Excerpt from Darius' Hi story of Rhomatum
Reconsi dered, by Berul dunSegri, witten and published in
the year 284 after the Founding and found in the private
library of N kaenor Rhomandi dunhheric, 18th
Princeps of Rhomatum

It is frankly naive to accept any witten history as abso-
lute fact, as all events are filtered at |east once through the
eyes of the participants and again through the eyes of the
recorder. Even if the recorder and participant are one and
the sane, witten history remains a record tw ce renoved
fromfact, as one nmust always interpret one's experiences in
retrospect, and one is never quite the same before or after
the interpretation, nuch | ess the events thensel ves.
Wth regard to the history of Rhomatum this limtation is
particularly evident in the decades surroundi ng the Founda-
tion. W& have a paucity of docunentary evi dence regarding
t hepr esumabl ydecades of events and thoughts that |ed
to the Darian Exodus fromthe ancient city of Mauritum
and the founding of our own fair city. This dearth of know -
edge may be partly attributed to the inevitable attrition of
sources over three centuries and the |ikelihood that the nost
interesting sources remain in Mauritum inaccessible to this
consci entious scholar. Yet these are not the only reasons for
our ignorance, nor are they the greatest. Darius Rhomand
hinsel f, our city's founder, nust be judged the architect of
our ignorance.
By his own decrees, in the thirty-third year after the
Foundi ng, Darius severed his creation fromthe city which
had created him Wth a single stroke of his pen, our
Founder proclainmed his own recounting of the Founding
and his own nmenories of Mauritum which he'd set forth in
lus three-volume H story of Rhomatum were all the past
Rhomat um needed for the future. Al other substantial evi-
dence of Mauritumwas henceforth banned in Rhomatum
Books were burntnot just the tomes of interpretive his-
tory Rhomatumis first settlers transported i nto Rhomat um
along with their other baggage, but letters, private diaries,
and all the other intimate docunents of people in their own
time, wi thout which the conscientious historian is reduced
to evidence scarce renmpoved from runornongeri ng, hearsay,
and gossi p.
Havi ng excised their Muritum n past from Rhomatunm s
col l ective consci ousness, our Founder then signed the second
decree of the Reformation, thereby sealing his city's fate of
i sol ati oni st ignorance.
| speak, of course, of the establishment of the Darian cal -
endar which, within the limts of nature (since not even Da-
rius could adjust the speed with which we circle the sun),
di vided the year into nine equal nonths of four equal weeks
of nine days. To those seven (and sonetinmes eight) enbar-
rassingly inescapable intercalary days, he assigned the sole
st ate-sancti oned holiday, the now notorious Transition Day
Festival .
In his ongoing attenpts to sal vage our collective con-
sci ousness fromthe "insidious effects of unconsci ous aggran-
di zenent," Darius declared those nonths and days be
naned not for forgotten kings, like Mauritum s fourteen un-
equal rnonths; nor ancient gods |like the eight days of Mauri -
tum s week; but nunmbered, sinply and rationally, beginning



with the day Darius hinself set the rings of Rhomatum

into notion.

Today is the third day of the second week of the seventh
month of the 283rd year after the Foundi ng. But what day
isit in Mwuritun? |1 do not know. No one in Rhomatum
doesl est he admit illegal comerce with our ancestral city.
Ch, Darius! The good you did for your children and your
children's children when you set the clocks and cal endars of
Rhomat um runni ng on their own time was a curse upon

hi stori ansas well you knew it would be! Fromthe | ands
beyond our own | ey-determ ned borders we have a pl enitude

of tales, nothing nore. No kernels of dates or docunents

whi ch a conscientious historian mght plant and nurture into
a hedge linking the here and now of Rhomatumto the there
and then of Mauritum

Yet |, Berul dunSegri, shall try to piece together sone
under st andi ng of Mauritum s anci ent pastand by pai nst ak-

i ng extraction, sone notion of how the Rhomatum | know

and | ove cane to be.

[We] know Mauritum s ring | egacy goes back a thou-
sand years and nore, and Rhomatumi s a mere three hun-
dred. This sinple fact would indicate that we did indeed
originate, physically, culturally, and technologically, from
Mauritum While this mght seem obvi ous, one nust renem
ber that Darius controls our know edge, and so our ability
to logically extrapolate froma given set of information. Real-
i zing where our beliefs originate helps us to exam ne their
i nherent reliability.

[ The island off Maurislan in general, and the city of
Mauritumin particular, was, by all available evidence, the
birthplace of the leythiumring disciplines around which
Rhomat um soci ety is structured. While we've no reason to
presune the |leylines and nodes which provide the basis for
t hose disciplines are unique to our small corner of the conti-
nent, elsewhere in the civilized world, people appear to have
ei ther ignored, rejected, or never discovered the advantages
of ley energy.

El sewhere, people live much as the hill-folk and the
between-ley farmers, in towns and villages and indivi dua
honest eads, dependent upon candles for light and fire for
heat. Even where great and powerful |eadership results in
cities to rival Rhomatumin both size and popul ati on, those
citizens still conduct their lives under the npost prinitive of
conditions, where the very necessities of life create filth and
stench uni magi nable to a citizen of Rhomatum

These have a |l ong and conpl ex history of petty ki ngdons

and enmpires with which Darius, in his H stories, was nota-

bly unconcer ned.

The consci entious schol ar can't but wonder whether this

| ack of interest on the part of Rhomatum s founder in the
Wrld Beyond the Wb (a tendency which to this day, Rho-

mat um hersel f di splays in her extra-web dealings) indicates
(1) an idiosyncrasy endemic to any node city, (2) an isola-
tionist tendency inherited from Rhomatum s soci ot echno-
logic progenitor, or (3) a sinple echo of Rhomatuni s
founder's own limted interests and biases. .

i nsofar as history can be described as 'fact, i nsof ar as
we have a multiplicity of accounts to substantiate those
‘facts,' we have anple reason to believe the following to
be 'true':



1) In the spring of the thirty-ninth year of Matrindi's reign
in Mauritum Darius Rhomandi, of no proven patronage,

led 257 adult males, 199 adult fenales and an unrecorded
nunber of mnor children out of the city of Mauritum and
across the Amaidi Channel to the mainland valley where

t hey founded the city of Rhomatum

2) That Darius was ultinmately responsible for capping and
controlling the Rhomatum | eynode al so appears undi sput ed,

as is the case with Darius' claimto Maurii priesthood,

t hough he was apparently a very minor priest, nost likely

of the netal -working order, considering the endl ess det ai

wi th which he describes the casting of the Rhomatum ri ngs.

3) According to hill-folk tradition, a tradition substanti-
ated by the ruins scattered throughout the valley and foot-
hills, the Dorian refugees were by no neans the first
i nhabitants of the valley. However, none of the physical evi-
dence supports the current, highly popul arized theory that
Darius led an arny into the valley and destroyed the Tansh-
irin of local folklore: the patterns of destruction still extant
on the ruined castles and altars, while not indicative of natu-
ral weat hering and decay, have nore in common with | ey-

i nvoked lightning storms than with any human engi ne of

war. Nor is there evidence in the remaining architecture to
suggest other than human ori gin.

Indeed, in this, considering the deserted sites, rubbled vic-
tims of Rhomatum s shunted lighting storms, now extant on

t he Rhomatum Web's own borders, we can trust Darius

account that the valley beyond Persitum Node had becone

a mael stromfollowi ng Mauritum s capping of Persitum A
constant poundi ng of lightning would seem at least to this
hunbl e schol ar, sufficient inducenent for Rhomatum Val -

ley's former inhabitants to have taken their | eave.

O Mauritumitself, we have little solid evidence to
support or defy Darius' unquestionably biased account; the
reports of mutual trade interests, however, substantiate his
contentions of nassive overpopulation within the island
cities, as well as the enornous sociopolitical power he attri-
butes to the Maurii priesthood.

G anted these two 'facts,' Darius' demand that the main-
| and satellite nodes swear fealty to Rhomatum al one or be
cut out of the web was destined to create antipathy between
Darius' Rhomatum and anci ent Mauritum
According to Darius, there were actual arned assaults on
Rhomatum i n those early days; however, considering Muri -
tums limted nmartial resourcesby that tine the world be-
yond consi dered theminvincible, and they hadn't nounted
an wny in generationsand considering also the fact that
by the time such assaults could have taken pl ace Dari us'
original small band had grown to thousands, Darius' color-
ful depiction of Maurii sol diers breaching the outer walls of
Rhomat um and threatening the Tower itself might well be
all color and little substance.
A created cultural paranocia, if you will.
Then again, the accounts m ght be word for word, event
by event, accurate. One sinply cannot know.

and | acki ng a contenporary outside perspective, recon-
ciliation of [Darius'] acts with his espoused goals and beliefs
is virtually inpossible.
What appears indisputable to this scholar is that two great
powers have been poised in equilibriumfor three centuries:



one structured ostensibly around the will of great and power-
ful gods, the other (also ostensibly) around human free will.
That the god Maurii lusts after additional followers is a
virtual givensuch is the way of gods. \Wat Darius in-

tended, what goals Darius has passed on to his descendants,

is far less certain to those of us who |ive outside the Tower.
For three hundred years, these two powerful, isolate enti-
ties have stood side by side, |ooking carefully past one an-
other, their peaceful coexistence based upon their own

invincibility upon their own soil. If, however, each of these
al oof giants in fact desires the other's power, when that bal -
ance shifts, as sone day it nust, they will be forced to | ook

upon one another in truth, without a god' sany god's,
Maurii's or Darius'intervention
Pr el ude

H gh in the atnosphere above Munt Khoratum noi sture-
| aden froth boils higher, deeper. Denied escape, caught be-
tween the freezing air above and the shifting energi es bel ow,
particles roil in ever-increasing ferocity, swirling on fierce,
invisible currents, tw sting, rubbing, chafing . .
Deep within the heart of Munt Khoratum in a |eythium
draped chanber deeper than the deepest human ni nes,
Mot her | aughed, revelling in the flow of pure energy that
slithered tingling tendrils across her skin, and for a tine, it
was sensuality alone that dictated her nmoves, that drove
her to keep that brew ng storm contai ned.
It is an ancient, elemental ritual, this periodic convergence
of power, frustration, and obstinacy; a ritual conpelled by
laws as prinordial as the earth herself toward its inevitable
resol ution:
Li ght ni ng arced between cl ouds.
"00-00-00 ..." Mther shivered in victorious ecstasy.
"Yes!"
On the nountain's surface, midway between | eythium
cave and lightning cloud, in the Tower overl ooking the
human-built city called Khoratum in a chanmber where the
seven | eyt hium coated rings of Khoratum spun solemly
about their common centerthe Khoratum free radica
echoed that sky-born bolt with a quivering deflection of its
own si nuous path.
It was a tiny shift, a disturbance only the nost observant
woul d note: the radical (an anorphous streaner of pure
| eyt hi um t hat ski pped and danced freely anmong its nore
rigid cousins) was prone to random notion. A tiny distur-
bance, but significant. A power fluxtiny, but significant
that only a nost Tal ented human ringnaster could correct

Wi t hout consumer awar eness.
Visible to no one within that notably enpty room bane-
ful energy sizzled along the radical, arced fromradica
streanmer to the outernpst Cardinal R ng. The Cardi na
shuddered, its heartbeat-regular rhythmfaltered, and the
energy note |eapt inward, disrupting the painstakingly
al i gned orbits of Khoratum Tower's rings one by one.
On the innernost, it paused as if savoring its triunph,
then penetrated the central sphere itself. "The scintillating
orb flared, a nomentary | ocalized nova extending well be-
yond the Cardinal's radius, then faded to |ightless black
The rings faltered and tunbled to the tiled floor
Lights within the enbryonic city bl ossom ng rippl ew se



fromthe Tower's baseflickered and di ed.

Sirens sounded. Briefly.

Unchecked, the note fled the Tower and skipped trium
phantly along city streets vacant on this fearsone afternoon
and m dni ght -dark between storny skies and nmountain
shadows. It slithered sullenly past wattle and daub huts
aglowwith light, oil lanmps inpervious to the note's pres-
ence, then flowed like spring rain runoff along the leyline,
down the mountain pass toward the fertile Rhomatum

Val | ey.

It was a route marked with dead and dying trees, the

unnat ural byproduct of Khoratum s recent capping. Before
the humans, the ley had created but small disruptions to
the natural surface growth; the narrow |ines of sterility
marking its underground structure had been part of the
natural schene, rivers and streans.

But the humans capped t he nodes, concentrated the en-

ergy flows, and spread the pat hway, making of the natura

l ey a wound, a perversion. And to that perversion, the hu-
mans added gravel and paving stone: a road for their travel -
i ng conveni ence.

On that | eyroad cane a cargo haul er bound for Khora-

tum foolish and greedy driver to be out on a | eyroad on
such a day, daring the elenments to interfere with his
schedul e.

Li ke some giggling, formess gremin, the spark infiltrated
the haul er's heater-core and brushed the tiny |eythiumweb
contained there with an epheneral kiss. The web shrivel ed;
the heater died. Deprived of buoyancy, the hauler's tower-
ing balloon wilted, throwing the cargo bed's full weight
onto woeful Iy inadequate wagon axles. The draft horses
stopped dead in their tracks, and the | ead gel ding cast an
accusntory gl ance over his broad shoul der toward the sil k-
draped, disgruntled driver

The sparking note, heedl ess now of the havoc in its

wake, scanpered through the Khoramali foothills, ignoring
equal ly the thriving watchtowers of the current human pop-
ulace and the ruined altars of the previous inhabitants. It
bounded relentlessly toward the valley's sout her nnost

reach, toward another |ey-rich node, another ringchamnber,
anot her tower-doni nated city.

Mount Rhomatum eroded with tineas Munt Khora-

tum was not.

Rhomat um Node: where nine major |eylines converged

to Khoratum s six

Rhomatum City: a web of carefully plotted ringroads and
radi al spokes: |eyroad connections to other nodes, other
citiesof which Khoratum was youngest.

But far from| east.

Rhomat um home of Ri ngnaster Anheliaa dunMoren

architect and instigator of the profane Khoratum Tower.
Gai ni ng monent um and gl eeful purpose with each pass-

ing instant, the spark traversed its barren path, a gravelled
sl ash between lush, cultivated fields, and streaked through
the outer-city livestock market, unnoticed by any save cat-
tl e and chi ckens.

Al nmost sentient in its excitenment, the |ightning-born ca-
lamty reached for the City's outernost wall, the human-
made buffer agai nst human fl ot sam seeki ng Rhomat uni s
energy-rich harbor.



It gained the innernost stone

And di ed.

Unnot i ced.

Unappr eci at ed.

(Sigh.)

| gnor ed.

And, as yet another |eythiumstrand quivered in synpa-
thetic resonance to the firestormragi ng above. Mdther kin-
dled another . . . event.

5ECTI O t

QOVE

The i nmpendi ng del uge erupted just as Deynorin Rhomand
dunMheric raced beneath the palisade gate that nmarked the
Rhomatum unbrell a's outernost perinmeter. A single stride

wi thin, Deynorin's horse, wise to the idiosyncrasies of the
City and disdai ni ng anything so plebeian as a signal from
his rider, shd to a plunging, bucking halt, spraying sand and
gravel over the gate attendants scattering fromhis path.
Deynorin hinself, wise to the idiosyncrasies of his horse
(having raised himfroma fractious colt), lifted a carel ess
hand to stop the single, brave (but ill-advised) soul who
rushed forward to help control Ringer's extravagant dis-
play. Having failed to unseat his rider, the horse froze, four
feet square, then shook fromtoe to tail, as if the handfu
of drops that had pelted themat the [ast had drenched him
to the skin.

"Silly creature,” Deynorin murmnured fondly, and | eaned
forward to slap the sweat-darkened neck. \Wen he straight-
ened, it was as if every vertebra snapped and grated before
settling into place. He gave his aching shoul ders a backward
stretch, signalled his thanks to the alert gatekeep, who'd
had the gate open and waiting by the time he reached it,

and sent Ringer on toward the stables with a gentle pres-
sure of leg and rein.

Qut side the palisade the air was roi hng grey and del uge;
here, at the power unbrella's outernost edge, where only
the small est, sinplest and purest |eythiumcrystal would
glow, the glinmrer of sun through broken cl ouds cast the
occasi onal shadow, shadows whose m dafternoon length re-

m nded himof his woefully belated arrival

Easy enough to find excuses, if excuses he desired. Ex-
cuses Ni kki woul d understand: the weanling cull running a
month | ate, the overall high quality of the foals making the
choi ce of which to keep and which to sell nearly inpossible:
a fact that would please him once he'd had time to con-
sider; and there was desperately needed hay that lay curing
in the fields about to be stormfl ooded, and a prize brood-
mare in danger of aborting what nmight well be her |ast

foal ...

Time-critical problens, all of them Small wonder Tonio's
gentle rem nder early this nmorning had caught hi mun-

awares and at his stud farm Darhaven, rather than in
Rhomat um

Smal | wonder, but unforgivable: ol der brothers had

obl i gations.

And the norning of the eighteenth day of the first nmonth

of the year 317 shoul d have found Deynorin Rhomand
duniheric, brother of N kaenor Rhomandi dunheric, if

not in Rhomatumitself, at least at the valley estate, Ar-
mayel . When a man's famly owned nultiple seats, a nman



really ought to nake use of them

Dar haven was in the foothills, two sensible days' ride
from Rhomat uny Arnmayel, an easy norning' s jaunt. Ni kki
woul d have understood his sl eeping over at Armayel to
mnimze his time in the Cty; N kki would never have for-
given himmnissing tonight's festivities altogether

Wl |, he hadn't spent the night at Armayel, but he wasn't
going to mss the party either, though he m ght well fal
asleep in the mddle of dinner. It had required his best and
bravesthe ran a grateful hand down the sweating arch of
mane and nuscleto get himhere at even this truant hour

He tightened his I egs and Ringer surged willingly into a
jogtrot, the fastest pace the law allowed within the palisade.
The horse was tired, as Deynorin hinmself was, but eager

for the warmh and confort awaiting himin the stables.

If only, Deymorin thought as he ducked to mss the | ow
beam at the barn's back entrance, Ringer's rider felt a sim-
lar anticipation toward his own . . . stable.

A nickering duet greeted himas he eased nunb feet to

t he packed and raked ground outside the tackroom and
fluttering nostrils on two near-identical black-nosed heads
with identical white stars appeared over nei ghboring stal
doors. He dropped Ringer's reins and pal med a handful of
dried apple treats fromthe pouch hanging just within the
tackroom door, a nove that raised an expectant rustle be-

hi nd him

"Don't even think it," he said, w thout turning.

Wth a dejected whoof, that sense of horse at his shoul der
di sappeared. lgnoring the big bay gelding, he |inped across
the aisle to the greys' stalls, speaking softly to them
scratching the snip on Storms nose, the tiny scar on Ash-

| ey’ sthe only notable difference between themhis eyes
reflexively noting their condition.

They were undoubtedly the best matched team ever bred

at Darhaven, by hinself or any of his ancestors.
Theoretically, the greys bel onged at Arnayel, but sone-

how they rarely stayed there for long. Not that he m nded:
better here where they'd be exercised and | oved than wait-
ing around for his infrequent needs. Personally, he pre-
ferred to rideas had N kki. Once. Before the boy found

it impossible to ride two horses at the sane tine.

He scratched an expectant chin with one hand, with the
other patted a neck solid beneath a silken black mane

and recall ed a scrawny, blond-headed kid and two scraw
nier foals, and hinself and Gerhard bastardizing their bet-
ter sense for a pair of pleading blue eyes.

And N kki had been right, in his blind-child-Iluck way.

The twins had lived, and flourished, to becone a matched
team any horseman woul d cherishas the scrawny, bl ond-
headed kid had grown into a man anyone woul d be proud

to call brother.

Vel l, nost of the tine.

He did |l ook forward to seeing N kki. H s youngest broth-
er's visits to Darhaven occurred far too infrequently these
days, and when N kki was there, he seemed distracted,

nore interested in the library than the horses. Deynorin
suspected their nmutual brother Mkhyel's hand in both that
dereliction and that distraction, as in nuch else that tran-
spiredor didn'tin the boy's life.

Dear, pious, priggish Mkhyel. Sonetimes he thought



he'd be perfectly content if he never saw his other brother

again, but if enduring the m ddl e Rhomandi brother's pres-

ence was the price he nmust pay for tine with the youngest,

he'd pay that and willingly to be with the boy tonight.

Boy. Not any longer. N kki was seventeen now, and |e-

gally a manor woul d be, soon enough, after the an-

nouncement s had been posted, the oaths taken and the

Citizen contract signed.

Gods will Nikki's would be aless . . . eventful . . . passage

i nto adul thood than M khyel's had been. He'd |l ost a

brother that nightten years ago next springthough not

to death. Death woul d have been easier, cleaner. Instead,

he'd been left with a hard-faced, anbulatory shell that bore

only a superficial resenblance to the brother he'd grown

up with.

He'd | ost one brother that night; he wasn't about to |ose

a second tonight.

He ran a final, |oving hand down each dark grey jow,

gave Storm s overactive black lip a gentle tug, and returned

to Ringer, hands harboring one final treat behind his back

They were gat hering an audi ence, he and the big horse;

groons versed enough in his ways not to interfere before

his signal, and fam liar enough with those ways to stand

where they could enjoy the show.

"Wl ?" he asked.

A bl ack-rimed ear tw tched. The bl oodred head with

its narrow blaze drooped low, the long forelock falling

across half-1idded eyes: a picture of equine exhaustion re-

qui ring only shuddering sides and qui vering knees to com

plete. Unfortunately for R nger, his sides noved in |ong,

even breaths, and his |l egs were as sound as they'd been

t hat morni ng.

"I"mnot inpressed, you know "

The large head raised to rest its chin heavily . . . pitifully
on hi s shoul der.

Laught er escaped despite tight-clanped |ips, and Ri nger

with a snug toss of his head, shoved Deynorin's chest with

hi s nose, demanding his reward, which Deymorin willingly

provi ded.

Handi ng the intrepid gel ding over at last to the team of

chuckl ing groons, he freed his silver-handl ed cane and pis-

tol fromthe saddl e and headed t hrough the stable toward

the market and the inner wall, pausing only to check the

pi stol at the arnory.

A man never forgot that twice. If he somehow got past

the guard with it, chances were it would shoot off sone-

thing inmportant, w thout warning and before nightfall

Ley and gunpowder, like ley and lightning, did not mx

The Oreno narket cl osed around him banners and

boot hs conbi ning to obscure the stable. Once one of sev-

eral private facilities situated well outside the city wall

anong productive farm ands, where there had been space

in plenty for paddocks and arenas, the Rhomandi stable

was the final vestige of that original agrarian use of this

I and.

Nearly ten years ago, his own dear aunt Anheliaa had

realized her greatest anbition and capped Khoratum

Node, maki ng her the first Rhomatumin ringmaster ever to

have the full power of the Rhomatum Web available to

her. The nost i medi ate and i nescapabl e effect of control -



ling that |ast of Rhomatum s satellite nodes was the exten-
sion of the Rhomatum City power unbrellaby as nuch

as five mles in sonme directions.

The City had i nedi ately constructed a new peri neter

wal |, a physical denarcation of that new nunicipal bound-
ary, and the property val uesthanks to overzeal ous specu-

| at orshetween the old wall and the new had flared out of
control, taking property taxes with them Ten years after
the fact, prices had settled, the taxes had, but nuch of the
| and between the old wall and the new still lay fallow, no
longer fit to grow anything but roses, the previous owners,
nostly farnmers and horse breeders, driven out, those over-
zeal ous specul ators consi dering thensel ves fortunate when

t hey managed to break even

Deynorm hi nsel f had eventually given in to M khyel's
pressure and sold his own training facilities (twenty pad-
docks, two outdoor arenas, and one mirrored, indoor arena,
as well as two of his three barns) to some facel ess Oreno
Syndi c, whose favor M khyel had been courting for sone

i nternode economic alliance. H's only consol ati on when he
passed the vacant paddocks was that the new owner, who

had purchased the facility when the market was at its peak
had yet to resell the land and | acked the capital to devel op
it hinself.

And M khyel's deal had fallen through

None of which mattered significantly to Deynorin these

days. He had noved his in-training stock (and hinsel f) per-
manently to Darhaven, and overall, he preferred the

change. But he'd keep this small barn (if only to spite his
mserly sibling at each tax assessnent of the Fanm |y estate)
until that mserly sibling managed to push through sone

| aw t hat nmade the barn illegal and even then, he m ght

choose to challenge that yet to be witten law, just to see
whet her that mserly siblingwho was also the fanily

barri sterwoul d dare prosecute his own brother, who al so
happened to be the Princeps of Rhomatum

That woul d keep the gossips busy for at |least a

month. . . . And M khyel hated scandal

Qutside the palisade, in the new country edge, no civilian
stabl es had grown up to replace the old. Professionals, such
as the long-haulers or the internode passenger coaches, had
already built their own private stables, convenient to the

| eyl i nes between node cities, but well beyond the reach of
city taxation. Around those stables, comunities had
grown: inns, farriers, everything needed for the stock, the
drivers and those who cared for them Most CQutsiders

forced to visit the city now put thenselves and their horses
up at these snmall villages, then took the comrercial float-
ercoaches into the city itself.

"The casualty of the Khoratum expansion that was |ikely

to prove the nost costly of all had been the dissolution of
the mlitary training grounds, facilities that had once drawn
recruits fromall over the web. Stables full of well-bred
horses, gymmasi uns and practice fields, shooting ranges
everything needed to train young nmen to defend their fam -
lies and homeshad been reduced over the years to a sin-

gle gymasium a fencing salle, and a handful of ill-trained
equi ne slugs M khyel and his City Council cronies allotted
the city to keep the Guard in practice.

In practice." Only M khyel could conceive so inane a



concept. Men didn't stay in practice for war, they kept

pr epar edwhi ch meant nore than a tw ce yearly jog about

a covered arena and crossing epees in a salle.

But Rhomatum didn't require such readi ness any

| ongerjust ask his dear brother. The Rhonmatum Wb was
civilized, her satellites content with the status quo, her
traditional adversary, Mauritum was ready to sign trade
agreements . . . any day now . . . for the last twenty-five
years and nore.

Anhel i aa had capped Khoratum and suddenly Rhona-

tumwas invincible . . . at least, that was how the city-bound
menbers of the 36th Council of the City of Rhomatum
apparently viewed the situation

As those sagacious | eaders viewed the situation, no con-
quering warrior could take Rhomat um wi t hout destroying

t hat whi ch made her the nost val uable: her precious |eythium
hanessing rings. R ngmasters weren't interchangeable.
Conmon know edge held that training a master required

years of orientation and personal supervision by the sitting
master. Wthout a ringmaster, the rings thensel ves woul d
falter in their paths and the power that ran the city would
cease to flow, and since only Anheliaa dunMren could

train the next Rhomatum ringnmaster, Rhomatum was, so
Counci | believed, conpletely safe.

VWi ch reasoni ng presupposed that that facel ess conquer-

ing warrior wanted the rings. At the nonment, the Kirish'lan
Empire that controlled the majority of the |lands al ong the
Rhomat um Web peri neter was apparently quite content

wi t hout ringpower. Content or uninterested. Fortunately

for Rhomatum they seened equally uninterested in the
Rhomat um Val | ey.

That hadn't always been the case, and likely would not

be again at sonme unknowabl e future date.

What those Rhomatum | eaders failed to realize (or

refused to acknowl edge) was that the |and surroundi ng
Rhomat um was i nmensely vul nerabl e, not only to sone

t heoretical invasion, but to the very real and increasingly
unpredi ct abl e whinms of nature. Wthout her associated

farm and, Rhomatum woul d starve within a year, despite

her nuch-vaunted reserves.

But Rhomatum councillors didn't think of that. Rhoma-
tumcitizens as a whole had forgotten where bread and m |k
and cheese canme from thanks to ancestors who had noved
into an extrenely fertile valley that had been bl essed, with
the capping of Rhomatum with wunnaturally reliable

weat her patterns, where those who would be farners could
ply their trade w th maxi mum output for m nimumeffort.

