty politics.

If only he could have spared a half-year to go to the Assembly and ingratiate
himself with them. He could have won enough converts to his cause that no one would
have even thought to question his handling of things. Unfortunately, the time spent
would not have been worth the effort. In a few years, a significant number of the
assemblymen would be cast out of office, and he would have to start the entire process
over again.

To make matters even worse, Colonel Ebrim was one of the few people Talys
had met who were completely immune to his unique brand of persuasion. No amount of
talking or talent would sway Ebrim once he had his tiny mind set on whatever idiotic
solution it came up with.

Damn Ebrim. Damn him.

And damn Gwendith Smithswife, too.



No, that wasn'’t quite fair. She had brought him the ghost eater, just as she had
said. And he still intended to give her back her daughter, as soon as he figured out how
to do so. Of course, chances were good that by that time Gwendith would be either in
jail or in an asylum for the murders she committed during the ghost eater’s capture. The
wounded soldier had died from blood loss on the way back to Fort Reed, bringing the
tally of deaths to two.

| don't like the fact that she turned on me, he thought. That almost never
happened, and it rankled. She was difficult to convince to start with. | had to talk to her a
great deal longer than it usually takes. If it hadn’t been for her need for her daughter, |
don'’t think | could have convinced her to hand over the ghost eater under any
circumstances.

Getting a person to act completely against their nature was difficult to the point of
bordering on impossible. Generally that wasn’t a problem he had to deal with—most of
the things he required of his followers didn’t force them to violate deeply held beliefs.
Normally the biggest obstacle was getting someone to change their opinion on some
small matter, such as which soldier would be quickly promoted through the ranks. But
he had asked Gwendith to betray a comrade. If she hadn’t had the terrible, soul-deep
need of a parent mourning a dead child, it probably would not have been possible at all.

Small surprise then that the hold had been a fragile one and that she had
reverted back to herself. But why couldn’t she have done it earlier, before two of his
men had to die? Or later, when the situation was more under control?

If only there was some chance that | might be able to persuade her again. But |
don'’t think the same need will serve as a foothold twice, not when she’s already slipped
the leash once. A pity—I had hoped to recruit her. | know she would have been willing
to help against the sea people.

I’'m not through with Gwendith Smithswife yet, not by a long way. She’s traveled
with the ghost eater—chances are she knows things about the Skull People that we
might not be able to get from him. Especially if Donia is right, and my Way will not affect
him.

“The ghost eaters aren’t human,” Donia had said emphatically when they first

discussed this scheme. “Worse, the Skull People themselves were nothing more than



barbarians. They didn’t even have an organized chiefdom, just a bunch of wandering
bands that happened to speak the same language and have the same customs. He isn’t
going to understand or care about Rhylachan concerns. He won’t be able to see that
New Rhylach is the future of this world while his people are its past. You won’t be able
to use your Way on him, and you won’t be able to persuade him with logic. You might
as well not even talk to him.”

Perhaps. But Talys wouldn’t feel right subjecting the ghost eater to what was to
come without at least making a token attempt at getting his cooperation.

A soft rap on the door caught the colonel’s attention. He looked up to find his
aide waiting for him. “The prisoner is ready, sir.”

Special preparations had been made to accommodate the ghost eater. He was
being held in what had been a granary before soldiers removed all of its contents and
stored them elsewhere. Two guards in protective armor stood to either side of him,
heavily armed with archaic-looking swords and axes. The ghost eater himself sat in a
crude metal chair, dozens of heavy chains binding him to it. A far more comfortable
chair awaited Talys, well out of reach of the ghost eater’s life-draining abilities.

As Talys sat down, he took the opportunity to take a good look at his captive.
Although his clothes were Rhylachan, his hair, ornaments, and tattoos were flagrantly
otherwise. The iron spike and the harpoons had been removed, and flesh had healed
over the wounds as if they had never been. Even so, the ghost eater appeared oddly
haggard, and there was a hungry look in his eyes.

Savage, Talys thought automatically. Natives across New Rhylach had adopted
Rhylachan styles of dress. Although it was not really a choice, Talys believed that, even
if the laws were repealed, most would continue to dress and act like civilized people.
They were civilized people, and if they were removed from the Sanctuaries and given
the benefits of a Rhylachan education, they would certainly embrace Rhylachan culture
as their own, and the two societies would integrate into one. That was one of Talys’
great goals, which he would start attending to as soon as the current crisis passed.

This ghost eater, however, had not even had the minimal exposure to Rhylachan
culture that his distant cousins in the Sanctuaries were granted. Still, savage or no,

Talys needed his help.



The colonel looked at his prisoner with unfeigned sympathy. “I apologize for the
restraints,” he said sincerely. “But with your powers, you could kill a great many of us
very easily. | need to know that | can trust you not to do that before | can set you free.
May | trust you?”

The ghost eater glared at him with bottomless brown eyes, his lips pressed into a
tight, angry line.

Talys nodded equitably. “Very well. | understand that you are angry and
suspicious. After all, our handling of you was not gentle.” Even though you never cried
out from it, even when other men would have been screaming with pain. Perhaps this
was evidence of what Donia had said, that the ghost eater was no longer human. ‘I
hope, however, that once | explain our situation to you, you’ll understand why it was
necessary. | need your help.”

Still the ghost eater glared at him, silent and menacing. Talys got the distinct
feeling that the man was contemplating what sort of meal his soul would make.

Talys took a deep breath, trying not to let on that he was more than a little
unnerved. “Let me explain.”

In a calm, rational voice, he outlined his proposal to fuse Ways and Wizard magic
to make a hybrid more powerful than either alone. He kept the rest of the story to
himself. The ghost eater would not likely care about New Rhylach’s problems with the
sea people. And as for the other part—the part he hadn’t told Gwendith—well, there
was no point in angering and alienating the ghost eater even further. And there could be
danger if the ghost eater pretended to cooperate, then somehow managed to escape
back to his people. The Skull People most definitely did not need to know what was
going on in their mountains. Meddling on their part would only make the army’s job
harder in the end.

At last he stopped and sat silent. Although he had strained his power to the
utmost, he had gotten no hints from the ghost eater, no instinctive understanding of
what his listener most needed to hear.

But the ghost eater seemed to know what Talys wanted. He gave the colonel an
unnervingly level stare, a mixture of hate and anger in his eyes. “You captured me

because you want to learn how to make an army of ghost eaters.”



It was dangerously close to half the truth but comfortably missed the rest. “No.
My vision is greater than that. | want to understand the ghost eater phenomenon and
find a way to combine it with Wizards’ magic so that anyone could be raised from the
dead, yet still live a real, natural life. It would keep us from having to worry about
casualties in war, yes, but there is so much more to it than that. Anyone could be
resurrected. Humans would no longer be subject to the tyranny of death. Wouldn’t you
like to see that? Isn’t there anyone you’ve loved who has been taken from you?”

The ghost eater stared at him incredulously for a moment. Then, softly, he began
to laugh.

“You Enemies have been here for three-hundred winters,” he said quietly. “And
you haven’t learned one damned thing.”

Talys sat speechless, astounded by the resistance. It was as if the ghost eater
was totally oblivious to anything he had said. That had been his trump card—the natural
desire of anyone to want to cheat death, to be reunited with lost loves. And this man
simply did not care. “Aren’t you listening?” he demanded.

The ghost eater did not reply, only sat shaking his head, as if he had just
witnessed some supreme folly.

“Very well, then.” Talys rose to his feet. The ghost eater was not human, was
without feeling or comprehension. That left only the crudest of routes to the knowledge
he needed.

Talys turned to where his aide waited by the door and nodded his head sharply.
She left, returning a minute later with a string of armored soldiers behind her. The men
carried knives, hacksaws, pitch, and braziers of hot coals. The ghost eater’s eyes
widened with understanding.

“If you won’t cooperate and give us what we want willingly,” Talys said with soft

menace, “then we’ll get our information without your consent. Begin the experiments.”

*k*k

It was the next day before Johann found a way into the fort. At first, he had
thought to simply disguise himself as a soldier, walk in through the gates, and learn

what he could about Gwendith and the ghost eater’'s whereabouts. After that, he would



do his best to devise some means of freeing them that wouldn’t result in all three of
them getting killed.

Unfortunately, it looked like his plans wouldn’t even get past the first step.

Too damned efficient, he thought, aiming a baleful glare at the two gate guards,
who were scrupulously checking the passes of everyone who either entered or left Fort
Reed. One of those passes wouldn’t be hard to fake—if only | knew what they said in
the first place.

He had briefly contemplated creating an illusion that would divert the guards
while allowing him to slip through the gates behind them. The biggest problem was that
anything spectacular enough to lure them away from their posts was bound to attract
attention. Which was the last thing he wanted, because it would only result in more alert
guards and increased security. Another problem was that, if he had to sustain a
complicated illusion for long, it would drain his strength to the point where he might not
be able to create another when he really needed it.

He also considered attempting invisibility. But that was problematic as well—
invisibility for him tended to be a matter of degree. He could mask himself well enough
so that, if he was still and in a shadowy spot, a person might walk right past him without
ever guessing he was there. Hiding himself well enough to stroll past two alert soldiers
in the bright daylight required an entirely different level of ability, one he didn’t think he
possessed.

So instead he had spent the morning loitering outside the fort, in front of one of
several small taverns that seemed to make up the mainstay of the town’s business
establishments. Nothing surprising there—Fort Reed had originally come into being due
to a farmer’s lucky gold strike, which quickly resulted in an influx of men looking to make
their fortunes fast. The fort had been built to protect the mines and keep order amongst
the miners. Brothels, gambling houses, and taverns had naturally accrued to such a
place. Someday, the gold would run out, and Fort Reed would either become a
respectable farming community once again, or else go back to woods and wilderness.

At any rate, the sight of a half-drunk miner slouched in front of a tavern could be
nothing new to the gate guards, and Johann felt safe with the disguise. The illusion of a

long, tattered duster over his real clothes provided all the deception needed; the



soldiers’ own imaginations filled in the details. Like most people Johann knew, they saw
what they expected to see, and only a few subtle cues were needed to help them along.

As he sat and wondered what to do next, the sound of hoof beats approached
down the dusty road. It was not just the isolated clop-clop of one or two horses but the
low rumble of a large contingent. He glanced in the direction of the sound, pretending
only the most casual interest.

A large squad of soldiers made their way through the bustling town, their
uniforms covered with road dust. In the front of the formation rode perhaps twenty
horsemen, and twice the number of foot soldiers followed behind. At their head was a
man who caught Johann'’s attention immediately—tall, imposing, with the heavily-
muscled build of a wrestler. He was mounted on a white horse, which would have been
impressive had the red clay dust not turned its coat a bizarre shade of orange.

The company clattered up to the gates, which swung open to receive them. For a
moment, the formation broke apart, men and horses jostling each other to get through
an opening not nearly big enough for them all. Seeing his chance, Johann came to his
feet and used the confusion to fall in behind the foot soldiers, the illusion of the duster
transformed into that of a private’s uniform.

At last! he thought jubilantly as he passed unnoticed through the gates. Now fo
make myself inconspicuous.

He slipped away from the milling soldiers, who were quickly forming up into
ordered ranks once again. Looking as if he knew where he was going and had every
right to go there, Johann was starting off across the large yard, when Colonel Talys
came out of the main body of the fort.

“Colonel Ebrim,” Talys said with distaste.

The burly man on the white horse gave Talys a withering look of contempt.
“Colonel Talys. | have orders from the Citizens’ Assembly, giving me authority over this
detestable business. They’ve finally seen that answers won’t be found in books but on
the battlefield. You are to immediately hand...the creature...over to me.”

Talys’ brows drew together in anger, then quickly smoothed out again. “At least

hear my reports on the matter, Colonel. | have been experimenting on the subject since



yesterday, and | believe that | have made some progress on the question that awaits us
in the mountains.”

“You’ve found a way of destroying it?”

“Perhaps of controlling it. Of—”

Ebrim snorted and waved a negating hand. “Fine, fine. I'll read your report later.
Right now, I'm taking your creature back to the base camp with me. Fire may not be
practical, but I'm sure this one will show me some other way of annihilating it.”

Talys’ hands curled into fists. “No! You can’t move him—it’'s too risky—"

“That’s my decision, Colonel. Now....”

They’re talking about the ghost eater, Johann realized in horror. He remembered
that he was supposed to be a soldier passing casually through the yard and got his feet
moving again. The voices faded away behind him. I've got to find out more. There must
be guards—someone | can talk to who knows what’s been going on here. Who might be
able to tell me if we've got a prayer in hell of getting him away from them again.

Straightening his shoulders and trying to look purposeful, Johann began his

search.

*k%k

Gwendith moaned and tried to peel her eyes open. Something was wrong, that
much understanding forced its way through the heavy fog that wrapped around her
mind. Her tongue felt dry and swollen, and nausea nestled in her belly. A terrible
lassitude gripped her limbs and threatened to pull her back down into oblivion.

Crippleweed? she wondered groggily. But no, crippleweed wasn't this strong.
Something else then. She tried to remember what she might have been given, couldn't.

The room she was in was unfamiliar—a simple box with four plaster walls and no
windows. She lay on a cot in the center of it, a small table with an oil lamp to her right. It
was cold, and she realized that she wore only a thin shift. When she reached blindly to
pull up a blanket to cover herself, her arm stubbornly refused to move. With a great
effort, she turned her head and saw that she had been securely strapped to the bed

with a heavy leather cuff.



I'm in the asylum? she thought, confused. She hadn’t expected to be there,
somehow. The last thing she remembered was....

“Ghost eater?” she tried to say. But her mouth was so dry the words came out as
a distorted whistle.

A shadow came between her and the lamp. Beoch knelt down by the bed, taking
her bound hand tenderly in both his own. “Shh. It’s all right, Gwenny. It was all just a
bad dream.”

“W-water?” she managed to croak. He stood up for a moment, returning with a
pitcher and cup. The tepid water tasted like the finest wine to her parched tongue, and
she had to restrain herself not to gulp it down too fast. When she had finished, she let
her head drop tiredly back against the pillow. Her thoughts were slightly clearer than
they had been, but even so her memories were nothing but disjointed fragments. One
image rose up out of them all, sharp and sure—a young native with a gentle smile that
warped the death’s head tattooed over his features.

“What happened...the ghost eater?”

A shadow went over Beoch'’s face. His hand tightened on her own. “You're in the
asylum, Gwenny. Don’t you remember? You...you had another breakdown, at General
Paywin’s party. We found you lying in the garden, moaning. Don’t you remember?”

No. No, that wasn’t right, she was certain of it. Almost certain. “I...I left,” she
whispered, fighting to hold onto memories and thoughts that tried to fly away like
brightly-colored birds. “There was a woman...Stands-in-Smoke...and No Tongue...and
the ghost eater.”

But Beoch was shaking his head. “You’ve been incoherent ever since we found
you that night. Colonel Talys and some of his men helped me put you in a carriage and
bring you back here, to Aneirach and the asylum. You haven’t been out of my sight the
entire time.” He stroked her forehead gently. He hadn’t been so loving towards her
since...she couldn’t remember. “It was all just a dream. No matter how frightening or
terrible your memories seem...it was all just a dream. There’s no such thing as a ghost
eater.”

“No.” She pulled back, sudden fear seizing her. “No, he came looking for me. He

said | was needed, he said—’



That | was sane. That | was magic.

Her heart sank as she recognized what anyone else would say if she told them
that. Wish fulfillment. A lonely, desperate madwoman—of course she dreamed up an
exotic young man to come tell her that she was something special. That she wasn'’t
crazy, that her insanity was really some magic power no one else recognized.

No, that can’t be true. The ghost eater’s real, he’s....

It was hard to think with the drugs clouding her mind. Hard to remember anything
clearly. Or else she couldn’t remember things clearly because they were already
starting to fade, just like any other dream.

“No,” she whispered again, looking up at Beoch for some kind of confirmation
that her travels of the last few weeks hadn’t just been a warped perception of the trip
back to the asylum.

His face went dark, and for a moment she thought she saw what might have
been either rage or fear flicker in his eyes. Then he suddenly pulled away and stumped
towards the door. “It's the doctor’s potions talking,” he said gruffly, not looking back at
her. “Once you’re better, I'll take you away from here. We'll find ourselves a little house
somewhere far out in the country, where no one will bother us ever again.” The door
closed behind him.

A man in a purple doctor’s coat appeared at the edge of her sight. He must have
been lurking in the room outside her range of vision. She felt horribly exposed, strapped
to a bed with only a thin shift to cover her. It was a trick she had experienced at the
asylum before, the use of humiliation to degrade the patient’s sense of self and to
emphasize the power the doctors held over her. It had always made Gwendith feel
violated in some subtle way.

“I'm glad you’re awake and coherent,” the doctor said with a friendly smile. “| take
it as a great sign of improvement.” He paused, then gave her an earnest look. “| spoke
with Colonel Talys when they brought you here. The colonel said you had talked with
him at the party shortly before your collapse. He mentioned that you seemed very eager
to share your visions with someone, as if exorcising them from you somehow. | think

that he’s likely right. | encourage you to feel free to talk to me about your most



recent...relapse. Anything you remember about the hallucinations, no matter how trivial.
This ‘ghost eater’ in particular seems intriguing. Would you like to talk about him?”

Suspicion tried to seep through the fog in her mind. They had never encouraged
her to talk about her visions before. “No...no. Not right now. Is the colonel here?”

“Oh no, he had to go back to his command. You should be honored that such an
important man escorted you this far out of his way.” He hesitated, then moved towards
the door. “Perhaps we’ll talk later, then. I'll send in an assistant with something for you
to drink. It will help you rest.”

The door shut softly. Gwendith went limp against the restraints, all the tension
draining out of her. The doctor was lying—had to be lying. She remembered the ghost
eater, remembered talking to him and traveling with him. But the memories felt oddly
disconnected, as though they were only things she had read in a book. The potions, she
told herself frantically. It’s just an effect of the potions.

She moaned softly, feeling sick. It had to be true. Had to be. If it wasn't, if the
ghost eater was nothing more than a product of her deranged mind....

A tear slipped down her cheek, warm and wet against her skin.

*k%k

Johann settled himself near the hearth in the fort’s mess hall. Dinner was long
over, and the room was now filled with off-duty soldiers taking advantage of the space
to drink, play games, and share in the general camaraderie. Because there were so
many new faces from Ebrim’s contingent of soldiers, Johann hoped that anyone from
the fort who saw him would simply assume that he had come with Ebrim, and anyone
who had come with Ebrim would think him assigned to the fort. So far it had worked,
especially when he combined it with a faked cough and runny nose to put off anyone
looking for some friendly banter.

He had been here half a day, and he still didn’t know where Gwendith was being
held. The ghost eater, yes, although he gathered that some of those higher in the fort’s
chain of command were a bit upset at all the gossip concerning their undead prisoner.
Apparently they had hoped to maintain some kind of secrecy concerning him, which

worried Johann. The easiest way to make the ghost eater—or at least his



whereabouts—secret again would be to whisk him away in the middle of the night with
only a select few aware of it. Which in turn meant that Johann might not hear of it, and
the ghost eater might disappear beyond all hope of rescue.

Not that there seemed much hope of rescuing him now. Or Gwendith, for that
matter.