A society grown content, that was Rhomat um

Deynorin had personally replaced those negl ected nar-

tial facilities, basing the new facility at Parawi n, yet another
of that multiplicity of Rhomandi estates. He'd nade them
avai l abl e to any who requested. Sonetines those who cane
paid for the privilege; frequently they could not. For the
sake of the future of the valley, he and other I|ike-nm nded
| andowner s t hroughout the entire web absorbed the ex-

pense, never bothering to ask Rhomatum for subsidy.

He'd tried that once, five years ago, and di scovered the
hard way just how blind stupid a mgjority rule could be
when the majority was ignorant and refused education

After that eye-opening debacle, when sonething had



needed doi ng, he'd done it hinself.

And M khyel wondered why his elder brother's pockets

were always enpty. Wen it came to Qutside matters, M -
khyel was as blind-stupid as the rest of the Council.
Qutside, Inside, the Darkness Between the Lines .. . as

if any of those parts existed apart fromthe whole. The
Wb was the Web: Rhomatum her eighteen satellite
nodesfrom the ol dest, Persitum to the youngest, Khora-
tumand all the | ands between. The perinmeter of the web

was a wel |l -defined zone of frequent storms and generally
unpl easant |iving conditions.

Insiders lived under a node city's power unbrella, CQut-
siders did not. Pockets of Qutsiders had settled along the
| eylines thensel ves that ran between those nodes, narrow
strips where the ley energy dimy manifestedenough for
running a limted nunmber of floater balloon heaters and
maki ng lights gl ow di M ybut the encroachi ng Dar kness

had proven too unnerving for the average Insider citizen's
delicate sensibilities to endure for nore than the night or
two needed to travel between nodes.

Encroachi ng Darkness. In the average Insider's nind

and nore onminously, in the mnds of the Rhomatum Coun-

cil and the House of Syndicsno sane person would wll-

ingly dwell in those uncivilized segments of the web. But
peopl e did. CQutsiders, who produced useful things . . . like
food . . . and who required governing.

So were boundaries established, jurisdictions surrounding
each node over which the included node city held authority.
Sone cities treated that responsibility with great respect.
O hers took their cue fromthe node of nodes, Rhomatum

and left the Qutside to fend for itself, interfering only when
taxes weren't paid or produce didn't appear is, the

mar ket pl ace.

An attitude which, at |east in Rhomatum was proving
dangerously short si ght ed.

In recent years, according to the oldest farners, the once
reliabl e weather patterns that had for three hundred years
bl essed t he Rhomatum Val |l ey with outstandi ngly predict-
abl e growi ng seasons had undergone dramati c changes, cre-
ating drought in some areas, flooding in others. He hadn't
t he personal perspective to know how rapidly those condi -
tions were changing, or in exactly what fashion, but after
five years of tracking gross groundwater and water-fl ow
condi tions throughout the valley, he knew they could no
longer rely totally upon nature for watering crops and

dr ai nage.

The Qutside | andowners knew what needed doi ng, and

were ready to conmmit men and equi prent to dig the drain-
age ditches and build up the I ow spots, but to acconplish
the overall plan they' needed dispensation to build the

di tches across seven leylines. And they needed funding

or at least, tax reliefuntil they had recovered fromthe
effects of |lost crops, reduction of available useful |and, and
t he probl ems of housing fl ood-displaced sharecroppers.
They'd left that up to him After all, he was the Princeps.
Council couldn't deny himanything, could they?

Ni ce to have the confidence of one's peers. . . . Qutside.
If he and M khyel had any sense, he supposed they'd
foll ow the exanple of other founding Fanmilies and split

t he househol d anmicably into Gty and Qutside septs, with



separate caucus representatives for each sept. It wouldn't
af fect the overall city-biased power bal ance within the
Council, but it mght ease tensions within their own
househol d.

Unfortunately, while those other Fanilies had, over the

ei ght generations since the Founding, grown sufficiently nu-
merous to fill every avail able nook under the power um
brell a and beyond, Darius Rhomandi's get had proven
woeful Iy unfertile; the Rhomandi rarely had nore than a
handful of adult carriers of the nane alive at any point

in tine.

House Rhomandi: the | argest estate in the Rhomatum

Syndi cate, heir to the singular honor Princeps of Rhonma-
tum traditional controller of the Rhomatumrings, and
there were just the four of themleft: Mkhyel, N kki, him
self . . . and Aunt Anheliaa, of course. One couldn't forget
their paternal grandsire's sister ... however much one

m ght care to

He supposed sone woul d say Meric Rhomandi dunFaren's

three sons all living to adulthood should, in itself, be cause
for sone sort of celebration.

O course, one nust al so suppose, others mght just as

soon the entire name sinply die out altogether and let the
syndi cate-and the ringsrevert to the people, as Darius

had i nt ended.

There was, as in nost such di chotonmous situations, a
relatively sinple answer: the Syndicate could vote to elim-
nate the Princeps as quickly and easily as they'd instituted
the position. But they woul dn'tnot as |long as the Rho-

mandi Fanmily controlled the Rhomatum rings.

The Oreno mar ket pl ace crowded in around him ner-

chant and casual acquai ntance alike vying for his attention
all wanting to know where he'd been, how he'd been and

wi th whom the usual friendly distractions one encountered
in the market, but today he settled for a wave or a shouted,
good-natured jibe, and hurried on, though his riding boots
slipped and slid over the cobbl estones, jarring already ach-
ing joints, and the uneven surface caught and held the
cane's tip when, |eaning too heavily, he depended too nuch
on its support for bal ance.

An open-faced hand-cab stopped directly in front of him
"Gve 'ee alift, zur?"

A man woul d | augh, who wasn't exhausted, whose |eg

wasn't throbbing Iike a broken tooth. The cabby hadn't

gi ven him nmuch of a choice, pulling up where he had. It

was accept his offer, or push through a smthy's display.
"Oreno Gate," he said, and eased back into the two-

wheel ed cart, disgusted when he had to set the cane on the
fl oorboard and use both hands to draw his off-leg in after
him But the bad right leg was a reality of his life, an old
injury, and he had to adnit, as the cabby set off at a goodly
pace for the gate, it was a relief to let his back and hips
sink into the soft |eather cushions and |l et other |egs do

t he worKk.

At the inner gate, a backup at the turnstile threatened
further delay. Registration. Declaration of legitimate city
busi ness, projected length of stay.

Vi sas: one of those City-biased | egal decisions.

He could, if he so chose, force his way to the front of

the Iine: he wore a ring on his left hand that woul d cl ear



his path in a quasi magi cal instant, should he choose to in-
voke its authority, but he resented using that ring in such
a fashion alnost as fiercely as he resented the quasiroyal
power of the silver-filigree crest it bore. That he wore it at
all was solely a matter of famly pride. Whatever el se he
was or was not, he was the Rhonmandi, eldest living male

of the Rhomandi Famly.

On the other hand, who was to say the Rhomandi's busi -

ness was any nore inportant than that of these other folk
munbl i ng and conpl ai ni ng anongst thensel ves?

A phi | osophi cal opinion which forced himto flatten his

al ready | ean pouch by another few coppers to the cabby

for standing time. Princeps of Rhomatum theoretically the
nost powerful citizen in the Rhomatum Syndi cate, and he
rarely had a silver-piece to his nane.

M khyel would claimit was his profligate ways, that he

ti pped too nmuch, that he ganbled too wildly and | ent

noney too easily and OB uncertain coll ateral

He considered it . . . spreading the wealth, in a way
honorabl e for both parties.

Besides, it made himfeel good to send a hard worker

away with a smle on his face rather than di sappoi nt ment
like the cabby when at last his turn at the stile arrived.
"Papers, please." The registrar's voice was as bored as
the eyes that |ooked right through him

"Papers?" Deynorin kept his voice |ow, controlled,

fighting the fatalistic disgust rising in him "Wat papers?”
Possibly his face did not match his tone. Certainly the
drab assistant wi elding the pen blanched quite nmarkedly.
The registrar held out his hand and repeated, blindly

obl i vi ous:

"ldentity papers, please. All Rhomatum citizens have

been issued them all visitors are instructed to pick them
up at the outer palisade. If you haven't filled them out,
must ask you to step to the back of the line and do so.
Next!" The registrar's head dropped in total disinterest.
"State your nane, your business, length of stay .. ."

"My nanme is Deynorin Rhomandi dunhheric," Deynorin

said tightly, without nmoving a step

The assistant's pen dropped.

"I"'ma free man, a citizen with no arrest record of sig-

ni fi cance." Deynorin began jerking his left glove free, one
finger at a deliberate tine.

The registrar's eyes suddenly biinked into awareness, his
litany slowed to a stuttering halt as Deymorin's handand

t he uni que silver-webbing over gold of the Rhomand

crestcl eared the pal e kidskin.

"I'"'m bound for House Rhomandi. My business there is
dammwel | nmy own. And ny brother can take his bl oody

papers and use themto light his way to the eighteen hells
above Rhomatum "

The assi stant backed away, a slow step at a tinme, and,
with a rmunbl ed excuse regardi ng nature and necessity, dis-
appeared into the garderobe within the wall itself.

The registrar, evidently nade of sterner stuffor per-

haps, with his hne of escape al ready occupi edcl eared his
throat and said haltingly, "You understand, y'r grace"
"Rhomandi ." Deynorin corrected firmy. "The name's
Rhomandi . "

"Yes, y'r grace Rhomandi."



My grace, your grace, lords and ladies: it .was ridicul ous.
Rhomat um had been founded by nmen and wonen defying

such class distinctions, yet three hundred years after the
fact, with no rules of usage, no | egal or philosophical justi-
fication for such nonsense, the words and attitudes
persi st ed.

"You understand, y'r grace, | had to ask, y'r grace."

And it was senseless trying to fight the ancient tradi-
tionparticularly in so obsequi ous an i ndividual

"I understand not hi ng about papers."”

"Identification, y'r grace. Standard procedure as of two
nmont hs ago, y'r grace."

"And if 1'd had no . . . identification?"

"You' d have had the choice, y'r grace, to |eave or fill

out the papers and wait in the confining area until™

"Until ny sick uncle died, or the critical business neeting

was over. How . . . hospitable of us."
"It's the law, y'r grace."
"You mean, it's my brother's ..." He bit his tongue.

"Ch, never nmind. May | pass, mlord Registrar? Before

t hese good people stormthe gate and tranple us bot h?"

A titter from behind assured himthe little exchange had
not gone unnoticed, and the registrar's frustrated glare as-
sured himit would not soon be forgotten. But the registrar
rel eased the turnstile and waved hi mthrough. Deynorin
sm|led sweetly and sauntered into the City, beyond the tit-
ters, beyond the cobbl estonesand conpl etely beyond the
sun-di mm ng cl ouds.

Stormwi thout the unbrella, clear skies within. He'd ex-
peri enced such sudden weat her changes throughout his life,
but his gut had never reconciled to them It wasn't natural
Nature was storns the day before harvest, drought when

the seedlings were nost vul nerable. Nature was a twenty-
year-old mare aborting and Wn foal s dying.

Half the joy of living was racing to beat nature's odds.

But in Rhomatum the odds never changed. In Rhona-

tum rain would happen in the evening, every evening, just
bef ore dusk and end before the street-lighting. Just enough
rain to flush the streets and water the roses. Predictable
time. Predictable anobunt. Predictable results.

And the roses never mldewed. Gods, it must be boring.

The fl oatercab dock nearest the Oreno gate was enpty

save for a waiting line of chattering, package-|aden market -
grazers, all the cabs evidently engaged, enroute to one end
of the City or the other. By the time he made it through
that line and negotiated a floatercab, he could be hal fway
horre.

Besi des, his heartrate was up, thanks to the registrar, he
was rested, thanks to the inpudent cabby in the market,

and, deciding his legs could use a bit of a shake-out after
the long ride, he bypassed the dock wi thout slow ng his
stride and headed up the boardwal k toward Tower Hill.

Unli ke the gregarious market, on wal ks inside the Gty,

and particularly along the |leys, delays for the sake of gossip
were unlikely. But then, within the City, everyone always
seened to be hurrying in one direction or another, too
busy, and too self-inportant to involve thenselves in any-
thing or anyone outside their tiny sphere of pseudo-
civilization.

He feared even N kki was catching the nmalady, if his



decreasing visits to Darhaven were any indication. At |east
the lad still nade regul ar treks Qutsidethe greys' condi-
tion was evi dence enough of that; when the day arrived

that he had to cone and drag N kki away fromthe Gty

for the foaling season, he'd drag himaway, all right, and
never let himreturn.

Rhomat um was an unheal thy environnent for a grow ng

m nd and body. Besides hol ding nature at bay, it was a
fantasyl and of consuner inprobabilitiesnore so than any

of her eighteen satellite cities. They at |east had sonme quan-
tifiable output: fabric mlls and sericulture, glasswork, nin-
ing ... two were primarily hospital nodes, noted for their
heal i ng waters.

Rhomat um produced politicians and the industry of

di versions necessary to entertain visiting dignitaries. In
addition to her own Councils and debating Assenbly, she

pl ayed year-round hostess to the web syndics, elected offi-
cials of the satellite nodes who gathered here to pontificate
ad nauseam on the needs of the web itself and their little
corners in particular, juggling their carefully narrowfo-
cussed statistics and surveys to prove whatever |egal or
nmoral point they currently espoused. Lawyers, all of them
regardl ess what they claimed. Tweaking rules to finagle one
nore iota of perceived advant age.

A city full of politicians and | awersand M khyel was
worri ed about unregistered visitors?

Regi strati on papers. Darius save them where had M -

khyel dreaned that one up? It was of a piece with M khy-

el 's obsession over street safety and his fascination with
statistics: assassins or cutpurses or unaffiliated prostitutes,
M khyel didn't care, provided the reported instances of
crime were within 'allowable paraneters.'

He'd love to get M khyel at the business end of a

par anet er.

Tower H Il | ooned above hi m sooner than he ex-

pected. Literally above: his feet had taken hi mdown the
tunnel to the northside service access, where servants

wel comed himwith grins and handshakes and nade room

for himatop a |l oad of laundry bound for the House Rho-
mandi kit chens.

He settled confortably, balancing his cane across his |ap
as the grille slid into place, then waved at the head di sap-
pearing between his feet.

He could have taken a nore civilized route up Tower

HI1l: floaters made the circuit of the whole damed govern-
ment conplex on a regul ar schedul e, weavi ng anong the
government al buil dings and public libraries and nmuseuns,
arriving ultimately at House Rhomandi's marbl ed entrance,
but he never used them willingly, and saw no reason to
break his personal tradition today when the service el eyator
could lift himquite confortably and quietly through the
heart of the small nountain, avoiding barristers and coun-
cillors and | obbyists alike.

His arrival in the kitchens caused no nore stir than it

had when he was ten. Cook bugged him scol ded him and

sl apped his hand when he kyped a crunpet; he kissed her
forehead, |aughed, and, cane on his shoul der, skipped out
the door and up the stairs toward Ni kki's apartnent, ex-
hausti on and aches vani shing at the suddenly near prospect.



Lights within the Rhomatum Gty Library flickered, an
extraordi nary event that caught the assistant to the curator
with one foot in the air above the slick marble downstep

and tilted precariously beneath an enornmus codex. The

young man staggered, a single shift of bal ance, as thunder
nmuttered in the distance.

"Be careful! Careful, | said!" sputtered the curator him
self, his fluttering presence posing a far greater hazard to
the tinmeworn tonme than anything the harried attendant had
done trying to transport the book into the private study.

Ni kki bit his Iip on a grin and surreptitiously shifted
notes and scrolled maps to clear a spot on the cluttered
table, then turned to take the book's weight into his own
hands.

An instant of sharply contrasting textures: ancient, travel-
weary | eather, the velvety, unscarred freshness of the table-
top . . . it was as if his fingertips were caught between two

ages. It was a feeling not exclusive to his fingers: every tine

he accessed this, or any of the archive manuscripts, he felt
this . . . oneness . . . with his ancestors.

Exerting i mense control, he freed his hands fromthe

source of that deliciously eerie sensation and forced a warm
smle to his |ips.

"I promise |I'll be very careful with it, Gomarrin," he
assured the curator, though he was by no means obli gated,

t he book being his own fam ly's property, on permanent

loan to the city archives.

"I know you. will, mlord," the curator said, then glared
at his attendant, who just dipped his head respectfully and
faded into the shadows between book cases. "It's that ham

handed oaf | don't trust."

The lights flickered a second tinme and the curator shot

a worried glance at the overhead chandeli er

"Don't worry," Nikki reassured himabsently, thrilling to
that |eathery touch, "ny aunt was on duty when | left. It's
a big stormbrewi ng over Khoratum that's all."

"I'f you say so, sir." CGomarrin edged away as if reluctant

still to leave his prize in the hands of an anmateur.

there's anything else | can do?"

One did try to think of the book as a State Treasure, not
personal property, and one did try to renenber that the
library was Gomarrin's life, not his hobby...

And one did try to remenber that one's merest expres-

sion of displeasure could threaten that |ivelihood, even
while one tried, as Deynorin said, not to build too highly
on that privilege of rank. .

"Not hi ng, thank you," N kki said, quietly but firmy,
ignoring, with near intolerable fortitude, the allure of the
| eat her cover lying just bel ow his knuckl es.

And in a monent of exquisite self-torture, telling hinself

it was sinple courtesy, he waited until the curator had gone
before taking his seat in front of The Book . . . to discover
he'd resisted a single nmoment too |long: the sensation was
gone, thoughts of Gomarrin and the rights of those Iike

hi mintrudi ng upon the romance of a past filled with kings
and priests, w zards and magic.

One tried, one sincerely tried to renmenber that all citi-
zens were equal under the |aws of nature and Rhomatum

but it was very hard when tradition refused to relinquish
the honorifics and manners of an earlier era, and when

"I f



daily reality was just . . . different . . . for hinmself than for

his friends in the stables, or Gonarrin, or the Rhomand
House servants.

M khyel said the patrician traditions were just a courtesy,
the self-biased citizen's way of acknow edging the efforts
of those dedicated to making the machinery of justice and
econony run smoothly; that it wasn't words, but how you
treated people in the courts and on payday that was the
ultimate arbiter of social justice.

Deynorin said that M khyel had his head buried sone-

where | ess than sanitary and that people who got called

| ords eventual ly thought of thenselves that way, so he was
just Deynorin, Deym o, or Rhonmandi to everyoneser-

vant, citizen, and brother ahke.

Whi ch was theoretically very nice, but functional reality
pl aced Gomarrin's neck on the Iine should anythi ng happen
to this book, or any one of the treasures housed here, and
functional reality all owed N kaenor Rhonmandi dunMeric

to sit here day after day taking what mght well prove to
be usel ess notes regarding informati on Gomarrin spent his
life protecting and never had the time to read. Functiona
reality gave comon-born Gomarrin a purpose in life, and
left the third son of Mieric Rhomandi dunFaren with nore
nmoney and tinme than he knew what to do with, and no

pur pose or function what soever

Though not for lack of trying. Soneday, sonehow, per-

haps wi thin these venerabl e records, N kaenor Rhomand

dunMheric would find that purpose. . . . He just wasn't sure
exactly what that purpose m ght beyet.
Granting the scarred leather a final lingering caress, he

lifted the cover with a di sposition approachi ng reverence.
Delicate, time-yell owed pages crackl ed beneath his finger-
tips; ruffled, uncut edges of an earlier era crunbled to fine
powder at his touch. And on the pages thensel ves, ridges

of ink, fading in places, gouges froman ill-considered
scrape of a ragged crowquill's tip ... Darius' own notes.
Witten by Darius' own hand over three hundred years ago:
Today | | ooked into the rings and saw a new and better
world. ..

Those heretical wordswitten in secret, by shaded

candl elight (or so his inner self envisioned it)had marked

t he begi nning of a new era, not just for the man who wote

them not just for those who foll owed where he | ed, but

for the entire known civilized world.

Among t he thousands of volunes in the Rhomandi House

library were sonme seventeen different published editions

of Darius' Histories of Rhomatum not including the nine-

vol urme, profusely illustrated, children's version, but sone-

how t he words always felt differentsounded different in

hi s head when he read themfromthis book and these

pages, where Darius hinmself had witten them Sonehow,

foll ow ng those faded words with eyes and fingers, he felt
part of those nmonentous events.

The pages separated, dust |aden with mysterious scents

caressed his nostrils, and suddenly, magically, he could

snell and taste the past, could see, as if he'd been there,

Darius' mdnight invasion of the Mauritum Ri ng Tower

where, in defiance of |aw and religious custom he'd asked

the god Maurii, directly and wthout sanction, for a vision

a hope for the future of Mauritum s hopel ess, honel ess



massesa vision of the sort the ancient node's god suppos-
edly reserved for the city's high priests.
Qut of that history-making illegal entry, Rhonmatum had
been born. Mbddem scholars wote nonstrous treatises and
hel d nont h-1 ong debates over exactly what Darius did or
did not see, what Darius did or did not do that night in
the Mauritum Ri ng Chanber. Some argued whet her or not
t he invasion of the Tower happened at all
Darius clained the rings had answered him a junior
priest, wthout dispensation or naster intervention, thus
proving his contention that the rings resonated to sone
i nborn Tal ent, not godly sanction. Darius clained a vision
of a stormwacked valley and a geas to go there.
Darius' nodern detractors suggested Darius' stimnulus
wasn't a vision at all, but conmon know edge, at | east
within the Maurii priesthood. That once Persitum had been
capped, the ringmasters nmust have sensed the nodes be-
yond, certainly so powerful a node as Rhomatumitself.
Each of those nodern-day historians cane up with his own
theory as to why the Maurii priests hadn't pursued capping
t hose obvi ously powerful nodes, theories as to why Darius
had been able to pull off such a coup, but the fact was
they hadn't and Darius had.
It wasn't as if Darius had tried to use that so-called reve-
lation to become a high priest, since he had abandoned the
priesthood altogether and led his famly and the other origi-
nal Founders out of Mauritumin search of his valley.
Whi ch they had found: N kki's very existence, as well
as the exi stence of those outspoken detractors, was proof
absol ute of that.
/ find it small wonder now that ny vision eluded ne for
so long. The veins are unbelievably rich. Mre |eythiumthan
anyone could have dreamed . . . if not for the danger from
the storms, one could strip the surface away and sinply
punp the essence out of the earth.
But the stornms were there, and so every man, wonan,
and child who had conme with Darius, regardl ess of their
position in Mauritum had participated in mning the silver
and | eyt hium from beneath the tinme-eroded | eynound.
That effort was the price, by Darian decree, that assured
them a personal stake in the future city, a decree that, at
one and the same time both assured their loyalty to Rho-
matum and destroyed forever the cultural taboos agai nst
any but sanctified priests handling the |eythium
When it came to the actual casting of the rings, Darius
hi nsel f, using know edge and skills gained as a Maurii
priest, but passing those skills willingly on to any with the
desire to learn them had supervised the construction of the
nmol ds, and Darius hinmself had snelted and poured the sil-
ver, and coated the final product with liquid |eythium
And when he was done, atop those nines (whose shafts
still existed beneath N kki's very own bedroom above the
casting fornms still on public display right where they'd been
carved into the foundation stone) those Founding Fanilies
had constructed the first permanent building of the new
hub-city: the Tower to house the precious rings.
And when that was done, one nman and one man al one
had aligned the rings and set themin notion, a feat that
was, initself, a mnor mracle of the tine.

Today, the rings spun, for the first tine ..



How little effort it took to inmagine, sitting with one's
hands resting on those age-dusted words, that ancient tower
of rough-hewn granite, lightning raging all around, bands
of blinding light reflecting off the concentric rings that |ay
lifeless on the stone floor, awaiting one touch to quicken
t hem

Al my life, terror has been a neaningl ess word, a
weakness in other nen to be scorned. .
And a man alone, unwilling to risk a single innocent life,
rai sing each ring, one at a time, by hinmself, eyes closing as
he reached for sonme inner sense that would reveal the flow
of the ley, aligning the ring with that flow and setting it
spinning, the innermost ring first and worki ng outward.
And when the Cardinal Ring was in place, when its orbit
mat ched the heartbeat of the ancient nountain's |eythium
core, the radical streaner, the band of pure |eythiumthat
was neither crystal, nor solid, nor liquid, would have un-
coiled of its own accord, to weave and dance anpng the
spi nni ng rings. .
. / scorn it no |onger. .
One m st akeone mi smatch, energy flowto ring size,
one m salignnent, one ring confounding the orbit of an-

other ... and Rhomatum woul d never have been born
Darius, his people, Rhomatumitself, would have been gone
in a single, lightning-blasted instant.

Maurii woul d have won.

Instead, within noments of that radical's rising, the light-
ni ng stopped and the skies cleared above the Tower, and
Rhomat um becanme the safe haven for all the refugees.
Thanks to Darius, the one adept anong them

Darius, one-tine junior priest of Mauritum

Darius, founder, architect, and phil osophical sire of
Rhomat um

Darius, the original Rhomandi of Rhomatum Ni kki's

own ancestor, sevenor was it eight?generations

renoved.

or was that renote?

Not that it mattered. Renoved. Renote. Those were just

words. Darius was . . . history . . . and the future. Hs future.
Ni kki shivered, feeling that link to his fanmous forefather
drawing at his very soul. It was ... exquisite, this interna

conviction that his very own, perhaps noment ous, destiny
| ay somehow linked to this great man and history itself.
Because Darius, founder of Rhomatum and the Rho-
mandi |ine, had been great. Nothing the detractors could
say coul d change the reality that the supposedly uncappabl e
node had been cappedby Darius. \Whatever specul ations
one m ght make about his character, Darius, alone of his
peers, had had the courageand the skillto acconplish
that great feat; and if such a man chose to enploy a hint
of . . . poetic license in recounting his story for future gener-
ations ... well, it seenmed to Nikki that the inheritors of
that historyand of the confortable lifestyle Darius had
made possi bl eshoul d appl aud the evi dence of yet anot her
of Darius' talents rather than use that talent to devalue his
undeni abl e acconphshnents.

on this 13th day of the 21st neeting of the House
of Syndics, follow ng the S7-node di saster, the Rhomatum
ri ngmast er has been granted absol ute veto-power over Syn-
di ¢ devel opnent. ...



Whi ch neant, of course, Dari us.

But the decision had been inevitable. In the wake of
Rhomat um s capping, with seventeen satellite nodes wait-
ing to be capped and nastered, a flood of woul d-be ring-
masters had arrived in Rhomatum Val | ey out of Mauritum
nonast eries. Having | ocated the nodes through the Persi -
tum Tower, they sought to cap them and claimthem for
Mauritum disregarding their physical link to the rebe
Tower of Rhomatum possibly even in an organi zed at -

tenmpt to force Darius into the Mauritum Wb.

No one woul d ever know how many died in those wildcat
attenpts, since no one of those woul d-be ringmasters had

~ dared announce he was meking the attenpt, and none had
survived a failed attenpt. But it soon becane evident to
even the nost anbitious that no one capped a Rhonmatum
satellite without Darian sanction and Rhomatumi n aid, and
no one received that aid and sanction w thout adhering to
Dari an gui del i nes.

Whi ch neant, quite sinply, no nore priests in the towers,
no supernatural overtones to the |eythium and economc

and political loyalty paid to Rhomatum not Mauritum Vir-
tually anything el se was, fromthe variety within the re-
sul ting Syndicate contracts, negoti abl e.

Vari ety which nore than once had made M khyel express

a wish that their illustrious ancestor had directed a fraction
of the energy he spent worrying about the negative effects
of a ring priesthood toward the production of truly viable
al ternatives.

But no one ever said Darius hadn't had his ... obses-
sions. Al truly great people had obsessions. Cbsessions
were what drove ot herw se normal people to greatness.

And Darius had been obsessed with the corruption within

the Maurii priesthood.

Darius had never witten of his personal experiences

within the Sacred Tower of Maurii, or of his life before the
Tower, but the Darius who had entered that priesthood

could not have been the enbittered and angry Darius who

led his fam ly and a thousand others out of Mauritum and
away fromits gods forever. N kki was as certain of that as
- if the decision had been his own.

Whet her it was naive belief, a religious calling, or a ratio-
nal faith in the value of the priests' work in Mauritum
somet hi ng had once pronpted an idealistic and intelligent
young man to join what appeared to be a blatantly corrupt
sect. That original True Believer was N kki's elusive quarry
in these crabbed and overwitten pages, a remant of the
young Darius that could . . . cast the light of understanding
upon the el der.

Per haps, as popul ar schol arshi p mai nt ai ned, Darius had

pl anned the Exodus all along. As a man with no prospects,
Darius mght well have opted to beconme a priest with no
orospects in order to create secular options for hinself.
Such scholars maintained it was unwi se to make an icon of
Darius, that the new social order he'd created was an arti -
fact of Darius' own greed and therefore suspect.

But a single, obscure bibliographic reference to another
ancient diary had sent N kki on a search through all the
fam |y archives, a search that had culmnated in the small
cozy library at Darhaven, a not altogether surprising end,
as Darhaven had been Darius' sanctuary, his escape in the



final years of his life.

Those di ari es had suggested that perhaps Darius had

hoped to change the priesthood fromwthin, and that, as
a true believer, he'd hoped to revitalize that which had
been corrupted, and when he had di scovered that righteous
anbition to be inpossible, he had founded the Exodus as

a. . . as a creative option
The Darius therein described, in such loving, intinmate
detail, had been a dreaner, a philosopher ... the sort of

vi sionary N kki just knew, in his deepest soul, Darius mnust
have been, and he sought today the subtle notivations and

i nternal nuances that woul d make the autocratic engi neer

of Rhomatum society reconcile with the dreaner.

The aut hor of the Darhaven diaries had been Darius
contemporary, Darius' third, least politically significant
wi fe; her account of those years had gone unnoticed in
serious circles . . . possibly because of the common beli ef
that this youngest wife had been sonmething of a butterfly-
brain. A reputation which, one had to admt, fromthe over-
all tone and substance of the multitudi nous vol unes, m ght
wel | have been justified.

But N kki (who would, as Deynorin frequently pointed

out, read the instructions on a bell-pull) had devoured the
young wonman's diaries and found, buried within the child-
ishly round-lettered text, hints that Darius had confided in
this wife as in no other. Hints between the lines of the
songs the girl had witten to delight her much ol der hus-
band, that the true match for Darius' heart and soul had
not been, as the Darius-endorsed histories would have them
believe, the First Lady of his household, the woman who

hel ped hi m organi ze the Exodus, and the coarchitect of
Rhomatum ... but rather this child of his dreamcity,

anong the firstborn of Rhomatum whose very nanme was

di sput ed anong those who studied Darius' life.

Personal |l y, N kki believed Darius had carefully fostered
that inmage of his child-wife to conceal the true intelligence
of a woman w thout official power, but whose son had been

- the only one of Darius' nine recorded offspring to survive
puberty.

O course, it was al so possible Darius had kept her clois-
tered to conceal the fact that his child-wife had also witten
songs to the mystical Tamshirin.

One was obliged to smle, in pragmatic conpany, at the
nmere nention of the 'people of the forest'or 'spirits,' de-
pendi ng on the translation of the hill-fol k's | anguage one
used. And one had to admit that unexpl ai ned di sappear -
ances in the forests, and visitations fromold (and nore
often than not, dead) friends and lovers, did stretch the
bounds of rational thought.

One tried to keep a properly receptive mnd about such

t hi ngs, and a schol ar such as Dariusor hinselfgiven

time and resources, was drawn to investigate the truth be-
hind the tales. A poet, such as Darius' nysterious young

wi feor, mnore nodestly, hinmselffound such tales
irresistible.

And as the real and spiritual descendantone m ght

even say the reincarnationof that spiritual side of the
Rhomandi Fanily, one felt compelled to investigateand

per haps vi ndi cat eone' s ancestors.

A task which might prove easier if only the people to



whom t he Tanshirin actually appeared didn't always seem
sonmewhat |ess than reliable. Drunks. Half-wts.

And, in particular, ocarshi snokers, of which Darius'
child-wife, according to the I ess charitabl e biographies, had
been one.

The bitter stench of ocarshi lingered about the cloak
Dancer flung into the far corner of the cell-like room Dis-
gusting stuff. Inpossible to imagi ne what Rhyys sawin it.
Li ght ni ng ski pped al ong t he peaks outside the roonms

si ngl e wi ndow;, thunder crackled a sudden staccato counter-
point to the low runble that vibrated the very stones of
this old and crunbling hall

Cl ose. Very close.

Dancer cl osed the door and shot the bolt, alone at |ast,
and not likely to be interrupted, now that Rhyys had finally
retired to the Ring Tower, which, as the Khoratumring-
mast er, Rhyys shoul d have done at the first sign of the
storm

But Rhyys had been at the Harvest Mon Festival, and,

in Rhyys' casual ly voiced opinion, one had apprentices to
see to such contingencies . . . particularly when there was
an inportant celebration in progress.

Never nmind those apprentices were alnpst certainly al so
revelling, follow ng, as apprentices were wont to do, their
master's sterling exanple.

The formal robe of heavy brocade sailed after the cloak

and the beaded hair-clip bounced off the vanity to di sap-
pear beneath the rope-sprung cot. The w nd's cl eansing
chill whistled through the battered w ndow and whi pped
Dancer's hair free of its elaborate knot, twi sting the fine
strands around Dancer's body along with the supple |inen
undertunic.

Wth its cold and its inconvenient |ocation in the outer-
nost corner of the north wing, this roomwas undoubtedly
Khor at um Ri ngmast er Rhyys dunTarec's notion of Rhoma-

tum s hell on earth, considering it had been assigned to
Dancer, and considering Rhyys had personally handl ed the
room assi gnnents

Part of the original castle that had been deserted centu-
ries ago, this roomwas far down Rhyys' |ist for renovations.
The entire wing was battered and unreliable, half the stair-
cases had rotted or burned |l ong since, and rather than the
delicate colored glass prevalent in the nodern Tower, this
room s wi ndow was a |ightning-blasted hol e.

Battered . . . inconvenient . . . icy-chill

And Dancer loved it.

In fact, had Rhyys allowed the novice ringdancers to se-
lect their own quarters, Dancer night well have chosen this
very room because, for all its inconvenience, for all the
north wi nds channelled straight for its one, unshutterable
wi ndow, this spot had the best viewin all of Khoratum
From here, one could | ook out across wild nountain peaks
and al nost forget the city grow ng cancerlike below and to
t he sout hwest, buil di ngs oozing down the |ey-strand toward
di stant Rhomat um

And fromhere, if one | eaned just so, being careful not

to di sl odge what sill remai ned, one could see the stadi um
and the other rings of Khoratum the only rings that nat-
tered to Dancer.



Li ghtning fl ashed, so close the fine hairs on Dancer's

arms tingled. If Rhyys didn't get at |east the Cardinal reset
soon, the Tower would take another direct hit before he

had the rings reset fromthe |ast one. A w ser, nore experi-
enced, ringmaster could have prevented the stormin the
first place, or at least directed it el sewhere. But Khoratums
ringdirector (one could hardly call Rhyys a master of any-
thing) was neither particularly experienced, nor particu-
larly wi se.

Conpl acent best described Rhyys dunTarec.

/Rhyys is a certifiable dolt. f

Mot her' s sarcasm i nvaded Dancer's thoughts, and for a

di zzyi ng monment. Dancer all owed personal opinion to ebb

and flowinto agreement with her, that being the easiest
opti on.

But only for a nonent.

Dol t though Rhyys m ght well be, (Dancer naintained

firmy) he must have at |east sonme Talent, el se why would
Anhel i aa of Rhomat um have endorsed Rhyys' application?
Anhel i aa was not a woman, to judge by all her near-I|egend-
ary acconplishments, to make foolish judgments, and An-
hel i aa Rhomandi dunMoren, Ri ngmaster of Rhonmatum

Tower, had herself designed Khoratum Tower, comi s-

sioned its ringsafter funding the expensive, and danger-
ous, m ning operationsand Anheliaa herself had trained

Rhyys in their

f Dolt, | tell you. Like all his kindincluding That Crea-
ture. Invading the sanctuns, stealing the structure and sub-

stance of the lace . . .}

._ "Humans require the leythiumfor the rings"

{Hal t!)

Mother's rejection was a blowto the inside of a nere
human's skull. Vision dimred nonentarily. Wen it

cl ear ed:

"Forgive," Dancer apol ogi zed, hunbly, as one | earned

to do after seventeen years of sal vagi ng Personal Opinion
from Mdther's insidious notions. "Hunans are a |l azy breed,
requiring nental crutches for a process as natural as ..
passi ng wind."

{Better.) Smug satisfaction tinged the thought. {And?}

"And | seek to transcend the Iimtations of nmy own

humani ty. "

{Take that laughter fromyour mnd, you irreligious
squanderer of universal truth!)

"Yes, Mother."

{Ch, shut up.) Her 'voice' began to fade. {Silly, undisci-
plined rascal. As if | had nothing better to do with ny pre-
cious ti...)

Her distinctive presence evanesced, |eaving the question
scintillating in her pupil's mnd, |eading Dancer to wonder,
not for the first time, at Mother's interest in so inperfect
a vesselto wonder why, seventeen years ago, she'd trans-
ferred a human child fromthe surface into her cavern of
mracles, why she had taught that child to cone and go in
her subterranean world at will, why she had provided a
learning far different fromthat gleaned in any human
school . ..

(Oh, shut your head up and hie your |lazy butt down

here.}

And to wonder, nost of all, why she had never yet called



in her debt, nor even so nuch as indicated what that debt
m ght entail.

{And pick me up sonme drenal |eaves on the way.)

Enough to make that flawed vessel just a bit nervous,

even as that flawed vessel's fingers reached under the cot
for the pot of oil hidden there.

{And don't forget the aphids!)

On the far wall of this little-used library antechanber hung
a painting nearly as old as Darius' journal. A depletion

Ni kki personally believed, of the Mauritum of the age of

t he Exodus. He'd found the rendering hidden behind a

false wall in a condemed buil di ng when he was only ten
years ol d.

It had been his arguments al one that had convinced M -

khyel not to destroy the painting; his argunents that had
persuaded M khyel that Darius' ancient ruling against al
things Mauritum n couldn't possibly apply after all these
yearsparticularly not wth the |ong-sought trade
agreement with Mauritum on the horizon

Personal |y, he believed Khyel had been so anused at

hearing his ten-year-old brother spout legalities at him that
he coul dn't possibly have refused, but the inmportant thing
was, they'd negotiated a conprom se so that seven years
later and with that trade agreenent still under negotiation
the painting remained intact, though hidden away in the
Rhomandi Family Collection Wng of the public access Ili-
brary, where few but he, as he'd carefully pointed out to
M khyel , visited anyway.

He often wondered who the |ong-dead artist m ght have

been. Second generation, the experts had insisted, and sty-
listically one of three known nanes of that period. But for
him the detail, the loving- sensuality of |ine and brush
stroke, the fantastical gl amour about the city itself sug-
gested a nore personal menory.

Per haps, he imagined to hinmself, the artist had been

some reluctant exile, leaving Mauritumin the wake of a

di sastrous love affair ... O perhaps a failed spiritual re-
eval uation: a manor womanof unquestionable artistic
ability, destined to scrub floors for the rest of their life
because heor shehadn't gamered the noney or politi-

cal connections, to rise above the Maurii-declared
situation....

O perhaps not an original follower at all. Perhaps the
artist was second, or even third generationrecreating a
menory for a bel oved, dying grandparent, then forced, fol-
lowi ng the Darian Ruling of the twenty-second year After
the Founding to hide a masterpi ece behind a facade of

nmedi ocri

N kki si ghed.

He had, according to M khyel, one besetting sin: he day-
dreaned. M khyel tried hard to cure himof itfor his own
good, he never doubted ita cure that sonetines |eft

brui ses he'd just as soon avoid, and if M khyel were here
just now, his ears would ring for certain.

But he had to admit, his tendency to . . . examne multi-
plicities of possibilities . . . did absorb copious anounts of
time, which he had little enough of today.

O course, he wouldn't be here at all, would have had

no tine to waste if Deynorin had cone as he'd promni sed
faithfully he would at the Transition Day Festival



But probably Deynorin had forgotten. O, equally prob-
abl e, Deynorin and M khyel were having anot her row
about somet hing or other no one had bothered to explain
to him and making a point with Mkhyel had taken prece-
dence over any prom se to him
VWhi ch | eft himhaving begged off (on the sl ender possi-
bility Deynorin would arrive this norning) Bertran's and
Phellrad's trek to see the Shanitum Node bell and candl e
dancers on-stage-for-one-day-only in Gartum marketwi th
only his own conpany. The nuse hadn't struck, his guitar
strings were old and untunable, and if he'd gone to buy
strings, which he'd kept putting off and then forgetting to
do, he'd have had to go to Gartum narket, where he'd
naturally have run into Bertie and Phell and have had to
explain that No, Deynorin hadn't shown . .
Whi ch had left the library, where Deyftiorin, if he both-
ered to make an appearance after all and cared to think
on it, would know to ook for him
He coul d al nost hear Deymi o | aughing: Waich is it now,
fry? Darius? the poetry of Belianus? the second century
Utra-romanticist school of frog painting? Cnon, brat, let's
go for a ride
Never mind it was storm ng Qutside; Deyni o was
wat er pr oof .
M khyel, at |east, could have no objections to his being
here today. M khyel would be proud of himfor seeking a
purpose ... a realistic goal for his future, unlike his past
obsessions, as Deynorin called them
M khyel woul d understand if he said his future lay in the
Mauritumtrade agreenment. That was politics and | aw,
t hi ngs M khyel understood and appreci at ed.
As M khyel had understood the paintingor at |east his
ten-year-old brother's need to save his find from
destructi on.
What neither M khyel nor Deynorin knew was how t hat
i mge had obsessed their youngest brother for years, or
how it was meant, (he was just certain of it), to affect their
younger brother's destiny. They didn't know, because their
youngest brother hadn't quite figured howit was going to
affect him Their youngest brother only knew it drew him
toit ... as Darius' journal or the child-bride' s diaries
drew him
The painting depicted Mauritum Tower atop a rugged,
sunset-lit knoll rising far above the flat plain of the city
proper; and radiating out fromthat knoll, twelve save one
i rregul arly-spaced roads sparkled with the famliar silver of
I eylight, the single darkened | eyroad Mauritum s link to the
unt appabl e node |ying beneath the ocean
Those lighted streets were a disturbing fanmiliarity in an
ot herwi se exotic imge.
The city in the painting was an interconnected webwork
of curiously anorphous structures, as if the architects had
intended the city to reflect the crystal structure upon which
all Mauritum power, both real and political, was based. One
had to wonder whether that depiction was mere artistic
whi nsy or based on the architectural reality.

W' || have no dynastic webs here. And no lords, no
ki ngs, no graces. A man will be a man and of one fanily
only, son to one man only . .
Fam | y-webs. Miultiple spouses. . . . N kki had a difficult



enough time imagining hinmself with one wife. But two .

or even nmore? And each of themwi th loyalties, and | ega

bed- mates, other than hinself?

Not that such arrangements were unheard of in Rhonma-

tum A wi dow or wi dower often joined houses with a mar-

ried cousin or even sibling, for econonic advantage or

si mpl e conveni ence. And if joining househol ds included
joining bedchanmbers . . . well, it was only natural, wasn't it?
But with the | esson of Mauritum behind them Rhona-
tumcitizens knew better than to |l et such associations bl os-
sominto excessive offspring. There was finite space beneath
the node's power unbrella and all of that |and was | ong
since privately owned, or if state-controlled, platted for
public gardens or other predeterni ned use. For the off-
spring of a famly who had physically no nore space within
the city, there was only the darkness between the |ines,
those wi de, untanmed | ands where the ley did not reach

where the only source of light and heat was fire and where
other facilities were equally primtive.

(Personally, he rather liked fire. And horses. And chick-
ens. And cats and dogs . .. and all those other things you
couldn't have inside a city because they either weren't nec-
essary or because they produced dirt or noise or static. But
one had to adnmit that leylight and | eyheat and sewers that
ran into |leylines and di sappeared were pl easant conve-

ni ences.)

Early on, of course, population had not been an issue.

Early on, Darius' new city had flourished so well that, ac-
cording to Darius, sonme of Mauritumis |anded Fam lies had
encour aged whol e portions of their clans to relinquish their
| andrights within Mauritum and follow t he waves of inm -
grants to Rhomatum and its rapidly expandi ng web of satel -
lite citiesuntil Dari us, due to maj or phi | osophi ca
differences with those aristocratic inmgrants, had ended
all contact with Mauritum and ultimately, in the thirty-
third year of the Exodus, had ordered the destruction of
every inmage and book that referenced Mauritunthe rul-

ing that had nearly demanded the destruction of his pre-
cious painting three hundred years | ater

For a man who had procl ai ned the Exodus as an escape
fromthe authoritarian rule of a handful of individuals,
Darius had certainly taken a dictatorial approach with his
own followers. But they must have agreed in principle,

since they had never, in Darius' fifty-three year tenure as
their absolute | eader, attenpted to depose him

Not, at |east, according to the histories Darius had per-
mtted to see publication

Al t hough, to be fair to his illustrious ancestor, neither
had any personal diaries or letters surfaced in the subse-
guent centuries to refute that record.

At least, not that any of Darius' descendants had al | owed
into the public eye.

It nmade for a suspiciousand di zzym nd, considering

hi story the way Berul insisted any serious schol ar nust.
Berul's contention that historical accounts were, of neces-
sity and sinple human nature, slanted by the witer's own
political bias and personal historywas so obvious, and yet,
at the same tinme, so very revolutionary a thought, such a
sinmple insight, and yet no one prior to Berul had ever con-
sidered the possibilityor at |east, not considered the pos-



sibility and nmade it into print. Certainly none of N kki's
private tutors had ever suggested that the Witten Wrd

m ght not contain all the truth necessary for understandi ng.
But he'd found Berul's privately published essays on his
own, and on his own he sought now to apply themto his
illustrious, but elusive, ancestor in general and to Darius
journal in particular.

Stri ket hroughssonme so viol ent the heavy paper itself

was ripped, and sonetines the pages beneath, as well. A
man of tenper, N kki's thought tasted of wy hunor. Darius
woul d have been right at hone in the current Rhomand
gener ati on.

Darius had been a fighter, as Deym o wasand as

M khyel was, in his own way. Darius had fought Mauritum
for independence of thought and personal freedom and

yet, considered in Berul's |light, Darius' subsequent high-
handed censorship made a sort of col d-bl ooded sense, an
action, in that considered light, not entirely out of
character.

Darius and his nost ardent followers had wanted a cl ean
break fromthe past. Perhaps they had seen such darian (a
word coined by Berul hinmself) tactics as the only way to
acconplish that separation- fromall Mauritum represented,
and to prevent the newly arrived aristocrats from exerting
their residual influence. .

Resi dual because in this new | and, every citizen began
equal

Theoretically.

But then, everything they knew about that tinme, and par-
ticularly Mauritum was theoretical

On the other handa thrill of excitenent shivered down

Ni kki's spinea breakthrough in that pending trade
agreenment with the ancient web suddenly bid fair to change
that. The linited agreenent signed two years ago was about
to expand. Soon, trade would begin to flow freely. Three
hundred years after Darius, trade relations between Rho-
mat um and Mauritum were regenerating, and it was going

to take men with historical perspective on both sides to
permmanently heal the well-entrenched rift.

And, in one's nost private thoughts, one did think one

m ght be anong those hi story-nmaki ng peacenmakers. One

had, after all, had plenty of practice, having spent one's
lifetime maki ng peace between one's brothers.

And who better than the third son of the House of Rho-

mandi to fill one of those soon-to-be-named anbassado-
rial posts?
"M I ord?"

Who better to understand Darius, and by that under-

st andi ng, perhaps understand Darius' passionate abhor-
rence of Mauritumand find the truth behind the fable?
"M lord N kaenor!"

The curator: standing on the far side of the table, flanked
by two attendants.

"Yes, Conarrin?"

Two quite large attendants

"Mlord, the library closed sone time ago."

Ni kki tipped his head. "Closed? . . ."

For a nonent, it was only a sound, not a word with
meaning at all.

"Mlord, | rmust send ny people honme. You're the |ast



one here. W nust return the book to the vault."”

"Ch . . . of course . "

Ni kki was not in his suiteor in any of the other eighty-

one private roons in this damed nonstrosity of a house.
Deynorin col |l apsed on the couch in the readi ng nook

that was part of the small conplex of roons naintained
year-round for his use, never mnd that he only used them

a handful of days out of that year and woul d as soon pa-
tronize Tirise's establishment on those nights he was forced
to spend in the City.

But his staying at a brothel, regardless of its reputation,
woul d horrify prudish Mkhyel's delicate sensibilities (which
he didn't mind in the least) and hurt N kki's feelings (which
he did) so he said nothing and rattled about in unfamliar
surroundi ngs, wearing unfamliar clothing Mkhyel's tailor
provided to keep M khyel's lanentably rustic el der brother
present abl e.

At | east the wardrobe so provided wasn't solid black

The wine he'd ordered arrived along with Jerrik, N kki's
so-called valet and erstwhile partner in juvenile chicanery.
"Where the hell have you been?" he denmanded by way

of greeting, and Jerrik, whom Deynorin had known since
chi I dhood, only grinned.

"M ght ask you the same thing, nmilord Dee. M ghty

upset, N k was, when you didn't show | ast night."

"Ch, shut up and hand nme a gl ass of whatever you've

brought. Is it drinkabl e?"

Jerrik licked his Iips and w ggled his brows, then handed

a glass over, his expression turning woeful.

"Ch, pour one for yourself and park your rear. Lord,

you rem nd me of Ringer."

"I"ll take that as a conplinment, mlord Dee."

"So, where have you been?" Deynorin repeated, when

Jerrik had settled in a chair opposite him "And where's

t hat pesky brot her of nine?"

"Left early this afternoon, sir. Said he'd be back in plenty
of time."

Deynorin snorted and Jerrik cast himan apol ogetic | ook
"Sorry, sir, but I couldn't ride herd on himthis tineg,
could I? Had to get his party clothes ready, |I did."

"No one bl anmes you, Jerrik, but the lad's sense of tine

is deplorable."

"Famly trait, mlord Dee?"

"Ch, shut up. Wiere'd he gothe library?"

Jerrik's eyes dropped.

"M ght have known. What is it this tine? Tanshirn?

The stratification ofno, it's Darius these days, isn't it?
The boy's obsessed with the nan and his little piece of
fluff."”

"He's not obsessed," Jerrik protested. "He just wants"

The young man broke off, obviously disconfited, obviously
hoar di ng sonme know edge he felt Deynorin should know.
Deynorin, trying to hold back his growing alarm said
gently:

"Wants what, Jerrik? It's all right, son, you can trust

ne.
"I do, sir, you know that. | just don't want Nikki to stop
trusting ne. It's possible N kki wants to tell you hinself.
It's not crazy"

"I think maybe you should |l et nme be the judge of that."



Jerrik took a long swallow Then: "He wants to go to
Mauritum "

"OfF course he does: History incarnate. Probably dig the
whol e damm pl ace up and get us sued for the danages."

"lt's not like that, sir. He wants . . . Rhomatumw || need
anbassadors to Mauritum won't they? Rhomatum repre-
sentatives within the city?"

"He's too young!" Surprise startled the truth out of him
Jerrik bit his Ilip and frowned, refusing to neet his eyes,

and Deynorin extrapol ated carefully: "I mean, of course,
that he'd be fighting an uphill battle getting Mauritum | ead-
ers to take himseriously. Perhaps soneday . . ." He let the

t hought trail off, not conmtting his support to the fluff-
brai ned schenme, but not totally opposing it either, which
never got anyone anywhere agai nst seventeen-year-old

dr eans.

And Jerrik's shoul ders dropped. "I know that, sir. I've
tried to convince him but you know Ni kki."
"Too well. Wait here." Deynorin rang for a footnman

and sent himoff to the library to haul N kki home. "And
if the library has cl osed, have Gomarrin open it up. He
could have gotten hinself |ocked in . "

"Again." Jerrik muttered, behind him and he stifled a
grin as he shut the door behind the nessenger, and turned
back to the young man

"So, why did you really cone down here?"

"Thought maybe you coul d use sone help getting ready.

| heard you arrived w thout Tonam ."

"Appreciate it. Maybe you can nmake sense out of what-
ever Mkhyel's tailor has left in ny closet this time. Find

me sonet hing appropriate for tonight, will you? And if |'m
not out of the bath by ..." He thought of long rides and
weary bones. "Hell, by the time N kki shows . . . well, cone
and nake sure the old man hasn't drowned, will you? Be-

fore seeing to that unappreciative wetch."

Jerrik grinned. "Aye, mlord Dee."

As fate had it, he'd no nore than settled into the steam
ing water, than the tinkling of the doorbell and Jerrik's
qui et query stole the nmoment away. Jerrik entered, carrying
a fol ded note.

A scented, folded note.

Addressed with Tirise romMarinni's distinctive, florid
hand.

* * *

The stormraged on over Munt Khoratum Deep within
Khoratum s heart. Dancer watched the radi ant |eythium
chandel i ers respond to those atnospheric shivers, and
wonder ed.

From above, the storm had seemed natural enough

Down here, where cause and effect remained manifest in

the | eyt hium strands, one suspected differently.

For seventeen years Dancer had watched weat her sys-

tems flux the crystalline |ace into sem predictable curves
and twi sts, had | earned through experience how those nu-
tabl e shapes refl ected surface-world nmountains and vall eys,
as well as shifting clouds.

Wien storms built over distant oceans to the west or
grassy plains to the south, the cavern's response woul d
begin as the nerest shiver of the outernost fringed edge;
the shiver would grow to a bi Uowi ng bul ge as that seething



energy crashed into | and and nmountain. Follow ng famliar
patterns, warps and wefts of living crystal formed fromml -
l ennia of world resonances, the outworld storm should then
weave in and around mountain and valley, leyline and

tower: natural forces creating natural, |ogically predictable,
effects in the |ey.

Too often these days, sonmething affected that pattern
Sonmewher e beyond t hree-node distant Mauritunthe limt

of the cavern's awarenesssomething . . . irritated . . . the
l ey, not creating these stornms, but certainly encouraging
them as sand in an oyster encouraged a pearl to grow
Sonetimes, like today, that irritant woul d resonate with
Khoratum changing a sinple rain cloud into sonething far
nore sinister.

The I'ightning blast that had bl ackened Khoratum had

expl oded the sparkling | eythiumcloud that represented/ was
Khor at um Tower. The cloud that was neither crystalline

nor liquid nor gas, but sonething of all three, was rebuild-
ing its integrity nore rapidly than usual and wi thout help
from Rhomat um That was surprising. Rhyys' adrenaline

nmust be punpi ng.

A shimrer in the veils: rain in the world above. A great
deal of rain.

No surprise to soneone newy transferred fromthe sur-

facewater still dripped from Dancer's oil-slick skin and
hi p-length hair, to make rai nbow pools in every nearby
| ow spot.

Mot her and her delicate taste buds. The drenal |eaves

had to be danp but not drenched, and the buds nust have

at |least three aphids per petal. Never mind it was fall and
aphi ds even harder to find than buds. Mther's human ap-
prentice fetched whatever Mther mght, on a whim decide
she required. Her flawed vessel of an apprentice

Per hapsDancer grinned at the softly drifting lattice

one shoul d say vassal, since one was expected to interrupt
one's rare-enough within-time for those whins, to transport
bet ween cave and surface and back again, until one's skin
began to glow with accurmul ated |l ey energy. A glow that,
fortunately, faded quickly once one was back above.

The rain-shinmer intensified: the storm defying al

Rhyys' efforts, had stalled directly above Khoratum and
was releasing its bounty all at once, a deluge that nust
concern surface dwellers of mountain and valley alike.

The previous summer's storns had been all fire and thun-
der by the time they reached the Khoranmali Range. That
nmysterious, faraway irritation had clashed too often with
Rhyys' inexpert control of weather patterns, (andone had

to be honestMdther's interference) causing the clouds to
relieve thensel ves over the valley to the west. By the tine
t he cl ouds had reached the Khoramali, they had | acked the
nmoi sture to placate the thirsty nountain soil.