The outside door opened, letting in a gust of cold night air. Johann glanced
casually over his shoulder, then froze. There was no mistaking the hulking frame and
tangled brown beard of one of the newcomers. Beoch! Oh, Wizards, if he recognizes
me—

Johann ducked his head and tried to remember if anyone had taken a close
enough look at him earlier that the illusion of a nondescript face would be noticed. His
heart pounded frantically. Beoch was working with Colonel Talys—and had always
despised Johann. No doubt he would turn him over to the colonel without a second
thought.

But...if anyone here knew where Gwendith was being held, Beoch did.

“—Colonel Talys will listen to me,” Beoch was insisting in his usual bellow. His
companion, a man in a purple doctor’s coat, looked skeptical. “He will! I've helped him
ever since Fort lronwood. | told him that the phoenix stones | used in my forge were
disappearing—"

“He already knew that the phoenix stones were going out.”

Beoch waved a negating hand. “Even so, who do you think made the suits of
armor? The colonel entrusted me with the task. We spoke together often when he came
to check on my progress. He'll listen to me about Gwendith.”

One of the soldiers near the door sat up straight, aiming a look of hate at Beoch.
“Your wife killed my best friend. Shot him in the shoulder, so that he bled to death in
front of my eyes! That woman ought to be in the brig awaiting trail, not in some fancy
quarters—"

“It's an old storage room,” the doctor corrected tiredly.

“—being seen to by our own sawbones!”

Beoch drew himself up, so that he towered over the soldier. “Gwendith’s a very

sick woman. It wasn’t her fault.”



“Not her fault? Cavorting around the countryside with muddies—"

“No!” Beoch slammed his fists down on the nearest table, making everyone jump.
“That’s a lie! She didn’t go with them voluntarily! She wouldn’t have chosen to run off
with an undead abomination, rather than stay with her own husband! She was their
prisoner—she was the victim! Wizards only know what she must have suffered at their
hands. She was scared and sick, and didn’t know what was going on. It was the fault of
those accursed muddies and that bastard Johann. If | ever see him again, I'll kill him
myself!”

For a moment, Beoch just stood there, staring wildly at everyone, as if
challenging them to disagree. When no one spoke, he turned on his heel and went back
out into the night. For a moment, all was quiet. Then voices began to murmur, quickly
swelling to a crescendo of gossip. The soldier whose friend Gwendith had killed glared
at the closed door, refusing to answer the insistent questions of those gathered around
him.

Johann eased himself back in his chair, trying to assimilate everything he had
just learned. First off, Gwendith was being held not in the brig, but in a storage room
somewhere inside the fort itself. Chances were it would be somewhere on the lowest
floor of the main building, near the utilitarian rooms and away from the quarters of the
higher-ranking officers. Second, she was being attended by a doctor, which suggested
she had been hurt in the fight. He could only hope that she wasn’t so badly wounded
that she wouldn’t be able to walk when the time came.

He frowned slightly, Beoch'’s first comments nagging at his brain. Something
about the phoenix stones going out. He knew little of the residual magic that the
Wizards had left behind in the form of the stones. Smiths used them in their forges,
potters in their kilns, and a few affluent families in their kitchens and bakeries. Rowe’s
house in Whitefoam had such amenities. Apparently, this last remnant of Wizard magic
was dying. But what did that have to do with Colonel Talys, Beoch, or the ghost eater?

Priorities first, he decided. He had to rescue Gwendith. Finding her room
shouldn’t be too difficult, now that he had some idea of where it was—he had only to

look for the guards. Actually getting in would be more of a problem. And as for freeing



her—well, he hoped that the ghost eater’s spirits would deign to watch out for him as

well, because he was going to need all the help he could get.

*kk

Gwendith dozed restlessly, her body fighting to rid itself of the doctor’s potions.
Sweat bathed her skin, which only seemed to add to the chill that penetrated her thin
shift. Attendants came and went at intervals she couldn’t judge, allowing her to empty
her bladder into a bedpan. She had some vague notion that it might be night, and she
dreaded the morning when the doctor would return and dose her into oblivion once
again.

Her body ached horribly from being restrained in the same position for so many
hours. Once she begged an attendant to release her, but he claimed that she had tried
to mutilate herself earlier and refused to even loosen the straps. Another time she woke
from a painful half-sleep only to see an Ahkan’i man standing over her, long rabbit ears
sticking out incongruously. “| told you not to want anything too badly,” he said in disgust.
“But you went and just handed your whole soul over to the needfinder, didn’t you? You
and that fool ghost eater go together like bow and string!”

She might have tried to make some reply, but if so it was lost in dreams.

The troubled sleep ended at last, and she woke feeling not quite as devastatingly
tired and confused as she had been earlier. The events of the last few weeks seemed
more solid in her mind—but then again, all of her visions had seemed completely and
utterly real at the time. If what Beoch and the doctor had said was true....

And why would Beoch lie? she asked herself in despair. There’s no reason for it.

There is one test | can make. | dreamed that | no longer hungered for
crippleweed. If the hunger doesn’t come back....

Unless she really had lost her addiction because her troubled mental state had
prevented her taking any on the trip to the asylum.

I could go on like this forever, never deciding one way or another, she realized
miserably. How did one prove what was real and what was hallucination? She tried to
remember what it had been like not to question her own perceptions of reality and

failed. Somewhere over the last three years, it had become habit.



She faded in and out, the lingering drugs and her own exhausted body scattering
her thoughts. Only the soft scuff of the door opening pulled her back to a semblance of
consciousness. She forced herself to look up, saw a nondescript attendant slip into the
room. With a sigh, she let her head fall back.

“Gwendith?”

Shocked, she opened her eyes to see Johann in his battered green coat, dark
circles of exhaustion ringing both eyes. “Johann?”

He grinned faintly. “Who’d you think it was? The Wizards in their next coming?”

Giddy delight fought through the drug haze, made her feel like floating. “It’s true!
It wasn’t a dream! Our Ways—Stands-in-Smoke and No Tongue—the ghost eater—all
real!”

“I'm afraid so.” He crossed the room quickly, put a loose bundle of clothing down
on the table, and began to work at her restraints. “Wizards, Gwendith, what did they do
to you? Never mind—there’s no time now. I've been using my Way all day, and I'm
about at the end of my strength. | started off as a soldier, then switched to one of the
civilian servants they have working here, so | could get your clothes and weapons out of
Beoch’s quarters.”

“Where are we?”

“Fort Reed. Then | had to be one of your attendants. This has not been an easy
day for me.” He stepped back, while she sat up and rubbed her numb wrists and feet.
“‘How are you feeling? Are you hurt?”

“No.” The room spun madly around, and she had to grip the edge of the bed to
steady herself. “But they drugged me.”

‘I know.” He smiled tiredly. “| encountered one of the doctor’s assistants on his
way here with some concoction for you. | managed to convince him that orders had
changed, and only soldiers were to be allowed in with you from now on. Then | used the
potion he gave me to, ah, enhance the whiskey of the guards outside the room. They're
both passed out in the hall. Hopefully no one will find them at this time of night.”

She slid off the edge of the bed, then half-grabbed and half-fell onto Johann. She
took several deep breaths, struggling not to vomit, then gave up and let her stomach rid
itself of anything that might be left of the potions. Johann winced but didn’t let go of her.



“Can you make it?” he asked.

She wiped her mouth. “I don’t have much choice, do 1?” He started to hand her
the bundle of clothes and weapons, but she shook her head. “No time, and | don’t think |
can fight anyway. Do you have anything to defend yourself with?”

He took out a large, wicked-looking knife. “I, er, obtained this in town earlier
today. Just in case.”

She nodded, forgoing the question of whether or not he could actually use it.
“What about the ghost eater? Where is he?”

Johann hesitated, then looked away. “I don'’t think we can help him. We’'ll have to
settle for getting you out of here now and trying for him later.”

Guilt went through her—if her other memories were true, then surely the last
ones were as well. “I...I betrayed him, didn’t 1?”

Johann didn’t meet her eyes. “l don’t know.”

‘I didn’t...l don’t understand what happened. Talys caught me that day in
Haynesville, when we went for supplies. | remember talking to him, and...somehow |
ended up agreeing to lead the ghost eater into an ambush. But...it feels like recalling a
dream. | don’t understand how | could have done such a thing.”

He shook his head. “There’s no time for that now. We have to get you out of
here.”

Leaning heavily on his arm, she allowed him to lead her out of the tiny room
where Talys and the doctor would have broken her mind and spirit. The two guards lay
on the floor outside, drooling, and she stopped to relieve them of their rifles. The guns
were heavy, but she had the feeling that, if they escaped, they would need all the
weaponry they could get.

No one stirred in the corridors, and Gwendith guessed that it was the wee hours
before dawn. They made their way as quickly as she could manage to a side door and
slipped outside. The night air was cold and bit cruelly through Gwendith’s thin shift, but
it helped revive her a little. The sky was clouded over, and the only illumination came
from torches set along the walls. The faint, incongruous sounds of someone hitching a
cart came on a wind laden with the smell of rain.

“What's that?” she whispered hoarsely.



‘I don’t know.” Moving as quietly as they could, they rounded the square building
in the direction of the noise. A large cart was drawn up to a structure that was probably
a granary. The cart was weighted down by what appeared to be a large, iron coffin
bound heavily with chains. A group of men and women hurriedly loaded wooden crates,
carefully arranging them to conceal the coffin. The workers didn’t wear uniforms but
instead dressed in ordinary clothing. Had Gwendith met them anywhere else, she would
simply have thought them a small family of traders on their way to market.

She glanced at Johann and saw that he had gone pale in the dim light. “What is
it?”

He hesitated, then shook his head. “Unless | miss my guess, it's the ghost eater.
They were going to move him—only | didn’t think it would be so soon.”

She swayed and snatched at his arm for support. “We have to help him!”

“What, the two of us alone, surrounded by hundreds of soldiers? What would that
accomplish?”

“We can’t just leave him here!”

“We have to.” He patted her hand awkwardly. “But you’ll keep an eye on that cart
with your Way. We'll have a chance to get him away from them.”

Gwendith wasn’t sure whether Johann actually believed his brave words or not.
They watched in silence as the disguised soldiers finished loading the cart and climbed
into it themselves. The driver clicked his tongue, and the horses moved forwards, one
snorting a protest at the late hour. As the cart approached the gate, the soldiers on duty
hurriedly swung it open. Johann grabbed her hand and dragged her forwards, until they
were dangerously close to the gate guards.

One of the horses pulling the cart reared suddenly, spooking the other as it did
so. The cart rolled back, one wheel dropping sharply into a ditch. As the gate guards ran
to grab the horses and stop the slide of crates, Johann and Gwendith slipped past into
the night.



CHAPTER TEN

Rain came with the dawn, cold and merciless and bitter as tears. They stopped
long enough for Gwendith to change into real clothes, but even so she was shivering
and wet when they stumbled exhausted into the camp where Stands-in-Smoke and No
Tongue awaited them. The cousins had constructed a small shelter of pine boughs and
blankets. Stands-in-Smoke crouched in the entrance, blocking their way and glaring at
them. No, Gwendith corrected, at me.

‘| see you managed to free the traitor,” Stands-in-Smoke said icily. “Did you save
one of your own and leave the ghost eater to rot?”

“I couldn’t get near him last night,” Johann replied tiredly. “But they’re moving him
somewhere—westward. Gwendith’s keeping track of him. He’s in a slow-moving cart
that’s going to be bogging down every few feet in this rain. If we hurry, we may be able
to get ahead of them and set up an ambush.”

The last words belied his haggard appearance. Johann’s face was drawn, and he
looked to have aged five years in the previous night. Purple rings encircled his eyes like
bruises, and all the color had drained from his lips. The rain plastered his white-blonde
hair to his head, making him look like a drowned man.

Stands-in-Smoke’s lip curled into a sneer. “As if I'd trust her to take me
anywhere, after what she did. Tell me why you did it, Outlander woman. And why you
came back. Wasn’t the ghost eater enough—did your masters send their hunting-dog
back for No Tongue and me as well? Well, bitch, aren’t you going to say anything?”

She had emerged from the shelter as she spoke, until her face was only inches
from Gwendith’s. Helpless rage filled her eyes, and for a terrifying moment Gwendith
thought that Stands-in-Smoke might burn her to ash where she stood.

“l...don’t have an answer to your questions,” Gwendith said softly, lowering her
gaze. Guilt and confusion waged a battle in her gut. “Talys captured me in Haynesville,
and...somehow...l agreed to do what | did. He said he would study the ghost eater, find

a way to bring my daughter back to life.”



“The ghost eater already told you that wasn'’t possible!”

‘I know. | know! But he made it sound so...real. | believed him, even though | can
see now that | shouldn’t have, that | shouldn’t have done it—”

Stands-in-Smoke snorted contemptuously. “I’'m sure. You’re a poor liar,
Gwendith. And to think that you almost had me convinced that Rhylachans might have
some redeeming virtues after all. Tell me why | shouldn’t just kill you now.”

Gwendith resisted the urge to look in the direction of the weapons she and
Johann had brought back. She had already betrayed the ghost eater. She didn’t want to
kill Stands-in-Smoke for an encore.

If she could get to the guns fast enough, before Stands-in-Smoke set her hair
and clothes on fire. The rain might help her there, might slow the flames just long
enough—

No Tongue suddenly shoved his way between them, his back to Gwendith and
his angry stare fixed on Stands-in-Smoke. His shoulder-length hair brushed against
Gwendith’s face; it smelled pleasantly of smoke and pine needles.

Needfinder.

Gwendith shook her head sharply, wondering why such a strange word had
popped into her thoughts, particularly at a moment like this. Stands-in-Smoke’s eyes
widened, and she fell back from No Tongue. “A needfinder? Colonel Talys is...a
needfinder?”

No Tongue nodded.

“‘How—are you sure?”

He looked once at Gwendith, his brown gaze deep and unnerving. She felt as if
he had peered straight into her soul.

“You read her thoughts, to see if she would betray us again, if | would have to Kill
her? You saw that Talys had tampered with her mind?” Stands-in-Smoke guessed.

Gwendith blanched. “You read my thoughts?”

He shrugged, and she felt an odd sense of inevitability. No Tongue’s way of
saying that he had no choice.

Anger surged through her. “If you could see that something had been done to

me, why didn’t you speak up earlier? Before the ghost eater was captured?”



“‘He doesn't listen all the time,” Stands-in-Smoke snapped. “Who’d want to be
constantly bombarded by other people’s thoughts? He blocks them out, unless there’s a
need to look. And Talys did his work well enough that none of us realized anything was
wrong until it was too late.”

“But what did he do to me?”

Stands-in-Smoke sighed, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned wearily
back against a tree. “Needfinders can’t read a person’s mind, not the way that a
thought-whisperer like No Tongue can. But they do have an ability to sense what a
person needs the most. Wants the most.”

“‘Rabbit warned us about that. He said that it wasn’t good to want things too
much.”

‘I remember. But we didn’t know enough to understand what he meant.
Needfinders don’t simply know what people want, though. It's almost as if they use that
need as a crack to force their way into their victim’s soul. Once they have that foothold,
they can convince people to do...whatever they want, almost.” Her eyes narrowed
slightly in suspicion. “Only people don’t usually break free of a needfinder’s hold. After
all, he’s giving them what they want most, even if it is for a price.”

Gwendith shook her head miserably. “He had me. He said he would bring Caitlin
back to life, just as she had been. That she could have her whole life ahead of her once
again. | would die myself in exchange for that.”

Johann closed his eyes briefly, in grief and sympathy. “What happened, then?
You and the ghost eater were arguing just before you warned us about the trap.”

Not even the lingering effects of the potions could obscure that bitter memory.
“The ghost eater told me that he’d had some kind of dream-vision. He said he went to
the land of the dead...that he saw Caitlin. She told him to tell me to stop.”

She stuck her hands in her belt to keep them from shaking. “It was like | was
asleep and someone threw a bucket of cold water on me.| realized what | was doing
and tried to warn everyone. But it was too late.”

“Not for all of us.” Stands-in-Smoke sounded subdued. Then she looked up,
meeting Gwendith’s eyes squarely. “Come on. We've got to hurry if we want to get the

ghost eater back.”
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By sundown, the rain had slackened to a drizzle, and then finally stopped
altogether, but the clouds still looked threatening. Gwendith tried to take the weather as
a good omen; she had been worried that the rain would keep their guns from firing. If
that had happened, the ambush would have degenerated into hand-to-hand combat—
and they couldn’t hope to win.

Earlier, she had asked Johann if he couldn’t cast some illusion that would
frighten the guards and swing things their way. Looking exhausted, he had simply
shaken his head. He had tried to use his Way and had been completely unable to do so.
He had overextended himself at the fort, and there was no knowing how long it might be
before he could do anything more.

Gwendith had monitored the cart all day with her Way. Just as Johann predicted,
the wheels bogged again and again, but the disguised soldiers had nevertheless
pressed on. Gwendith guessed that they were under strict orders to cover as much
ground as possible. Or else they didn'’t relish the thought of waiting out the storm with
the undead at their backs.

The light was failing, and the soldiers would have to stop soon. There was a
good camping place only a short distance up the road, and they were betting that the
soldiers would head for it. The ambush had been set up in a spot where the road wound
between two wooded hills, well away from any farmhouses or small communities.
Gwendith and Stands-in-Smoke crouched in the pines to one side of the road, while No
Tongue and Johann waited on the other. The two cousins were armed with the guns
that Gwendith had stolen from the drugged soldiers back at the fort.

Gwendith set her back to a pine tree and closed her eyes, restlessly taking one
last “look” at their quarry. Her inner sight flitted down the road, circling the small cart and
soldiers. One of the men cursed, but the rest remained silent and downcast. The
youngest, a boy of perhaps seventeen, kept glancing nervously back at the piled boxes,
as if he expected the ghost eater to emerge from them at any moment.

“They’re almost here,” Gwendith reported softly. Then she sent her sight down
the road in the other direction. After all, it wouldn’t do to have an innocent traveler

stumble into the middle of a melee.



But the travelers she found were far from innocent.

A group of twenty mounted soldiers came down the road, moving at a fast clip
despite the mud. They wore oiled capes and hats to keep off the rain, and their
weapons were wrapped to keep them dry. The soldiers didn’t speak, but their pace
indicated a clear purpose and a goal close at hand.

“Wizards,” she hissed, horrified. “Soldiers!They must be coming to meet the cart
and give it an escort, now that it's gotten past all the prying eyes in Fort Reed and the
surrounding communities.”

Stands-in-Smoke swore softly. “How long until they get here?”

“Not long. We're going to have to do this fast and get out of here quickly.”

“Or else abandon the plan altogether.”

“No. This is our last chance. He'll be heavily guarded from here on out.”

Stands-in-Smoke gave her an odd look. “You’re loyal for a Rhylachan.”

“It's my fault the ghost eater was captured in the first place.”

“So if it had been, say, Johann whom Talys had worked his trickery on, you
wouldn’t be here?”

Gwendith shot her an annoyed look, but Stands-in-Smoke only nodded
thoughtfully.

The faint creak of wagon wheels came to them through the gathering gloom.
Gwendith hurriedly rolled onto her knees, peering out between the brush they had
arranged to conceal themselves. Stands-in-Smoke did the same, and both women lifted
their weapons and got ready to pick a target. The cart emerged from the bend in the
road with nerve-wracking slowness, and started in between the two hills. Gwendith kept
her breath deep and controlled as she waited for the cart to pull even with her position.
She caught a glimpse of the youngest man’s face, and her heart contracted painfully. If
she hadn’t waited unusually late to wed, she might have had children his age.