The nount ai nside had turned hard and crusty, requiring

a gentle soaking to open it again to life. Instead, it was to
recei ve a deluge that would skimthe surface and tax the
limts of even the greatest river gul hes.

The nmountain-fol k who built their stone and thatch cot-
tages along the deep river cuts, would have been wat ching
today' s darkeni ng skies in awareness and no small fear

And when the initial surge of water swirled, driving rock
and tree before it, they would retreat to the altars cut deep



into the rock beneath their homes to burn incense to the
guardi ans of earth and |ley, praying the flash fl oods woul d
not pound their surface dwellings into rubble and wash the
rubbl e downstreamwith the rocks and trees.

The strands nearest Dancer shivered, shimmering deep-

est violet.

Years ago, following a simlar storm when the earth it-
sel f had quaked in fear, Mther had found a human child
huddl ed besi de one such altar fire gone dead, the bl oody
seep fromthe tunnel's collapsed nouthall that remained

of the child' s grandnotherthankfully invisible, gone with
the fire's light.

But that menory was | ong ago and far (figuratively
speaki ng) away. Dancer paid G andnother's nmenory the

| oving respect it deserved and pressed it lovingly back into
the past where it belonged. In nonents, the leythiumre-
suned its natural iridescence.

Fl ashes within the |ace, a series of blinding crystalline
novae: lightning, and a great deal of it.

Above and a bit to the (a nmental pause to translate |ey-
thium | ace response to human surface association) south-
east, the residents of Khoratumwere |ooking to their

preci ous Tower and sighing, resigned to another period of
candl el i ght and snoky firepl aces.

Dancer had little synmpathy for those valley-bred foreign-
ers who, fifteen years ago, had invaded the once-tiny noun-
tain village, polluting the fields and ninds of the nountain
fol k, bastardizing the ancient wi sdons; had | ess symnpat hy
for the city-dwelling natives, |ike Rhyys, who had wel coned
t hose invaders, even to adopting their foreign nam ng prac-
tices. Those fol k had known the risks when they pl edged
their lives to the new tower, and noved in, bringing indus-
try and problens the nountain fol k had never realized they
neededuntil they had them

Anot her |ightning string danced the | ace.

The true disaster of the stormin the worl d-above would
occur when that river swell reached the valley bel ow disas-
ter by flood, against which not even the fabled Rhomat um

ri ngs had defense.

For those | ow and farmers, Dancer did feel some synpa-

thy, even though they were Rhomatunin. After previous

rains had ruined two cuttings, a rich third lay curing on the
ground, desperately needed hay to winter cattle and horses.
Bunmper crops of barley and cornnore than sufficient to

of fset | ast year's disastrous droughtstood a scant week
short of harvest. Drenched one last tinme, and | acking sum
mer's drying heat, the hay would nold, and the grains,

al ready bending their heads under their own weight, would
flatten to ground turned soft and unworkabl e.

As for those who lived in Rhomatumitself, on the far

end of the Khoratum Line, those whose existence in the

| ace was a gentle breeze through | oose filanents ... the
Rhomat umi n woul d feel no qualm would probably not

even have noticed the clouds gathering into ever-darkeni ng
piles on their northeastern horizon

They were the | ucky ones, they would acknow edge hum

bly (while privately assuring thensel ves that of course |uck
had nothing to do with their superior circunstance). They
lived in the Gty (Rhomatum to those Qutside), the harbin-
ger of the Mbodern Era, where the leylight and heat never



wavered, and the floating cabs were never grounded; where
crime was virtually nonexi stent; where roses grew in the
dead of winter, water ran cool and fresh year-round, and
rai n happened predictably an hour before sunset

Let the |ightning dance about the distant clouds. Dancer
could al most hear themsay, it will not affect Rhomatum
The Lady woul d never permt it.

{Lady?} Mbdther's disgust screeched between Dancer's

ears, an instant before Mdther herself appeared between

two ceiling-to-floor crystalline veils. "That creature is no
[ ady!"

The veils curled back on thensel ves, evading Mother's

heat ed enotion, but rel axed and resumned their glinmrering,
glowing sway in an instant as she controlled that disrupting
em ssion, and glided toward Dancer, hands out hel d.

{\Vel conme, child.)

Never nmind Dancer had | ong since delivered the drena

| eaves to Mdther's inner sanctumvbt her operated on a
different time sense and Mother's flawed vassal had | earned
to accept acknow edgnent when Mt her deigned to make

it and never take offense.

Not that offense would acconplish anything anyway.

Mot her' s enbrace ended al nost before it began, |eaving
behi nd a residual

{G1l . . . there's a good child. . . .)

Dancer retrieved a translucent, |leythiumtraced bow

froma constantly netanorphosi ng shel f conmposed of 1iving

| eyt hium crystal, dipped oil froma deep, narrow nout hed
pool, stood, and poured at her signal

Mot her spread the sacred oil over her hands and arns

until the faint green scales glinmered with iridescent |ight,
then turned to the Cauldron of Life to lift a bud fromthe
Sacred Flanme with her bare palnms. Swaying and swirling to
some internal nelody, or perhaps in response to the earth
itself. Mother showered the shimering essence over the
sanctuary floor in a seemngly (though Dancer knew better)

random pattern. \Were the drops fell, small flamnes
flickered.
Sacred Fl ane. Sacred G I|. Cauldron of Life. Human reli -

gious terms for Tanshirin tools of the trade. Ternms two

t housand years old and nore. Words the first human visi-
tors to this cave had carried to the surface to describe the
magi cal inmages and events they'd w tnessed.

For Mother, the oil was sinple precaution, insulation

agai nst energy surges, the Cauldron a reservoir of liquid

| eyt hium unstable, volatile, the better to show the pattern
she set.

Her preparations conpl eted, Mther contenplated that

pattern, flicked the final drops carelessly into the center of
a glowing flower, then grinned, her glittering fangs re-
flecting the shifting, shimrering flames: rain wuld fall
[ightning would strike whenand wher eMot her deci ded.

Mot her didn't create stornms, but once they existed, she

did tend to play with the results. And Mt her, her resent-
ment of Anhehaa tinting the ley with gleeful yellow shifted
the storm s course now, countering Rhyys' every defense,
never sending the stormquite to Anheliaa's doorstep, but
bouncing it instead right back toward Khoratum and An-

heli aa's vul nerabl e prize apprentice.

Mot her rarely took an interest in surface events; she



didn't now, except to scratch the itch Anheliaa gave her
But Dancer was of the surface, and Dancer knew Rhoma-

tumn history well, studied it with an eye to Khoratuni s
future, and Dancer cared about Khoratums future because
as that future went, so went the future of the Khoratunin
ri ngdancewhi ch meant Dancer's future.

Dancer knew, for instance, that Lady Anhehaa dun-

Moren' s uncanny knack for know ng which ring-rel ated
technol ogi es to support, her own experinentation into uses
of the rings thenmsel ves, woul d al one have guaranteed her

pl ace in human historya fact that would have |l eft her as

m nor an annoyance to Mot her as Anheliaa's predecessors
had been.

However, Anheliaa had nanaged what her ancestors as

far distant as Darius hinmself had failed to acconplish: she'd
capped Khoratum the last radical |ine out of Rhomatum

its nature-given attraction Ileeching (or so human ring-
t heory maintained) perfectly usable ley energy into use-

| ess groundf!| ow

Once Khoratum had been controlled, the sheer power

avail abl e to Rhomat um had, for the first time in history,
exceeded that required by the Gty itself, and Rhonmatum
had begun to supply that surplus energy to | esser nodes

for a price.

Mot her didn't care about noney. Mther had quite a
different view of how 'useless' that 'groitfldflow had been
Mot her cared about

{Hackers!}

Mot her' s thought was a darting thrust, penetrating, and
vani shing in an instant, but |leaving a residual inmage of hu-
mans chopping and nutilating the delicate |eythiumfibers.
Mot her didn't |ike careless exploitation of the |ey energy.
Li ked far | ess any unconsidered (in her opinion) experi-
mentation with it. Especially where that experinmentation

i nvol ved Khorat um Node.

Mbt her' s node.

But according to runor (a satisfied nental glimrer from
Mot her), Anheliaa's experinmentation had finally caught up
with her. According to runor, tam ng Khoratum had cost

t he Rhomatum ri ngnaster dearly.

{OF course it did!) Mother's capacity to manipul ate the
ey and chatter at the same time never ceased to amaze.

{1"mnot as easily cowed as ny brothers and sisters. |I'll never
conprehend why . . .} Her next referencesonething about
drinki ng disgusting substanceswas her personal inage for

her counterpart beneath Rhomatum {... all owed Darius

access in the first place. W could have handl ed the storns,
but no-o-0. Sucks-pond-water |iked the taste of Darius

m nd, so Sucks-pond-water invited Darius into the valley,
and | ook what that got us. Anheliaa.}

The sensory-rich image she incorporated into that |ast
"word' nade ' Sucks-pond-water' quite palatable in contrast.
Dancer had only the nmpost hazy inmages of the Ieythium
chanbers prior to Anheliaa's capping of Khoratum but the
clearest nmenories were of sitting and watching the crysta
patterns actively grow ng, overnight changes that now took
nont hseven yearsto achi eve. Mther insisted the node

had been grow ng, extending new hues, that she'd been

able to sense the sun on the far side of the world when the
full nmoon floated overhead.



The worl d-cavern Dancer knew could see only three

nodes di stant, and struggled to naintain its own integrity.
New | i nes, which always grew in opposing clusters of three,
woul d have nade it a nine-line intersection, conparable in
power to Rhomatum |f Mother was correct, another

human generati on and cappi ng Khoratum woul d have been

i mpossi ble, w thout Mdther's aid.

It was possible Anheliaa had sensed that was true. Possi -
bl e Anheliaa had risked her life to cap Khoratum precisely
because it was her node's |ast chance for absolute domi -
nanceand perhaps she'd sensed, even fifteen years ago,

that the next generation would prove inadequate to the
chal | enge.

Dancer had seen Anheliaa once only and then from a

di stance, when the Rhomatum ringmaster had travelled to
Khoratum for the tutoring of Rhyys. Anheliaa had been
frail and aging even at that tine, and she'd had to have
been aware that, even though she survived cappi ng Khora-
tum one day she'd be dead; all humans died.

One had to wonder if, on that day when Anheliaa had

been carried through the streets of her conquered nountain
village to the Tower she'd financed and desi gned, the Rho-
mat um ri ngmaster was feeling triunph over her gods, or
betrayal by them

Because in order to cap Khoratum Anheliaa had had to
draw on the power of all the other satellite nodesfor a
venture that mght, for all they knew at the time, have
destroyed the entire web. In order to gain the cooperation
of the satellites, Anheliaa had had to sign a variety of
agreements. The ternms of those agreements were unique to
each node and secret, but runor held little doubt those
agreements held Rhomatumto severe standards of perfor-
mancebot h during Anheliaa's lifetime and after

And in the perverse way of nature, follow ng the nobst
acconpl i shed ringmaster of all time. House Rhomandi's un-
contested control of the Rhomatum rings appeared in dan-
ger. Runor held that none of Mieric's three sons possessed
even a nodi cum of skill with the rings, and they were al
(reportedly) without issue.

A derisive snort: a nental drowning.

{Mieric's sons mght have all the ability in the universe.
wn't do them any good what soever with that creature in

charge.)
"But Anheliaa won't be in charge forever. And when
t hat day conmes, Mdther, you'll have someone totally un-

known to contend with."

/1 contend with no one. And Mot her knows everyone.

Now, go away. Mbdther's busy.)

Never nmind she'd instigated the conversation. Dancer
sm | ed, accustoned to her npods.

In all hkelihood, . Mther knewif Mther cared to

knowho was destined to be Anheliaa's successor

Dancer, who received only the vaguest of images fromthe
flickering, shimering lights of the I eythiumweb, had to
rely primarily on runors overheard in Rhyys' court of so-
cial clinbers.

Rurmor hel d Deynorin, Meric's eldest and heir to the

vast Rhonmandi hol di ngs, to be obsessed with Qutside inter-
ests: hardly what one woul d expect of a ringmaster, cer-
tainly not of sonmeone who coul d have near absol ute power



within the Gty. But so far, Deynorin had abdicated that
power to his brother, M khyel

Serious, dark-featured, and (so the |adies of the court

cl ai ned) wickedly nysterious M khyel had for years held

his father's administrative officesan inportant job in it-
self, leaving little time for Tower training, when one was,
as rumor held M khyel to be, neticul ous and scrupulous in
hi s wor k.

Finally, there was N kaenor . . . N kki the Scholar, people
called him N ne years the youngest ... who apparently
energed fromhis history books for only two things: wan-
dering condemmed buil di ngs | ooking for what he called 'his-
torical artifacts' . . . or riding brother Deynorin's horses.
Ni kki the dreanerthe City's businessnen and religious

| eaders agreed, and no one argued.

(Least of all me. Mther never argues. Now go away/y

" and from the wnd-swirled ashes, ny love's spirit

clinmbs' " The voice frombeyond the door paused, then
"I think, maybe, that should be 'soars,' don't you?"
"Ni kki, N kki, N kki ..." Deynorin sighed and | eaned

hi s brow agai nst the cl osed door, finding in its rough surface
unexpected relief froman irritating itch. "Wiat am| to do
with you?"
"Don't worry, Dey-nilove." Long-nailed fingers brushed
his tenmple, securing wayward hairs behind his ear. "May-
hap they're takin' a wee rest. Been up here a |l ongish while,
t hey have."
"I wish | could believe that," he told the door sourly.
"How long did it take himto work up the nerve to cone
upstairs?"
Tirise | aughed softly. "Ch, less than you, as | recall."
"I was a year younger."
"Two. And anmong a crowd of friends."
That surprised him "N kki's here on his own?"
"Hi s birthday present to hinmself, as he was quick to point
out when he arrived."
"Wanted to nmeke clear right off he was legal, did he?"
Her nod brushed his shoul der. "Seemed right deter-
m ned, just a smdge confused, if you take mi neanin'.
Anot her soft |augh, a quick squeeze at his waist. "Bring th'
| addi e back, Deynio-luv. Mayhap | can straighten 'imout.
| did think Beauvi nawhat with her innocent ways and al
" Her cheek pressed lightly against his back, and he felt

her sigh. "If only they hadn't |ooked so sweet together."
Sweet? Tirise was a closet romantic. He'd have had a
different word for it, he'd wager. Still . . . Tirise and Ni kki?

He tipped his head, |ooking past his shoulder to the pro-
prietress' full-bodied figure. Tenpting. Sincerely tenpting.
Oncea very long once ago, so it seenmed these days

Tirise had introduced himto the finer things in life. Fifteen

years later, she was still an extrenely handsone woman,
particularly in the soft backlighting of the hallway's silver

| eylights, but somehow . . . legal age or not . . . Deynorin
shook his head reluctantly as he pulled her anple formto

the fore . . . "I don't think he's quite up to your weight yet,
m dear." ... and bending his head to hers, proceeded to

erase any possible sting in his words.

Tirise was humm ng when she surfaced, and with a sultry
smle, a sway of hip against hip, and a tug at his waist, she
mur mur ed, "Whaddaya say, |ovie? Enpty room next. No



charge for an old friend. Been far, far too |long since you
visited us."

Wth even greater reluctance, he resisted the pull and
nodded toward the door. "Better rescue the fry before
Beauvi na guts himfrom sheer boredom ™"

Tirise chuckled, a low, warm sound, deep in her throat.
"Little worry for that. 'Vina | ooked right inpressed with
his little verses down below. That's when | first reckoned
they'd match."

"Ringfire," he exclainmed, in only partially feigned al arm
"she encouraged the brat? He'll be expecting ne to read

t he dammed things next. Now | nust get in there. Hold

this for ne, will you?" He handed her his cane, then
reached for the latch. "Have you the key?"

The wel | -greased bolt noved easily, silentlyand wth-

out need of a key.

"Never mnd," he finished, disgusted.

Through the slightest crack in the doorway, he took the
whol e pitiful scene in at a gl ance:

Deep red draperies, gilt gold furnishings awash in the
warm gl ow of candlelight, the soft, inviting texture of vel-
vet, safe (and legal) this far renoved from Tower Hill.
Perched on the edge of her chair, clothing and hair stil
depressingly intact, was a girlabout N kki's age, or a bit
ol der her kohl -darkened eyes wi de, her reddened lips

pursed in anticipation. On the bed, feet spread for bal ance,
one hand to his breast (undoubtedly for dramatic enpha-
sis), the other hanging at his side holding a thick sheaf of
curling pages, was his scatterbrai ned brother

Deynorin nmuttered a curse, then, with a, Pardon ne

to Tirise, he took a deep breath and threw the door back

It struck the wall with a gratifying crash.

For a single startled heartbeat, Ni kki stared at the shad-
owed openi ng, nouth hangi ng open on a forgotten |ine.

In the second, Deynorin bellowed, "Down!"

In the third, his idiot brother dropped flat on the nat-
tress, bounced once, and rolled to the floor on the far side
of the bed, disappearing am dst a pouf of |oose pages.
Deynorin waited a fourth and fifth heartbeat, allow ng

the dolt time to do something incredibly stupid, realized
pl easant surprise when he didn't. Better, of course, if the
fry had dropped without the cue, but overall . . . one took
what one coul d get. Especially when one recalled one's own
yout h, when inpressing the |ady in question would have

been infinitely nore inportant than conmon sense.

O perhaps not so comon. Normal men didn't worry

about assassi nation and abduction. Such concerns were |im
ited to nen whose fanmily tended to irritate those with mnur-
der ous tendenci es.

Families like the Rhomandi. A fact of life N kki had yet

to realize.

Deynorin stepped into the candl e-gl ow, and feigning

nonchal ance, | eaned his shoul ders agai nst the doorfrane

and drawl ed: "Not bad, fry. You' d only have been dead

twice over, this tinme."

Bl ue eyes biinked above the disrupted bedcl ot hes.

" D- Deyr ni 0?"

He rai sed an eyebrow. "You need to ask? You can cone

out now. "

Snmoot h skin flushed bright red, then di sappeared, and a



muf f1 ed curse rose from beneath the rippling mass of

gol den, bane-of -hi s-young-life curls.

Deynorin waited patiently until, enbarrassment evi-

dently conquered, Nikki flung the gol den mane back with

a flourish, taming it with a practiced (undoubtedly before a
mrror) two-handed sweep, and stood up with exaggerated
dignity, ignoring the shirt hanging open at the throat,
exposi ng himnearly to his cumrerbund.

"Pi cturesque," Deynorin said, restraining a w cked urge

to point out the childish roundness thus reveal ed, "but not
highly efficientfor much of anything. Mnd telling ne

what you're doi ng here?"

The slightly cleft chin rai sed another notch, hinting boy-

ish stubbornness and Ilittle else. "I should think that
obvi ous. "
"Cbvious." Deynorin swept a cal culated and cal cul ati ng

gaze over the fully clothed young woman coweri ng behi nd

her chair, past the boy's artistically |oosened clothes, ending
with a long look at Tirise's carefully neutral facea | ook

that ended in the nerest hint of an off-side w nk. "Just
arrived, did he?" And Tirise, with the w sdom gl eaned of

several dozen young Nikkis, replied without m ssing a beat:

"In the salon . .. oh, not half-an-hour ago, they were."
Deynorin schooled his face into determ ned sincerity and
turned back to his brother. "Qbviously, then, |'ve inter-

rupted you at an awkward nonent."

"Dam right, you did." N kki's lower |ip pouted ever

so slightly.

"Not in front of the ladies, child," Deynorin chastised

gently, and when Ni kki | ooked daggers at him perversely
courted even greater youthful resentment with a firm "Put

on your clothes, we're going hone."

" But "

"Now, Ni kaenor," he said, all tendency toward hunor

| eaving him and for a nmoment, he thought the silly boy

was about to argue, but then N kki's eyes w dened, and:

"Dam. | forgot."

"Forgot." Com ng from anyone el se, he'd have said that

was i npossi ble. Coming from N kki, who had just been

standing on a bed, reading his poetry to an enraptured au-
dience of one . . . he could believe it.

"Deymo, I'msorry." "The pout faded into heartfelt cha-

grin, a look the boy's angelic face did so well that in his

| ess charitabl e nonents, such as now, Deymorin suspected

himof practicing it, too, in between those swi pes at his hair.
"I know you are, brat. Just get dressed, wll you?"

Ni kki nodded, setting his curls to bouncing. "M ss Beau-
villia " "'
"B-Beauvina, Ninmlor'",
ingly I'ispy whisper.
"Ch. Ah. Yes, of course." N kki ducked his head again,
tucking his shirttail one-handed, shruggi ng awkwardly into

the girl corrected in a charm

his tailored coat with the other. "lIl'msorry, but I'm
afraid we'll have tocontinue another tine."
"M ss Beauvillia' expressed her regretquite vocally

and amusenent threatened anew, but Deynorin swal | owed

the chuckle and lent N kki a hand with his coat. He brushed
a cursory hand over the lightly padded shoul ders and

tugged the skirt-pleats straight with a snap of brocade (the
boy was becoming quite the dasher), then pulled the bl ond



mass back into a quick, barely respectabl e queue, securing

it with a ribbon the redoubtable Tirise slipped him Foll ow
ing a final evaluation of his brother's person to assure him
self the truant wouldn't destroy whatever gentlemanly
credibility he had remaining, he shoved N kki uncerenoni -
ously into the hallway.

Beauvi na darted past himand fluttered after N kki Iike

an oversized butterfly. Pretty little thing; one couldn't fault
Tirise in that, but not to his taste

Not even when he was seventeen

Deynorin retrieved his cane and offered Tirise his arm

she accepted with a grace no sinpering so-called | ady of

hi s acquai ntance could claim and they sauntered after the
youngsters, down the silver-lit hallway toward the broad,
sweepi ng staircase. "l can't thank you enough, Tess. 1'd
have been all over the Cty looking for him and this"

He tapped his left leg with the cane. "was al ready giving

me fits."

She squeezed his arm synpathetically. "Wndered why

you was favorin' it so. Sure you don't want to give it a
rest?"

"No time. We're late as it is.
"Cel ebration tonight?"

He nodded. "If you hadn't sent that nessage ..." He
cast his eyes heavenward. "I owe you."
She | aughed and patted his elbow "I1'll renenber that,

[ ovie" Her wink held nothing of girlish coquetrishness;

he | aughed and finished for her: "and remind ne in your
own good tine, eh?"

She just sniled the snile of a cat with the key to the

m | k- bar n.

"Ta, sweetling. . . ." A door shut behind them another
custonmer on his way out.

Deynorin gl anced quickly down the hall: N kki and his
woul d- be paramour were safely out of sight, around the
corner, and headi ng downstairs. Wth luck they would es-
cape with the boy unrecogni zed

"I say, there. Rhonmandi, is that you?"

Unm st akable, that nasal voice. Deynorin's spine
stiffened.

Not that N kki hadn't every right to be here, but he was
cutting the age |l aws close, a |l aw M khyel passionately sup-
ported, and Pwerenetti dunPatrin was . . . less than discreet
at best, and fully capable of running the tale straight to
M khyel's ears, if he thought to curry favor by doing so.
And curry it, he could: M khyel had absolutely no sense

of hunmor in such matters, and a dammed over bl own sense

of Famly dignity.

Damed prig

Deynorin forced hinself to turn and greet the . . . pros-
perous ... individual hurrying down the hallway toward
hi m

"Long time, old man." The sweaty hand punped his en-
thusiastically. "Wat brings you to the Cty?"

The things he did for his brothers. . . . Gently disengagi ng
hi nsel f, Deynorin curbed the tenptation to wi pe his hand

on the nearest tapestry, and planted a smle on his face.

" Busi ness, Pwerenetti." And qguel hngl y: "Fam |y

busi ness. "

"Fam | y?" Beady pig-eyes lit. So rmuch for quelling; the



ol d gossip's voice positively quivered with anticipated ex-
clusivity, then: "Ch. Your brother's com ng of age."

Def | at ed- soundi ng statement of fact: so much for M khyel's
dignity. Deynorin nodded and turned to | eave.

"I say, does this nean Anheliaa's to declare her heir at
last?" The Iight of hope flared anew

"I didn't say"

"OfF course not, old fellow But she is getting old, isn't
she? | mean, no one's seen her for years. And soneone's
got to replace her soon, isn't that so?"

The cane's carved ridges cut into his clenching fingers.
"Having trouble with your power lately? Lights quit?

Cl ocks stop spinning? Take it up with the Conmm ssioner."
"No conpl ai ntsyet. Though we do get a flicker now

and then, which never used to happen. W live in daily
fear, now, don't we? Reassurance of a Tal ented successor
woul d do wonders for market confidence. "

What had begun as a delaying tactic for N kki's sake was
rapi dly devel oping into cold resentnent. Wereas he and
Anhel i aa had had their (frequent) differences, she was
Fami ly, and as the el dest l|iving Rhomandi deserved re-
spectparticularly fromleeches |ike Pwerenetti.

"Cbvi ously, someone will replace her in the Tower even-
tually," he said carefully. "The last time | saw her, she was
doing quite well, overall." Under the circumnmstances, one
didn't admt how |long that had been. "It's just that ever
si nce Khor at unf

Li ght, easy laughter interrupted him "Cone, Rhomandi
W're all friends here, now aren't we? W can be honest.
Anheliaa's reclusiveness has nothing to do wth
Khoratum "

"I have no idea what you're tal king about."

"OfF course you do, old fellow. WB11 know these runors
about Khoratum crippling her are just to keep the un-
washed nmasses content, now don't we? Runor |oves nmar-
tyrs, and runors |ike the business at Khoratunt

"Make our exalted state nmore ... palatable to |esser
nortal s?" Deynmorin finished for him wth deceptive
gent | eness.

"But of course.”

While finding the revel ati on unconfortably enlight-

eni ng (Anheliaa should be relieved to know the daily tor-
ment she suffered was nothing nore than a politica
snokescreen), Deynorin found hinself controlling an urge
to snear the conpl ai sant | ook on Pwerenetti's face into
the fl oorboards.

"Confortin' thought, that," Tirise said, nodding her head
sagely. "One would hate to think the price of all this"
She swept an el egant hand t hrough the air as they headed
down the wi de staircase. "Was sonebody's life."

Deynorin ained a slight snile in her direction
Pwerenetti's eyes skated fromone to the other of them
increasingly, alnost pathetically, confused. Finally, he

cleared his throat and said, "Yes, well, in any event, Rho-
mandi, | w sh you and your famly well. And now, if you'l
excuse me"

"Now prom se nme, Nikki. You must come back and tel

me the rest of the wonderful, sad story. "

They' d reached the | anding at the nidpoint turnlng of
the stairs. Deynorin glanced down ~



"Pl ease, N kki, love .
where, in the cross-fire of laughter and nusic fromthe
mrror-imge greeting salons, (Gents to the left, ladies to
the right, thank you very much, darlings . . .) poor, poetry-
starved M stress Bee had cast herself into N kki's arns and
was ki ssing himhard and on the nouth.

A salute the boy returned with apparent skill, and a

di stressing oblivion to the inpending approach of one of
the City's worst gossi pnongers.

Deynorin tossed a pani cked glance toward Tirise; she
returned a slight, knowing snmile and, taking Pwerenetti's
arm said:

"Y' can't leave nme just yet, mlord. Seens |ike nonths
since we last 'changed a word." And urging himgently
toward a side room her private salon: "Conme 'n set awhile.
Share a pint wi' me, eh? No charge, lovie." And with a
backward gl ance: "Not for an old friend."

Darius save him another |evel of debt to Tirise dunMarmi.
Wth luck, she'd get the man so sl oppy drunk, he'd be out
for days and not remenber a thing about their neeting,

once he'd surfaced.

Downstairs, N kkVs rather energetic nouth had worked

its way down past Mstress Bee's white neck to her exqui-
sitely displayed bosom and her red-painted fingers had dis-
appeared under his coattails.

Trust N kki to figure things out at the front door

Before matters devel oped further, Deynorin grabbed his
brother's el bow and pulled him (protesting every step)
through the front door with its stained glass inset, past
dri ppi ng eaves, and down the stairs into the darkening
street.

The evening nmist was rising rapidly. Silver |eyglow

pushed that mi st before it, marking the |ightwatchman's
progress as he worked his way down Beliard Cross from
distant Gart Ley, one |lanmppost at a time, turning the bul bs
to the leylines, refining the alignments with a single deft
twi st of his six foot |ong key.

Benotti dunTogan, |ike nost |ightwatchnen, was a re-

tired Tower GQuard. It was a lonely job, this wandering the
deserted streets with night comng on, one which, in the
past, had frequently required the lightmen to act as im
promptu peace-keepers, there never, in the past, being
enough constables to man the streets effectively; conse-
guently the Guard had | ong ago absorbed t he necessary

task into its duties.

In recent years, thanks to Lady Anheliaa and the new,
tougher penalties for repeat offenders, crinme had grown
rather | ess ordi narysome ni ghts had becone downri ght

boring, but the tradition still held, as much to reward old
has-beens |ike hinself as for the City's protection

Oh, there were a few young recruits sandw ched anong

the veterans, those |ike dunRinble over on Wstin Cross-
ley, next street down-ley from Beliard; the Khoratum
expansi on of the city boundary had made it necessary. But
those recruits were brought in from Qutside (Citizens pre-
ferring their light to happen wi thout personal effort) and
like nbst Qutsiders, those recruits were too easily lost in
the maze of side streets and underpasses to be of much use
in an emergency.

But enmergencies on this m sty evening were unhkely.



O her than hinmself and a handful of early pub-junpers
weavi ng past, the street was deserted.

An outdated postera garish thing gone ragged on the

edges, advertising the Transition Day R ngdancewas

hangi ng by a single tacked corner. Ben worked the tack

free of patterned stucco, |located the fallen tacks in the cob-
bl es, and shoved the lot into the trash bag he dragged be-
hind him Not all the lightnmen worried about such things,
there being- a plethora of young ne'er-do-wells paying city
penance to keep the streets clean, but Ben took pride in
keepi ng his beat spif-spaf.

It had been a good dance that one advertised, better than

t he gari sh poster would suggest. The visiting troupe, from
Beliard Node, had pulled sone truly spl endiferous noves

on the whirling rings. Made a man wonder, who'd heard

talk out of the hills, what the original dance nust have
been |ike. Dangerous, fromthe |ooks, but exciting, no

doubt about it.

The next bulb turned, but failed to respond. He carried

a spare in a bag slung fromhis waist, but bulbs rarely failed,
their fine |eythiumwebs being near indestructible. Besides,
Ben knew this particul ar post. Reaching with the key, he
tapped the | eythiumbearing end of the bulb itself. Once,
twice . . . onthe fourth, it flickered and gl owed as properly
as you please. Afinal flick of the key, and that reluctant
silver shimrer brightened to a cheerful gl eam

He grinned triunph at the post and noved to the next.

Al'l about him the buildings rose five stories and nore,

each sharing walls with its neighbors, their interconnecting
wal kways maki ng | acework patterns in the overhead m st.
Wthin those vast conpl exes, thousands of individuals just
like hinmself lived and | oved and wor ked.

A d Darius would have been proud.

Anot her twi st, another glow, a nove to the next |anp-

post .

H s cousins fromQutside the Gty marvelled at the |ey-

light and the floatercabs, at the snokel ess heat and inexpli -
cable coolth that circul ated through the building vents. And
they still refused to believe himabout the sewers.
Sonetimes, they even called it magic.

To him the lights werethe lights. They did what they

did, just as the floatercabs (for those too lazy to use their
own two feet) provided effortless transportation al ong any
eywoul d |ikewi se provide it along the cross-1leys, but for
the | ow overhead. Through her rings, the Lady of Rhona-

tum supplied the power that nade the lights gl ow, and

warned the heaters for the floater-balloons and buil di ngs.

As for sewage, everything just went . . . down. Into the |ey.
That was just how things worked. Sinple facts of life in
the Gty.

But these buildings .

To a man who, once upon a tine, had hel ped his Qutside
brother-in-law construct a sinple |lean-to, and had spent the
ensuing years reinforcing that initial design and repairing
the annual leak in its roof every tine he paid sister-w dow
Lisa a visit, the Cty's engineers, carpenters, and nmasons
were the true nmagici ans.

Darius and his codesigners had set the initial codes and
standards, all directed toward safety and maxi mum effi -
ciency; the Gty Planning Comi ssion had upheld those



codes and upgraded themw th each new architectural and
engi neeri ng advance. O course, partly that was because
they had to, since all new construction and alterations
within the City limts were required by law to pass the
Conmi ssi on before execution, but that august comittee

nmust have renai ned amazi ngly unpur chasabl e over the

years, considering.

H s course took himpast Wnenerchants' Row, where
restaurants and taverns fromw thin those engi neering nar-
vels rang with |laughter, and where nout hwatering scents

" filled the air. Throughout nost of the Cty, the roadside
| evel was devoted primarily to shops and busi nesses, al

| evel s above to apartnents. Even the street-spanning arch-
ways supported living space.

At Tinkers' Lane, the wi de access tunnel marking the

hal fway point of Beliard Cross, he paused, craning his neck
for sign of light fromdunRinble' s route.

Bl ack as between. Teach the wet-behind-the-ears junior

a thing or two about 'old nen'. He'd finish his row, then
swi ng down and finish up junior's for him

O maybe he'd just drop into Mully's for a . .

"What in the nane of all that's holy pronpted you to

go therel And alone, for the gods' own sake."

It was a fam liar voice that rang fromthe m st ahead.
Deynorin dunhMheric, and none too happy, fromthe sound,

and coming this way.

"If you wanted to visit the |ladies . The young | ord
Deynorin, as he insisted on being calledtook a |lighter

note this tine, as if he strove to soften the effect of that
previous facer. " why didn't you say sonething? It's not
as if Tirise runs a cross-ley hovel; her girls are clean and
respectabl e, the business properly registered and overseen
Ben paused, squinted into the mst, striving to spot Lord
Deynorin through the |leyglow Unusual to find the Rho-

mandi in the Gty these days, but a pleasant surprise none-
theless. O it would be, if mlord weren't obviously invol ved
in reading the riot over soneone's head. Had he been

al one, they m ght have gone to Miully's together

Two shadow shapes strode free of the glow. Lord Dey-

nmorin, linping badly to keep pace with a strikingly hand-
some younger man, was saying: " coul d have arranged
things first, taken you there, introduced you properly, ex-
pl ai ned protocol, made certain you had"

The younger man's sul ky mutter interrupted Lord Deynorin.
"Sorry, Nik,”" mlord said, in a voice Ben had heard be-
fore. "Wat was that?"

Li ke when mlord was trying to quiz, rather than bash

sense into some young fool's head.

This particular young fool, unless this particular old
guard m ssed his bet, was the Rhomandi's youngest brot her

Ni kaenor, which made it not altogether surprising when

i nstead of relenting, the handsone [ad's mouth set stub-
bornly. "I said, | don't need your help!" And the youngster
| engt hened his stride for a few jogging steps, deliberately
opening a fair distance between hinself and his |inping

di sci plinarian

Lord Deynorin paused, |eaning heavily on his cane, and

gl ared after the boy.

"Hall oo, mlord," Ben called softly, figuring a rescue
from such dark thoughts m ght be considered wel cone.



"Evenin'."

The young lord started. Hi s hand twitched as to an
aborted salute: habit died hard, even in a lord, but only a
twitch, these days; Deynorin dunhMeric's cadet years were
| ong since gone, and the dark scow snoothed |o a warm
smle as Lord Deynorin approached him

Still favoring the |leg, though he chose his own pace.
Dam shane about the accident; once upon, mlord had

been one of the best prospects the cadet corps had seen in
years, regardl essor perhaps because of his w | di sh ways.
But the accident had happened, and the corps' |oss was
the Qutside's gain. Hard to imagi ne the .young reprobate
of the old days pulling garden weeds and training horses
in rustic .Darhaven, but there he was, nost tines.

"That young Ni kaenor, m Deynorin?" Ben asked by

way of opening, tipping his head after the |ad.

Lord Deynorin nodded.

"Grown a bit since | saw himlast. Ladies'1l1l be after

hi m soon. "

"Already are," Lord Deynorin returned dryly.

"Thought that's what the skirm sh was about, beggin' yer

| ordshi p's pardon. ™"

Hs lordship lifted a casual shoulder, his attention fas-

tened on his brother's retreating backside, until, with an
obvious effort, he forced it back toward Ben. "Shoul d have
expected it, | suppose.”

He |ifted a browtoward the mist wall. "Tirise' s?"

Lord Deynorin grinmaced and he | aughed.

"You boys always did have good taste." And as Lord
Deynorin's distracted gl ance agai n sought his brother:
"Don't let me keep ye, mlord."

Made a man want to bite his tongue, who knew Dey-

nmorin dunMheric's feelings on the subject of titles. But if
ever the honorific fit, if ever a man |lived who took his
responsibility for other lives seriously, it was this man. For-
tunately his lordship didn't seemto be taking notice this
night. His lordship only shrugged and said, "Hell, let him
go. He's probably right in thinking he's safe enough in the
city, and a bit of exertion is as good a cure for damaged
pride as any."

"Interrupt sonething inmportant, did ye?"

The sharp bark of |aughter that answered himheld little

in the way of real hunor. "He'd like to think so. |I'd hoped
to keep his escapade quiet, but the way he's acting, by
tomorrow norning it'll be City-w de gossip."

"CGossip, mlord? Underage, perhaps?"

"Not any longer. That's not" The young | ord biinked

and shrugged agai n, but there was sonething fal se about

t he nonchal ance, something about this particul ar disap-
poi nt ment was cutting deeply indeed. In spite of that, a

hal f-grin forced itself out, a sardonic brow lifted his way.
"Hell, let the Gty talk. Not the first public squabbl e Mer-
ic's sons have had." A breeze set a third-story w nd-chine
to singing. Deynmorm | ooked up and shuddered. "This part

of the City always feels . . . claustrophobic."

"Prefer open fields now, do ye, nilord?"

A very real grin answered this tinme, quite unforced.
"Sacrilegious to a good City man, isn't it? But yes, give ne
open skies over catwal ks and firegl ow over |eylight any
day." He gave a breath of a laugh. "Or night, as the case



mght..."

The grin faded. Lord Deynorin's glance falling again on

t he wal kway- shadowed street and its single other occupant.
The lad's pace had slowed as if he'd realized at |ast he'd
| eft Lord Deynorm behind, but he didn't stop. Didn't turn
back. Just kicked a stone or two ahead of him

Stubborn, like all young lads, and if a bit nore petul ant
than some, well, he'd reason to be a bit spoiled, com ng
fromthe famly he did, and with his parents gone, and a
brother Iike Lord Deynorm openly affectionate, obviously
inclined toward | eniency, his other brother, by all accounts,
too absorbed in the City to concern hinself with nere Fam
ily affairs.

"I wish . Mlord' s voice was little nmore than whisper
"Wsh what, mlord?" he pronmpted, the wistful note in

t hat whi sper encouraging himto be bold.

"That | knew what to do with him |'mfond of Nikk

| truly anbut . . ."

"Meani ng no disrespect, mlord, do ye mnd? Had a bit

of experience with boys, you know. "

A flash of even white teeth reassured him "A bit, Ben?

| doubt there was a cadet in my unit didn't spill his guts
to you at sone tine or other; nost of us on a regular
basis.It's sinple, really. W've a famly party tonight
reason enough for himto bolt, | suppose, but out of charac-
ter for him N kki wasn't at hone when | arrivedand

was |l ate. Thinking to save us both fromfamlial wath,
went | ooki ng. "

He gl anced down with a puzzl ed shake of his head, and
tapped his cane agai nst his high boot-top. "The |ast place
I'd have thought to | ook was Tirise's. If not for her nes-
sage, | mght never have found the boy in tine. As it is
- He sent a speaking gl ance down the darkening street
and shook his head. "Wy tonight? Wiy Tirise' s? Damit,
it's not like himto push the Iimt this way."

"On the other hand . . ." Ben ventured, "perhaps ye're
still thinkin' o' himas yer little brother. He's a nan now,
what ye say, legally speaking, and nen do tend to sunmat

di ffrent goals than boys."

Dark brows knit in a worried frown. "You really believe

it could be that sinple?"

"Reason to think it could it be nore?"

"I't just seens so sudden, thisescape. |'m concerned

about him. " And that worried | ook angl ed again toward
the narrow cobbl ed street and the bend around which

young Ni kaenor had just disappeared, and the young |ord
began edging after his brother, drawing Ben with him "He
used to talk to nme. Now' A rueful snmile pulled his Iip.

"I suppose | can't conplain. | haven't been around nuch

of late. Mkhyel's been so dammed . . . but that's beside the
point" Mlord' s snmile stiffened about the edges; mlord's
eyes took on a distant |ook. "Maybe N kki just doesn't
need ne anynore. Makes a man feel a wee bit old."

"And nebbe," Ben ventured, "a wee bit sad?"

"Truth be told ..." Dark eyes dropped to the cane he

twi sted between his fingers. " nore than a bit."

If ever a man needed a child of his own . . . But not the
slightest hint of a runor connected Lord Deynorin wth

an ehgible wife. Pity.

The nervous tw sting ceased and Lord Deynorin said,



"You must think me maudlin, but nore than the boy's

manhood is at stake, Ben. He's careless, far too careless for
his own good. He's an easy mark with his trusting waysin
constant danger from far nore serious opponents than

some female with a paternity contestnent. By the tinme |

was his age, |'d fended off three nmurder attenpts."
"Assassins, mlord?"

"I hesitate to give themthe dignity, but it's possible they
were that organi zed. These things happen. It's possible the
danger is past, here in the G tythough I'd argue agai nst

t hat compl acencybut certainly outside its walls, and par-
ticularly with travel restrictions easing it's still a very rea
concern. Nikki's not Iike Mkhyel. He goes Qutside with

me. Has gone to Armayel on his own for years and wll

attenpt further solo ventures soon enoughif he's not al-
ready. He shoul d have had his stint in the Corps, but M-
khyel was so damed paranoid N kki would be hurt, he

woul dn't have it. N kki hardly knows one end of a pisto
fromthe other, is barely conpetent with a bl ade, and

don't"

A muffled shout. The sounds of a scuffle fromthe m sty

resi due | eyward.

"Dam!" The next instant, Lord Deynorm still quick

despite his |l eg, was pounding the cobbles in his brother's
wake, Ben hot on his heels.

Li ght ni ng above Khoratum generated a blinding display

within the | ace.

Mot her's laughter rippled the folds, setting threads to

humm ng nusi cal | y.

A stabilizing inmpul se chased down the |ey from Rhona-

tum Anheliaa, comng to Rhyys' aid at |ast.

And as the Khoratum cl oud reorgani zed, glowi ng a grate-

ful yellow, an angry red pul se emanated from Rhomat um

thin tendrils, seeking answers.

Mot her | aughed again, and at the tip of each tendril, set

a false trail, a maze of alnosts and maybes ... sinply to
anuse Anhel i aa.

So Mt her said.

Li ght ni ng chai ned across the northern horizon, setting

the m st aglow, casting the wet cobbles in sharp-edge relief,
as Deynorm cl eared t he haze.

Hei ght ened senses made a qui ck, on-the-fly assessnent,

and a sickening cause-and-effect filled him As if his words
had conjured them three men surrounded N kki, just out-
side the W nenerchant maze of ground |evel corridors.

But a second quick assessnent, this tine of his brother

set his inmrediate fears aside. The fry was a bit battered

about the edges, but overall ... Deynorin skidded to a
single-footed halt short of the struggle, lifted his weak |eg
to avoid a backward tunbling, would-be thug . . . Overall,

Ni kki was doing just fine.

The woul d-be thug had | anded in a shadowy tunnel be-

tween buildings. Only two adversaries |left now, and as

Ni kki appeared to have them quite handily under control
Deynorin foll owed the grounded thug leisurely, pulling a
protesting Ben after him

"Maneuvering room" he nurnured, and settled his

shoul ders confortably against the stone wall. Still and all,
he slipped the release on his cane . . . just in case.

The thug lying at his feet stirred, and he planted a sug-



gestive foot on the man's thick chest. The thug's unswol | en

eye swivelled in its socket, taking in his situation, sliding up
past boot and cane, eventually reaching Deynorin's face.
Deynorin shook his head slowy; the chest beneath his

foot heaved once, and the thug's head thunped back to

t he danp cobbl es. C ever fellow

An exclamation from N kki; Ben's elbow jerked in his

hand. But N kki was still in control, the cry a frustrated
curse, not dismay, so Deynorin tightened his grip, whisper-
ing, "Hold...."

and slipped the fine-edged steel free of its deceptively
i nnocent sheat h.
A slow three-way circling; a glint of steel. At |east one
of N kki's assailants was arned.
Deynorin tensed, but heeding his own advice, he waited.
Let the boy test his own skillwhich was proving, to an
ol der brother's profound relief, cool-headed and
O a sudden, Ben sneezed.
The thug with the knife broke ranks and ran; the old
guardsman jerked free and chased himdown the street.
Ni kki, nmomentarily distracted, caught the remaining
thug's shoul der in his stomach, and fetched up hard agai nst
the rain-splattered wall. A shadowed hand struck upward,
and N kki doubl ed over; another shadow hand brushed
Ni kki's waist; the clinch broke
And the ruffian escaped toward Deynorin's shadow
And Deynorin's grounded prisoner
And Deynorin's extended foot.
Ruffian two sprawl ed over his partner, nmonentum car-
rying himbeyond to the alley cobbles. He lay there,
stunned, one hand clenching a knife, the other Nikki's
purse, while thug one, on a suggestive nudge to the back-
side, darted unchecked into the darkness.
Wth a flick of his wist Deynorin sent the cane-sheath
spinning into the street, then tapped the prisoner's knife
hand with the sword's tip, pressing further when the man
glared up at him The hand inched open; the knife, a
wi cked-1ooking stiletto with a sinple, |eather-wapped hilt,
dropped free.
"Here, brother." Deynorin hooked the knife hilt with a
toe, and flipped it back toward the street, trusting Nikki to
control it.
Hol di ng the thug's gaze prisoner with a cautioning | ook
he lifted the sword and reached a solicitous hand to grasp
the man's hairy wist and pull himto his feet, shifting that
hold to the el bow when imm nent attack brewed in flex-
i ng tendons.
He tightened his grip, pressing his fingers into dehcate
nerves, a pressure that would nunb the strongest man's
arm then tossed the sword-cane after the knife and ex-
tended his enpty hand, pal mup
The man tried to jerk away; he exerted nore pressure,
and tapped fingertips to palm Wth a gasp of pain and a
heartfelt curse, the man buried his prize at Deynorin's face.
Laughi ng i n honest amusenent, Deynorin rel eased him
to catch the purse, considering the tradethe man's free-
dom for N kki's |lesson in self-preservati onabout equal
The t hug di sappeared into the shadows; Deynorin
turned, still chuckling.
"Well, well, well, Nk ..." Laughter died in his throat.



Ni kki was on the ground, hunched over his knees, and Ben
was at N kki's side, urging himto |let himhave a | ook-see,’
Ni kki all the while protesting and pushing Ben's hands

away.

"Dam, " he muttered, and joined the huddl e on the rain-
danp cobbles, growing at N kki to shut his nmouth and
cooper at e.

"Did you get hinP" he asked Ben abruptly, no |onger
counting the score settl ed.

"ddlegs couldn't keep pace, mlord. Sorry."

"Did you recogni ze any of then?" He pulled at N kki's
tightly-clanped el bow, received a singularly fraternal curse
for his efforts.

Ben shook his head. But:

"He yelled at nme, nmlord, while he was runnin'1 think

he m stook me for one of hisand his accent was strange.

Not from Rhomatum Not fromany City |'ve heard."
Interesting. But then his hand cane back danp and dark

with N kki's blood, and he forgot all about the cutpurse.

Fi ngering N kki's tight coat-sleeve with one hand, he waved
his ot her vaguely toward the ground behind him "Hand

me the punk's knife, will you, Ben?"

"You're not ... cutting my coat!" N kki gasped, and,

apparently oblivious to the fact the coat was al ready ruined,
staggered to his feet, taking a few wavering steps . . . in the

wrong direction

"Damm t, boy" Deynorin grabbed his recalcitrant sib-

ling and held hi mwhile Ben worked the neticulously fitted
garnment off the boy's back, not nuch caring nowif they

hurt him If he was so dammed worried about a stupid coat,
he coul dn't be that badly off.

But he was. A deep stab wound that grazed al ong the

high ribs under the arnpit that would hurt |ike hell once

t he boy cool ed of f enough to notice . . . which, at the rate
he was | eaki ng, woul dn't be I ong.

"C ear through, unless the scut got himtw ce," Ben
nut t er ed.

Deynorin bit back a curse. "Any chance the bl ade was

poi soned?" he asked quietly, while they used N kki's shirt
to stanch the flow of bl ood.

"No," N kki said on a gasp.

Ben extended a bl oody sleeve into the leylight, sniffed,

t hen shook hi s head.

"Color's good," he said to Deynorin. "Doubt it."

"Don'tdon't talk '"bout nme like I'mnot here. Think

I woul dn't know?"

"Shut up, Nikki," Deynorin said absently, wondering

how in hell to get the boy hone and treated w t hout creat-
ing a stir, knowi ng such a feat would be next to inpossi-
bl e toni ght.

But the wound didn't appear, fromwhat he could see in

the leylight, to be that dangerous. The bl eedi ng had al ready
st opped, though there was no telling how long that woul d
last if the fool youngster took it into his head to go |urch-
about again, and it was just possible, if he could get it seen
to, Nikki could rmuddle his way through the evening.

Possi bl e, but not highly probable.

They tore the ruffled shirt into strips to effect a rough
field bandage, then Deynorin got an arm under N kki's
uninjured side and, telling his protesting leg to be glad it



was on the off side, nuscled themboth to their feet. He

bal anced agai nst the stone wall, while Ben threw his warm

cl oak around N kki's bare shoul ders.

"Thanks," he nuttered, and Ben said: "Just leave it in

the Guard-room |1'Il pick it up tonorrow "

Nei t her nentioned the bl oodstained coat lying in a

near by, shadowed puddl e.

Ni kki was past noticing. The wist he gripped, the-arm

over his shoulder, had grown linp and cold; N kki's clasp

on his hand where it rested at N kki's waist, was weak

and shaki ng.

"I can nmanage now, thanks," he said quietly to the light-
wat chman. And answering Ben's involuntary glance to his

leg: "Don't worry, it's strong enough. Stronger than the
other, when it's not conpl ai ning."

Ben's eyes dropped further, to the wet cobbles.

Deynorin | aughed breathl essly, not the |east offended.

"Lord and rings, man, never mnd. Just take care of the
mess, will you? Then better finish with the lights. Folks will
be out and about, soon, and wondering."

The ol d man nodded and bent to pick up the sword-cane,
sheathed it, then stood holding it uncertainly.

"Ni kki ?" Deynorin asked casually. And nore sharply

into the silence that foll owed: "N kki!"

The confused nmunbl e confirmed his worst fears. He

tightened his hold on Nikki's waist, with a httle shake. "Lis-
ten to me, fry. Don't go out on nme, hear? | have a job

for you."

Awar eness dawned on Ben's face; N kki npaned and turned

his face into Deynorin's neck, muttering sonething ob-
scene. Deynorin |aughed and shook himagain. "lIt's easy
enough. " He nodded to Ben, who pressed the cane agai nst

Ni kki's palm whose cold fingers wapped convul sively.

"Drop it, brat, and I'lIl be forced to |l eave you in the street.
Can't carry both it and you, now can |?"

Miut ed | aughtergiggles, to a |l ess discrimmting observer
added to N kki's bodily trenors, but N kki's hand tucked

the cane in against his chest, taking a fold of the cape with
it, and Nikki's armgrew |l ess flaccid against his neck as the
boy took a bit nore of his own bal ance.

"Take care, mlord," Ben said. "Surgeon's in order, or |
mss ny bet."

Deynorin nodded, then staggered as that new found bal -

ance faltered and Ni kki swayed against him "Lord, boy,

what have you been eating? Don't worry, Ben. D orak

shoul d be staying in-housemy aunt's not been well lately.

He can | ook after N kki."

A blue eye glared at himfrom behind a silvery tendril,

the leylight turning all colors netallic: "Don't need"

"Shut up, boy." And when N kki's side heaved agai nst

him gathering wind for further protest: "Just tell the nice
man t hank you, so we can go hone."

The youngster's exhalation withered into a sullen Thank

you, and Ben pressed the boy's shoulder lightly. "Take

care, lad," he said, then watched hel plessly as Lord Dey-
nmorin steered his brother toward Gartum Ley.

He plucked the boy's jacket fromthe puddle, folded it,

mud and bl ood carefully to the inside, and w apped the
poster around it before placing it into his trash bag. The
boy seened fond of it. He'd get the missus to clean it up



see if she could nmend it.

A brighter shine within the puddle's gleam the thug's
stiletto. Not a distinctive style. Likely it would be no help
what soever in tracking the nen down, but Ben slipped it
carefully into his belt anyway. He'd deliver it to the Tower
Guard in case the Lady could use it, perhaps even to |ocate
t he bastards through the rings. Runor clained she could

do such things.

Laughter froma nearby tavern. Citizens. Lord and rings,

he was late. He hurried back the way he'd come, breaking
into a run at the last, and pulled up short of the hal fway
poi nt .

The wal |l of nist was gone. Light continued around the
street's bend, undoubtedly, all the way to Berinor Ley.

And parked on the mdway |ight, his skinny arse propped

on the decorative stand-off rail, a cocky grin splitting his
flat face, his key held upright like a | ancer ready for battle
. was diinRi nble.

Li ght ni ng raged about di stant Khoratum and with each

bass roll of thunder, N kki shuddered beneath his arm

"Al nost there, boy," Deynorin gasped, risking a pre-

cious bit of his own breath on that reassurance, had his
reward when Ni kki gave a little hiccup and nmanaged t he

final few steps to the floater dock nostly on his own.

Not much, but enough to give Deynormis |ungs a neces-

sary respite, as the docknmaster wal ked into the streetlight,
suspicion in his every nove. Warranted suspici on, Dey-

nmorin realized in sudden blind panic: he'd left his noney
pouch, slimas it was, at hone.

Deynorin pulled N kki to a wavering halt, secured the

cloak to cover his bare shoul ders and bandaged mi ddl e,

then jerked his glove free and extended his | eft hand, Fam
ily ring forward, for once not the least reluctant. The dock-
master's chin raised a notch, his narrowed eyes noving
fromthat ring to Deynmorm s face and back

"Rhomandi ," Deynorin said flatly, his title, as head of
House Rhonmandi. Tinme was, he wouldn't have needed to

make that identificationthe price of changi ng venues: five
years since he'd noved permanently fromthe Tower house

to Darhaven, and it m ght have been a lifetine.

But the man's chin | owered. He squinted nore closely at

him at the ring, then at N kki's shadowed face. His eyes

wi dened.

Ni kki, he recognized.

Deynorin inhal ed again, held it, then said: "Tower."

Whi ch exhausted what breath he had left, but it was

enough. Wthout further question, the dockmaster rushed
themto his nost el egantly appointed vehicle, half-carrying
Ni kki in his eagerness to help, offering to send a runner

at the cab conpany's expense, of courseto warn the

Tower of their inmnent arrival

Deynorin thanked hi m breathl essly, but, no, he didn't

want to cause a fuss, and the boy would be fine (A bit too
much, if you know what | mean), and acconpanied it al

with a rather too-broad w nk. The dockmaster, assured of

his conspiratorial status, returned the wi nk and patted

Ni kki on the shoul der, and called himby name before | ow
ering the floater door behind them Surprising famliarity
that made an al ready anxi ous brother wonder just how

often the brat had been carried home fromthis district.



Deynorin eyed the spacious interior sonewhat guiltily.

This had been a private car, once upon a time. Each brocade-
uphol stered bench seat had a matching gilt-fringed foot

| edge, adjustable for personal confort. Not to mention a
dozen tassel ed cushi ons.