Her fingers felt slick with sweat. I've never done this before, she reflected with a
sinking heart. She’d fought in duels, the first at age fifteen, over which her father had
come close to permanently exiling her from his salon and his teachings. And she’d killed
the two soldiers during her capture. But she had never sat crouched and hidden, waiting

to cold-bloodedly shoot unsuspecting passers-by.



It was the safest way, she knew, maybe the only way. But it didn’t seem right—
were these men and women truly her enemies, or were they simply unlucky enough to
get the wrong assignment?

The cart was passing between the two groups now. Taking a deep breath,
Gwendith aimed and shot the driver through the head.

There immediately came the flash and crack of the two weapons across the road,
and the acrid smoke from Stands-in-Smoke’s rifle blew into Gwendith’s face. Gwendith
discharged her other pistol, but missed. Two of the soldiers were dead, the other three
digging their weapons out and firing wildly at attackers they couldn’t see. Someone
killed another soldier, leaving only two.

Both of them had discharged their rifles and were hurrying to reload. With a wild
yell, Gwendith burst out of hiding, saber drawn. One man shouted and brought up his
weapon, but his haste in loading had been too great, and it failed to fire. Then Stands-
in-Smoke was racing past, flames coruscating about her hands. She leapt on the
soldier, fingers driving into his eyes as his hair ignited. A moment later, Gwendith’s
saber silenced his screams.

The last soldier shrieked and fell back. “Take him prisoner!” Stands-in-Smoke
yelled. A moment later, No Tongue appeared, rifle leveled at the man’s chest. The
soldier stopped and dropped his own weapon to the ground.

Gwendith ran to the cart, heart hammering. She shoved crates off the back, into
the mud, until her hands touched the cold iron of the coffin. “I found him!” she cried,
getting ready to clamber into the cart.

“Stop!” shouted Stands-in-Smoke. There was a grim set to her face. “Move away
from the cart, Gwendith. Well away.”

“Why?”

“You're not opening that coffin.” She went to No Tongue’s side, took the gun from
him, and pointed it at the soldier's head. “He is.”

Their captive was the youngest soldier, Gwendith realized with a sinking heart.
His face went pale, and he looked terrified. “No—please, no!” he whimpered.

“Don’t hurt him, Stands-in-Smoke,” Gwendith pleaded softly. “He’s just a boy.”



“I'won’t hurt him. Not so long as he cooperates.” Stands-in-Smoke waited until
Gwendith had stepped back from the cart, then motioned with her gun. “Get the keys.”

The boy hesitated, then complied, going down on his knees and searching the
body of one of the women. He kept his eyes averted from where a bullet had passed
through her neck, leaving her to drown in her own blood. When he retrieved the ring, his
hands shook so hard that the keys chimed together loudly.

“‘Don’t dawdle,” Stands-in-Smoke snapped. She looked pale, and there was a
hint of fear in her eyes. Because of the soldiers coming, Gwendith wondered, or for
some other reason?

Under the unwavering muzzle of the gun, the boy climbed onto the cart and
began to release the locks that held the chains wound around the coffin. Then he
unlocked the coffin itself. “Open it,” Stands-in-Smoke ordered coldly. But she moved
back from the cart as she gave the order.

The boy swallowed fearfully and threw open the lid.

And horror emerged.

The thing that came out was a nightmare of blood and madness. A bullet had
taken it in the face, blowing out eye and skull and brains, until half its head was gone. A
hand with only stumps for fingers reached out towards the sky; its counterpart was
nothing but a slag of charred bone and melted flesh. It was naked, and livid burns
showed against torso and legs, organs protruding through a long slit in its belly. A spray
of blood from another gunshot made a ragged halo across its lower stomach and thighs.

And for the first time, Gwendith realized the true penalty for not being able to die.

The soldier screamed in terror, but the ghost eater latched onto him instantly,
bhargha lashing out and devouring his soul in a second. The boy’s life must have fueled
some sort of healing, but the ghost eater’s injuries were so extensive that it didn’t show
on the outside. For a moment, he crouched still over the body, neither moving nor
speaking. A thin line of bloody drool dripped from one corner of his expressionless
mouth. Then he slowly turned towards his companions, and there was neither
recognition nor sanity in the single remaining eye.

Oh Wizards, Gwendith thought with a sudden, odd calm. There was no mind in

that shell with a good portion of its brain gone. Just instinct. Just hunger.



He’s going to Kill us all.

The contingent of soldiers appeared from the west in a thunder of hooves.

“Get to cover!” Gwendith shouted. Caught between death on the road and death
in the cart, she sprinted towards the bushes alongside the road, the others on her heels.
It would take only a moment for the soldiers to connect the fleeing figures with the
motionless forms on the road. Indeed, a shot cracked out, sending a plume of mud up
directly in front of her. Heart pounding, she swerved back towards the cart, in time to
see what remained of the ghost eater launch himself over the side and rush the
approaching soldiers.

There came a burst of gunfire, and Gwendith flung herself down, skidding over
the soggy ground and beneath the cart, where No Tongue and Johann already
crouched. The horses hitched to it snorted and backed up, almost rolling a wheel over
Johann’s hand. No Tongue twisted around, reaching for her pistols, and she saw that he
had already reloaded the two rifles. There came a closer gunshot, and then Stands-in-
Smoke was jostling them for room.

Gwendith grabbed No Tongue’s rifle, cautiously slid out from under the tailgate,
and peered over the cart towards the road. Several of the soldiers’ shots had probably
hit the ghost eater—they could hardly miss at that range. But these men had come from
some garrison other than Fort Reed and had no armor to protect them.

Then the ghost eater was among them. The first two soldiers died in seconds,
falling from their saddles before their comrades even knew what was happening. The
horses panicked and tried to run, throwing the less experienced riders. A few better
horsemen forced their mounts forward, only to be dragged from their saddles, their
bodies collapsing into lifeless husks a moment later. Fueled by soul after soul after soul,
the bhargha flared, glowing with a white-hot light that made it look like a star fallen to
earth.

Not allowing herself to think, Gwendith aimed and fired, took the next loaded
weapon from No Tongue, and repeated the action. A moment later, she was joined by
Stands-in-Smoke and Johann, who planted themselves shoulder-to-shoulder with her

and enveloped the road in a haze of gun smoke.



Despite the vastly superior number of soldiers, the battle lasted only a few
minutes. The survivors broke and fled in panic, their horses vanishing back the way they
had come. Slowly, Gwendith lowered her weapon and looked dazedly at the battlefield.
The ground was covered with the bodies of the fallen, and the smell of blood and
bowels coated the air. A few horses that had been well trained for the sights, scents,
and sounds of battle lingered riderless, their eyes showing white.

The ghost eater stood in the center of it all, motionless. The bhargha had healed
his wounds; only dried blood remained, black against his bronze skin. Then, slowly, he
sank to the ground, like a marionette with all its strings severed, his arms dangling limp
and his legs folding at awkward angles.

No Tongue began to scream.

The sound was high, wild, a quavering wail that went on and on and on. His body
jerked sharply, and he raked his nails down his face, as if he would gouge out his eyes.
Stands-in-Smoke grabbed his wrists and pulled his hands away hard. “Stop! Block it!
Block it out!”

No Tongue’s screams died to a moan, then ended. He stood with his head down,
shuddering hard, like a horse run too hard. “That’s it,” Stands-in-Smoke murmured
encouragingly. “You can do it. Block him out. The pain isn’t yours. Set it aside.”

Gwendith tore her eyes away, to where the ghost eater sat brokenly, unmoving
and silent. It was his pain, grief, and rage to which No Tongue gave voice. Agony spiked
her heart, and she bit her lip hard, denying tears that she had no right to cry. Taking a
deep, shaky breath, she began to walk over the battlefield towards him.

“‘Don’t go near him!” Johann exclaimed, staggering after her despite the fact that
he could barely stand for exhaustion. “He might kill you and never even know who you
are!”

Gwendith paused, glancing back over her shoulder. “What else are we going to
do? Sit here until those soldiers bring reinforcements?”

“It's too much of a risk!”

She turned back, started walking again. “l owe it to him.”

She stopped when she was only a few feet away. He was so still that it was hard

to believe he hadn’t simply died. Only his hair moved, the wind brushing the black



strands like the hands of a lover. She felt suddenly that she ought to call his name, to
summon him back from wherever he had wandered. But he had no name for her to
speak.

“Ghost eater?” she asked softly.

He made no response. She walked around in front of him, where she could see
his face. His expression was slack, eyes staring blankly at nothing. “Ghost eater? It's
me, Gwendith.” Cautiously, she touched her fingers to the back of his hand, but he
made no response of any kind.

Guilt swamped her—this was her fault. She had let Talys’ men capture her, had
let him enchant her, and had finally led the ghost eater into a captivity that had stripped
away his mind. It would have been better if she had forced the soldiers to shoot her in
Haynesville.

Hindsight, she thought ruefully. And not something we have time for now.

They captured some of the stray horses, soothing them as best they could. There
was little they could do for the ghost eater save shove him on the back of one and tie
his legs and hands to the saddle to keep him from falling off. Johann had found some
trousers to cover the ghost eater’'s nakedness, and they settled a coat with a bullet hole
about his shoulders. Both were too large for him and, combined with his diminutive
height, made him look like a child once he was on the back of the destrier.

“We’ll give him some time,” Gwendith said softly, staring up at him. “Perhaps he
will come back to himself.”

Stands-in-Smoke sighed. She looked tired, as if she hadn’t slept for days. “If he
doesn’t...we’ll have to commit him to the flames. It would be kinder than leaving him like
this. And safer. The next time he hungers, if there’s no mind to control it, he could Kill
anyone around him. | don’t think he would want to exist like that, even if we could let
him.”

He didn’t want to exist the way he was before, either, Gwendith thought sadly.
The old one he spoke of must have been a disastrously poor judge of character, to pick
him to be the next ghost eater. Nothing in his makeup seemed to have suited him for

such an existence.



She went to her own mount, to which the lead of the ghost eater’s horse was
tied. As she swung up into the saddle, she looked around at the exhausted, miserable
faces of her companions. “Where are we going?” she asked softly.

Johann lifted his head and stared at her with hollow, haunted eyes. Before today,
she realized, he had never killed anyone. “Whitefoam. It's to the south, out of our way,
but | have a friend there. Someone who will give us shelter, even if we are wanted by
the army.”

His lover, the mysterious Rowe. “All right.” She kicked her horse into a canter,
and they started forwards, passing the bloodstained bodies of men and horses. They
had won a victory here. They had gotten the ghost eater back, fought off a contingent of
soldiers, and survived. A victory.

But it sure as hell felt like defeat to her.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

The ghost eater lay still, eyes tightly closed. He had been...somewhere else. A
cold, dark place, yes, but a safe place. A place far away from pain, far away from
comprehension and thought. His mind turned inwards and tried to find that safety once
again. He wouldn’t leave it, he told himself fiercely. He wouldn’t go back to the world
outside.

But the peaceful oblivion he had hidden in refused to return. Instead, memories
began to seep back, like dirty black water leaking into his mind. There had been pain,
horrible pain. But he had borne it like an Ahkan’i warrior, hadn’t he? He hadn’t brought
dishonor on himself by crying out. His brother Tihune would be proud.

But that line of thought led to another, black with the smell of burning flesh, the
sight of cold eyes, the agony of not being able to escape, through either death or
unconsciousness. Anything was better than going back there—even opening his eyes.

He lay on his back beneath the stars, the cool wind on his skin. A ring of cedar
trees towered above him, illuminated by firelight. Somehow he had gotten away from
that place of torment, but his soul tensed up, fearing new horrors to come.

“‘He’s awake,” someone said, and a moment later four shadows loomed over him:
Rabbit, Little Deer, Owl, and Vulture.

“Well, now what?” Rabbit asked irritably. “The Enemies have broken him like a
badly-made arrow.”

Little Deer blew out a puff of breath that turned to steam in the chilly night air.
“Vulture, you’re the doctor. Is there anything we can do for him?”

Vulture came closer, thrusting his head down at the ghost eater’s face. An
unpleasant smell came from him as he ruffled his feathers. “I don’t know. Disease I'm
good at. But this one’s hurt in his mind. Not responding to anything around him, not
seeing, barely hearing. The bhargha is simply acting on instinct, healing his wounds and

keeping the body alive, but there’s no conscious thought directing it.”



Rabbit cocked his head to one side, the mica gorget around his neck swinging
back and forth. “Then this would be a good time to start him down the path he needs to
take.”

“‘Not now,” Little Deer said with authority.

Rabbit looked at him resentfully. “Why not?”

Little Deer bent over to inspect the ghost eater, his breath warm against skin.
“His mind isn’t in the proper state. To try anything now might do more harm than good.
We can’t afford to waste him out of impatience.”

“You say. | say different.”

Little Deer raised up until he towered over Rabbit. His antlers seemed to cradle
the moon. “The council of animals made me the leader in this. And / say we will wait
and let Vulture do his work.”

Rabbit gave him a resentful glare and hopped away.

“All right, then,” Vulture said. “I've an idea of some things to try.” He changed
himself into man-shape and bent over the ghost eater, his hand extended. “Come on
now, boy, don’t dawdle.”

I’'m not a boy, I'm a man, the ghost eater started to say. He reached up and
touched his face, felt only emptiness where the copper nose ring that would have
marked him a man should have been. His ear pins were missing as well. Dismay filled
him—the Enemies had taken everything from him. Everything.

Reluctantly, he took Vulture’s hand and stood up. He found himself standing in
front of a small, round house such as his own people lived in. The familiar sensation of
deer hide touched his skin, and he looked down to discover himself dressed in the
deerskin breechclout that he had worn before trying to disguise himself in Rhylachan
clothing. His leggings were still missing, but the air felt warm now, so he was not
uncomfortable.

Vulture went ahead into the house, and the ghost eater followed. The ceiling was
so low he had to stoop over. A fire burned cheerily in the clay hearth in the center of the
room, its scented smoke disappearing through the hole in the roof above. The dim light

showed walls hung with split-cane mats and a bed covered with fur-lined blankets.



“You just lie down now,” Vulture instructed, waving vaguely at the bed. The ghost
eater obeyed, then watched as Vulture moved about the house. The shadow he cast on
the wall was winged, and in an odd way that was comforting.

Time seemed to stretch and blur after that, as if the ghost eater was caught in a
state between waking and sleep. Sometimes he heard Vulture chanting healing songs;
others, he smelled the scent of burning cedar and herbs. Once Vulture smoothed a
salve over his chest, hands, and face, and the ghost eater wondered what was in it.
Finally, Vulture took out a flint knife. Leaning over, he made a long slit down the ghost
eater’s forehead, but there was no pain and no blood. Vulture pressed his lips to the
wound, as if sucking something out. Then he moved away, taking what looked like an
ugly lump of iron from his mouth.

“The immediacy of your pain,” Vulture said, studying the twisted iron thoughtfully.
Then he flung it hard into the fire, where it vanished with a flash and the smell of sulfur.
“And that’s all | can do for you, I'm afraid. It won’t seem quite so near, quite so raw,
when you go back. You’ll have enough distance to function, to see clearly, and to go on.
| wish | could do more.”

He came over and helped the ghost eater to his feet, then led him to the door. A
small bearskin pouch lay on the ground outside. Vulture bent over and picked it up, and
then handed it to the ghost eater. “One of the others must have gotten these for you,”
he said.

Inside were a thin copper ring and two bone ear pins.

*k%k

The ghost eater opened his eyes, saw stars and a circle of cedars illuminated by
firelight. Startled, he lifted his hand to his face, felt the coolness of his nose ring against
his fingers. Then it wasn’t just a dream, he thought in wonder. At least, he didn’t think
so. He remembered one of the soldiers tearing the ring away, so that it left a trail of
blood dribbling down his chin, right before they—

No. He took a deep, shuddery breath. Not now. Later, maybe, but there was no

time now. He had to find out where he was, whether he had truly escaped the room and



the metal-clad men, or whether this was only a brief respite before they inflicted even
worse on him.

I’'m not bound, he realized, cautiously moving his hands and feet. And someone
had draped a blanket over him, as well as dressing him in Rhylachan trousers and coat.
Turning his head slightly, he peeked out under lowered lids, saw firelight and a circle of
dark shapes with their backs to him.

He swung into a crouch, moving fast to catch them off guard. Someone yelped,
and he caught a glimpse of Stands-in-Smoke’s fearful expression. Then everyone was
scrambling back, putting distance between him and them. Except for Gwendith.

She had been sitting the closest, her back to him. Now she pivoted slowly about,
an odd look of resignation on her face. He met her eyes, and memory came between
them, sharp and cold as a wall of ice. She had betrayed him, had handed him over to
Talys’ sadistic torments.

The bhargha flared, tendrils uncurling to hang poised about his head in a
glittering nimbus. “You,” he whispered hoarsely: an accusation, a question.

She merely closed her eyes and bowed her head.

Rage filled him, but with it was mixed a grief for things lost: her smile, her laugh,
and the trust that had been between them. To his surprise, the grief felt familiar, the
same that had overwhelmed him when he had first returned home as ghost eater, only
to find Siska-init's belly swelling with his brother’s child. Then, he had thought he might
die or go mad from the pain.

Somehow, this was worse.

He lunged forwards, grabbed her wrists, and jerked her to her feet. She flinched
and tried to pull away, but he held her the way the iron manacles had held him. “Why?”
he shouted at her. “Why did you do this to me?”

She stared at him, hopelessness hollowing out her eyes. Her mouth opened, but
nothing came out, as if he held her by the throat rather than the wrists.

Johann had retreated to the other side of the fire. Now he moved slowly around,

one hand outstretched in a placating gesture. “Please, don’t kill her,” he begged.



Kill Gwendith? He realized that the bhargha remained uncoiled, ready to strike.
But she had never been in any danger. He couldn’t kill her, couldn’t even bring himself
to hurt her, no matter what she had done to him.

He let go of her and put both hands over his eyes. The bhargha curled back into
his bones and blood. He didn’t want to deal with this, wasn’t even certain he could deal
with it. “Leave,” he heard himself say softly. “Just go away. Go back to your own kind,
Enemy woman. | never want you in my sight again.”

He heard her boots crunch loud on fallen leaves and sticks. She made some
small sound as she passed him by, like an animal in pain, but he was beyond caring.

There was silence for a long time after her footsteps had faded, broken only by
the mutter of the fire, the far-off hoot of an owl. The ghost eater eventually let his hands
fall; he stared blankly at the ground, mind empty of thought. He didn’t know what to do
next. Just surviving long enough to reach the next moment seemed a task too
enormous to contemplate.

Johann cleared his throat and took a step closer, reaching out as if to lay a
comforting hand on the ghost eater’s shoulder. The ghost eater jerked away. “Don’t
touch me!” His eyes narrowed in sudden fury. “Why don’t you leave with her, Enemy
man? The old stories are right—your kind aren’t human at all, just soulless monsters.
I’m not bringing such poison back to my people, no matter what the animals say.”

Johann paled a little but didn’t move. “No, I'm not leaving. Not until you can stop
shouting and starting hearing.”