Probably the best coach in the dockmaster's fleet.

"Don't you dare bleed, fry," he whispered to his brother
bef ore easing them both down and proppi ng N kki between

hi rsel f and a si de w ndow.

From his station outside the rear grill, the pedaller ad-
justed the heating unit until the coach drifted free of the
docking cradle, then rel eased the anchor and signalled the
docknmaster to propel theminto the stream Wth a barely
perceptible jar, the tether slipped fromthe parking track
into Gart Leyside.

Fromthere, it was a ley-straight shot to the Tower Hil
spiral .

Settling back with a heavy sigh, Deynorin lifted his

booted foot to the I edge to ease the throb in his |eg. Poor
old Ben, trying so hard not to notice. Stupid, but the stupid-
ity had been his, and that one noment of idiocy had proba-
bly saved his neck in the long run

It had certainly saved ot her necks.

A spasmrippl ed through his brother.

Just as well he hadn't had the breath to correct the dock-
master's instructions to deliver themto the front entrance
of House Rhomandi. He'd have preferred the anonynity

of the servants' entrance, but they were neither of themfit
for a clinb.

Anot her shi ver.

He'd have to get Diorak up to N kki's room w t hout

rai si ng suspi ci onssonehow. Perhaps he could claimthe

boy had taken ill. Once there, he'd have to rely on the
physician's discretion not to inform Anheli aa.
O M khyel .

And perhaps a niracle would happen and N kki woul d

magi cal ly heal by the tine they arrived at the Tower.

Ri ngs. He wondered whet her Di orak was taking bribes

this week.

The shivers cane in waves now, but he did his best to

i gnore them The wound was far fromlife-threatening, and
the way things were going tonight, N kki would |ike as not
take any further kindness as a personal affront.

Sevent een was such a hard year

Still . . . he reached past N kki for the speaking tube pro-
truding fromthe wall socket, pulled it to his nouth, and
said quietly: "Bit chill in here, mate. Could you vent a bit

nmore our way?"
And through the back speaker, the pedaller's cheerful

"Pleasure, mlor'," preceded a wel come blast of warnth
fromthe brass grill under the footrest. "The young mlor’
| ooks a nmite peckish, mlor'. D you want | should hurry

it al ong?"

A stolen glance toward N kki. C osed eyes, white-edged
lips pressed tightly together, a filmof sweat forming be-
neath the curls

Deynorin swore softly, then answered in the sane | ow

tone: "Appreciate it."

"Right-o, mlor'."

The vehicle's subtle vibration increased markedly as the



pedal | er picked up his pace. The fan bl ades behind the rear
wi ndow blurred with his efforts. Probably hoping for a |arge
tip, poor sod.

Evidently the stationmaster hadn't warned himit was a
state job. And himwi thout so much as a silver

Ni kki shivered: a single, bone rattling spasm

Ni kki. N kki al ways had noney.

Di ggi ng after the purse hangi ng heavy at his waist roused
a muttered protest from Ni kki. Deynorin ignored himand
shook the purse's contents into his hand.

Seven gold darics, three silver rodari, a dozen coppers

. Dam, the kid was shiny.

"That'sm ne." Teeth chattered around that protest.

Deynorin raised an eyebrow. "Really? | lifted it off a
cutpurse. 1'd say that nakes it nine."

A shaky scowl deepened the |ine between N kki's brows,

the girlishly full lower |lip pouted ever so slightly. "Scum"

"Me? Or the cutpurse?”

"Both." Ridiculously Iong | ashes fluttered down, masking
pai n-dul | ed eyes, before the curly head fl opped back toward
the window, finding a pillow in the heavy brocade drapes,
pointedly ignoring the coins riding heavy in Deynorin's
hand.

Shi ny, indeedunl ess N kki had brought his entire sav-

i ngs: youthful optimism. . . or ignorance of the going rate.
Deynorin dribbled the coins back into the pursesave

for a silver and three coppersand tucked the purse se-
curely back into his cumerbund.

Anot her shiver; he pulled Ben's warm cl oak tighter

around the boy and murmured: "Soon, fry."

Ni kki sighed again, an oddly contented sound, and
shifted about, pulling his knees up onto the seat, curling
agai nst Deynorin's side the way he did at twelve, albeit a
somewhat tighter fit these days.

Evidently his own transgressions were forgottenat | east
for the nmoment. Probably forever: Nikki hated argunents,
and tonight's little contretenps was the closest the two of
them had ever conme to one.

Deynorin chuckl ed softly and put an arm around the

very unchil di sh shoul ders: soon, very soon, now, the brat
woul dn't need that stylish padding. "Don't worry, Nk, old
man. You'll have it back. | just wanted a tip for the nice
pedal l er-man, is that all right with you?"

ol den curl s, brushed and bobbed agai nst his chin. "Nice
pedal | er-man." Ni kki's bare hand sought his gl oved one
-and squeezed. "Nice brother-mn."

Deynorin's throat closed. 'Nice brother.' N ce brother

who left his kid brother to explore life in the cross-leys on
his own, never bothering to ask Did he want to; who stood
aside and let that same m | d-mannered kid brother take on
three nen with knivesal oneand consequently ushered

him home with a hole in his side, late for dinner

And tonight, of all nights.

This dinner, of all dinners.

Ni ce brother? Not exactly how he'd put it.

Once, perhaps.

He recalled a tine, not so very |long ago, when N kki

woul d have conme to hima time when he'd been the recip-

ient of all N kki's boyish hopes and dreatos, as he'd once
shared his with M khyel and M khyel with him Brotherly



confessionals. A reward of siblinghood Mkhyel hadn't
granted himin yearsnot since their nother had died

but whi ch had been as natural from Ni kki as breat hing.

Toni ght's escapade put a shadow over the past. Made a

man think twi ce about trusts given and received. Made a
man recall the new | ength and purpose of stride in the boy,
and realize the breadth of shoul der beneath the stylishly
tailored clothes, the grip which hinted at near-adult
strength beneath that deceptive |ayer of baby-fat.

As Ben had pointed out, nen did tend toward new goal s,

and nost mal esand femal es, at |east of Deynorin's per-
sonal acquai ntancerarely waited for |egal endorsenent

bef ore exploring those not-all-that-adult goals. Certainly
Deynorin had not: another fact N kki well knew. And

Ni kki knew where he'd gone for that eye-opening

experi ence.

Whil e N kki knew those worldly goals well . . . fromhis
endl ess consunption of theater and poetic nonsensicals, if
not he thought of that |ess-than-innocent farewell Kkiss
fromreal-life practice, he had never tenpted N kki, not
with Tirise's, not with any Qutside establishment. He'd

| earned years ago that another man's virginity was his own
damm busi ness, and a painful lesson it had beenfor al
parties invol ved.

Still, he sincerely doubted N kki had ever taken it fur-

t her, being M khyel dunMeric's younger brother, and so
fully cogni zant of the | aws regardi ng premature pro-
creation.

As if there were sonething nagical about a seventeenth
birthday that made a boy ready to be a father

Ni kki knew the | egal consequences of breaking that |aw
Hell's Barrister Mkhyel had nmade certain of that years
ago, damm M khyel's prudi sh soul, anyway. M khyel had
swal | owed the whole insane line of illogic right along with
the rest of Rhomatum and in the first of his patented birth-
day |l ectures had given a twel ve-year-old N kki nightnmares
for a week with his horror stories of what happened to such
children with children exiled forever fromthe GCity.
Fabricated stories, all of them Deynorin knew nost of

t hose exil esthe Qutsiders took good care of them and
after the first year or so, it was the rare couple who ex-
pressed regret for that exile.

Per haps the | esson had been necessary: N kki had been

of that age when experinentation statistically (rings, that
word agai n) began, but a gentle warning would have suf-
ficed for the socially underdevel oped and hypercooperative
child N kki had been at the tine.

Regrettably, gentle wasn't in Mkhyel's barrister
vocabul ary.

However, Ni kki had survived his nightmares, and N kki
certainly wasn't socially inept now ... tonight's perfor-
mance notw t hstandi ng. And while he was certain there had
been other lectures, N kki had never conpl ai ned, had

| aughed and brushed the | essons off as justified when
Deynorin found hi munusually qui et and asked why.

Funny, though, how the need for M khyel's reprimnds

al ways seened to arrive when el der-brother Deynorin was

Qut side and Ni kki was in the City, alone with M khyel

Oovi ously, gentle, bookish N kki had a dark side he kept
buri ed when el der-brother was in town.



On the other hand, elder-brother would never have

thought to look at Tirise's, so where did that place el der-

br ot her Deynorin's cl everness?

Confused and worried, that was where.

It was possible this escapade was sinply N kki's way of

expressing personal independence. Perhaps it truly marked

the end of his chil dhoodand the little brother Deynorin

had | oved so well.

Depressi ng thought, that.

But if N kki was claimng an adult's independence, he'd

have to learn adult responsibility and adult caution as well,

in a sense that had nothing to do with carel ess repro-

ducti on.

Over the years, he'd tried to make a gane of self-defense

with N kki, trusting the boy's responses would, with tine,

become automatic, and that he'd never be forced to explain

the reasons for such precautions in detailrenenbering

too vividly, perhaps, those chil dhood ni ghtmares. O per-

haps just to avoid comng to blows with M khyel over the

i ssue of safety in his precious city.

M khyel had linmted N kki's exposure to the Guard to

head- sessions with theoretical tacticians of an arny that

hadn't taken the field in two generations.

Ni kki's arms practice had been |ikew se theory w thout

substance, save for tine in the salle with aDeynorin

ki cked the footrest inpatientlycrippled sibling. O so

he'd believed: one had to admit, the |ad hadn't done al

that badly tonight, considering.

But how all those games he and N kki played fit together
that, he'd never quite gotten around to explaining to

Ni kki, and if this independent, unannounced foray into un-

known areas of the Cty, and that' unlocked door in the

brot hel were any indication, he m ght h~ve run out of tine.

He feared that tonighttonorrow at the | atesthe'd have

to give his first, and hopefully final, surrogate-father |ecture

to the boy.

There had been attenpts in the past, even within M khy-

el's precious lawabiding City, on the lives of the House of

Rhomandi . Not hi ng Deynmorin couldn't handl e: a dispos-

sessed, disgruntled farnmer, a cutpurse w th del usions of ran-

som a zealot with dreans of reinstating the priesthood

a Pwerenetti with delusions of blackmail; attenpts about

which the Barrister, cloistered safely in his Tower strong-

hol d, knew not hi ng, even though two of them had been

attenpts on Mkhyel's life, not histhe woul d-be assassins

havi ng m staken their brother

Not that he hadn't tried to warn M khyel; Khyel just

wasn't about to listen, and after a while, a man just | ost

interest intrying. If only Mkhyel didn't take it quite so

personal | y when he suggested perhaps preci ous Rhomat um

had a flaw or two and the Rhomandi brothers might do

wel |l to be prepared.

But if tonight's fiasco was any indication, these new and

pendi ng rel ati onships with Mauritum could be adding a

whol e new el ement to the potential risk

Not fromany Cty | know

Part of the Tower Guard training was |earning to recog-

ni ze accents, to know city and district froma handful of

words. That Ben had not recogni zed the accents, when Ben

did recogni ze accents of every district, of every city and



province in Rhomatum s primary web, suggested that what

m ght be sneaking into the City in these deceptively peace-
ful tinmes did not bode well for the continued safety of
Rhomat um streets or its treaty with Mauritum

He should have settled this with both brothers years ago.

Dammitall, he didn't want to | ose either of them Perhaps

some good could come out of this evening, after all

"Deym 0?"

" Hhmm 2"

"Thank you."

"For what, brat?"

"For not tr-treating me . . . like . . . kid. For letting ne" A

pause for breath. "handle it nyself."
H s throat spasned again. He coughed it |oose and said,

"Sure, fry." And on a rueful afterthought, thinking of the
di nner party they were both certain now to niss: "Happy

bi rt hday. "

i nterl ude

A wave of yellow glee fluttered through the Ieythium
chandel i ers.

Mot her liberated the storm letting it snap like a rel eased
bowstring, right into Anheliaa's | ap

Anot her blinding flash sent a shivering ripple through the
veil to break Iike an ocean wave upon the crystalline cloud
t hat was Khoratum Node; Mot her | aughed and thrust a fist
inthe air, her long sleeve flying up, then drifting in an
unexpected draft, a draft that set the veil's crystalline fibers
to singing, a quivering rmusical humw thin the cavern

"Mot her," Dancer asked, concerned for the veil's deli-

cate structure, "isn't it enough? Can't we |let Rhyys win
now?"

"Wn?" Her sibilant hiss seened a part of those sane
currents. "Rhyys can neither win nor |ose. Rhyys hasn't

the ability. Anheliaa chose foolishly: Mther nust renind
Anheliaa of this fact." Her wide grin glittered even from
Dancer's obhque vantage. "Constantly."

This was a new winkle in Mother's reality.

"Fool i shly?" Dancer asked. "What do you nean?"

"You need ask? You, who should be ringmaster of

Khor at un®"
"I? Never! | don't even wish for it."
"Never? How strange. | thought all humans wi shed to

be ringmaster.”

"Not this human."

{Then I've reared/raised/trained a fool.}

Mot her's reversion to the internal voice rmade conmuni -
cation at once clearer and nore confusing, stretching con-
cepts beyond sinple, singular human words.

| mpossi bl e, sonetimes, for a mere human to conprehend

Mot her. Dancer had | earned | ong ago to defl ect rather than
try. "Mother, nuch as |I |ove you, you didn't raise ne. You
endured ne."

{1" m crushed/ di straught/di sgust ed/ anused t hat you shoul d

t hi nk so.)

"You sound crushed. "

Ears ringing froma well-deserved nental boxing. Dancer
asked far nore soberly:

"Mdt her, you' ve never expressed an interest inny life
above. Wat's this'all about?"



{You shoul d have been ringnaster.)

St ubborn insistence: Mdther at her npbst single-m nded.

Al'l this tinme, Dancer had assuned it was the Khoratum

rings in general to which Mther objected. This newest

t\kist inplied it was Khoratum s nmaster, not the rings.
"But I was only seven when Anheliaa chose.”

{Anhel i aa shoul d have waited.)

"She didn't know. Couldn't have. | was down here
with you."

{Anhel i aa shoul d have known. Anheliaa should have
wai t ed.)

Dancer, helpless in this battle of Mtherly absol utes,
shrugged and remni nded her: "But | don't wish to be ring-
master. | want to be the radical dancer. |'ve always wanted
to be the radical."”

{Bat's poop.)

"Well, alnost always." The Khoratum dance rings had

only been constructed twel ve years before. "At |east, since
| wanted to be anything."

And to this day. Dancer could remenber lying on a cliff-
edge hi dey-hole, watching the foreign worknen raise the
enornous structure, and the foreign dancers testing the
equi prent. Coul d remenber watching the novices practice,
preparing for years for the Khoratum Tower i nauguration
festivities.

Coul d remenber praying to Grandnother's gods to be

one of them

Mot her's slim shoulders hfted in a sinuous shrug, as if
dismissing that artistic anbition as inconsequenti al

"I"ma good dancer. Mbther." Sonehow, despite one's

best efforts, one's insecurities always seened to surface at
the worst tines.

{Good? Humanity's hell, human-spawn, you're the best/
master/mstress/talent-elite.}

"How woul d you know?" And those insecurities found

voi ce in unexpected bitterness. Mther was the only rea
fam |y Dancer had had for years, and Dancer knew Mt her
didn't truly care, never had cared enough even to ask how
practices went.

Now, in one of her quicksilver shifts. Mther swrled

about and glided across the pul sating stone. Behind her

the veil fluttered and drifted, settling quietly as the storm
began to follow its natural course toward Rhomatum Stop-
ping in front of Dancer, she stared down from her chosen

| of ty height.
Mot her's clawed hand lifted, caressing. Face . . . chin .
hair . . . and her wide, pupilless eyes grew soft and tender

losing the leythiumfire gl eam

And suddenly, her gown's sem -sentient folds floated
around Dancer's shoul ders, creating a safe, warm cocoon
unknown for years, but dear and alive in menory, and her
si bi l ant whi sper answered from cl ose over head:

"I named you, didn't I?"

Chapt er Four

Li ght ni ng spasned a conti nuous chain of fire that encircled
the City as they stepped free of the floater and onto the
Tower dock.

Above them through the rose-covered trellis, there

were stars.



Before them leylight fromthe foyer chandelier traced

rai nbow patterns al ong bevel | ed-gl ass seans as the huge
doors swung open with frustratingly massive deliberation
N kki swayed.

Deynorin dropped his cane to steady the boy with both
hands; had to shift his hold to ease a stitch in his shoul der
and his stance to ease an ache in his |eg.

Fi ne pair they were.

Wth luck, they could make their entrance undetected

save by servants, who knew better than to ask unsolicited
guestions. He'd get Nikki to his room clean them both up
enough to escape particul ar notice, then sneak back down-
stairs to find Diorak and to nmake N kki's excuses.

W t hout [ uck

The door opened w de, a shadow fell across the threshold
and their feet.

Wrds suggested thensel ves; Deynorin swall owed t hem

and biinked sweat from his eyes.

Pl anted dead center of the foyer's patterned tiles, arns
aki mbo, M khyel appraised themlike the king of Mauritum
hi nsel f surveying a pair of recalcitrant hounds.

Ni kki's breath caught, a quick, gasping inhalation, and

he made a shuddering attenpt to take his own weight, an
effort that succeeded only in throwi ng them both off-

bal ance.

"Easy on, Nik, old man, 1've got you." Deynorin stead-

ied his brother and drew hi minside. The door closed be-
hind themwi th a soft thunp, and a Iight shwi p announced
his cane's entry into the stand by the door, before the door-
man nelted bl ank-faced into his shadowed nook

M khyel stepped into their path. Curious how their rather
under si zed brother managed to | ook down his thin nose at
two nmen taller than he.

"Drunk," M khyel pronounced, and Deynorin swal -

| owed his resentnent, seeing no reason to correct M khyel's
supercilious m sapprehension, drunk being easier to explain
than the truth.

"CGet out of our way, Khyel."

"The City's msfortune is your salvation," M khyel said,

at his nost abrupt and ponpous. "Anheliaa's still in the
Tower: the stormin the nmountains, as | understand. Dinner
has been del ayed." Wthout ever really |ooking at N kki

he dismi ssed themboth with a nod toward the stairs. "GCet
hi m bat hed and sober. If you hurry, she'll never know. "
Deynorin snorted. "Not until it's to your personal ad-
vantage to inform her."

M khyel's brows tightened, his lower lip, so very like

Ni kki's despite his attenpts to hide it under hair, pouted
ever so slightly, the autocrat M khyel had becone vani shing
behi nd t he defensive younger brother he used to be., "I
won't tell”

"No?" Deynorin asked dryly.

The hand cl utching his arm squeezed a war ni ng.

"Th-thank you, M khyel," N kki interjected softly. "I-1"II

hurry."
Deynorin bit his tongue on a protest; if ever N kki's ears
needed boxing . . . but he was rmuch too weak at the no-

ment. M khyel didn't have noble notives, as N kki should
have figured for hinmself by now But N kki didn't care
about that. N kki just hated argunments and cane between



them now to stop one devel opi ng, for which he was sure

he shoul d feel thankful and instead found hinmself resenting.
Peacemaki ng was Ni kki's besetting weakness: a good

dose of outrage mght just get themup those cursed stairs.
"Don't delude yourself, boy," Mkhyel said, that dammed
sanctinonious stranger driving Iris vestigial brother out
again. "It's for Anheliaa's sake, not yours. It would hurt
her terribly, know ng what an ingrate she shelters beneath
her roof."

Ni kki's knees buckled; Deynorin swore softly and
count er bal anced at some cost to his own knees.

"M khyel Rhomandi duniheric," he said through

cl enched teeth, "either you nove your pompous ass out of

our way this instant, or I'lIl nmove it for you. Take your
anger out on nme, not the boy. I'll even nake it easy for
you. I"Il get Nikaenor settled, then nmeet you in the library,

since | doubt you'd care to settle our differences in the
fencing salle or the ring."

A muscle twitched in Mkhyel's jaw. Then he jerked his
head toward the stairs and noved aside. "I'll wait for you
in the Blue Salon."

Distrustful of so easy a victory, Deynorin dipped his
head in wary acknow edgenent, and said, "C non, Nk old
man, alnost there. Have to take the stairs, we will, but"”
"I's that wool""

Deynorin swore again, not so softly. "The boy's not well,
Khyel . One time"

"Drunk or no," Mkhyel's clawfingered hand grasped

Ni kki's shoul der and pulled himaround, "he's not wearing
that up those stairs. Especiallynot” M khyel jerked at
the cl oak-collar, seeking the clasp, his violence setting N kki
to coughi ng hel plessly. "tonight."

"I said," Deynorin hissed, "leave the boy alo"

The cloak fell free, revealing Nikki in all his blood-
stai ned, shirt-bandaged gl ory.

M khyel's lip curled. He stepped back, two-fingering the
cloak to the footman who materialized beside him "Get
himto his room" he said coldly. "I'lIl send Diorak up
And understand nme, N kaenor, you will be at dinner.
Diorak will see to it. We'll say nothing of this to Anh-
eliaa. You were at the library, lost track of time. Deym
orin had to fetch you. Understand?"

Ni kki biinked confusedly.

"Damm t, Khyel, the boy needs rest\"

I gnoring him M khyel grabbed N kki's chin, his fingers
pressing the flesh white, demanding the boy's attention

" Doyouhear me?"

H's own fingers itched to give Mkhyel the thrashing

he deserved, but the Barrister's harsh grip was al ready
squeezing tears from N kki's eyes, and it took all Dey-
nmorin's fading strength to hold N kki upright.

"I hear you just f-fine, Mkhyel." N kki's whisper

t hough hoarse with exhaustion, and rmunbl ed past M khy-
el's hand-clanp, canme out wutterly calm and collected.
"But unless you let ne go, I'll have to dine as | am
Wul d you prefer that?"

Not exactly a peacekeeper's line, but it stopped the
Barrister in his black-booted tracks.

Bravo, fry, Deynorin thought, and dropped his head

to N kki's shoulder, burying his triunphant grin in the



gol den curls, feeling quite magnani nous, now N kki had
won the round.

Deynorin had been right to insist they take the stairs
with Anheliaa still in the Tower, there was too nuch
chance they'd intercept her at the Iift doorbut how , he
ever made it up a staircase that had acquired a disturbing
tendency to bend and twist, turning in on itself while
curling up overhead, N kki would never know.

Khyel had been right to yell at himand force himto
answer to stop his drifting. He knew that. It was Dey-
nmorin who took it wong. M khyel knew he'd float off

and forget all about what was inportant, |ike Anheliaa
and the party and not maeki ng Anheliaa angry.

If only he weren't so cold, which he hadn't been
bef ore M khyel had stripped the cl oak away, and he

hurt gods, how he hurt. But M khyel was right in that,
too: one wore cotton or linen or snmooth | eather in the
Tower, and the Tower included all the Famly suites.
Sparks threatened the rings. He'd known that rule

si nce chi |l dhood.

So had Deynorin. It wasn't Deynorin's fault he didn't
reahze it just mattered nore now than in past years
especially on a night like this when the lighting was
flaring out of control. In-house reports of near disasters
wi th the conmunication rings came with disturbing fre-
guency these days, and Anheliaa warned of expl osive
consequences if they weren't careful. But Deynorin never
heard those reports and warni ngs, com ng to Rhomat um
only for Cccasions, the way he did.

No, one couldn't blame M khyel, certainly one couldn't

bl ame Deynorin, which |eft

He sighed, and Deynorin paused to ask if he was al

right, which of course he was; he was bl oody wonderf ul
except he'd made a fool of hinself in front of Madam
Tirise and M stress Beauvilliaand Deynori n.

Wonderful , except he had a hole in his side because

he'd been an idiot and let that old |ightwatchman's pres-
ence distract himfor an instant.

In front of Deynorin.

None of which woul d have happened if only he'd

behaved as he shoul d and been at the Tower to greet
Deynorin when he arrived, which he would have been

had the | adi es not gone on and on about his poetry,

whi ch he knew was short of perfect, but still it was nice
to have someone say it wasn't.

But he didn't say any of that to Deynorin. He

squeezed Deynorin's hand, and said |I'm fine, thanks,

and lifted a dead-feeling foot to the next step

Deynorin had been right to wonder why he had gone

to Madam Tirise's alone. And he'd have explained, wll-
inglyif only he'd known the answer hinself. That igno-
rance was the source of his anger, not Deynorin or
anyt hi ng Deynorin had said or done, which he'd tel
Deynorin, if he could answer the other

It wasn't a mtter of manhood. Hadn't been at the
timenot really. He hadn't consciously set out to prove
anything to anyone. Al he'd wanted ..

H s toe caught on a stair that surely nust be higher

than the others.

Al he'd wanted, tossed fromthe library prematurely



on the verge of monunental personal discoveryfilled

well, alnost ... for the first time with adult purpose
and adult direction, was sonmething ... different.
He'd suddenly really realized it was his seventeenth
bi rt hday, supposedly the day a boy becanme a man, and
dooned to be like every birthday before: dinner with
his inmediate fanmily, a new perfectly hideous coat from
Anheliaa to join the others nmouldering in his closet
because he didn't dare give themto the poor, sweets from
Nurse he'd have to sneak out to the stabl e-boys so as not to hurt
her feelings .
A lecture from M khyel on his newest responsibilities
An 1.0 U from Deynorin who woul dn't have found j ust
the right present, and who'd forget, after
Al ways presupposi ng he'd bothered to showwhi ch, ob-

viously, he had after all, but he hadn't known that at the
tine.
He'd just wanted sonmething . . . nore.

This time, he nmanaged to swallow the sigh that

t hr eat ened.

And | ook where that More had gotten him half-naked

with an endless clinb up a swayi ng staircase, and his broth-
ers arguing over him

Ar gui ng. Agai n.

M khyel 's tenmper should fall on him not Deynorin.

He knew Deynorin was going to take the blame; had

known Deynorin woul d sonmehow i nstant aneously arrive

even from far-off Darhavento rescue himif anything had
gone wr ong.

As (he had to admit) it nost certainly had, and (he al so
had to adnmit) Deynorin had.

He shoul d have said sonething, should have nade cer-

tain Mkhyel realized it w as all his doing, not Deynorin's,
woul d yell that downstairs now, if only Deynorin would
turn his face downstairs instead of up. Wiich he tried to
ask Deynorin to do. But Deymorin only shushed his pro-
tests, told himnot to worry until the words and argunents
he woul d have used with M khyel grew confused, tw sting

i ke the staircase

He didn't deserve a brother |ike Deynorin. He woul dn't

bl ame Deynorin in the least if he chose to drop himright
here on the stairs and | eave Rhomatum forever, brother or
no, party or no, birthday or no.

But Deynorin didn't drop him Deynorin was there,

solid support on his left (though, fromthe way he took the
steps one at a tine, N kki could tell his | eg was bothering
hinmy, murrmuring a steady stream of encouragenent, and
trying so hard to protect the wound fromjarring, he would
die before telling Deynorin that with each uneven step the
skin pressed up under the hasty bandage, squeezing an
ever-w deni ng band of damp warnth around the wound

and sending a tickling trickle toward his cumerbund.

A wound that wasn't Deynmorin's fault any nore than it

was M khyel's fault when M khyel lost his tenper the way
he had downstairs. M khyel had pressures on him pressures
Deynorin coul dn'tor woul dn't conprehend. Pressures

Deynorin didn't deal with, cloistering hinself off in the
country the way he did.

Li ke Anheliaa's increasingly ill tenper. Downstairs, just
now, M khyel had been |like that because he was worried



Anhel iaa would find out. He wanted them both at dinner

so she wouldn't. He knew that. Knew M khyel had run
interference for himfor years and years. Had seen Khyel
cone out of a session with Anheliaa white-faced and shak-

i ng, and taken the back of M khyel's hand and counted

hi nsel f | ucky.

But Deynorin didn't know that. Deynorin thought M -

khyel and Anheliaa agreed on everything, which he m ght

not think, if Mkhyel wouldn't act like a stranger every tine
Deynorin cane hone.

Except (he sniffed: reaction to the change in humidity,

he was sure) it wasn't Deynorin's home. Not anynore.

He'd conme in | ate beforeeven staggered in drunkand

M khyel woul d just shake his head and cover for him and
tell himpoetry was easier on a man's head the next norn-

i ng; but now, possibly just because Deynorin had been with
him M khyel nade an issue- of it, evidently feeling the need
to show hinmself the disciplinarianas if he felt that other-
wi se Deynorin would blame himfor their youngest broth-
er's idiocy.

(Sniff.)

Deynorin couldn't know, as he did, that M khyel hadn't
dared to look at himat first. He'd seen the | aughter brew ng
behind the Barrister fa~ade, knew it would shatter the in-
stant their eyes netwhich M khyel couldn't |let happen in
front of Deynorin; and if only Deynorin had kept his head
up at the last, he'd have seen M khyel's fleeting grinwhen
M khyel finally did | ook at hinthe | ook that assured him

M khyel was sorry he'd yelled and sorrier if he'd hurt him
and relieved he was all right and confident N kki would be
able to cone to dinner, if only he'd keep his wits about
him which made N kki deterni ned he woul d and coul d.

But Deynorin hadn't seen that | ook, so Deynorin didn't
know. Sonehow Deynorin never saw that side of M khyel;

M khyel nmade certain of that, consciously or not.

Sonehow, it was a given: whenever Deynorin and M -

khyel met, sparks flew Nurse said it hadn't always been
like that, that as youngsters, they'd been as close as two
peas in a pod, which nade himwonder if it mght not have
been different, better even, if he had never been born

But then, of course everything would have been different:
Mot her and Fat her woul dn't be dead, and M khyel would

have gone to Darian Lyceum or maybe Bernoi Judiciary
Acadeny rather than spending his whole young life

shunted between tutors and Council offices, courts of |aw
and judgment chanbers, and Deynorin m ght not have

spent all his time at Darhaven and of course, there'd be no
Ni kki to argue about.

Brothers. ...

He heaved a sigh, felt Deynmormis armtighten solid-

tously, and pressed hinself into that extended warnth that
was Deym o.

. Sonetinmes, they were very difficult.

The doorway to his apartnments | ooned before them a

dark mouth in the creampainted, leylit hallway that swal -
| owed them up, surrounding themw th famliar shadow
shapes, one of which was Jerrik, whose presence was reas-
suring, but Deynorin sent Jerrik to find Diorak, and then
he was sitting on his own bed, still in the dark, wth Dey-
morin's stern threat: "Fall over, fry, and I'll thunp you,"



ringing in his ears, while Deynmorin propped himup wth
pillows and pulled off his boots.

And then there was light. And Diorak. And (rings save

him Nurse.

And Deynorin was asking Did he want himto stay?

after they'd worked the bandage free and stopped the

bl eedi ng, and Di orak pronounced the wound a | ong way
fromhis heart, which made hi m | augh because that was

what the Darhaven farrier told the recalcitrant horses when
they | eaned on himand jerked their feet away, and |augh-
ing made his side hurt, so he objected to themall, wanting
only a bath and sl eep, but he couldn't sleep: Mkhyel had
said he had a duty to Anheliaa, which he hadn't forgotten
he'd just thought he'd get back in tine, but he' d | ost
track. ..

And it was his birthday. And he did want his party. So

he said to Deynorin, "I'mfine." And he said to Nurse,
"I"'mfine." And he asked them both to go away and | eave
himw th Jerrik.

Deynorin did, with a final, encouraging grip of his hand.
Nurse didn't, and pinched his cheek and called himher |ast
chick, and said she wasn't about to | eave himin his nonment
of need, and then smled knowi ngly over his head at Diorak
and asked Had he had a good tinme, which drove the shivers
away in a hot flush of enbarrassnment and suddenly cl ear

t hi nki ng.

They' d probably deduced where he'd been. Likely M -

khyel had as well. Knew what had happened, in the way

of adults. They woul dn't have been caught readi ng nedio-
cre poetry in a high-priced brothel. They probably knew
exactly what went on in such places. -
Wl l, he knew, after a fashion. Deynmorin would never

have | et himget this old without a basic understandi ng. But
he didn't know.

And after tonight's fiasco, he doubted he'd ever care to
go back and find out.

"Arm boy," Diorak's crusty voice ordered.

He sighed and Iifted his arm obediently (never mnd the
nmoverent sent a jolt clear to his toes), then lowered it
again (very carefully) as Anheliaa's hawk-faced physician
nmuttered om nously and began pulling bottles and arcane
equi prent from his scuffed and scarred | eat her bag, arrang-
ing themon the small bedside table. Anbng the | ast was a
very ordinary looking, if somewhat small, curved needl e.
Stitches? Wth m xed feelings, he raised-his arm again,
trying to assess the damage, which act gained hima |ight
head and an abrupt chastisenent to Keep still.

He cleared his throat, and asked, as steadily as Deynorin
hi nsel f nmi ght have done: "How nmany?"

Di orak gl anced at Nurse, who patted his hand and said
gently, "Don't worry, lovie. Two. Maybe three. It's a very
smal | opening, and he'll |eave the back open for drainage.'
"B- back?"

"The bl ade went clear through, lovie. But don't worry;

you should be feeling quite the thing in a day or two."
"WIl it leave a horrible scar?" he asked anxiously.
"Certainly not!" Diorak answered for himself this ting,
and N kki slunmped with a disappointed, Ch.

He' d never had stitches before. Never had a scar. Never
broken a bone. Never done so nany of the things nost



young nen had acconphshed by their seventeenth year

Al of which made it very hard to feel |ike an adult (espe-
cially when one's chil dhood nanny was sitting there patting
one's hand, and telling one to Be a brave boy) never nind
what the cal endar read.

He si ghed again, and endured, with no nore than a bit-

ten lip, the physician's probe and the dabbing of strong-
snel ling, stinging substances over his person

Then Di orak nuttered sonething about Tine and nunb

and your brother (which made Ni kki wonder which

brot her) before he di sappeared out the door, taking Nurse
with him |eaving that needl e soaking in sone brown-col ored
liquid right there on the table

He swal | owned hard, and folded his hands in his lap ..

and waited.

If only he had soneone to talk to. Not about politics and
history, for that he had M k~yel and tutors, |ike he had
Deynorin to explain about horses and farming and the

Facts of Life.

He needed someone who understood the really im

portant things, like brothers, and famly. Bertie had broth-
ers, but they were all younger, and besides, Bertie was a
bit silly. Phell was far nore sensible, but he only had sisters,
except for one baby brother, so he wasn't nuch nore use.
Besi des, he needed someone who understood that being

born into the Rhomandi fam |y nmeant nore than noney

and social position and private tutors. It nmeant Responsi bil -
ity, and responsibility sonetimes nmade people act . . . oddly.
For instance, one couldn't, it seened to him blane
Deynorin for rebelling against Anheliaa's attenpts to cut
his youth shortand that's what she'd done, when Mieric
died. She'd tried to force Deynorin into assum ng the polit-
ical responsibilities he had inherited as the head of House
Rhomandi even before he reached the I egal voting age of
twenty-four.

According to M khyel, Deynorin had claimed at the tine

t hat Anhel i aa wanted hi m stuck presiding over the Rhoma-
tum Syndi cate, the Rhomatum City Council, and the High
Court so that she wouldn't have to. Which was probably
right, but when Deynorin openly defied Anheliaa and took

up with his wild set, Mkhyel had felt compelled to fil

the void.

Poor Khyel (safe to think of himthat way here, beyond
pride's reach), he had accepted those rejected duties when
he was only thirteen, still, by any reckoning, a child. M -
khyel had never told himexactly why he'd stepped in, but
as a younger brother whose recalcitrant rear Khyel had
covered nore tines than he cared to count, N kki could

wel | imagi ne M khyel protecting Deynorin fromhis own

f ool hardi ness, just because that's what brothers did.

How el se to explain the fact that for four |ong years,
whi l e Deynorin caroused the streets of every node city in

t he Rhomatum Web, M khyel had attended those neetings

and functions and court sessions, sitting in respectful
enforced silence while the Rhomatum | eaders di scussed

City needs and Syndicate representatives argued rights and
responsibilities.

When at seventeen, M khyel had been allowed at last to

voi ce the opinions he'd been hoarding for those four years,
he'd had to fight daily to gain the respect the inherited



posi ti onand Anheliaa's aggressive backi nghad theoreti -
cally granted him Fromthe transcripts, N kki knew j ust
how hard a battle that had been agai nst the staunch conser-
vatives, who resented so young a voice, and the nore |ib-
eral councillors, who resented his views.

That fight had left its mark, both in M khyel's bl ack

nmoods and in his appearance.

One of Nikki's earliest clear nmenories was of M khyel's
public induction into Council. He could remenber sitting
alone in the front row of the first bal conythe spot re-
served for the famly of the inducteetrying not to sw ng
his |l egs. Al one because Deynorin had been confined in
hospital follow ng "The Accident no one had ever, in al

t hese years, explained to N kki, and Anheliaa had been

part of the cerenony bel ow

And that swearing in had been in the spring session fol -

| owi ng M khyel's seventeenth birthday.

Hard to identify that sonber inage and responsibilities
with hinmself, and he wondered, now he'd reached seven-

teen and knew how little different it felt from sixteen or
fifteen, whether he could have done as M khyel had done,
and stood, alone and on display, the sole inductee that year
bef ore an enbarrassingly thin Council, his very presence in
that hall the center of a highly controversial vote during
t he previ ous session

Havi ng reached his first majority, M khyel had been

sworn in ostensibly to fill Deynorin's enpty chair: an un-
precedent ed nove forced through the Council by Anheliaa,
tenmpered only by the Council's insistence it be a speaking
seat only, wi thout voting power. Even so, it was a decision
(N kki knew from M khyel's onetine drunken indiscretion)

to which M khyel had acqui esced out of sheer terror

But one woul d never have known from outward appear -

ances as he stood before Anheliaa and the Hi gh Counci
taking the oath, in a voice that neither cracked nor stut-
tered. Slender, of little nmore than average hei ght, dressed
entirely in black, his nowsignature beard and nustache,
grown the nonent his body cooperated, making him ap-

pear at least slightly older than he was, his sleek black hair
fashi onably [ ong" but severely contained, he' d been awe-
someat | east to his seven-year-old brother

In al nost ten years, M khyel had never changed t hat

i mge, never worn anything but black, never nmade a nove

(at least in public) that wasn't carefully contained and el e-
gantly choreographed.

Deynorin resented what he called Mkhyel's attitudes.
Deynorin (on a good day) called himHell's Barrister

What Deynorin called himin private, N kki could only
guess.

But Deynorin just didn't understand how nmuch pressure

their brother operated under day in and day out. Dey-

nmorin, who by his own adm ssion refused to assume the
Council seat he'd inherited because of a temper he felt
woul d prove counterproductive, had never seen M khyel
control a tenper to match Deynorin's own to mani pul ate

t hat stubborn Council, nor chanced to be in the way when
that tenper inevitably blewin private.

But Khyel al ways apol ogi zed after and tal ked the reason

out confi dences whi ch had gi ven an acting princeps

younger brother a political savvy well beyond his peers



and the bruises cane only rarely these days, and never

wi t hout provocati on.

Though M khyel had never nentioned it, he suspected

M khyel felt deserted, perhaps even betrayed, by their

ol der brother. And perhaps Deynorin had been irresponsi-
ble, once, but if so, he'd paid for it when he'd tried to
assune that council seat he'd abandoned to M khyel
Deynorin had never nentioned the circunstances which

had led to his self-inposed exile; when he'd asked two
years ago, M khyel had insisted he read the debate tran-
script and draw his own concl usi ons.

M khyel had been nearing his voting nmajority when he

and Deynorin finally went head to head before Council;
his future had hung in the bal ance, the conpronise which
had prevented hi mvoting coning under fire, splitting the
Counci| down the niddle.

The now historic debate had centered around Anhehaa's
addition of Khoratumto the Rhomatum Web whi ch had

ext ended the Tower's power unbrella, absorbing what had
been, for generations, prinme farmland.

M khyel had argued the farmers had been nore than
adequately conmpensated, since the price of City property
far outstripped that of mere farm and. Deynorin had
fought agai nst that expansion, argued that, at the very |east,
they nmust make the transition slow yover as nmuch as a
generationand aid the displaced fanners to relocate to
busi nesses in keeping with their accustoned lifestyles.

M khyel had argued Khoratum was an acconplished fact.
Deynorin had argued what had been done, could be

undone.

But Deynorin's interest in the fanmly business had cone
too late. By that tine, his reputati on had underm ned any
force his words m ght have carried. Mkhyel's argunents
had carried the day and secured his position in Council
And alienated himfrom Deynorin forever

When the vote went resoundi ngly against him Deynorin

had officially relinqui shed his seat on Council to M khyel
as proxy, privately consigned the lot to the eighteen hells
above Rhomatum and retired permanently to the Rho-

mandi Qut si de hol di ngs, where he began expandi ng the ex-
peri mental farm ng and breeding prograns their father had
dabbl ed in.

Though few peopl e woul d ever know, Deymi o bei ng

Deymi o and not inclined to flaunt his deeds, Deynorin had
used that new y acquired passionand no snall portion of
hi s personal inheritanceto effect his proposed rel ocation
of di spossessed farmers quietly and on his own.

"And what's bothering the little man now?" A hand

pi nched his cheek. "Such a nel ancholy | ook. Gve us a
sm | e?"

Nur se had ret urned.

He forced the requisite snile, and she | aughed and patted
hi s cheek.

"That's my little nman. Don't worry, sweet, it'll all be
over soon."

As if he needed the reassurance. To Nurse, he was a
child, would always be a child.

And not just to Nurse. They all interrupted hi mwhen-
ever he was thinking Inmportant Thoughts, then argued over
whose fault it was N kki was upset.



If his famly and the household at |large had its way, he'd
spend the rest of his life smling; his teeth would dry out
and bugs would stick to themand the Iizards would cling
to his nose to lick themoff and

Diorak returned with one of the Tower Guard in tow. A

big, burly man. In case they needed to hold hi msteady, he
suspected, and swal | owedvery hardand determni ned the

man's presence woul d be superfl uous.

More poking and prodding, this tine to skin gone nunb

wi th Diorak's nysterious nedicines. O perhaps he just no

| onger cared, since not even Nurse's deft threading of the
dreaded needl e roused nore than passi ng awar eness.

Diorak said not to worry, that the nedicine would Iet
himsleep for a short tine and he woul d wake perfectly

wel | enough for dinner so long as he used his head.

Whi ch was all Ni kaenor ever did: sleep and use his head.

Ni kaenor slept and read the histories. N kaenor slept and
listened to the nerchants in the streets, N kaenor slept and
studied with the best mlitary strategi sts and. arnmsnmasters
the Estate could provide, but all N kaenor dunheric had
personal |y acconplished in seventeen years was a stack of
bad poetry and a hole under his armfroma singularly inept
cutpurse, and a rift between his two el der brothers.

Not a very inpressive resunme for a nmeaningful career as
anbassador to Mauritum

He sighed a third time, and nerved hinsel f against the
approachi ng needle. Diorak's forceps lifted the skin. D or-
ak's needl e pricked, pressed, and popped through the skin.
He felt it, heard it, and inagined that .tiny point piercing
his skin, the red bl ood seeping around it, form ng a gl eam
ing drop that slipped slowmy along the thread . . . then the
i mage faded into inviting bl ack

"What woul d you have ne say, Khyel? |I'mso sorry,

Papa? 1'll never do it again. Papa? Wll, you' re not ny
papa, boy, |I'mnot sorry, whatever it is you think I should
be sorry about, and if it's given you apoplexy. I'd do it

again in an instant, believe ne."

"Ch, | do, Deynorin. | do believe you."

M khyel controlled the urge to steady the bud vase on

the sitting roomnmantle; it was his imagination Deynorin's
deep voice rocked, not the crystal. Instead, he cupped the
hal f-furled rose it held and inhaled slowy, deeply, deter-
m ned not to show his trepidation.

A shane, really, that his ol der brother avoided his right-
ful place in the council chanber: with that voice, no one
woul d dare cross him

No one except soneone with a lifetine of carefully fos-
tered immunity. By the time Deynorin's voice had

changed, Deynorin's brother had had no doubt Deynorin

was a force to beware, and had nodified his actions

accordi ngly.

Alifetinme had taught M khyel how to hold his ground; it
could do nothing to dimthe internal inpact of his brother's
pr esence.

As for the other ... He'd seen what it neant to be a
father, and he had no desire to be Deynorin' sor anyone
else's for that matter. But for N kki's sake, to save sweet,
gentle Nikki fromthe fate Deynorin would hand him wit-
tingly or not ... To save Ni kki fromthat, yes, he'd be
Mheric himself, if that was required of him



The neeting was foll ow ng what had becone an all too

fam liar pattern over the years. A pattern that led inevita-
bly to shouting and argunents and ultimately to one or the
other of themstormng fromthe room before they cane

to actual blows, and lately with Deynorin |leaving the Gty
al t oget her, deserting the problem Escaping to Darhaven
the way Meric had al ways done rather than face Anhehaa
head to head.

At | east Deynorin hadn't sons to drag off with him

It was a pattern he refused to allowthis time, regardl ess
how Deynorin provoked him Too much was at stake

VWhi |l e Deynorin was bathing their youngest brother's

bl ood of f his hands, M khyel had received Diorak's prelim -
nary eval uation: N kki had received a knife wound,

annoyi ng but not serious, while wal king Beliard Cross-1ey,
inthe vicinity of Gartum Ley. Adding Deymorin's pres-
ence, it hadn't required a genius to fill in the details.
Feel i ng tenper and di sgust rise, he traced a fingertip

t hrough the carving in the mantel pi ece, seeking spiritua
control within the el aborate stone curves and whorls. He
couldn't afford to |lose his tenper, couldn't |let disgust cloud
his thinking, and nost of all, couldn't let Deynorin wn
this particular battle: it was Nikki's hfe at stake.

And he had a promise to keep.

This nmorning, N kki's future had been assured. Protected
fromcrimnal elements, his income secure for life, of tem
per ament, appearance, and breeding to choose a wife from
the best famlies, N kki should have been free to pursue
his scholarly activities, free to develop into the I oving hus-
band and father he was neant to be, to have the life their
not her woul d have wanted for him the life she'd have

provi ded hi m had she survived Nikki's birth for nore than
a few pain-ridden hours.

And now, in one night, Deynorin, with Deynorin's di-
sastrously forceful personality and zest for adventure, had
pl aced that entire vision in jeopardy.

Deynorin, the ever strong, ever wonderful, ever care-
freeDeynorin, the ever absent, who by the tine their

not her died had already defected to Meric's deadly life-
style, forcing their nmother to settle on second best.

Per haps Deynorin knew what their nother had asked of

himin those final nonents, perhaps he didn't, but Mt her
had had that pronise of himot Deynorin. It had been

into his care, not Deynmorin's, she had placed -N kkL

Not that it had taken nuch persuasi on. Nothing would

have i nduced himto leave that mewling little curly-topped
bundl e of not-quite-humanity al one in the Darhaven nurs-
ery. Not then. Not for years after, though Mueric had ac-
cused himof cowardice and worse for remaining so long in
the child' s safe world.

Safe. That's what Mieric had called it, and that's what

he had tried to nake it, for Nikki

Unfortunately, little brothers didn't stay forever in the
nursery, and adol escents were in perpetual need of heroes.
He had no illusions about hinself: he was not the stuff of

whi ch heroes were made. Deynorin, also unfortunately,

was.

Seventeen today. Hard to forget when piles of presents
had been arriving fromall over the web for the | ast week.
Particularly difficult when those pileshidden from N kki



until this nmorning and now artistically di splayed on severa
t abl esdomi nated the far end of the Blue Sal on

"What | want, Deynorin," he said at last, "I can't possi-
bly have. | want you to stay away from N kaenor. | want
you to stop draggi ng himoff to Darhaven and encouragi ng
himto risk his neck on those half-wild ... creatures you
favor. | want you to stop racing and ganbli ng and whori ng.
I want"

"Me to stop? Spinning a bit beyond your orbit, aren't

you, Barrister?"

"Yes, damm you!" Despite his efforts, his fist clenched,

his voi ce broke as he realized, suddenly and quite painfully,
that it wasn't just Nikki's soul he was fighting to save. And
knowi ng how that presunpti on woul d appear to Deynorin,

he forced his hand to relax, and |ikew se controlled his
expression and voi ce before facing his ol der brother. "I

want you to grow up, Deynorin, for N kki's sake. You're

a bad influence on N kki and all his friends. You legitinize
their fantasies. If you can't see that, you're the only one."
Deynorin's dark brows rose. "Because the |lad visited a
perfectly legal brothel, sonething his friends undoubtedly
do on a regular basis. |I'ma bad influence?"

"Brothels. Races. Mdnight hunts and ganbling. Your
reputation fascinates him and he sinply can't compete. No
sane man would try."

"No sane man? Ch, dear, brother-nine, what does that

make ne?"

"Dam it, Deynorin, don't joke about this. He already

flirts outrageously"

"Meani ng he sniles at the young ladies in the opera

bal cony. "

"He fights nock duels with his friends"

"As long as they're not in earnest"

"Wth untipped steel ?" That, at |east, caused a faint

pucker between Deynorin's brows, and he pressed further

"When will it be enough? Wuld you have himdueling in
earnest with angry husbands before he's old enough to
marry?"

The |ine deepened, but in contenpt, not concern. "G ve

your outraged norals a rest, boy. The girl was a profes-

sional . "

"That makes a difference?"

"To your proposed prenise, yes. Beyond that prem se,

Ni kki is of age, in case you hadn't noticed." Deynorin

threw hinmself into a chair and lifted his leg to a padded

stool with a grunt of pain. "Besides, you prudish old

worran, not hi ng happened. Flattery expanded his poetic

ego long before it expanded anything else.”

"Expanded? . . . Ch." Curves and whorls pressed into his
back, holding himfirm agai nst equal neasures of enbar-
rassment and guilt. At times such as this, he suspected his
el der brother of deliberately invoking both enotions, which

was dammed . . . unsportsmanlike, to his way of thinking.
Quilt for the leg that pained Deynorin constantly: he'd
acknow edged his responsibility for the accident when it
happened, and had that apology thrown in his face. The
other: if he was a 'prudish old wonan,' he had anpl e
reason.

"And the kni feman? Was he a professional as well?"

"Khyel, 1" The faint |ine appeared again. "I'm hon-



estly not certain."

"Not certain.” Achill twisted his heart. "Is that neant

to be hunorous?”

The Iine vani shed. "Cone down fromyour |ectern, Bar-
rister. Diorak's pronounced himfit for your damed di nner
partyfuel ed by one of his noxious potions. N kki got a

much needed lesson in real life and acquitted hinself quite
handily, | nmight add."

Near Deynorin's hand, a small tray table supported wi ne

and two goblets. Deynorin filled one for hinmself, offered
the other with a grossly over-polite flourish. He refused
with a single abrupt jerk of his head, wanting it to steady
hi s hands, needing a clear head worse.

Deynorin shrugged and sat back

"What did or did not happen is irrelevant,"” M khyel said,
doggedly returning to his original prem se, "You had no
busi ness taking himto that place."

"Pl-1-lace," Deynorin repeated, putting on an exaggerat -
edly thoughtful face. "Whorehouse, you nmean? Cat house,
maybe." His face hardened. "Watever you call it, taxman,

you should love it."

Taxman. M khyel thought of N kki and the need for

calm and raised his chin, refusing to take of fense.

"As al ways, older brother, your assessment of my work

i senlightening. What | think of Tirise romvarinni's es-
tablishment in any sense is not the issue. Your taking a
childthere's no other way to describe him regardl ess of
what the law clainmsinto that section of the Cty, is."

"I see. And what makes you so certain | took him

t here?"

"W both know what you consider an ideal com ng of

age present."

"Unli ke sone people, | learn fromny m stakes."

"Whi ch sinply means you made a fool of himat M-

dane Tirise's rather than in his own bedroom"”

Deynorin snorted. "No one nekes a fool of soneone

el se, brother-mne. The fact you had a problemfiguring
what end to do what to, doesn't nean the rest of the famly
suffers a simlar confusion."

"You, of all people, should know better than to accuse

me of that."

It was bitterness speaking, unthinking, inmature self-
defense, inmedi ately regretted when Deynorin responded

Wit h:

"No, | suppose | can't."

Laughter coated the edges of that statement, faint echo

of remenbered | aughter. Laughter fromthe hallway out-

side his bedroom door. Laughter that drowned out the soft
nmoans emanating fromthe woman whose skill drew himto

a destiny not even that |aughter could forestall.

H s hand blindly sought the whorls' solid marble reality,
and as soon as he could trust his voice, he said firmy, "A
of which is irrelevant. N kki"

"woul dn't have reacted to his natural tendencies |ike

a cloistered virgin."

"Danmit!" He whirled, and struck the nmantel, then

slowy opened his throbbing fist savoring the incontroverti -
bilily of pain. "Just once, can't you adnmit that maybe, just
maybe, you were w ong?"

"Possibly. Wien you adnmit it was nothing but a harm



| ess j oke.™

"Joke? Harml ess?" He resisted the tenptation to turn

and gl ance at Deynorin's leg; they were both painfully
aware they'd left the topic of N kki far behind them "Is
that what you call it?"

"That's what it was, boy, as you' d realize if you'd ever
bother to adnmit you're the only one who even renenbers

t hat day."

At times, Deynorin could say the stupidest things.

Deynorin renenbered with every |inping step, every

throb of his | eghow not? Certainly Deynorin's ex-cohorts
anong the Guard, or the devil-may-care toadeaters he'd
collected during his years on the town would not agree with
t hat assessnent. Some took care to remnd himdaily he

was not fit to fill Deynorin's well-polished boots. O Mer-
ic's...

A man had to wonder, sonetines, just where he fit into

the scherme of things. If N kki provided hima daily re-

m nder of the beauty and the sweetness that was the es-
sence of their mother's menory, perhaps (he considered

the idea in a nmacabre instant of personal evaluation) he'd
- always wi shed Deynorin would fill Meric's void in sim -

I ar fashion.

If it were possible to m ss such a narrow m nded, self-
centered void.

But Deynorin, for all he'd inherited Meric's size, Mer-
ic's tenper, and Meric's politics, wasn't Mieric. Deynorin
was wild and daring in his sporting interests, but Deynorin
had never, to M khyel's know edge, raised a truly violent
hand to anyone. Deynorin arguedgods knew he ar-

guedbut never with the irrational rage that had character-

i zed Mieric's anger. He had frequently wondered what it
woul d take to rouse the Mieric he feared was lying in wait
wi t hi n Deynori n.

One undeni abl e difference: Deynorin sincerely cared

about Ni kki, which was nore than one could say about

Mieric, who had died for lack of a wife rather than live
for his three young sons.

Al'l of which left him. . . where? As some unfinished sack
of human flesh, neither father nor son, child nor adult
Certainly he was far nore crippled in his chosen life's work
than Deynorin had ever been. The one thing he truly,

deeply cared about had slipped fromhis control years ago.
He faced about wearily, vaguely surprised when Dey-

nmorin's hard expressi on wavered.

"Don't you see, Deym 0?" he pleaded, hoping to take

advant age of that softening. "N kki idolizes you, and if you
don't mend your ways, his attenpts to ermulate you could
lead to far worse ends than tonight's. One day, you won't
be there. Wiether it's Madane Tirise's, or a cutpurse, or

a hunt course Whuld you have himend up with a broken

neck |ike"

He broke off, but not soon enough

"Li ke Father?" Deynorin finished coldly, the softness

vani shing. "Get it through your head, brother-mne, our
father chose that death above other, |less romantic, alterna-
tives. He was out of control of his life. He wanted to die.
Grant himthat dignity, at least."

"You count it dignified to runaway from your responsi-
bilities?" Wich heartfelt, doubl e-edged cut gave himthe



vague satisfaction of seeing Deynorin's eyes narrow and

hi s suntanned brow ti ghten.