“What did you say?” He stared at Johann, at the ugly pallor of his skin, the corn
silk color of his hair. Men who looked like that made me suffer, humiliated me,
tormented me. | could make this one pay for it.

‘I know that you went through a great deal—"

“You know nothing, Enemy man.”

Johann swallowed, nodded. “You’re probably right. But | need for you to listen,
not have a nervous breakdown. You’re too damned dangerous for hysterics. You could
kill me right now, kill all of us if you really wanted to. But | don’t think that would help

things in the long run, even if it did make you feel better for the moment. Which, if |



know you at all, it most likely wouldn’t. I'm asking you to just hang on a little longer,
don’t eat anybody, and listen to what we have to say. All right?”

A part of him knew Johann was right, but he didn’t care. “I won't listen to
Enemies,” he said and shoved Johann aside. Johann fell hard, scraping his hands in the
dirt.

“Then listen to me,” Stands-in-Smoke said, planting herself squarely in his way.
They glared at one another, all the arguments, distrust, and dislike between them
boiling to the surface.

“What could a Hut Sitter have to say to me?” he sneered.

Anger sparked in her eyes. “So that's how it is, is it? You're hurting, and you’re
mad, and you feel so damned sorry for yourself, and everyone else can just go to hell!
Stop behaving like a child, and start acting like the warrior you say you are!”

‘I am not acting like a child!”

“You're certainly whining enough for one! Just stop the self-pity for one second,
and listen to us when we tell you that Talys is a needfinder!”

The words had the same effect as leaping into the river in winter. A retort died in
his throat, and all the fury drained out of his mind, replaced by the icy beginnings of
fear. “A needfinder?”

She and No Tongue both nodded.

He stared at the fire, at the stars, at the trees. If Talys was a needfinder...he was
the most dangerous person the ghost eater had ever met. Maybe the most dangerous
person in the world right now. There were stories of needfinders who had driven their
people into orgies of war and death, which had resulted in the destruction of entire
peoples. Stories of ones who had slept with every woman or man in a town, then
laughed at the strife their actions caused. No needfinders had been born among the
Ahkan’it for a very long time, but those that had been in the past were killed as soon as
they were found out. It was simply too dangerous to do otherwise.

“What did he offer her?” he asked softly.

Johann picked himself up, brushing dirt and leaves from his sleeve. “Her
daughter. Caitlin, restored alive and well.”

“Tell me.”



Horror rose in the ghost eater as he listened to Johann'’s explanation. Talys was
cruel to use such a ploy, unless he truly believed in his own promises. Certainly he had
seemed sincere when he confronted the ghost eater. That brief conversation made
more sense now—Talys had hoped to use his Way, perhaps not knowing that a ghost
eater would be immune to such persuasion. But even so, there were still parts that the
ghost eater did not understand. What had Talys hoped to gain from his cooperation?
And why the torture afterwards? The things done to him had been deliberate and
seemed to follow some sort of pattern, but they had not been trying to get him to tell
them anything. Somehow, it didn’t fit with Talys’ explanation of trying to raise the dead
as living beings, or even of trying to make some kind of undying soldiers for his army.

Eventually, Johann’s voice stumbled into silence. The ghost eater sighed and
shoved his hair out of his eyes. He felt tired suddenly, as if he had not slept in years.

“You've got to understand,” Johann said awkwardly. “This was her only child
we're talking about. | don’t think that it's unreasonable for a woman to be susceptible to
that promise.”

The ghost eater stared at him as if he had gone mad. “Why are you explaining
that to me? Who wouldn’t make such a choice?” He glanced worriedly at the forest
around them. “l...should try to find Gwendith.”

She had not gone far. The ghost eater followed her tracks down the slope of a
ravine, to where a small creek raced, fed by earlier rain. At first, he mistook her for a
stone, the way she sat hunched in on herself, her face pressed against her knees.

“I'm sorry,” he called. “Johann explained about Talys.”

She didn’t move. He made his way to her and sank down on the wet ground a
few feet away. The smell of rain hung heavy on the air. Spring peepers sang stridently,
the sound dinning in his ears.

“I'm sorry | yelled at you,” he said again.

She shook her head but did not look up. “My fault,” she said, and her voice was
choked with tears.

“No. Talys is a needfinder. And even if he wasn’t, who wouldn’t give anything to
get their child back? Once his needfinder’s talent had convinced you that he could do it,

that his words made sense...what other choice was there?” He sighed and looked up at



the few stars he could see through the web-like pattern of interlaced boughs. “Among
my people, when an enemy attacks a town, all the men run out to fight, while the
women and children flee. And if the men fall, the women turn and fight to protect the
young ones.”

“It was my fault,” Gwendith said hoarsely. “My fault she died. | was supposed to
protect her, and | didn’t. | might as well have killed her myself.”

The ghost eater frowned. “She died of sickness. What could you have done
against that?”

“It wasn’t the influenza. | lied to you, because...because | just didn’t want to talk
about it. Just didn’t want to have to go through remembering. She was murdered.”

“H-How?”

Gwendith sniffled, wiped her eyes with one hand. “It happened three years ago,
on her tenth birthday. I'd bought her a new dress, white with frills and ribbons. She was
so happy, so proud, and so beautiful. She showed it off to everyone we passed on the
street. | stopped for a moment at the house of a friend—a gunsmith, who wanted to
show me some pistols he had just completed. His daughter went outside with Caitlin, to
look at their rabbit hutch. It...I lost track of time, it only seemed like a few minutes had
gone by, and then there was Adrienne back by herself. | asked where Caitlin was, but
she, she was young, and she could only say that a man had admired Caitlin’s dress and
asked her to help him find a lost puppy....

‘I wasn’t too worried at first...I went out to look for her, figured I'd find her in the
street outside, but...she wasn'’t there. | kept looking, but | couldn’t find her, and | started
to get worried. | got Beoch and some friends, who got other friends, until it seemed like
half the people in Aneirach were looking for her, but there was no trace. By the time it
started to get dark | was so scared, terrified that I'd never see her again. | needed to
know where she was, so badly...that | did.

“I'd never had any kind of Way before, never seen any visions, but at that
moment when | needed to so much it came...something that had always been in me,
maybe, but didn’t wake up until then. | saw...what happened to her.”

Gwendith rocked back and forth on her heels, and the silence stretched between

them until he wondered if she even remembered he was there at all. When she finally



spoke, her voice was oddly flat, emotionless, as if she recited events that had happened
to someone else.

“‘He was raping her. And when he was done, he put his hands around her little
neck and strangled her to death.”

For a moment, the words made no sense. The immensity of the atrocity she
described defied the ghost eater’s understanding. Things like that didn’t happen. Rape
almost never occurred among the Ahkan’it, and not even most monstrous of men would
think of harming a ten-year-old child in such a way. He had to have misunderstood her
words. He had to.

“I came out of it screaming her name,” Gwendith went on, sounding numb. “I had
seen a waterwheel against the sky in the vision, and | tore myself away from Beoch and
ran to the nearest mill | knew of, outside of Aneirach. All the men ran after me—I don’t
know what they thought at the time. There was a lot of undergrowth, and | remember
pushing my way through, trying to get to the edge of the millpond. And there, on the
bank, was that white dress she had been so happy to get, spotted with blood. Men were
yelling, running past me into the water, but | couldn’t look. | just stood there and stared
at that damned dress.”

Her voice caught on the raw edge of emotion. “It was my fault! People kept telling
me that there was nothing | could have done, but they were wrong! | was the best
fencing master in Aneirach. | was the one who was always trying to convince women
that they could defend themselves and their children. | had the skills, and | had the
weapons. | should have been able to keep my own daughter safe! Instead | let her be
taken, let her be raped and murdered, and there should have been something that |
could have done!”

She put her hands over her eyes, nails digging into her skin, and her body shook
with sobs. “When Talys made his offer, | saw a way to do it all over again. | thought |
could make everything all right, change the world so that it was as if none of that had
ever happened, give Caitlin back everything my failure had taken from her! But instead |
failed her a second time, and then failed you! | wish | had died with her that day, and

then none of this would ever have happened!”



His heart broke at her anguish. He got to his knees and put his hands on her
shaking shoulders. For a moment, she tried to draw away, to be strong. Then something
in her seemed to surrender, and she crumpled against him.

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. She returned the embrace,
holding him with such desperation that it hurt, her hands tangling in his hair. He had not
thought until that moment that he was going to weep, but suddenly he was crying for
himself, for her, for her lost daughter, for a world in which such things could happen.

He thought that at some point Johann appeared on the crest of the hill above and
watched them cling together, as if they both might fly apart into pieces otherwise. But if
so, he left without speaking, and the ghost eater and Gwendith huddled together until

dawn.



CHAPTER TWELVE

It took them two days of exhaustion and misery to reach the outskirts of
Whitefoam.

Contrary to its name, the town of Whitefoam was near neither the ocean nor a
waterfall. Rather, it had been named after its founding family, aristocracy from old
Rhylach who had managed to maintain their wealth and prestige in New Rhylach as
well. The community was an agricultural one, consisting mainly of miles of open fields
clustered around a small town, which offered whatever goods the farmers couldn’t raise
for themselves. It surprised Gwendith that Johann would spend time in such a bucolic
area. She had always pictured him in expensive gambling houses, surrounded by
glittering painted ladies and dashing rogues. Certainly that was the image he cultivated.

Right now, however, he would more likely be taken for a highwayman than a
gambler with a taste for the rich life. Or maybe the victim of a highwayman, left for dead,
she corrected. He'll probably be arrested as a vagrant before he gets to his friend’s
house. He had left them huddled in the shadows between a grain silo and a barn,
hoping that the farmer who owned this property wouldn’t pick today to come out and
repair any damage winter had done to the buildings.

Johann had promised to be back as soon as possible with help, but she still
didn’t see how he expected them to travel inconspicuously through Whitefoam once he
returned. Unless he comes back with a bathtub, a new change of clothing, and three
days of sleep to make us look normal again. She glanced briefly at the ghost eater’'s
tattooed features. Scratch the part about normal.

They could certainly use baths and sleep. Stands-in-Smoke and No Tongue were
so exhausted that pallor showed even under their darker skin, and Stands-in-Smoke
had not complained about all things Rhylachan in at least a day. Riding horseback for
long periods of time had done them no good, either—they’d been left so stiff that they

could barely walk at the end of the day. Gwendith could sympathize; she was as unused



to the activity as they, and the pain she experienced when dismounting almost made
her cry out. As for her own appearance, she didn’t even want to imagine.

Only the ghost eater looked unscathed. If he felt any fatigue, it didn’t show on his
face, and not so much as a scar remained from his ordeal at the hands of the soldiers.
Not externally, anyway, she thought, glancing at him where he sat close by her. She
wished that there had been more time for them to talk over the last two days. But, since
the night he’d awakened, they’d had only a few chance moments of privacy.

“What did they do to the man who killed your daughter?” he’d asked softly, as
they were setting up camp one night.

She paused, biting her lip. “He was hiding in the bushes by the pond when we
came up. They flushed him out and hung him from the nearest tree.”

He’d nodded, hands stilling in the act of laying wood for the fire. “| know about
needfinders, Gwendith. I've never met one, but I've heard stories. Believe me when | tell
you that my capture wasn'’t your fault, that there wasn’t anything you could have done
against Talys. Not when he had such a powerful weapon to wield against you.”

She had shut her heart to his words. “No. The responsibility is mine.”

He looked up at her, eyes troubled but clear. “It isn’t. No more than it is for
Caitlin’s death. Blame those who committed the crimes, Gwendith, not yourself. You
hate to admit that anything is out of your control, beyond your power to correct, and in a
way that is admirable. But you have to know when to let go of that, and quit holding
yourself to impossible standards.”

She had swallowed against an irrational threat of tears. “I'll try.”

Now Gwendith became aware that the ghost eater was looking at her curiously.
Shaking herself back to the present, she tried a weak smile. “Just worrying about
Johann.”

He nodded but didn’t offer any platitudes.

The faint creak of wheels came to them on the wind. Instantly tense, Gwendith
climbed to her feet and drew one of her pistols. She hoped it wasn’t the farmer who
owned these fields. The idea of shooting an innocent man sickened her, but she knew

that she’d do whatever it took to protect herself and her friends.



As she watched the narrow, rutted road, an incongruous sight appeared. A finely
appointed carriage, drawn by four black horses, jounced along the ruts and mud of the
rural lane. As it drew abreast of the grain silo, it came to a halt, and one of the curtained
doors opened, allowing Johann to spring down.

“It's all right!” he called, waving his arm.

Gwendith gaped at the carriage, then turned to look at the ghost eater, who was
staring at the conveyance curiously.

“What is it?” he asked, frowning.

“A carriage. Only very wealthy people own them. I've seen some in Aneirach.”

“I've never even seen one,” Stands-in-Smoke murmured, gawking herself.

Johann waved again, impatiently, and they hurried towards him. As they did so,
an extremely handsome young man leaned out of the carriage. His curly brown hair was
slightly longer than fashionable, and framed a studious face equipped with a pair of
bright blue eyes. His coat, shirt, and trousers were all well cut and made of expensive
materials.

Stands-in-Smoke drew back from the stranger, and Gwendith tightened her hold
on her pistol. Johann gave them both an impatient look. “Gwendith, this is my friend
Roland Whitefoam. I've explained our situation to him, and he has generously offered
us refuge at his house for as long as we need it.”

Gwendith looked at the young man in surprise. A member of the Whitefoam
family—Johann had been making friends in high circles. “Aren’t you in the Citizens’
Assembly?” she asked.

He smiled and shook his head. “That would be my older brother you're thinking
of.”

Johann gestured towards her. “Rowe, this is my sister-by-marriage Gwendith.
The rest are Stands-in-Smoke, No Tongue, and the ghost eater.”

Rowe! It didn’t stand for Rowenna, but for Roland. She felt vaguely disappointed
somehow. She had thought from his manner that Johann had referred to a long-time
lover, but obviously that was not the case.

Rowe bowed gravely to them all, then extended a hand to help them into the

carriage. “Llew! Please be so kind as to assist the ladies.”



An immensely aged coachman climbed down from the high seat. “This way, my
lady,” he said, taking Stands-in-Smoke’s hand to help her into the carriage. She stared
at him as if he had sprouted wings.

“What about the horses?” Gwendith asked quickly.

“‘Llew’s son Matthew will come fetch them once it's dark,” Rowe explained as he
assisted her up and in. Once they were all inside, even the large carriage was cramped.
No Tongue sat beside Johann and Rowe, while Gwendith found herself wedged in
between Stands-in-Smoke and the ghost eater. Llew shut the door, closing off all sight
of the outside world, and a few moments later they were jostling down the road.

For the first time in a long while, Gwendith felt herself starting to relax. It seemed
that they were safe, at least for a while. “Thank you for helping us, Rowe,” she said
tiredly.

He glanced at Johann and smiled. “Think nothing of it. I've known about Johann’s
Way for...oh, years now, | suppose. Even so, the rest of it seems a bit fantastic.” His
gaze went to the ghost eater, but he was obviously too well bred to point out the
oddities of a guest.

“You don’t mind that we’re being hunted by the army?” Stands-in-Smoke asked.
“I find that hard to believe.”

Rowe’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Johann explained the entire situation, at
least in outline, while we were on our way to get you. Who is in the right, and who in the
wrong, seems clear enough to me. | will not cooperate with a bunch of bloodthirsty
cutthroats, no matter how high their military rank. They will have to burn Whitefoam
Manor down around me first.”

No one said much of anything after that. Gwendith let weariness overtake her.
She trusted Johann’s judgment. And even if he was wrong, and Rowe Whitefoam
intended to turn them over to Colonel Talys first thing tomorrow morning, there was
nothing she could do about it now. Her eyes fluttered closed of their own accord, and
she found a semi-comfortable position with her head pillowed against the ghost eater’s
shoulder. His skin felt slightly cool against her cheek, but it was not unpleasant. The

jolting of the carriage kept her from doing anything more than dozing; at one point, she



half-opened her eyes to find Rowe looking at her curiously. Snuggling closer into the
ghost eater, she wondered why.

At length Stands-in-Smoke elbowed her, and she groggily lifted her head to
realize that the carriage had finally stopped. The ancient coachman opened the door,
allowing the men to pass by before holding out his hand to assist Gwendith and Stands-
in-Smoke. Gwendith hid a grin at that—the old man was so frail that either of them could
have snapped him in half just by falling on him.

As she climbed out, Gwendith caught in her breath. Whitefoam Manor unrolled
around them, the most impressive house and grounds she had ever seen. Manicured
lawns and spacious gardens stretched out to every side, and the wall surrounding the
grounds was only a faint line in the distance. The house itself towered a staggering
three stories, its white walls dazzling in the sun. The largest house in Aneirach could
have been dropped into it three times over and had room to spare.

“This...is all yours?” she gasped.

Rowe’s mouth twitched into a half-smile. “Technically, it all belongs to my
brother. However, as a member of the Citizens’ Assembly, he finds it more convenient
to reside year-round in the capitol. He spends his time with drink, loose women, and
other debaucheries, and leaves the manor to me. A good arrangement, as we only see
one another during the Migration Festival, and are therefore free to spend the rest of the
year quietly disapproving of each other’s lifestyle.”

Johann grinned at that. Gwendith wondered what anyone could possibly
disapprove of concerning the impeccable Rowe.

‘I fear, however, that we have only a small staff of servants to see to your
needs,” Rowe went on. “I've taken the liberty of arranging a room, a hot bath, and fresh
clothing for each of you. If you should need anything more, please ring the bell, and
either Llew or his wife Helga will come to attend you as quickly as possible. Food will be
served as soon as everyone feels they can manage it.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Gwendith said warmly.

Rowe waved a dismissive hand. “It is only what courtesy demands. If you will

excuse me now, Llew will show you to your rooms.”



With that, he turned and strode off in a swirl of coattails. Johann watched him go,
a fond look on his face. “He might seem a bit stuffy, at first,” he confided. “But Rowe is
as true as they come, and his servants’ family has been with his own since before the
Migration. We’re safe, for now at least.”

“We’ll see,” Stands-in-Smoke muttered.

*k%x

Gwendith sighed and leaned back in the chair in her room, feeling as though she
might never move again. The promised hot bath had loosened all the kinks in her
muscles, something the ghost eater’s cold-water baths had not been very good for. Her
filthy, bloodstained clothing had been whisked away by the efficient Helga, who had left
behind an elegant gown, which apparently belonged to one of the numerous consorts of
“Master Whitefoam’s brother.” From the low cut of the bodice, Gwendith guessed that
the man’s taste in women ran to those who could be rented rather than wooed.

Shadows moved under the door, but instead of the expected knock, she heard
the ghost eater’s soft voice. “Gwendith? Are you in there?”

“Come in,” she called, then belatedly wondered if he knew about doorknobs.
Apparently he had picked up the trick at some point, because he let himself in without
trouble, trailed by no less than three of the manor’s many cats. Like her, he had been
clothed from someone’s spare wardrobe. A pair of white, knee-length trousers looked
startling against his bronze skin, even more so as he went shoeless. He had been given
a warm cotton shirt dyed a striking shade of blue, but had disdained to button it, instead
crossing the sides over his chest and tucking the ends into a red scarf worn like a sash
around his waist. With his long, crow-black hair, tattoos, and dark skin, it made an
interesting combination of the familiar and the exotic.

He returned her appraising look, and she lowered her gaze to her own bodice.
“I'm afraid this gown is meant to show off charms more ample than mine,” she said with
an embarrassed laugh.

“I'm sure that if | had any taste at all for Rhylachan clothing, it would look very
nice on you.”

“I can’t tell if I've just been complimented or insulted.”



He went to the bed and sat on it cross-legged. The cats immediately swarmed
up, all vying to occupy his lap simultaneously. “In that case, we’ll say it was a
compliment.”

“Ah.” She gestured to the cats. “They seem to like you.”

“Yes.” He stroked the fur of a fluffy gray tabby. “I had two cats of my own, before
| left Bird Creek. Corn and Bean. They attached themselves to me after | became ghost
eater. | hope someone’s looking after them.”

“‘Ahkan’i warriors keep cats?” she asked incredulously. It wasn’t an image that
would have occurred to her.

He smiled slightly. “Some would say that they’re the only good thing the
Rhylachans brought to this world. When we were a wandering people, long ago, we had
mostly dogs to help us hunt game. But after we settled in the mountains and had to
learn how to farm, we found that some cats had meandered into our towns. None of us
knew the chants that the settled peoples used to keep mice out of the grain. With the
cats, we didn’t need them.” He frowned thoughtfully. “It's always been thought that cats
have great skill, but no Ways. Now, though, I’'m starting to wonder if that’s true.”

“Maybe.” One of the cats hopped off the bed and crossed the room to station
itself in Gwendith’s lap. She stroked its long hair, feeling its purr vibrate through her
fingers. Sitting in a strange manor house with a dead man, petting cats. Who would
have thought that could be such a peaceful scene?

“‘May | ask you something, Gwendith?”

“Of course. Anything.”

He hesitated, as if what he was about to ask was not something he felt
comfortable speaking aloud. “| don’t mean to give any offense. | understand Rhylachan
customs are different from Ahkan’i, and | can accept that. But | don’t always understand
the manner in which they are different. Is Johann or Rowe a Changed One?”

‘I don’t understand what a ‘Changed One’ is.”

“‘Among my people, women go down to the Long Man—the river—when they are
pregnant. It brings good luck and good health to the child. But sometimes Rabbit tricks
the Long Man into going to sleep and takes his place. Then he’ll reach into the child and

swap its ghost with that of another. A male for a female.



“‘Nobody knows when this happens. But as the child grows, sometimes it acts
differently than expected. Maybe a boy shows a preference for baking bread, or a girl
pesters her uncles to take her hunting. Or as he grows older, perhaps a young man
finds that he prefers to have relations with other men instead of with women. Then we
know that Rabbit switched their souls around. If it's decided that the boy is really a girl,
she dresses in women’s clothing, and does women'’s tasks, and finds a husband for
herself. She’s still got a man’s body, but she’s really a woman. Or the other way
around.”

Gwendith drew her brows together. An odd idea, and one that made her a little
uneasy. “l don’t understand what this has to do with Johann and Rowe.”

“When | first saw you, you were dressed in trousers, and | thought you were a
Changed One, until Rabbit told me otherwise. So | know that the way you dress doesn’t
mean you’re a Changed One. And | understand by analogy that just because Johann
and Rowe are like husband and wife doesn’t mean that they’re Changed Ones either.
I’'m just trying to understand your customs in this area. I’'m sorry—did | say something
impolite?”

Gwendith gaped at him. “Johann and Rowe are like what?”

He drew back a little, eyes troubled. “Have | said something that should not be
spoken of?”

“No, it’s just that you’re mistaken. That kind of thing doesn’t happen among
Rhylachans. It...the Wizards condemned it....”

He cocked his head to one side, mimicking the position of the egret tattooed on
his chest. “To be condemned, something must exist,” he pointed out mildly.

“No, you've misunderstood somehow. Johann is a ladies man...,” she trailed off,
realizing suddenly that she had absolutely no proof of that. She had never seen Johann
with a woman, but had simply accepted the image he cultivated, that of a dashing rogue
who left a string of broken female hearts behind him.

“A good arrangement, as we only see one another during the Migration Festival,
and are therefore free to spend the rest of the year quietly disapproving of each other’s
lifestyles,” Rowe had said of his brother. Certainly this was something of which even a

drunken, womanizing assemblyman would disapprove.



“I've upset you.” The ghost eater rose quickly to his feet. “I should leave.”

“No, don’t.” She put her hand to her eyes. “This is just unexpected. I'm still not
sure you’re right.”

A gong rang out suddenly from the depths of the house. The ghost eater started
and shot a worried look in her direction. She grinned reassuringly, climbed out of the
chair, and tugged her bodice back into place. “Dinner’s ready.”

The meal was served on the bottom floor, in a large dining hall that looked as
though it did not get a great deal of usage. The table was already laid out when
Gwendith and the ghost eater arrived. A silver service sat on a starched white cloth,
beeswax candles shedding yellow warmth over the scene. The three servants stood
about the plaster walls, looking as stolid as if they served such an odd company every
day. Stands-in-Smoke sat in her chair as if she wanted to sink into it and disappear.
Like Gwendith, she wore a borrowed gown. Unlike Gwendith, she filled out the bodice
rather well. Gwendith glanced at the ghost eater to see if he had noticed, but he was
busy staring at the table with a worry line between his brows.

No Tongue wore trousers, shirt, and a coat that looked like they might have
belonged to either Rowe or Johann. As for Johann, he seemed more his old self than he
had in weeks. Gone were the bloodied, mud-incrusted clothes and wildly unkempt hair.
Now he wore his normal fashionable clothes, his hair carefully brushed and tied in a
queue with a green ribbon, his boots bright with polish. But his face was thinner than it
had been, and there was a haunted look in his eyes that would take a long time to fade.

Rowe sat at the head of the table, opposite Johann. He smiled and rose as the
ghost eater and Gwendith approached, moving to pull out a chair for her. She sat, then
turned to find the ghost eater gingerly lowering himself into his own chair as if he
expected it to be whisked out from under him. It suddenly occurred to her that, when
they camped, he tended to sit cross-legged or perched on a low log. Perhaps Ahkan'’it
did not have chairs, or at least not the kind to which she was accustomed.

“Well, then, | think we're ready to begin,” Rowe said, retaking his seat. The
servants came to the table, uncovering dishes of ham and gravy, red beans and rice,
and boiled greens. The enticing smells made Gwendith’s stomach growl.

“Forgive me if | offend,” the ghost eater said quietly. “But | cannot eat.”



Rowe exchanged a look with Johann, then nodded. “Would some wine be out of
the question?”

‘I cannot drink, either.” The ghost eater looked regretfully at the food. “I'm sorry if
this violates your hospitality—I mean no disrespect to my host.”

“‘None at all taken.” Rowe hesitated. “But | don’t feel it polite to eat in front of you.
Is there...anything...l can offer?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, he doesn’t devour virgin sacrifices,” Johann exclaimed
from the other end of the table.

“At least not every night,” the ghost eater said deadpan.

Helga paled sharply. Johann sighed and pressed a hand to his temples.

“Er, of course.” Rowe smiled wanly. “Forgive us—this is taking some adjustment
on our part. | suppose the food is suitable for everyone else?”

“‘No Tongue won'’t be taking any wine tonight,” Stands-in-Smoke said firmly. No
Tongue gave her a hurt look, which she ignored. “Neither will I. Water or tea will do us.”

There was little conversation after that. All of the travelers who could eat did so
ravenously. When Gwendith finally paid attention to something other than her plate, she
noticed that Rowe was trying to engage the ghost eater with small talk, probably
attempting to make him feel a little more at ease. From their expressions, it didn’t seem
that the conversation was helping either of them. Even though Rowe did his best to hide
it, Gwendith sensed that the ghost eater made him nervous. And certainly it wouldn’t be
easy for the ghost eater to act completely normal, when he could see that his presence
made his host profoundly uncomfortable.

At last Rowe pushed his chair back from the table. “I know that most of you are
very tired and will be wanting to get to sleep,” he said, then looked at the ghost eater.
“Um, that is, if you do sleep.”

The ghost eater rose, small and lithe compared to his host. “I do.” He looked out
the long windows to the formal gardens outside. “Would you mind if | went outside for a
while?”

Rowe shook his head, and Llew scurried to unlatch the enormous, glass-paned
doors that opened onto a raised patio. Gwendith rose, pulling her bodice back up and

mentally cursing the heavy skirts that wrapped around her legs. “I'll go with you.”



The night air was cool, but still far warmer than it had been the last time she had
been in a garden. That had been the night Stands-in-Smoke had kidnapped her and set
in motion the events that had brought her here, so far away from where she had begun.

‘I hope I'm not intruding on your privacy,” she said, as they made their way down
the patio steps and into the garden proper. A boxwood hedge rose around them,
defining the space. Inside, rose bushes getting their first buds surrounded a small
fountain. The sound of falling water was soothing.

He shook his head, waist-length hair susurrating over the borrowed shirt he wore.
His bare feet made almost no noise on the brick path. “No. I'm glad you came. | spent
too much of the last year alone.”

She nodded, understanding the feeling. “Do you need to feed?”

“No.” His mouth, half-seen in the light spilling from the manor, quirked slightly.
“Not yet. The soldiers—"

He stopped and looked away from her, into the night. “How much of that do you
remember?” she asked softly.

“Too much.” He wrapped his arms around himself, as if holding something in. “I'd
prefer not to talk about it. Not now. Maybe someday, when all this is over.”

“When all this is over.” Gwendith hadn’t thought of the future at all, she realized.
It was as if she didn'’t really believe anything existed after today. An end to their journey
seemed an impossible fantasy that had no real bearing on her life.

Strains of music filled the air, borne on the wind from the manor house. Someone
was playing a violin, while another accompanied on a harpsichord. The servants?
Johann and Rowe? Gwendith didn’t even know her brother-by-marriage well enough to
guess whether he had any musical talent.

The ghost eater stopped, listening. “Is that music?”

“Yes.”

“Why is it being played? Is there a ceremony being performed?”

She shook her head, going over to sit on the edge of the fountain. “No.
Someone’s just playing for enjoyment. To pass the time. Do your people have music?”

He smiled suddenly. “Oh, yes. We love music. And dancing. But it isn’t anything
like this.”



She leaned over, interested, then pulled back with a curse as her bodice tried to
flop too far forward. “Damn it! What was the woman carrying in this thing,
watermelons?”

The ghost eater arched an eyebrow at her. “You had better fix that, or else
Johann will think | forgot I'm a ghost eater and tried something inappropriate.”

“Ah. Seduce me with your rapier wit and lightning charm, eh?” She grinned
suddenly, feeling relaxed and reckless. “Or perhaps | tried something with you!” So
saying, she leaned over, and yanked the ends of his shirt loose.

“Gwendith—!”

“What?” She smiled innocently, then suddenly snatched away the scarf he had
worn as a sash. “Better be faster than that, or you’ll have to go back to the house
naked!”

“Gwendith—!”" he repeated, as if he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He
lunged for the scarf, but she danced away, twirling it around her head and laughing. He
jumped up after her, but she ran around and got the fountain in between them.

“‘Now what are you going to do?” she demanded.

He made a grab for the scarf, but she dashed around the other side. He started
to dodge after her, then feinted back the other way, but the trick didn’t work. Giggling
and yelling, they chased each other around the fountain, Gwendith waving the scarf
wildly over her head like some bizarre war trophy. The pursuit ended only when the
ghost eater suddenly sprang onto the fountain rim, made a prodigious leap over the
water, and knocked Gwendith off her feet. They both rolled onto their backs in the
grass, laughing hysterically.

“‘Here,” Gwendith said, when she could catch her breath again. She dropped the
scarf squarely over his face. “You’ve earned it. | haven’t laughed like that in...l don’t
even remember how long.”

He tugged the scarf aside and rolled onto his elbow to look at her. “Same here.”

She returned his gaze and found herself holding it far longer than she had
intended. His brown eyes looked black in the night, and she felt that, if she stared at
them too long, she might be drawn up into something deep and vast as the sky. The

world took a sudden slip to one side and resettled itself in a new pattern.



He touched her cheek lightly with his fingers. His skin felt cool against her own.
For a moment he looked at her in puzzlement, as if noticing some feature of her face for
the first time.

Then he took his hand away and climbed quickly to his feet. “We should go back
inside,” he said, reaching to help her up. She nodded, wrapping her fingers around his,
even though she knew that she wouldn’t want to let go again.

Back on the patio, he wished her a good sleep and left in the direction of his
room. She sank down on an ironwork chair near an empty urn, which would hold flowers
once the weather was reliably warm again. She didn’t know how long she sat there,
staring out into the garden, until footsteps broke into her reverie. Looking up, she saw
Johann coming towards her, Rowe trailing behind.

“Good evening,” she said listlessly. She wished vaguely that he had not found
her just yet.

“Listen, Gwendith, I've always had a great deal of respect for you, ever since you
married Gairin,” Johann said, as if working up to a lecture or an argument. “And now
that I've come to know you better, | can see what made Gairin choose you. | don’t want
to lose the friendship that’s built up between us, but you have to understand that | love
Rowe. We've been together for six, almost seven, years now. | know you thought | was
living some wild life of gambling and traveling, but the truth is I've been dwelling here
quietly with Rowe, Llew, Helga, and Matthew. The most exciting thing I’'ve done is help
plow the manor fields in the spring.

‘I know that Rowe and | may not meet with your approval. | hope you can accept
us, but if you can'’t, then realize you can’t change things between us.”

The ghost eater was right, Gwendith thought distantly. “Johann, you have a
better home life than most people | know,” she said tiredly. “To be honest, I'm thrilled to
find out that you've been living somewhere stable and secure, instead of cheating
gamblers in sordid dens at risk of getting your throat cut.”

Johann blinked, at a loss for words. He had obviously come here prepared for a
fight, and anything less left him floundering.

Rowe came closer, putting his hand lightly on Johann’s shoulder. “Johann,

Gwendith has a lot more to worry about than us,” he said gently.



Gwendith looked up, surprised, and found comprehension in Rowe’s blue eyes.
She sighed. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“What to happen?” Johann demanded suspiciously.

Gwendith stared at her skirts, fingers playing nervously with an edge of lace. “Did
you know, the ghost eaters aren’t even supposed to have friends?” She shook her head
unhappily. “The ghost eater told me a story one day, about the original ghost eater, the
one who started all this. Apparently the man was attacked by enemies shortly after the
Ahkan’it first came into the mountains. He fell down a hole and was left for dead. But
after a while, he woke up, and thought everything was fine, and went back to his band’s
camp. His wife greeted him with joy. But when he went to embrace her, the bhargha
devoured her soul, and she died in his arms.”

“‘Must it always be that way?” Rowe asked softly.

“It doesn’t matter. The ghost eaters are resurrected looking just as they did when
they died, but not everything is the same. Their hearts don’t beat, their digestive
systems don’t function, and they can’t...be with a person. Intimately.”

“That was a lot more than | really wanted to know,” Johann muttered. Rowe
shushed him.

Gwendith raised her head, looked back up at Rowe, and shrugged. “There isn’t
any hope for it. It's insane from the start. I'd be lying if | said | hadn’t felt it building
between us, but...somehow | never thought tonight would come. | was so busy trying to
get through each day alive, | never thought that I'd have to deal with it.”

Rowe leaned against the wall and smiled at her ruefully. “| know exactly how you
feel.”

She shook her head. “You can’t. There was always hope for you, hope that’s
been fulfilled. There isn’t any for me.”

Rowe touched her lightly on the wrist. “Go get some sleep, Gwendith. You're
tired, and things always seem worse in the depths of the night. Perhaps your situation
won’t seem so bleak with the dawn.”

“I don’t think so. But thank you for being kind.”

She rose, left them standing on the patio, and went inside. Although she had

intended to go straight to her own bed, she found her footsteps slowing as she



approached the door to the ghost eater’s room. The door stood partially open, either
because he didn’t like being closed in, or because he wanted to let the manor’s cats
move freely in and out. Gwendith pushed it open a little farther and stuck her head
inside. The moonlight coming in through the window illuminated the ghost eater where
he lay sleeping on top of the bed covers. He looked peaceful, with a strand of black hair
straggling across his face and one hand curled loosely near his head. Peaceful and
young. Wizards, he was young. Even if he had been a normal man, falling in love with
him would have been insane.

Gwendith eased the door back into its original position. Gathering her skirts in

one hand, she went to her own room and the cold bed that awaited her.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The party spent the next four days at Whitefoam manor, recuperating from their
hard journey. The black iron gates opening onto the grounds were locked, and Llew and
Matthew kept a sharp eye out for soldiers. But if Colonel Talys still searched for them,
he did not look in Whitefoam.

Stands-in-Smoke and No Tongue spent most of the time eating and sleeping.
Johann could have stood to do the same thing, but instead he chose to pass the days
with Rowe: riding the bounds of the manor, planning what crops to plant in the distant
fields, and attending to the daily details of life. During those days, his Way finally
returned to him, but it seemed to sap his strength far more easily than it had ever done
before.

Gwendith should have spent her days sleeping, or relaxing alone, or doing
something at least marginally sane. But she persuaded herself that someone should
keep the ghost eater company. After all, he didn’t require food or rest the same way that
they did, and would otherwise find himself alone and bored. So they roamed the
grounds together, or sat by the small pond and tossed bread to the fish, or watched the
spring birds returning from wherever they went in the winter. Enormous maples and
gargantuan oaks spread heavy branches over them, pollen streaming in the wind.
Sometimes, they held hands, but neither ever made any mention of it aloud, as if
leaving feelings unspoken made them unreal as well.

One day, she took him into the library and tried to explain books to him. He
listened carefully as she read a brief passage from a history that predated the Migration.

“We have such things,” he said when she paused. “Things to help us remember.
But not like this.”

“What then?”

“Objects. Spear points, or baskets, or bundles of sacred feathers. Some people

can put their own memories into things, so that when others touch them later, they can



relive those memories. We don’t have many from before When the Enemies Came, but
there are a few. Perhaps you will see them, once we get to Bird Creek Town.”

She folded the book closed and looked out the tall window. The last rays of the
setting sun burnished the sky gold. The ghost eater perched on the sill, peering outside,
and she studied the patterns of light on his dusky skin. The tattooed skull on his face
stood out starkly, the black lines like unhealed wounds. She reached out impulsively,
touched the long fall of his raven hair, and twined it around her finger. He said nothing
to dissuade her.

“‘How much farther do we have to go?” she asked softly.

He tilted his head west, into the blazing sun. “Not too far. Two weeks at most.”
He sighed, almost as if he regretted going home at all. “In the direction between the
Darkening Land and the Frigid Land. The time of the snake will be here by then.”

“The time of the snake?”

“The warm season.”

“Oh.” Gwendith frowned thoughtfully. “Could you show me where we’re going on
a map?”

“‘A map?”

“I'm sure Rowe has some around here.” She stood up. “Let’s find him.”

Rowe gladly brought out an entire sheaf of maps, some yellow and cracking with
age, others new and brightly-inked. He, Johann, Gwendith, and the ghost eater spread
them out on the library floor. “Look,” Gwendith said, pointing. “Nothing is shown beyond
Hanging Dog. That's the farthest out of the border towns.”

Indeed, the land of New Rhylach simply trickled to a halt only a week’s worth of
travel west of Whitefoam. “Why do you think that is?” Rowe asked in puzzlement. “|
always knew that there wasn’t anything beyond the border towns, but | never really
wondered why.”

“Probably the army didn’t want anyone going too close to the mountains,” Johann
suggested. “I've always heard that the border towns have a big military presence. The
army suffered a defeat at the hands of the Ahkan’it before—I doubt they’d be too happy
about some civilians stirring up trouble. Over the years, as people started to forget what

had happened, the orders probably became more of a tradition than anything else.”



“‘Perhaps.” Rowe glanced over his shoulder at the ghost eater. “So no one else
lives in the mountains except for the Ahkan’it?”

The ghost eater nodded. “That’s right. Unless you want to count the Immortals.”

“The Immortals?”

“They’re a little like us. They look human, and they live in houses and farm fields.
But their towns are built under the mountains. They live in complete health and
happiness, and some believe that they don'’t die, or at least live a very long time. They
came from their underground towns to help us during the decisive battle against the
Rhylachans, but no one has seen them since.”

“Oh.” Rowe continued to frown at the map, as if it had done something to
personally offend him. “And what lies beyond your mountains?”

“Water. Once, there were other lands beyond us. When we first fought your
people, we sent runners in the direction of the setting sun, where we came from long
ago, to warn anyone who might still be living there. None ever returned, and when more
were sent, they came upon a vast expanse of water that had not been there before. |
don’t know what lies beyond, if anything. And | don’t know what happened to the people
who used to be there, if they live beneath the water, or if they died, or if they fled. | think
they put the water there themselves, in case we failed to hold the mountains.” Pride
sparked in his dark eyes. “But we did not fail.”

Later that evening, as the entire party sat together on the verandah, talking and
watching the stars, Gwendith wondered if there could ever be any hope of reconciliation
between Rhylachan and Ahkan’i. The Ahkan’i world had been nearly obliterated, their
way of life changed forever. Only their fierce determination to hold the mountains at any
cost had kept them from the fate that had befallen the Proud Ones and other peoples.

Until a few weeks ago, she had always viewed the Migration as a positive thing,
a great event in history. She had never thought about the people that the Migration had
dispossessed.

But it had happened, and it was centuries too late for the Rhylachans to leave
again even if they had the means. Perhaps this quest to defeat the Devourer, where
Rhylachan, Ahkan'’i, and Proud One worked together, would mark some sort of turning

point. Maybe there was some kind of hope, after all.



If only her heart hadn’t grown too bitter to believe that.

*k*k

They left on the fifth morning, dressed in new clothes, the panniers on their
stolen horses stuffed with supplies and ammunition. Rowe stood at the gate and
watched them vanish into the mist, his hand raised in farewell and a grim look in his
eyes. Gwendith wondered if he had tried to talk Johann into staying behind.

They took to the back roads once again, the horses giving them speed. Within a
few days, they acclimated to the saddle, and the journey became more bearable in the
absence of sore muscles. For most of them, at least—the ghost eater disliked their
method of travel. Sometimes he dismounted and jogged alongside them, easily pacing
the horses and covering miles without tiring. She watched him, long black hair blowing
out behind, lean muscles moving under bronze skin, and wondered if she really
understood what he was.

They met only a few other travelers, which Gwendith’s sight or Johann’s illusions
allowed them to avoid or trick. There seemed to be no soldiers anywhere, which worried
Gwendith more than a little. Colonel Talys did not seem like someone who would easily
give up on something he wanted. Either he truly had no idea where they were, or else
his soldiers were all occupied with something far more urgent than a small band of
fugitives. The enemy from across the sea? Or something as yet unsuspected?

As they went west, they saw fewer and fewer Rhylachan settlements. Ancient
oak-hickory forests replaced fields and roads became animal paths. The lack of human
habitation made Gwendith oddly uneasy, as if they had suddenly become more
vulnerable to some unknown danger. She had never been anywhere so wild before.
The ghost eater, on the other hand, seemed to relax, as if relieved to finally be away
from the Enemy territory to which his quest had exiled him.

It rained a great deal, and for days low clouds blanked out the sky. But one day
Gwendith woke to the sun on her face and the sound of birds singing amidst the new
foliage on the trees. Groggily, she propped herself up on her elbow. The ghost eater
crouched near her, a grin lighting his face.

“I have something to show you,” he said.



Wondering what it could be, she gave him her hand and let him lead her away
from the camp and up a small rise. The dense trees that had surrounded them broke
away atop the low hill, giving them an unobstructed view into the west. Directly before
them, the land buckled suddenly, like a giant heaving itself towards the sky. Forests ran
up steep slopes, broken by the shadows of deep gorges. Balds of gray stone showed
on the higher elevations, like ragged holes in a green coat. Bright gleams of reflected
light betrayed the presence of waterfalls. A blue haze seemed to hang over the farther
peaks, a shroud of pollen and distance.

Gwendith’s breath caught in her throat. She’d seen illustrations of mountains
before, in books and scripture dealing with old Rhylach, and she had glimpsed them
close at hand in her visions of the ghost eater’s life. But distance lent them a beauty and
majesty she had never imagined.

“l...This is your home?”

“Yes. The wings of Vulture formed the mountains, a very long time ago. Once,
there was nothing in the world except for water. The animals all lived beyond the arch of
the sky. They wanted to know if there was anything under the water, so the Water
Beetle dove down and brought up some mud, from which the earth was formed. Vulture
flew down to see if it would be a good place to live, but the earth had not fully dried yet.
The valleys and the peaks were made where his wings fell and lifted.”

‘| see.”

He squeezed her hand. “Only another day or two, and we’ll be at the lower
slopes. We'll have to turn then and head towards the Frigid Land for a few days, until
we come to Bird Creek Town.” He took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. “I never
realized how much | missed the mountains, until now.”

She could understand how someone could ache for such a place. “Do you have
a name for your land?”

He nodded. “Where the Laurel Blooms. Soon the slopes will be ablaze with color
from the rhododendron and laurel. | can’t wait to show it to you.”

“l can’t wait to see it.”

*k%k



Two days later, they made their way across the lower slopes. The air was still
and cool, and the smell of evergreens and flowers drifted among the trees. The horses
picked their footing cautiously across the springy, black soil that lay like a thin blanket
over the mountain’s bones. The ghost eater led them on foot, dark eyes drinking in the
misty green of new leaves. Finally, he had returned to a world he knew and understood,
and left behind the madness, violence, and confusion of Enemy lands. He glanced back
at Gwendith from time to time, to see the sunlight spark on her honey-colored hair
whenever they crossed a meadow. He hoped that she would be happy here. Maybe
once she saw that the entire world wasn'’t filled with monsters like Colonel Talys, or like
the man who had killed her daughter, she would be able to find the peace her life had
lacked.

If only he could be there to see it.

As he walked, he tried to scout ahead for paths for the horses. Thickets of laurel
covered the slopes in places, their twisted boughs forming a tangle too dense for horses
to fit through. Privately, he doubted the wisdom of bringing the animals with them, but
everyone else seemed to think it a good idea, so he let it pass. Knowing that the horses
would need to rest often after covering such difficult and unfamiliar terrain, he angled
their path towards a shallow ravine that promised water in its depths. While everyone
else wearily dismounted, he went ahead to the creek side, bending over to taste the
water and make sure it wasn’t too heavy with minerals for the horses to drink. The
tracks of animals crisscrossed the soft mud at the edge of the water: deer, possum,
raccoon...and horse.

He caught in a sharp breath and held up a hand to keep the others back. “What’s
wrong?” Stands-in-Smoke called nervously.

“Someone on horseback crossed the stream not too long ago.” He looked at the
tracks again. “Make that a number of people.”

“There aren’t any horses in these mountains?” Johann asked. The ghost eater
shook his head.

“Could we have gotten turned around? Could we have left the tracks ourselves,

earlier?” Gwendith suggested weakly. She winced at his look of annoyance. “Maybe



they’re feral, or escaped from some farmer somewhere and happened to wander up
here.”

“Or maybe the Enemies have come here before us.” He stood quickly, looking in
the direction the tracks led. “We’ve got to find out who they are and what business they
think they have in Ahkan’i lands.” He glanced at Gwendith. “Will you look for them?”

She nodded uncertainly and closed her eyes. Her breathing slowed, until she
seemed still as the stones. Then a little frown line appeared between her brows. “| see
them, moving through the trees. There might be ten of them...l can’t tell exactly, with all
the underbrush in the way.” Her breath caught sharply. “Soldiers.”

The ghost eater felt a knot of ice form in his belly. His mind blanked, shying away
from images of cruelty and terror. Every fiber of his being wanted to run, to put as much
distance between himself and the soldiers as possible.

“We should avoid them,” Stands-in-Smoke said decisively, echoing his own
desires.

Reluctantly, he shook his head. “No. We can’t. We have to find out what they’re
doing here, how many of them there are, so we can warn the towns to prepare for war.”

Gwendith flinched. “Do you think it will come to that?”

He met her eyes briefly. “What do you think?”

She looked away hopelessly.

They followed the soldiers’ tracks up the mountainside, angling back in the
direction from which they had come. The ghost eater cursed the ill luck that had let the
soldiers invade the mountains without anyone the wiser. There were no Ahkan'’i towns
in this area, no one except the occasional wandering hunter to have seen any intruders.
Once, warriors had moved up and down the length of the mountains, alert for Enemy
invaders. But that had been hundreds of winters ago. To most people these days, the
Rhylachans were little more than a myth, something out of the past that had no direct
bearing on the present.

And now we may pay for our lack of vigilance, the ghost eater thought grimly.

Nightfall brought a halt to both the soldiers and their pursuers. The ghost eater
sat awake all night, while the rest made due with a cold camp, unwilling to light a fire

that might betray their presence. He roused them at dawn, forcing them eat their



breakfast on the trail. He feared that any delay might have grave consequences. Even
more, he feared that a delay would not matter at all, because they were already far too
late.

He moved relentlessly up steep slopes, ignoring the tired, pinched expressions
on his companions’ faces. For once, the needs and limitations of the living annoyed him,
and he thought about leaving them behind to wait. But there might be more dangers in
the mountains than the single band of soldiers they followed, so it seemed safer to hold
in his impatience and match his pace to theirs.

By mid afternoon, Gwendith announced that they had almost caught up to the
soldiers. The ghost eater stopped. “We don’t want to walk straight into them.” A raven
croaked harshly as it rode the winds, drawing his gaze along the path of its flight to the
tall trees crowning the ridgeline. “If we make for the heights, we might be able to spot
them from above, watch them as they travel. Gwendith will be able to rest, and it will
give us time to decide what to do next.”

They climbed slowly to the ridgeline. As they neared the crest, the ghost eater
caught sight of a flash of light against the sky. A chorus of faint yells drifted up suddenly,
whether cries of triumph or terror he couldn't tell. Startled, he sprinted up the hill, too
scared to wait even the few moments it would take Gwendith to use her Way.

He found himself looking out over a shallow, bowl-shaped valley. A broad swath
of dead, brown trees led from the opposite side of the vale, as if some force had
reached down and wiped away all traces of life. On the near side swarmed hundreds of
soldiers. Using trees whittled into support poles, heavy chains, and horses, they were
frantically erecting what appeared to be a wall made entirely of stiff sheets of iron.

Light glowed from within the circular wall of metal, boiling through where gaps
had not yet been sealed. Men dressed in armor struggled to crank iron plates into place
with the use of pulleys. A man on horseback rode from one group to another, staying
well back from the streamers of light. Even from a distance, the ghost eater recognized
the golden gleam of Colonel Talys’ hair.

“That’s it!” Talys’ shout of encouragement echoed faintly up the mountainside.
“Hold it long enough without food, and it will begin to weaken! Just a few more

minutes—"



At that moment, a horse shied violently. Chains snapped, widening the juncture
between panels. Light burst forth in long tentacles, snatching at men and animals. The
horses collapsed in their traces, while two men unlucky enough to be caught without
armor fell beside them. Screams sounded from nearby, and a general rout began,
soldiers dropping the remaining lines and fleeing, their courage broken by the deaths.
The wall shuddered, then began to fall apart, sending up a loud clanging that dinned off
the mountains and shook the stones themselves.

Light emerged, radiating out in groping tendrils. A human figure appeared,
stepping over the remains of the wall. A moment later, he was joined by another, then
another, until scores of men were slowly pouring out of the metal cage Talys had tried to
build for them. All were Rhylachan, dressed in rough workmen’s clothes, some clutching
shovels, picks, and other implements the ghost eater didn’t recognize. The light came
from them, centered in their hearts and knotting them together, until they were all bound
in a single, monstrous blaze. As they emerged, the trees nearest them began to brown
and whither. Dead fish floated to the top of a stream that crossed their path. While Talys
and the soldiers watched helplessly, the men began to walk in perfect unison, a slow
march that would carry them relentlessly from valley to valley, from peak to peak—and,
eventually, straight into the heart of the Ahkan’i towns.

“What are they?” Gwendith gasped, her face gone white with fear.

“They are the Devourer,” the ghost eater whispered, horror unfolding in his heart

like the blooming of a deadly flower. “And they’re...they’re a ghost eater.”
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They fled, riding the horses recklessly fast down the slopes, heading back up the
ridge line toward the Ahkan’i towns. Only when the sun set did they slow, to exchange
looks of fear and confusion. “We need to set up camp,” Stands-in-Smoke said at last,
and that practicality pulled them back into themselves a little. They went about their
normal tasks in silence, until the horses had been groomed and fed, the fire built,
supper eaten, and no more activity remained to hide behind.

Johann cleared his throat, eyes on their small fire. “You said those men were a

ghost eater. | don’t understand.”



The ghost eater shook his head wearily. “You saw them, Johann. They had a
bhargha in them. They all moved as one, did you notice that? Walked in step, perfectly,
as if only one mind controlled them.”

“But how did they get to be that way?” Stands-in-Smoke asked quietly. “Was
Talys trying to make his own ghost eaters?”

“They were miners,” Gwendith said abruptly, her fingers shredding a leaf, flinging
bits of it into the fire. “I could tell by their clothes, their tools.”

“That’s right. They were like some of the miners | saw outside Fort Reed,”
Johann agreed, puzzled. “But what would they be doing here?”

The ghost eater frowned, trying to quell the fear in his heart. “The bhargha comes
from the life inside of coal,” he said slowly. “I was put into a cave to become a ghost
eater. It's possible that they came here to dig through the earth to reach the coal.”

Gwendith bent her head, staring at the ground in front of her as if it would offer
up some answer. “You said once that coal burns.”

“Yes. There was a great fire many winters ago, when the Dead Trees Town
ghost eater went mad and took a torch into the place he had been made. The old men
say that it burned for moons.”

Gwendith nodded. “Coal burns. And the phoenix stones are going out.”

Johann looked up sharply. “What are you saying?”

“I'm saying that maybe those miners weren’t looking for coal to make ghost
eaters. Think about it, Johann. Colonel Talys told me that the phoenix stones are
dying—if they vanish, we won'’t have anything but wood to burn in our forges to make
weapons. And, with the enemy across the sea, we can’t afford to be caught with no way
to make rifles. Instead of waiting around for the phoenix stones to burn out altogether,
someone started looking for a substitute. Somehow, they found out about the coal in the
these mountains.”

Stands-in-Smoke fed a twig to the fire. “Then why the ghost eaters? Why the
Devourer?”

Gwendith shrugged. “I don’t know. An accident, maybe? Perhaps there was a

cave in? That would explain why there were so many of them.”



“Yes.” The ghost eater sat up suddenly. “If they all died at once in the presence
of coal, the bhargha might have come into them all at the same time, linking them
together into a single entity. None of them knew what had happened, or understood
how they could have died and yet continue to walk and speak and feel. All they knew
was that they hungered.” He put his head in his hands. “So they started looking for
something on which to feed. This is what the animals warned me about. If left to itself,
the Devourer will drink the life from everything in its path. No one—not the Ahkan’it, not
the Rhylachans, not the other peoples—is safe from it. It will strip this land bare.”

Gwendith shuddered and cursed softly.

“Talys knew about this all along,” the ghost eater went on quietly. “That was why
he wanted me. He had this thing loose in the mountains, and he didn’t know what to do
with it. He...experimented...on me to find a way to stop it. To control it.” Despair closed
around him like a granite fist. “All the years of war, all the dead, to keep the Rhylachans
from unleashing a horror like this. And in the end, we failed.”

“Whatever Talys got from you, it didn’t help him much,” Johann pointed out. “I
don’t understand how he can even think he’s got a hope in hell of controlling that thing.
It's too big, too powerful. When | was in Fort Reed, | overheard a conversation between
him and another colonel. Ebrim—the one who wanted to move you. Knowing what we
know now, | think Ebrim was in favor of destroying the Devourer, instead of recruiting it.”

“Good luck to him,” Gwendith muttered.

“Is there a way of destroying it?”

The ghost eater shifted uneasily. A more personal fear whispered in the back of
his mind, but he strove to ignore it. “| don’t know. Fire is the only thing that | know of
which can kill us, and Ebrim would have to burn down half the mountain to make certain
he destroyed the Devourer. Even then, it might not work—the body has to be so badly
burned that it becomes uninhabitable for the bhargha. If there’s enough left, the bhargha
will simply regenerate whatever was burned. It's possible that only one of the
Devourer’s bodies would have to remain partially intact for it to survive. So | don’t think
fire would work.”

“But...?” Gwendith asked softly, hearing the unspoken qualification in his words.



“There is another way to kill us. But | don’t know what it is. Whenever a ghost
eater decides to die, he has to make a replacement. Sometimes, the one he
chooses...is not a very good ghost eater. Some run mad, some become killers, some
simply sit and stare into nothingness without speaking. Some cannot learn to control
their hunger and so could never be allowed among the living. Others...there are many
rules surrounding a ghost eater. Some break them.

“The old ghost eaters have a way of destroying their students, if they prove to be
flawed. But they don’t pass on the knowledge until after they have determined that their
successor is worthy. My time of trial had not ended when | left Bird Creek Town. So |
don’t know what it is, or if it would work against the Devourer.”

“But the old one will be able to tell us, once we get to your home,” Johann said
uncertainly.

“Yes.” The ghost eater looked down at his hands, so that he wouldn’t have to
meet any of their eyes. “I'm sure that he will do whatever he can, once he understands
the danger. But | can’t help but remember that Little Deer didn’t send me back to the old
one—he sent me into New Rhylach to look for Gwendith. And maybe for the rest of you,
if he saw that far.”

Stands-in-Smoke lifted one hand and watched flames dance and weave between
her fingers. “And what does he think we could possibly do against something like the
Devourer?” she asked softly.

For that, no one had an answer.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The party turned away from the Devourer, putting its destruction and the army
trying to control it at their backs, as they hurried up the mountains towards the Ahkan'’i
towns. Whatever fragile peace the ghost eater had felt at returning to his homeland had
been thoroughly destroyed, replaced by nagging fear. How could they hope to stop
something so huge and powerful? And even if they did, how could the Ahkan’it stand
against the Rhylachans when they returned to try again? Hundreds of winters had
passed since the last time an Ahkan’i warrior engaged in anything more violent than the
ball game. How could a society of settled agrarians armed with bows and atlatls fight off
the might of the Rhylachan military?

Perhaps this enemy over the sea will distract them, he thought one night, as he
sat watching Gwendith sleep. If the sea people even care enough to come looking for
the source of the ships bothering them. Chances were, the Ahkan’it would have to find a
defense on their own.

If it was possible.

A few days away from Bird Creek Town, the ghost eater drew No Tongue aside
and asked him if he could give the Ahkan’i language to the rest of the party. To his
relief, No Tongue simply nodded and went from person to person, using his Way to put
the knowledge in their minds, just as he had done for the ghost eater so many weeks
before.

Afterwards, Gwendith came to walk by the ghost eater, at least as much as she
could considering the dense laurel thickets that often blocked their path. “This is
strange,” she said, the words halting and uncertain. “| keep thinking | won’t know the
next word, but it comes out of my mouth anyway.”

He thought back to his own experience. “| know. It won’t seem so odd after a few
days, though.”

By the next day, they were close enough to Bird Creek Town for the landscape to

become painfully familiar. Sadness pricked the ghost eater—here he had hunted with



his brother, walked with his friends, wandered alone with his dreams. When he had
been alive, and named, and had a future before him.

As if in answer to his thoughts, a sudden whoop shattered the stillness. Startled,
he stopped. His eyes found a moving shadow; a moment later, a familiar figure burst out
of the trees.

Joy surged through him, and he sprinted away from the party. “Sihun! Brother!”

Sihun flung his arms about him in a glad hug. Laughing happily, the ghost eater
embraced his oldest friend. Kani, but | missed you, he thought silently.

‘I am come,” he said, the words catching in his throat.

“You are; it is good.”

They stepped apart and eyed one another. Little had changed about Sihun over
the last six moons. He was dressed as befitted an Ahkan’i warrior, in breechclout and
half-leggings. A turtle tattoo on his left breast marked him a warrior born, and a
woodpecker on one arm represented his clan. His shining black hair fell below his waist,
proudly proclaiming that he had never suffered dishonor. But on his face he had painted
two lines that fell from his eyes like tear tracks. The paint’s blue color signified defeat
and shame.

The ghost eater touched the paint lightly. “You still wear this, Sihun?” he asked
softly.

Sihun dropped his eyes. “Nothing has changed, Tamaugua. Nothing has
absolved my guilt.”

The ghost eater shook his head silently. Sihun had first painted those lines the
day Tamaugua had died. Bound by an oath, Sihun could tell no one why he chose the
paint, only that he blamed himself for what had happened to his friend. The ghost eater
knew that he had probably suffered a great deal of questioning and ridicule for his
silence. But Sihun was not one to break a vow, no matter how reluctantly given.

“But you have changed,” Sihun went on, putting his head to one side and
frowning. “You hugged me. You didn’t object when | called you by your name.”

The ghost eater winced. “It isn't my name anymore. Not really. I've come to
believe that | am the same person | was before | died. But I've changed too much to call

myself by the same name.”



“What happened to you? Where did you go? Why did you leave? Who are those
people?” Sihun frowned and reached for his bow. “Are those Enemies?”

The ghost eater grinned suddenly. “They’re friends, Sihun. Very good friends.
Come meet them, and I'll explain everything to you.”

They walked down to where the rest waited, and the ghost eater introduced them
one at a time. “And this is Sihun, of the Woodpecker Clan. He is as close to me as a
brother.”

Everyone looked at Sihun in obvious puzzlement. Johann cleared his throat
delicately. “Um, ghost eater, | know that it might not matter to you anymore, but your
‘brother’ is a woman.”

Sihun gave Johann a scandalized look, then turned to the ghost eater. |
don’t...are they always this rude?”

The ghost eater glared at Johann. “I'm sorry, Sihun. Please forgive them. The
Rhylachans do things differently than we do. He doesn’t mean to be rude—his customs
just aren’t the same as ours.”

“Oh.” Sihun continued to look nonplused.

Wonderful. The ghost eater turned to his companions. “If there’s something that
you don’t understand about our customs, try to be a little more discrete next time. Or
ask Sihun if ’'m not there. To answer your question, Johann, Sihun is a Changed One.
Whatever the physical body he was born into, | assure you that Sihun is a man.”

Johann looked confused but nodded anyway.

“And, Sihun, so that you understand a little better also, Gwendith is not a
Changed One.”

Sihun’s brows drew together slightly. “You are a warrior?” he asked Gwendith
uncertainly.

“You could say that,” she agreed mildly. “I've spent the better part of my life
training how to fight, or teaching others what I've learned.”

“But you are a woman?”

“Definitely.”

Sihun smiled suddenly and shrugged. “As Tamaugua says, your people do have

strange customs. I'd like to hear more about them.”



The ghost eater clapped him on the shoulder. “You will. Let’s find a place to set

up camp, and I'll tell you everything that’s happened to me.”
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The ghost eater and Sihun sat up long into the night. He told his old friend all that
had passed, from his abrupt departure to his discovery of the nature of the Devourer.
He kept the details of his capture to himself, but something in his voice must have
betrayed him, because rage and grief bloomed in Sihun’s eyes.

“I will kill as many of them as | can for you,” Sihun said softly, when he had
finished. “Perhaps it will pay back some of my blood debt.”

“There is no debt,” the ghost eater said tiredly. He looked across the camp, to
where Gwendith lay rolled in her blankets, her honey-colored hair gleaming in the light
from the fire’s last embers. “And | don’t want you to blindly kill every Rhylachan in your
path.”

“After all that they’ve done to you, they aren’t Enemies anymore?”

“No. It's hard to call an entire people Enemy once some of them have become
your friends.”

“This woman-who-is-a-warrior, Gwendith. She seems intriguing.”

“She is.”

Sihun’s eyes narrowed speculatively. “Her looks are hard to get used to, though.
Even so, there’s an exotic appeal about her.”

The ghost eater nodded regretfully. “She is very beautiful.”

‘I knew it!” Sihun hissed, shoving the ghost eater so hard he nearly fell over.
“You love her!”

“Keep your voice down!” the ghost eater whispered, mortified. “Why would you
say that?”

“‘Because it’s true. Don’t give me that look! I've known you all your life—we
played together when we were Boys, wrestled each other when we were Young Men,
and hunted together when we were Warriors. | told you earlier that you had changed.
The man who left here last Spider Moon would have been begging for news of Siska-init

the first moment you saw me. But you haven’t even mentioned her name.”



The ghost eater shrugged uncomfortably. “Wounds heal. The thought of her still
hurts me, but it’s the dull ache of a long-ago injury before a rainstorm. Time will do that.”

‘I know. But it's more than that. She isn’t the center of your heart anymore. | sat
here and listened to your story, and you told it well. But | heard the note in your voice
when you spoke Gwendith’s name, and | saw the expression on your face when you
looked at her.”

“And if | do care for her?” the ghost eater asked bitterly. “What difference does it
make to anyone? I've already condemned myself by running away from the old one—I
doubt very much that this transgression could add any more fuel to his wrath.”

“And her feelings?”

‘I don’t know. I'm not so stupid as that, Sihun. Whatever you insist on calling me,
| am the ghost eater. | am not alive. My touch is death. And even if it wasn’t, | can’t be
as a man with her.”

“But you're still able to find her attractive.”

“Oh yes.” He laughed a little, but it had more sorrow than humor in it. “Do you
remember when we were young, Sihun? We’d dream of all the glory that we were
certain lay ahead of us. We would become the greatest ball players ever, and warriors
from every corner of the mountains would come just to pit their skills against ours. Or
else the Enemies would return and attack, and the two of us would single-handedly
defeat them, and our names would be sung for generations. Do you remember that?”

Sihun smiled ruefully. “| do.”

“My dreams were so big then. Do you know what | dream about now? I'd give

everything | have left to me for a single night in her arms. Kani curse it all.”
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Gwendith woke to a hand on her shoulder. Startled, she opened her eyes, saw
that the sun was only a dream of lighter gray in the east. Sihun crouched above her, a
deeper patch of shadow against the stars.

“What is it?” Gwendith asked quickly. One hand went automatically to her saber

hilt, which always remained close by when she slept.



Sihun sat back, hands folded across her—Gwendith simply couldn’t bring herself
to think of someone so feminine as a male—knees. Her long, raven-dark hair hung
bedraggled, making her look like some kind of wood-sprite from old Rhylach. She
dressed in a breechclout of deerskin dyed green, its apron-like flaps hanging to her
knees before and behind. She also wore knee-length leggings of the same green. A
sash woven of plant fibers hung about her waist, threaded through several pointed
pouches. Bracelets of bone beads decorated her wrists, and beaded leather bands
encircled her upper arms. A smear of ash across her chest obscured the tattoos there.

“Can you hunt?” Sihun asked bluntly.

Gwendith shook her head. “I've never needed to.”

Sihun considered for a moment, probably trying to puzzle out the strangeness
that Gwendith obviously represented to her. Then she shrugged. “Would you like to
learn? | supposedly came out here to hunt deer, even though it's past the good season
for that. | needed some kind of pretext to look for Tamaugua—the ghost eater. After an
entire winter of this, people are starting to think | want to kill everything on the mountain.
| had almost given up hope, until a few days ago, when | heard a chickadee singing on
a branch near my house. | knew then that an absent friend was coming home, so | told
everyone that | was going deer hunting one last time. They laughed at me, but | came
anyway. So, are you coming with me or not?”

Gwendith hesitated, glancing over to where the ghost eater sat watch across the
camp. He smiled and nodded, as if hearing her unspoken question.

‘Do we have enough time?” Gwendith asked uneasily. “With the army and the
Devourer loose—"

“If we’re going to war, we men will be spending the summer fighting, not fishing
or hunting. And it'll be a while before the first corn harvest. We might need the extra
food.” Sihun shrugged. “Anyway, daybreak and sunset are the best times for hunting
deer. If we don’t find anything this morning, we’ll give up and go home. Agreed?”

“All right.”

“| already sang to Water and Fire last night—hopefully they listened, and we’ll
find something this morning.” Sihun stood up, beckoning for Gwendith to follow.

“What about breakfast?” Gwendith asked.



Sihun shook her head. “No. We have to fast until nightfall. This is a sacred
undertaking, Rhylachan.”

They left the camp, walking quietly as they could through the wood. Sihun
glanced at Gwendith several times, as if wondering how anyone could make so much
noise. Eventually, they stopped, and Sihun motioned for them to conceal themselves.
What made this place a likely one to find deer, Gwendith couldn’t guess. To her, it
looked like any other stretch of forest.

Sihun pulled a pouch from her sash and showed it to Gwendith. Inside was a
great deal of red ochre and a small quartz crystal. “If you need to, there’s a chant you
can use to help you find your quarry,” Sihun explained. “You have falcons where you
come from? You use the ochre, draw lines under your eyes the same way that the
falcons have lines under theirs. Then you say: ‘| am a real falcon. My prey cannot evade
me. | am too fast, and my sight is too keen. Yil | am a real falcon.” That will give you the
falcon’s sight, to find your prey with.” Sihun grinned suddenly. “Or say something
different, and it will make you irresistible to the opposite sex.” Her smile faded. “I| would
have used it to find game this morning, except for the shame-marks | already bear. It's
just as well, maybe. They say if you do it too often, it drives you mad.”

They fell silent as the sun began to come up. Sihun put on a leather wrist guard
and strung a bow of black locust. She pulled an arrow from the quiver at her side and
held it ready to nock. After what seemed like a long time sitting in the damp, there came
a faint rustle of leaves. Trying not to breathe too loudly, Gwendith peered out of their
hiding place and saw a small herd of deer.

Sihun sat poised, waiting for them to draw closer. When one finally wandered
near their hiding place, Sihun whispered a chant and let her arrow fly.

The arrow took the animal in the eye, dropping it too quickly for it to even make a
sound. The rest of the herd fled, white tails bobbing in alarm as they leapt gracefully
over snags and thickets. Watching them move, Gwendith felt a stab of regret for the one
they had killed.

Sihun ran to the side of the fallen animal, bent down, and began to talk to it in a
calm voice. Apologizing for killing it, Gwendith realized. Afterwards, Sihun set about

efficiently gutting and dressing the carcass. Copious amounts of blood spotted the



leaves carpeting the ground. Once she had finished, Sihun carefully cut off a small
portion of meat and laid it aside. “This is for Little Deer,” she explained.

Slinging the drained carcass over her shoulders, Sihun started back towards
camp in high spirits. Gwendith followed slowly, a little disturbed, although she couldn’t
say exactly why. Only a few yards from the site of the kill, she heard a sudden noise
behind them. Scavengers already? she wondered, turning back.

To her amazement, a deer exactly like the one they had slain heaved itself up
from the bloody leaves. It paused a moment to shake itself off, then bounded hurriedly
away in the direction the other members of the herd had gone.

“Sihun!” Gwendith ran to catch up with the Ahkan’i warrior. “There was—I| saw—"

Sihun gave her a surprised look. “You really aren’t supposed to watch, although
I've never heard of any harm coming from it.”

“‘But it—I don’t understand.”

Sihun stopped dead, eyes widening. “What do you mean you don’t understand?”
Dread and horror crept into her voice. “Kani curse it—you don’t know, do you?”

Gwendith shook her head.

Sihun closed her eyes, as if she had seen something terrible. “The ghost eater
said that there wasn’t much game left in your lands. No wonder. You've been killing
things for three-hundred winters and never giving any of them a chance to finish out
their lives.”

“What do you mean?”

“‘Animals have a certain span of life given to them that isn’t supposed to be
shortened. If you hunt and kill one properly, it reclaims its body from the blood.”

Gwendith’s hair tried to stand up on end. “You mean like the ghost eaters?”

“Kani, no! No, not at all. Humans are different—once we’re dead, that’s it. But
slay an animal with all the proper ceremonies, and in the right way, and it just goes on
with its life. Do it wrong, though, and its ghost will haunt you forever. If | hadn’t done
things right and with respect, | would have killed the deer in truth. It would have had its
revenge by inflicting me with rheumatism, until | couldn’t stand up straight any more.”
She shuddered. “Your people have been protected by not walking in the world like

everybody else. But now that’s ending—and you're living in a land packed with three



hundred winters’ worth of angry animal ghosts. | think that your people have a lot more
to worry about than this enemy across the sea.”

They went back to the camp in silence. The ghost eater gave Gwendith a curious
look when he saw the chilled expression on her face, but accepted her quick shake of
the head. Sihun gave part of the deer’s tongue to the fire and fed the remainder of its
blood to a nearby stream by washing the flesh. The meat and skin they packed onto
one of the horses. Sihun stepped back, grinning at her handiwork. “Soon I'll be as good
at hunting as Tihune.” Her smile wilted in dismay as soon as the words came out.

The ghost eater shot her a dark look. “Yes,” he said, cold and clipped. “Let’s go.

We've wasted enough time as it is.”

*k%x

As they walked that day, Sihun dropped back to talk to Johann and Stands-in-
Smoke, questioning them about Rhylachan customs, life on the Sanctuaries, and any
other topic she seemed able to come up with. Gwendith listened for a while, then drifted
up to walk by the ghost eater.

“You’ve been quiet today,” she said.

“I have a great deal to think on.” He made an effort to smile. “Nothing to worry
yourself about, though.”

She doubted that. “Can | ask you something about Sihun?”

“What?”

She lowered her voice, not wanting the Ahkan’i warrior to overhear. “She—he—
whatever—said this morning that those blue lines on her face are marks of shame. It
didn’t seem right to ask her what had happened to make her wear them.”

The ghost eater’s expression hardened. “He blames himself for what happened
to me.”

“How?”

He took an unneeded breath, then expelled it sharply. “| suppose it's something
you should know, since you’ll be meeting the people involved soon enough. Sihun and |
have been friends for a very long time, ever since his parents realized that he was a

boy. When a child is of ten winters, they go through a ritual marking their transition from



being a Boy or a Girl to being a Young Man or Young Woman. The town’s ghost eater
gives them a tattoo that he’s seen for them in a vision. Sihun and | are the same age,
and we went right after one another. The ghost eater gave Sihun a turtle to wear, the
turtle being the great warrior among the animals. Then he gave me an egret, the wing of
which is a symbol of peace. People used to tease us about that—about War and Peace
being the best of friends.

“A few winters passed, and I...fell in love with a young woman.” Suddenly his
eyes were anywhere but Gwendith’s face. “Her name was Siska-init, and | thought she
was the most beautiful and perfect woman to ever live. As soon as | had seen my
eighteenth winter and become a Warrior, | asked my aunt to go to her mother and find
out if we could be married.”

He folded his arms across his chest defensively. “| may not be a very good ghost
eater, but | was even worse at being alive. As Tamaugua, | was the most lazy and
selfish person on any mountain.”

“I'm sure that’s not so.”

He smiled bitterly. “I assure you that it is. | constantly shirked my duties. When |
was supposed to be helping clear new fields, | found an excuse to go ‘hunting’—really
just wandering around in the woods. When | was supposed to be fishing, | slept by the
stream. When we raised a new townhouse, | managed to find some reason to absent
myself and passed the time gambling with a visitor from another town.” He shook his
head angrily. “I was a fool and worse. Most people didn’t have any respect for me, and |
can’t say that | blame them.

“For some reason, Siska-init still loved me, no matter what | did. | had been
getting closer to her for a long time, and | cared for her more than anything. But her
mother, needless to say, didn’t think the match a good one. After all, | was lazy and
shiftless. | depended on my brother for food and my aunts for clothes. How could |
provide for Siska-init and our children?

‘I was angry when Seku refused to agree to our marriage. | thought she was
being terribly unfair. Apparently | was blind, as well as stupid. But Siska-init had a
suggestion. If | could prove to Seku that | had changed, that | could provide meat and a

home, she might agree to the marriage after all.



“It was the impetus | needed. | swore to Siska-init and to myself that | would
change. | was going to become a great hunter, a hard worker, a man other men could
admire. The kind of husband she deserved.

“To that end, | decided to go hunting. | went during the Moon When the Deer Rut,
when the deer would be the fattest. Sihun naturally wanted to accompany me. And |
asked my brother Tihune to come as well.

“Tihune...was everything that | was not. Tall, handsome, respected. Everyone
knew that he was the best hunter in the town, the best ballplayer, and the best
toolmaker. Men admired him, and women...well, he seldom had to spend a night alone
if he didn’t want to.

“‘He was two winters my elder, and | adored him. He was always kind and a little
protective. He helped me when | had trouble learning to make arrows and cheered me
on when | played the ball game. Later, once it became obvious that | was less than self-
sufficient, he provided meat and skins for me. It was only natural that | ask him to go
with us on the hunt.

“We observed all the proper rituals, and fasted, and then started out. We had
been hunting for several days, with good success, when...something terrible
happened.”

He was silent for a long time, as if formulating what words he wanted to speak.
His long hair hid his features from her, so it was impossible to tell what feelings went
through him. “Sometimes a hunter will wear a decoy made from a deer’s head. Rutting
males will come up to him, looking for a fight, and he can shoot them. It's dangerous for
two reasons. One is that if he misses, or isn’t fast enough, the deer could attack him.
The second is that there might be other hunters around, who from a distance don’t
realize that he isn’t a real deer.

“That was what happened to me. There were some other men in the woods, from
the next town over. | saw one | thought was a deer, and | killed him.” He swallowed
thickly. “I was horrified—we all were. And then his companions came upon us. One of
them was his brother, Tskua of the Rhododendron Clan. Tskua fell into a rage and

demanded a life in return for that of his brother.”



“‘But—but it was an accident!” Gwendith exclaimed. “Surely you couldn'’t just be
killed for something you didn’t mean to do!”

The ghost eater spread his hands apart. “He was within his rights, Gwendith.
Normally, when a death is accidental, the clan of the dead man does take some other
form of compensation. We offered him everything we could think of—skins piled tall
enough to equal the slain man’s height, copper bracelets, corn sufficient to last him
throughout the winter. But he refused. Even men from his own party begged him to take
our offer, but he was adamant.

“We could have gone back to Bird Creek Town and gotten the rest of the Owl
Clan involved. But we were afraid that would only lead to a blood feud, and we didn’t
want that. So | surrendered myself to Tskua.”

Gwendith shook her head, feeling sick. “Wizards.”

“T'skua took me to a clearing. | told myself that | would be brave, that | would die
with courage. | told myself that | would be no great loss to the Ahkan’it—certainly not as
great a loss as someone such as Tihune would have been. After all, | was the one who
hadn’t done anything to contribute to the town’s welfare. | had brought this on myself—
my own shiftlessness was the reason | had been out hunting in the first place.

“And then...the ghost eater came. He told Tskua that | would die as promised—
but that my body would belong to him.

“Even Tskua was horrified. | remember him asking the ghost eater to reconsider,
trying to take back his claim on my life, offering to settle for something lesser. Not even
he thought | deserved such a fate. And I...l couldn’t face it. My courage snapped, and |
ran like a coward. The ghost eater ran me down, and | died the dishonorable death |
deserved.”

Gwendith shuddered. “I saw it happen.” She slipped an arm around his shoulders
in a gesture of comfort. “And | saw what happened later, when you revived in the cave.
It was what finally put me in the asylum.”

“Then I’'m sorry.” He laid his hand over her own. “For the next three moons, | was
kept apart from others. The old one taught me to be Bird Creek Town’s new ghost eater.
How to control the bhargha, to hold it tight inside of me so that | didn’t accidentally

devour the ghosts of those around me. It is not an easy training, and he was not gentle



with me, but it is necessary to keep a new ghost eater from harming those he is meant
to protect. Then, when that time had passed, he proclaimed me ready to go among the
living, and we went back to the town.

“Everyone had come out to see our return. They just stared at me, like | was
some stranger they had never seen before. Sihun broke away and came up to me, and |
saw that he had painted the color of shame on his face. He blamed himself for my
death, you see—thought that he should have done something to either convince Tskua
to let me go, or to stop the ghost eater from taking my body. He declared in front of
everyone that, so far as he was concerned, | was still Tamaugua and still his friend.

“It was a shocking thing to say. According to what | had always been taught, |
was now nothing more than the bhargha. Tamaugua’s ghost had gone on to the
Darkening Land, and only his body and his memories remained behind. As the ghost
eater, | had no name, no kin, and no friends.

“‘Everyone was very angry with Sihun, and some of the older men tried to insist
that he remove his face paint. He refused and swore that he would still call me
Tamaugua, until someone proved to him that | was not.”

“He’s a loyal friend,” Gwendith murmured.

“Yes. If only all were like that. After such a display, no one wanted to leave. So |
had to walk through the crowd of people who had been my friends and kin, and who
now looked at me as a stranger. They parted before me, and | saw Siska-init and
Tihune. For a moment, all | felt was a mixture of joy and sorrow. Joy to see her again,
and anguish to know that | could never tell her | loved her, could never hold her, never
even talk to her as a normal man might. Women can cut their hair without shame, and |
saw that she had shorn hers off as a mark of her grief. | can’t describe how it made me
feel, to know she had done that for me.

“And then...then one of her hands dropped to her belly, curled around it
protectively. | remember being surprised, because it was an odd gesture, and because
it looked like she was a little thicker than usual there. Then she reached out to Tihune
with her other hand, and the look on both their faces was one of such wretched shame
that | knew the truth. Siska-init, my love, was pregnant with my brother’s child.”

“I'm sorry.”



“So am I. | just...l still don’t understand it. Siska-init loved me, | know she did,
and yet...according to Sihun, Tihune had to marry her only fifteen days after coming
home. They must have lain together practically the first night after she learned | was
dead.” He rubbed one hand angrily across his eyes. “| can’t understand it. | cared for
both of them, and | thought that they were devoted to me as well. But while | was
waking up dead in a cave, they were making love.”

Anger coalesced in Gwendith’s heart—a cool rage at those who had dared to
betray him like that. Bastard, she thought furiously. Bitch.

But anger wasn’t what he needed from her, so she swallowed it back. “I don’t
know what to say,” she said at length. “| wish that there was something | could do to
make you feel better.”

He shrugged. “It isn’t so bad now. Not like at first.” He looked away, out over the
mountainside, to the blue peaks that surrounded them. “| left seven moons later, after

the baby was born. Siska-init named her son Chiaha—regret.”

*k*k

That night, after they had made camp, the ghost eater called them all close
around the fire. “We’ll be at Bird Creek Town tomorrow,” he announced with a singular
lack of enthusiasm. “There are some things | need to tell you first, things you'll need to
know.”

Gwendith frowned slightly but held her peace. There had been a gloom around
the ghost eater ever since their conversation earlier that day. Truthfully, she thought, he
had been in low spirits since entering the mountains.

“Sihun will give you whatever help you need,” he went on, glancing briefly at his
friend. “He’s promised to ask his grandmother, Hilaka, to get the Woodpecker Clan to
adopt you. If she agrees, you’ll have the same status as anyone born Ahkan’i.

“You can trust Hilaka. She’s seen at least seventy winters, so she’s one of the
wisest people in the town. Just be sure that you show respect towards her. That goes
for any old people you meet.

“Hilaka is a truth-seer. She doesn’t use her Way all the time, not unless there’s a

reason, because people don’t want someone constantly finding out whether they’re



lying or not. But if no one else suggests it first, you can ask her to hear your story out as
a truth-seer, so that she knows you’re here to help.

“And...you can trust my brother, Tihune. There’s been some bad feelings
between us, but that doesn’t change the fact that he means well.” Sihun snorted at this,
but the ghost eater ignored her. “Sihun will make sure he knows that you are all my
friends, are all under my protection. He'll do whatever is necessary to help you.”

Johann cleared his throat. “Er, it sounds like you aren’t going to be there with us.”

‘l won’t.”

“What!” Stands-in-Smoke exclaimed. “Where are you going?”

‘I won’t be going anywhere. I'll be dead.”

Gwendith’s heart seemed to stumble to a stop. “W-what?”

He avoided her gaze. “| abandoned my duties as the ghost eater. The rules
surrounding my kind are very strict, because it would be so easy for us to become a
danger to the living. We are not allowed to deviate, even a little, from the traditions set
down by the original ghost eater.

“A few winters from now, after | had been the ghost eater for a time...perhaps |
could have left and come back without worry. But | was still under the tutelage of the old
one. It is the duty of the old ghost eater to make certain that his replacement will follow
the traditions. | broke the rules by deserting my place. Unless | am greatly mistaken, the
old one has already judged me unfit and will destroy me the moment | return.”

“But—but the animals told you to go!” Gwendith protested. “Surely he would take
that into account!”

“You don’t know the old one,” Sihun remarked dryly. “He isn’t what you would call
entirely sane.”

“That isn’t the point,” the ghost eater said. “Yes, | did as the animals asked me—
but | also turned my back on the traditions and rules that bound me. By doing so, | have
marked myself as a danger to the Ahkan’it. No one will ever be sure what | might or
might not do.

“The things we are asked to do in life are seldom without consequences,
especially if they are important. | knew that when | left, and | accepted it. | have done as

the animals asked me—I went out into Rhylachan lands, and | brought Gwendith back. |



even discovered the nature of the Devourer, if not how to fight it. My part is finished. All
that remains is to face the repercussions of my actions.”

Gwendith stared at him, unable to believe what she was hearing. “So you’re just
going to let him kill you?”

“Yes.”

The world seemed to stop. There had to be something she could do, something
she could say, but her mind blanked. The memory of Caitlin’s death came back
sharply—she had been utterly helpless to save her own daughter. How could she hope
to do any better now?

Come on, Gwendith, pull it together. Now is not the time for panic. There has to
be something | can do. He thinks he’s doing the right thing. That he’s being courageous,
and—

Courage.

She stood up slowly, walked over to where the ghost eater sat, and looked
scornfully down at him. “Coward.”

His head snapped up, eyes going wide. “What?”

“l said that you are a coward.”

He came to his feet, face flushed with anger and hurt. “I am not.”

“Then prove it by fighting for your life, instead of giving in to this!”

“‘Don’t you understand?” His hands clenched into fists at his side, skin going
white over the knuckles. “I was a coward the last time! | ran away when the old one
came for me. This time it will be different. | won’t dishonor myself by fleeing.”

“I didn’t tell you to flee death, I told you to fight it! Damn you, listen to me! The
animals gave you a task—do you really think they meant for you to just submit to some
lunatic and die before it was half done? You’ve brought us all here; you've seen the
Devourer. You know good and well that we still need your help. Why do you think the
animals chose you?”

“Because a living warrior wouldn’t have survived the journey.”

“True. But they could just as easily have sent the old one in your stead. More
easily, maybe. He already had a replacement picked out and trained. Yet they sent you.

And, no matter what anyone says, whether spirit or ghost eater or human, | know that



we need you. You are the one who understands Rhylachans; you are the one who’s
been out beyond the mountains. You're the one who’s seen what the army is capable of
doing and what we are capable of doing. Not Sihun, not Tihune, not the old one. You.”

The ghost eater remained silent, but now his look was more uncertain than
angry.

Gwendith sighed and brushed her hair back from her eyes. “If that can’t convince
you, then ask yourself this. We have a hard fight ahead of us—against the army,
against the Devourer. Does the brave man abandon his friends, leave the field? Or does
the brave man stay and fight for his people, no matter how difficult or how hopeless that
fight may seem?”

“All right!” he exclaimed suddenly, flinging up his hands. “I surrender. I'll do
whatever | can to keep the old one from killing me tomorrow. Does that satisfy you?”

Relief went through her, and it was all she could do not to shout her reply. “Yes.”

“Good.” He glared at her for a moment. Then, slowly, it turned into a rueful smile.
“‘Sometimes, you make me angrier than anyone else | have ever known in my entire
life.”

Johann grinned. “Gairin used to say the exact same thing.”

They settled down for the night soon after. Sihun insisted that the ghost eater get
some sleep, so the watch would be sat in shifts, starting with No Tongue. Gwendith lay
awake for a long time, watching the moonlight illuminate the ghost eater’s sleeping
profile.

“I’'m going to hold you to your promise,” she whispered to him softly. But she
remembered what he had said before, that the old one knew ways of killing ghost eaters
that he did not. And she wondered if the promise she had extracted would make any

difference.

*k%k

Talys sat on the edge of his cot, too tired to work at his desk but too worried to
sleep. The camp outside had settled down for the most part. The only sounds were the

occasional tread of footsteps as someone passed by the tent outside, or the hushed



voices of the watch. A wolf howled somewhere nearby, and Talys shivered at the
desolate sound.

All of his hard work, and it had so far come to naught. Beoch had spent his
strength like a dying man, working insane hours to make chains and panels to cage the
undead miners. Talys had been so certain that it would work. His experiments with the
ghost eater he had captured had shown him that such creatures could be injured, if they
were deprived of lives to feed on. It was even possible that they could be starved to
death, or at least rendered nearly harmless. Unfortunately, he didn’t know that for
certain, thanks to Ebrim’s bungling loss of their only specimen.

That in itself was bad enough. But the reports he was getting from his men back
in New Rhylach were enough to put ice in his blood. Over his ten years of seeking out
the gifted, Talys had thought that he had seen a gradual increase in the number of
people with Ways. The disaster with the angry cows at Twelve Mile Creek had seemed
to confirm the theory. But now...now there was no denying that New Rhylach was
experiencing what could almost be described as a plague of Ways.

The reports were scattered as of yet, but many were frightening. Horrible floods
had inundated the southern part of the country, apparently the work of an uncontrolled
weather-shaper. Fire had consumed most of Fort Ilyich after an angry merchant had
suddenly begun striking at those about him with hands wreathed in unnatural flames. A
priest in Haynesville had been found hanging in the bell tower of his own church; a
suicide note claimed that he had been possessed by devils that allowed him to levitate
objects. And a young woman had been stoned to death by an angry mob in Aneirach
after using a thought-whisperer’s power to blackmail everyone within reach.

And there was more bad news, in the form of sudden outbreaks of strange
illnesses or unexplained insanity. It didn’t take a native to recognize the revenge of
animal ghosts.

He sighed and closed his eyes. The damnable thing was that the situation was
as much an opportunity as a threat. If only he could go back to New Rhylach, his
knowledge of Ways would allow him to take command of the situation. Not only would
he be hailed as a savior for calming the populace, but his new followers would make it

easy to instigate the changes Rhylachan society needed.



But instead, he was stranded here, in these Wizards-forsaken mountains, captive
to Ebrim and the undead miners. The gigantic ghost eater was the key to Rhylachan
defense, if the enemy across the sea chose this vulnerable time to attack. But before he
could make use of it, he had to figure out how to control it.

Rubbing wearily at his eyes, he picked up an ancient journal and began to read.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The next day, they reached the end of their long journey.

They came up over the sharp crest of a ridge, and a wide valley opened out
before them. A river ran through the center, silver in the morning light. Fields
interspersed with towering oaks lay along the wide flood plain. Even from the heights,
Gwendith could see the small shapes of people hard at work with the spring planting.

The town itself stood on a bluff above the flood plain. Unlike Rhylachan towns,
this one was loosely organized, scattered far up and down along the river’s course. The
structures seemed to stand in small clusters comprised of at least one round building
and one square, and sometimes another one or two round outbuildings. Trees provided
shade and shelter. Close to the center of the town was a wide cleared space,
surrounded by four large square buildings. Nearby stood another circular structure of
enormous proportions.

“That’s the square ground and the townhouse,” the ghost eater said, pointing to
the plaza and large building. “That’s where we’re going.”

“If we get that far,” Sihun added ominously.

They started down a well-worn path that curved beneath the trees. About halfway
down, they turned a sudden corner where the trail avoided a tall mound of rocks. Two
small children, who had apparently been playing in the path, stood up quickly. They
were both boys, Gwendith saw—twins. They wore only short breechclouts and lacked
both tattoos and jewelry. Their eyes widened sharply, and one of them took a step back,
his frightened face riveted on Gwendith.

“T'skiya, Une-ti,” Sihun said sharply, catching their attention. “Run down to the
town and gather everyone together. Tell them the ghost eater has returned.”

One of the boys nodded, then grabbed his twin’s arm and pulled him hard in the
direction of the town. Within seconds, they had vanished down the trail.

“They were afraid of us,” Johann said quietly.



The ghost eater nodded. “Mothers sometimes discipline their children by telling
them that the Enemies will come get them if they misbehave.”

“It was always the water cannibals with me,” Sihun said. “At least, until | refused
to go bathe in the river one morning for terror of them. My uncles had to all but drag me
down there.”

They walked the rest of the path in silence, the horses on leads behind them. At
last the trail opened out, and Gwendith saw the first houses of the town proper.
Between the houses and the travelers, there waited a wall of people. The twins had
apparently wasted no time alerting the town.

The men stood in front, holding bows or atlatls. They dressed like Sihun, in
breechclouts and leggings, their feet bare. Most of them had very long hair, though
there were a few with locks shorn to their shoulders. All were tattooed to varying
degrees with stylized animals, plants, stars, or suns.

One man stood out before them all. His breechclout was stained and dirty, and
one legging was missing. Ashes had been smeared into his hair, turning it into a gray,
clotted tangle. Black lines traced the outline of his skull across his living features.

The old one, Gwendith realized, startled by his appearance. Somehow, she had
envisioned him as an elderly man. But, like her ghost eater, he looked eighteen at the
most.

“Young one,” he said. There was a high, thin edge to his voice, identical to the
note Gwendith had heard from some of her fellow inmates in the asylum. “You were a
fool to return.”

Another man moved forwards. His dark hair had gone mostly gray, but his body
still looked hale. His features were austere, as if wind and years had honed them to
sharpness, and the expression in his eyes was severe. “Sihun,” he said, “who are these
people you have brought to our town?”

The ghost eater straightened his shoulders and stepped into the older man’s line-
of-sight, forcing him to look at him. “Jilhe of the Owl Clan,” he said respectfully. “l am the
one who brought them here from their own lands. If you will allow me to explain....”

“No explanations!” the old one shouted, making a cutting motion with one hand.

“There are no words you can speak which will explain either your presence or theirs!”



Gwendith went tense, seeing an ugly gleam that presaged violence in the old
one’s eyes. One hand went automatically to her pistols. The men saw her movement,
and several nocked arrows or lifted atlatls.

“No!” the ghost eater exclaimed. “Gwendith, please.”

Gwendith forced her hands down to her sides. “I'm sorry,” she said, directing the
comment towards the assembled townspeople. “I| have been a warrior for a long time,
and some things become habit. | do not mean any harm to anyone here.”

A soft murmur went through the crowd. Jilhe looked at her thoughtfully. “Who are
you?”

“‘My name is Gwendith.” She couldn’t bring herself to add Smithswife after
Beoch’s betrayal at Fort Reed.

“Your clan?”

“My people don’t have clans.” This evoked a louder murmur, plus a number of
incredulous stares.

‘Let me explain,” the ghost eater said again. ‘I left here during the Spider Moon
because Little Deer and Rabbit came to me and gave me a warning. They said that
there was a terrible danger to the Ahkan’it. They showed me a vision of an Enemy
woman and told me to find her, to help in the coming battle. That woman was
Gwendith.”

“Lies!” cried the old one. “If he speaks the truth, then why didn’t he come to me
first and ask my guidance?”

The ghost eater flushed angrily. “Because | thought that you would believe my
desire to leave a sign that | was unfit, and kill me for it. The animal spirits gave me a
task—I had to fulfill it.”

“You are a liar, trying to justify bringing this poison, this filth, into lands our
ancestors died to protect from them. There is no danger!”

“The threat is real! | have seen it with my own eyes! Call a truth-seer!”

The old one’s mouth curved into a sneer, hideously distorting the tattooed lines
on his face. “You know that a truth-seer’s Way will not work on a ghost eater.”

“No. But it will work on my companions, who have also seen the danger. There is

war coming, whether you wish to acknowledge it or not.”



“No! We will not hear the lies of Enemies—"

“Two of my companions are Hut Sitters!”

“—or those of cowards!” The old one’s bhargha unfolded suddenly, like a deadly
anemone reaching out of his heart. “You will all die.”

“Stop this at once!” snapped a new voice. An old woman made her way slowly
through the wall of warriors. Her hair was white, her skin deeply seamed. She leaned
heavily on a wooden staff, and her lower jaw had the thrust-out look of one who has lost
all her teeth. Ignoring the bhargha, she tottered determinedly up to the old one and
glared at him. “You may have authority over that one—" she pointed her staff at the
ghost eater “—but it is the women who say what is to be done with prisoners.”

If ghost eaters could have killed by their eyes alone, the old one would