"I count it his choice, brother, for his reasons, and count

t hat enough. He's responsible to whatever gods he believed

in at the last, not me. O you. O anyone else. He was ny

father, and | was sorry to lose him Beyond that, ny life

continues, and I live it responsible to nyself, not Father."
and not you, was the unspoken end of that statenent.

M khyel | ooked away, afraid if Deynorin realized he did

not share that regret the discussion was doonmed before

he'd even broached his point.

A point fromwhich they'd strayed wildly.

"We're not speaking of Mieric, we're speaking of N kki

and his obvious desire to emul ate you."

"That's the second tine you've said that. Emul ate? Me?

Interesting. | don't recall spending hours in the library, but

if you say so, it nmust be true.”

"Don't nake a nockery of this, Deynorin, | beg you."

"Beg? Again, you anaze ne, Barrister. Wence this

new hum lity?"

"Damm t, Deym o!" He caught hinself, wondering what

sort of man allowed such paltry taunts disturb himso.

Wien his bl ood had cooled: "I'mworried, Rhomandi. |'m

worried about Nikki, and I'mworried about the Estate."

"I'd hardly equate the two."

"Wl |, perhaps you should, for once. N kki spends a

small fortune every time he visits a tailor, has no sense

where it cones to buying gifts for his friends . "

"A tragedy, certainly."

Mockery continued to fill the air. He refused to | ook at

Deynorin, refused to let that nockery di ssuade himfrom

hi s course.

"More than that, he's begun ..." Mkhyel found his

voice failing, belatedly realizing he'd mssed his mark, that

Deynorin was incapabl e of seeing the matter his way, and

seei ng no possi ble neans to backtrack. ™" he's begun in-

curring . . . debts . . ."

"Ganbl i ng? N kki ?" Deynorin's bark of |aughter was

all he'd feared. "Small worry there, Barrister."

"Smal | ? Per haps now, but"

"Al'l right, brother, all right. 1'll take the brat out while

I'"mhere. Introduce himto"

"Deynorin, no\" tie turned back in tine to see Deynor-

in's lightly amused | ook turn dark, and sought desperately

to explain. "Wat about when you're gone? VWat will hap-

pen if he continues your pattern and chooses to follow you

into those Qutside ganbling hells of yours as well? You

- know the sort who'll surround himthere, once you've re-

treated to the safety of Darhaven and left himalone with

t he sharps. Wat about the personal dangers? Wat about

the | osses? The Estate can't support two of you."

"The Estate could handl e a dozen of us w thout a hic-

cup." Deynorin's voice was as cold as his face.

"Because | put limts on your spending."

"You?" Deynorin's foot hit the floor with a thud. An

instant later, his hand clanped M khyel's arm hard enough

to make a larger nman wi nce, but M khyel clenched his

teeth, refusing his brother the satisfaction. "Get it through

your head, boy. You don't control any pursestringsyou

never have. | inherited the Estate. | amthePrinceps. You



"rule' by proxy, boy, and never forget it. Any time | choose,
' m back on the Council."

"Good gods, Rhomandi, | know

Deynorin's hold on his armtightened, Deynorin's voice

hi ssed through clenched teeth. "/ set those limts on nyself,
| ong before you even thought to try. | like to have a good
time. | like to treat friends to a good tinme. | gave Rynmarik
| eave to place those limts' on the books when you raised
the issue, mainly to keep you quiet, but I can break them
any time | please. | don't please. |'ve enough for ny needs,
and no interest in running the Estate into bankruptcy."

"l never said"

Fingers twisted, biting deep into nuscle, and for a no-
ment, it was Mieric's eyes that glittered between narrow
slits. "lIt's not that | don't know the nunmbers. Not that |
don't understand them It's that | don't give a dam."

"l never doubted it."

Level black brows twi tched: a hint of puzzlenment, gone

in an instant. Deynorin dropped his hold and turned away,
deserting him ignoring the real problem

The way Deynorin al ways had.

"As for Council," Deynorin continued lightly, the back

of his hand flipping a nonchal ance, "you seemto enjoy
battling the old fools; overall, you do a good job. Wy
should | argue? In the arbitration court, your judgnment has
proven equally sound; | skimthe transcriptswhen |'ve
not hi ng better to anuse ne. | know what you're doing.

Li ke the nunbers, the court bores ne to distraction. But
"Il stretch those purse limts and I'll override those deci -
sions when and where the urge takes ne."

"Yours or your parasites'," he said, stupid in his bitter
anger, though his blood froze as Deynorin pivoted slowy,
and it was nore than Mieric's eyes facing himthis tine.
"Mywhat ?"

"Parasites." He spat the word out, defying his own vis-
ceral terror, and dodged Deynorin's backhand.

Too | ate. He staggered backward, caught hinself agai nst

the mantle, norbidly certain he'd roused that shadow of
Mheric at last. But he didn't care. Couldn't. O perhaps,

he thought, as the once-famliar taste of his own bl ood
seeped across his tongue, he did care, and wanted the truth
he'd feared out where he, at least, could face it, once and
for all.

ostinately, past a nunbness in his lip, he pursued the
point; "Those ... creatures you call friends, who hover
around you waiting for the next hand"

He gasped as Deynorin's strong fingers again cut deep

into nuscle . . . twisting

"out."'

"I don't give handouts, boy. | give credit where it's due.
Call it ... redistributing the wealth, in the only way the

systemallows. The families | aided were cheated out of the
nost valuable farm and in the valley by those friends of
yours on Council. | gave themthe dignity of a newlife"
"They were well conpensated for the |loss. Mre than
sufficient to relocate"

"To where. Barrister? Bogs and granite? That's what

Counci |l never got through their thick skulls. There is no
repl acement for what you stole fromthem'

"No one stol e anything."



"Rat her well depends on which side the | awmakers are

on, doesn't it? You don't conpensate for generations of
fam ly history and devoted | and nmanagement w th noney,
Barri ster. These were proud people, accustoned to hard
work and a uni que sense of acconplishment a man gets

when the sweat pours down his face at harvest tinme. A
feeling you'll never share.™

"Thank the gods."

"No doubt. The choice you and your coconspirators gave
themwas no choice at all: a life of eternal idleness in the
City with no legacy for their children, or |land so renote
and barren it woul d take yearsperhaps generationsbe-

fore they turned a profit. Al |1 did was give thema dignified
--option, the only one that sanme stinking systemall owed ne
to offerand 1'll continue nmy own brand of econom cs

until soneday, soneone, dissolves the stinking system™

"You sound as if you'd like that."

A frozen, timeless pause, during which he stared defi -

antly at the angry face sw mm ng beyond pai n-watering

eyes. That biting, localized pain surprised him threw a man
of f his bal ance, who'd expected viol ence. He'd" never
pushed Deynorin this hard before. Never dared, know ng

t he man whose tenper Deynorin had inherited.

O so he'd always believed. This control was not Meric,

was nothing |ike Meric.

Then the pressure was gone, the anger was gone, and
Deynorin's hand fell away, leaving him strangely
anchor| ess.

"Maybe | would," Deynorin said slowy, not |ooking at

hi m

"Your parasites mght object," some perverse idiot inside
himmuttered, while he rubbed his arm agai nst the tingling
of renewed circulation. "They'd |l ose their free ticket." That
same idiot continued pushing against this unknown limt,
trying to force the Deynorin he knew existed into the open
"Your ternms, brother, not nine." Deynorin sounded

old. Tired. "They pay their way in this world."

" Now. "

"Their ancestors were crimnals, Khyel, not them"

That wasn't entirely true. Since the Foundi ng, repeat of-
fenders had been exiled to rempte city-owned | and where
they were taught the basics of subsistence, then given a
smal |l plot of land, there to subsist as they could, any enti-
tlement to city revenue they mght have had reverting to
the community share, there to be held in reserve for noncit-
i zens who earned the right to citizenship.

He' d personally consigned no few to that Qutside exis-
tence. But those were not the folk to whom Deynorin re-
ferred. He knew that, and was sincerely shamed to have
unconsci ousl y equat ed them

"What woul d you have us do, Deynorin? Reinstate

then? The city property isn't there. The shares aren't. Wo
woul d we exile or inpoverish for their sakes?"

"I npoveri sh? W' ve personal holdings in fifteen of the
satellite nodes. The previous hard-working owers now

wor k for us. Why? Because they owed the Estate taxes that
they couldn't pay. Hell of a deal, brother, buying a business
to pay the taxes that provide you the noney to buy the

busi ness. "

"Those ' busi nesses' were barely surviving. Qur fore-



cl osure has given themthe backing they needed to thrive.
Those previous owners are much better off than they

were. "

"Like the farmers, is it? W rob them of their indepen-
dence, and they're supposed to snile and say thank you?"
"They' re not conpl ai ni ng. "

"What good would it do? You haven't done anything

illegal. Wat recourse have they?"

"So why don't you take your seat and do sonething to

change the | aw?"

Deynorm s dark gaze made a deliberate rise and capture

of his.

"I tried that once."”

"And gave up at the first hint of opposition.”

"I's that what you think?"

In the face of that dark-eyed challenge, all he could do
was raise a hand, then let it drop hel pl essly.

"Not really. But, Deynorin, every new menber has a
difficult tine being taken seriously. Rings, if you knew what
|

"Ch, poor, poor Barrister. Shall | call out the nourn-

ers? Difficult? You don't know the neani ng of the word.

You' ve had Anhel i aa backi ng you every step of the way

since you were twelve. You've had the Council's own ava-
rice. Wio and what did the farnmers and those ill-fated
shop- owner s have?"

You, he longed to say, but couldn't, he who had |led the
attack against his own brother, thinking naively that by
nmeeting Deynorin on these grounds and w nni ng he stood

some chance of winning his brother's respect at |ast, of
gai ni ng sone sign of approval of his efforts, some note of
appreciation for his sacrifices over the years.

He'd realized too late he'd tried so hard for so long that
he'd | ost sight of what he truly wanted and instead, with
that final confrontation, had driven Deynorin permanently
into the arns of those people he'd so passionately
represent ed.

"You talk as if the Councillors are ogres, Deynorin," he
said quietly. "They're just businessnen, |ooking for answers
to benefit the greatest nunber of people.”

"They're hawks circling for the kill."

"They' ve achi eved their position because they knew how

to make a profit, and are using that expertise to benefit
the Citizens."

"Easy to becone rich when you rmake robbery | egal
"Damm t, Deynorin, there's no reasoning with you
"No? | suppose not. But then, that could just be because

| have a problemw th your basic prem se. Excuse ne,
Anheliaa's premse."

"l resent that."

"Do you? Well, that's a step in the right direction
anyway. "

More than a step, M khyel suddenly realized, and the
bottomfell out of his universe.

Until soneone dissol ves the system

For at least five years his brother had been wor ki ng i nde-
pendently of Rhomatum Council and Rhomatum f unds,

buil ding a network of loyalties beyond the City's bound-
aries, in the nysterious darks between the lines. A network
wi th an unknown agenda.



The Council knew of his operations, but no one could

ever figure what the goals were, never figure whether he
posed a threat to the City's interests.

He knew, from his own experience, that Deynorin had

powers of persuasion he'd never brought to bear in Counci
for the causes he ostensibly supported. That very reticence
was enough to nmake a Councill or of Rhonmatum nervous

and wonder how Deynorin intended to wi nand what he

i ntended to wn.

If his concerns were as benign as this conversation would
suggest, perhaps conmproni se was possible. If not . .. until
someone di ssol ves the system .

"What woul d you do, Deynorin?" he asked quietly, "If

you were Council ?"

"You don't want to know. "

"I'f I didn't, | wouldn't have asked." He crossed the

room sank down in a chair, and | eaned forward, el bows

on knees, the nost earnest, nonthreateni ng stance he knew
short of curling into a ball on the floor. "You said yourself
" myour proxy. How can | represent you if | don't know
what you'd fight for?"

For a long, silent noment, Deynorin studied himthen

"For starters, turn the rings over to the people."

"The rings already belong to the citizens."

"Not the shares. The rings."

"That's . . . crazed."

"Thought so." A hunorless laugh. "Gve it up. Barrister
You're not cut out for subversion.”

M khyel rubbed his face fiercely with both hands, pressed
his fingers into his eyes to relieve the building pressure.
"Al'l right, Deynorin. Al right. W'll play it your way.
But we can't just ... hand them over. For one thing, the
peopl e woul dn't know what to do with them couldn't possi-
bly maintain them and the econony woul d col | apse al ong

wi th the power-base. For another, the rings are our per-
sonal security. Yours. Mne. N kki's. And any future Rho-
mandi generations."

"We'd survive without, | assure you."
"W shoul dn't have to. The people wouldn't want it
that way."

"The peopl e? Wiy should they give a damm what hap-

pens to us? Wiat have we done for then"

"We've given themthe rings," Mkhyel stated the obvi-

ous, increasingly perplexed by this highly circul ar debate.
"W've nmade Rhomatum s power available to them"

"The Tower has. The |ley. Mther nature, not us. The

rest is politically convenient bullshit."

"Wthout the Rhomandi Family, the Tower woul dn't

exi st. Rhomatum woul dn't. The web wouldn't."

"Qur ancestor built the damm building, and for that, we
deserve virtual godhood? As | recall, good old Darius went
to a lot of trouble to eradicate precisely such antiquated
notions as you're set on endorsing."

Deynorin was oversinplifying, trying to start a fight, was
as uneasy (M khyel, as a veteran of literally hundreds of
debates suddenly realized) as he with this change in | ong-
established tactics between them

"He found the node, Deynorin, and set the rings. For

three hundred years, our famly has produced the Rhona-
tum ri ngmaster”



"Qut of a line that hadn't produced a master in five
generations. Darius was the king's bastard, Khyel, or have
you forgotten that little fact? He shouldn't have been able
to make the rings hiccup, let alone establish a whole new
web. Proved themall wong, didn't he?"

"If he was, in fact, Matrindi's son. We've only his word
on that."

"We know the Matrindi fell frompower after the Exo-

dus. That was politics, not Talent or |ack thereof."

"Five generations without so nuch as a single High

Priest of Mauritum Tower woul d undernine any Fanmily's
power base. Maybe Darius had a personal grudge agai nst

the Rhomandi Fami |y and saw that final announcenent as

the ultimte revenge. Perhaps the Matrin-Rhomandi cross
was the key. We just don't know, Deynorin. W do know,

our Family has produced all the Rhomatum ringnasters.”
"Because we dammwel | keep everyone el se out of the

Tower. Rather increases our chances, doesn't it?"

"When was the last tine you stayed around | ong enough

to know what we've tried?"

Deynorin drew back, the nerest hint of renorse creep-

i ng past the assurance. A hint that vanished in an instant.

"Well, looks Iike we've finally broken the string this gener-
ation, doesn't it?"
"Have we?"

"Full of oblique answers tonight, aren't you, boy? Tired

of bean counting? Into ring-spinning now? O is Nikki blos-
som ng in other ways than with the |adi es?"

"You coul d repl ace Anheliaa."

"Hell if." Deynorin fell back a step, caught a heel on a

fl agstone and dropped heavily into a chair.

M khyel ' s tenuous control over his tenper wavered.

"After all these years, when so much depends on it, do you
still deny your Tal ent?"

"What the hell are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Damm t, Rhomandi! You have had since you were

ni nemaybe before, for all | know Wy in all the eighteen
chanmbers of Rhomatum hell do you refuse to act on it?

Are you waiting for the noment Anheliaa's gone? Just
waiting to destroy what you obvi ously cannot abide?"
Strangely, Deynorin | aughed. "Brother, you're crazy."
"Am 1 ?" And his voice shook with the trenors he could

no | onger control. Forcing a potential ringnaster into tak-
ing action was a risk, the scope of which he had no rea

i nkling, but which [ife with Anheliaa dunMoren had taught
himto fear.

Towers could only be taken fromw thin. Anything el se
destroyed the very object of the invader's desire. Deynorin
had kept his secret for years. Even away fromthe Tower,

he coul d have been studying how to control the rings, pre-
paring an incontestabl e takeover, awaiting Anheliaa' s inevi-
tabl e death. Possibly even in collusion with one or nore of
the satellite nodes.

"I don't know where you got such a crack-brai ned no-

tion, but"

"I was all of six, Rhomandi, but | renenber like it was

yesterday. W snuck into the Tower. | touched the rings,
and fouled the orbits. Do you renenber, yet?"
"I don't ..." Deynmorin's head swung slowy from side

to side, not seeming to see anything. "I ... recall alarns



and thinking we'd be flayed alive for sure. But the
alarns quit and we got out before anyone caught us. |
al ways assuned the dammed things fixed thensel ves.
nmean, they do that, don't they?"
There could be no doubting the innocent ignorance of
that statenent.
"Never." He stood up. "You reset them Deynorin.

Al these years . . . have you never realized?"

"Real i zed? Brother, | never even wondered." Deynorin

pul l ed back in the chair as if M khyel had physically threat-
ened him "It wasn't ne. Couldn't have been. Surely I'd

have known"

Sonet hi ng col | apsed i nside, song anger that had sus-

tained himfor years, and M khyel fell weakly into his chair.
"Dear sweet living gods, brother, all these years, and
that's what's been eating you? Me conniving some nythica

pl ot agai nst Anheliaa and your gods-be-dammed rings' ?"
Deynorin seenmed about to say nore, but then just shook

his head in patent disbelief.

A sphere of nonfeeling surrounded him Deynorin

hadn't refused responsibility, had not left himto deal with
an aging, increasingly testy Anheliaa on his own sinmply for
spite. Had not been off preparing a coup. Deynorin hadn't
tol d Anheliaa because Deynorin hadn't known.

And creeping insidiously into the void, another danger-
ously weakeni ng sense: Hope.

Deynorin, being Deynorin, would do the right thing

if only the brother Deynorin openly despised could con-
vince himof his own Talent. Convince himto help control
Anhehaa' s increasingly obsessive notions.

"I't was your doing, Deynorin. And don't you see?" he

- pl eaded, near choking on throat-constricting desperation
"The Rhomandi bl ood does run true. We need your Tal ent,
your goodwill, here. In the Tower. Not" CQutside, he fin-

i shed silently, but knew better than to say.

"Tal ent per haps, though I've only your say on that,"
Deynorin said firmy, "The wllnever."

"Why not ?"

"Rings, boy. I'd be incarcerated with Anheliaa for

nmont hs, perhaps years learning a trade | despise. Isn't that
reason enough?"

"And for that, you'd condemm the City to eterna

dar kness?"

"Mel odramatic, aren't we? Frankly, going back to push-

ing plows and living by candl elight m ght make a nunber

of citizens |I can think of a great deal nore pal atable. But
that's not even a renote possibility. There are plenty of

| ackeys to keep the Tower going. They don't need nme and

my nmythic Talent."

So much for pleading and reason. M khyel rose stiffly

and crossed the roomto stand | ooki ng down at Deynorin,

who stared stubbornly forward, calmy sipping his w ne.
"You m ght not have any choi ce, Rhomandi. The Tower

needs a naster. There is no one el se"

"BuUshit, brother."

"Your tongue becomnes increasingly Qutside vul gar

Deynorin."

Deynorin just snorted.

He turned to the fireplace.

"And if | tell Anheliaa what |I saw?"



"Ri ngs, boy, you sound like a six-year-old. She'll ask why
you haven't said anything i nwhat ?twenty years? box
your ears for lying, and send you to bed w thout supper."”

"I't's not a joke, Deynorin. |'ve been waiting to say any-
thing. | didn't realize . . . And if you really were a threat
to the rings, how could | encourage Anheliaa to . . . But if
you didn't know . . . if you still refuse"

"You do realize you' re naki ng no sense what soever. But

it hardly matters. She can't make nme do anything. And
neither, little brother, can you."

M khyel lifted a hand in tacit defeat. The nost inportant
negoti ation of his hfe, and he'd used the diplomacy of a
breeding bull. "Just think about it, Deym o, that's all

ask "

"What | think is that it's all in your head."

M khyel sighed. "N kki should be com ng down soon

Let's see if we can manage to be civil, at |east |ong enough
for his party. W owe himthat nuch, poor lad."

Deynorin's sharp bark of laughter held no hunmor. "You

have the gall to say that? After that reception you gave

hi nP"

The nmenory of Nikki's pale face, of his own fingers

pressing into cheeks barely able to produce peach fuzz,
filled his soul and once again, his fingertips sought refuge
in the patterned stone. "I was worried. | . . . overreacted
I'm. . . sorry for it, Deym o. Damed sorry."

A rustle of cloth, a creak of wood flooring, and Dey-

nmorin was beside him and Deynorin's hand was on his

shoul der. He | ooked up, met Deynorin's eyes in a way

they hadn't managed in years. This time, his brother's touch
was al nost gentle, his tone a rueful relaxation of tension

"Sometines, fry, | wonder if I'Il ever”
But what ever he was about to say floundered and di ed
in a damably ill-timed flurry of activity at the sal on doors.

Tea tray, first. A second wine tray next. And fromthe

m dst of a sea of attendants surroundi ng the | arge-wheel ed
mobility chair and its bew gged and pai nted occupant:

"High time you got here, Rhomandi!"

Anhel i aa had arrived.

Time had been it seened strange to N kki that the one

ni ght of the year he could be certain the famly woul d di ne
al one and in the echoing vastness of the formal dining room
was on his birthday, but over the years, he'd figured out it
was Aunt Anheliaa's way of celebrating while protecting

hi m agai nst wel | - meani ng reni ni scences about the parents
he' d never known.

O course, neither had his friends known them but sone-

ti mes Aunt forgot about that.

Besi des, Aunt Anheliaa's idea of a party would undoubt -
edly include her friends who had known Mther and Fa-

ther, and who would tal k about them and what a shane
they'd died so young, and Ni kki rnustn't feel that he'd
caused it, which of course, he hadn't. .

He shuddered. Maybe fanmily-only parties weren't so bad,
after all.

But tonight he'd have preferred the ballroomitself,

packed wall to wall and floor to ceiling with people he'd
never met and who woul dn't recogni ze him so that he

could nmelt into obscurity rather than sit on display at the
pl ace of honor at a single oval table with M khyel and



Deynorin seated to either side and Aunt Anheliaa on the

far end watching every bite he choked down.

Even Anheliaa's attendant . . . Mryn? . . . seened to be
staring at him But then, she always seened to stare, al-

t hough perhaps it only felt that way, because she never said
anyt hing. Alnost two years since she'd arrived, and never

a sound out of her, not that he'd heard. Probably that was
why Anhel i aa, who al ways denmanded absolute silence while

she worked, seened so satisfied with her

H s brothers had arguedhe knew t hat even wi t hout

anyone telling him and in spite of the cheerful faces they
put on for his party.

Anhel i aa seenmed very tired tonight, alnost fragile. The
arthritis, which had confined her to her nobility chair since
bef ore he was born, was nore painful than usual, if one
could judge fromthe irritation in her tone as she ordered
Mrymto cut her neat or hand her the wi neglass. And she
seemed to drift off in the mddle of sentences . . . O course,
Di orak mi ght have given her the sanme green goo he'd given

Ni kki agai nst the pain

Ef fective green goo. He hadn't felt a thing since he'd

waked up .. . And on a sudden disturbing thought: could

he be drifting simlarly? Certainly the pain was gone, but

i f he was wandering, and could notice her wandering, m ght
she not notice him and if yes, mght she not begin to wonder
and ask questions Mkhyel didn't want answered and.

Pani cked, he made an active effort to join the conversa-
tion, and despite the fact the tension in the air was maki ng
his al ready queasy stomach churn, he took small bites of

the rich foods and chewed themto liquidity, trying to nake
it appear he was eating nore than he really was. And he
smled and said all the right things, and nmade all the ordi-
nary, inane responses to meaningless, formalized inper-

sonal coments . . . until the talk turned to the runblings
of discontent out of Mauritum and the treaty.

"What's Paurini's problemthis tinme?" Deynorin asked,

around a mout hful of spiced beef.

Pal ev Paurini dunTasrek, Nikki's head wasn't that fuzzy.
Mauritum s Mnister of State.

"Not Paurini," MKkhyel clarified, "Garetti."

"Garetti?" N kki asked. "High Priest Garetti rom

Maurii ?"

M khyel shot hima faint nodding snmile, the way M khyel
woul d when he took an interest in politics that didn't cone
out of a history book, |ooks that came nore frequently

these days ... or, at least, one liked to think so.

"He's conpl ai ni ng about the power differential again.

Clains we're | eeching Mauritum Node, and trying to charge
themfor the privilege."

"After the way they took advantage of our worst drought

in history and jacked up the price of grain |ast year?"
Deynorin asked, scowing. "Hell, screw the bastard seven
ways fromyesterday and let himhow ."

M khyel's thin brows tw tched. "G ain? How could the

price of Mauritum n grain affect us?"

"Come, cone, brother-mne, join the real world, for a
change, will you?"

"But the trade restrictions"”

"Trade restrictions?" Deynorin lifted his fork, letting the
light glint off its silver-beaded handle. "Gartumwork, is it?



Maybe Hor assi dum n? And the bauble in Anheliaa's ear?

Qovi ousl y Khoratum wor kmanshi p. O, dare | suggest it,
Mauritum nT' The fork clattered to the table. "Admit it,
Khyel . The bl ack market is alive and well. Has been since
Darius closed off the |egitimte businessnen three-dam-
hundred years ago. Wat do you expect when half the

damm coastline is within spitting di stance of Maurislan?
Last year, we got grain, seed, and the market produce,
wherever we could damwel |l find it."

M khyel flushed, and the hand that raised his wi neglass
shook, spilling droplets over his manicured fingertips. He
drained it in a single gulp. "W arranged the deal ?"

"Who do you think?"

M khyel 's hand ti ghtened on the fragile-stemed goblet.
"Khyel , please." N kki reached across the table and gen-

tly di sengaged M khyel's fingers, setting the glass aside.
"Damm t, Rhomandi!" M khyel jerked his hand free,

swearing at the dinner table, which Mkhyel never did, espe-
cially in front of ladies. "I can't believe . . . Have you the
slightest notion what your little 'business deals' cost us?
The | east you could have done is cone to me. Asked where

t he negoti ati ons stood"

"Come to you" Ch, that's funny, Mkhyel. That's really

out st andi ngly humorous. Wat would you have done?

Gven the farmers an 1.0 U. until you could work their
little probleminto the Council schedul e? Maybe made it a
part of the overall trade package . . . which still hasn't been
si gned? Council would be damed hungry by now, and

blami ng the farmers. Shit, Barrister, when have you ever

gi ven a damm about Qutside needs? Wen it's time to plant,
you can't fucking well wait"

M khyel hissed. "That's enough, Rhomandi!"

Deynorin scow ed, drained his glass and snapped his

fingers for a refill.

For a nonent, the tension was stifling, M khyel and
Deynorin both nmilitantly avoi ding eye contact with any-

one. Fromthe far end of the table Anhehaa surveyed them

all fromunder hooded, painted eyelids. Little Mrymjust
gazed studiously into her teacup.

Ni kki coughed discreetly.

Deynorin started and gl anced at him M khyel did; then

at each other, and M khyel said, past a set jaw. "Mich as

| mght . . . appreciate . . . the . . . depth . . . of your feelings,
dear brother, kindly I eave that | anguage in the stables
where it belongs. O have you forgotten altogether howto
act around real |adies?"

VWhi ch adrmonition (even though N kki would swear the
expression Mrym hid behind her teacup had nothing to do

wi th mai denly shock and everything to do with hunor,

whi |l e Anheliaa just |ooked smug) naturally set the previous
subj ect aside and his two brothers off on one of the thinly
di sgui sed, tediously polite, contests of wills, which they'd
somehow avoi ded through the first five courses, and Anhel -
iaa, wide awake now and with a sly grin creasing her face,
joined in, adding fuel to their snipes.

Leavi ng Ni kki to wonder, on his own again, and weary

of the battle, about the treaty and the issues they'd forgot-
tenor set aside because of his birthday, so as not to upset
him What's wong, N kki?

Except he wasn't upset. And they were inportant issues,



especially to someone who hoped one day to be an anbas-
sador to the ancient god-determned city.

God-det ermi ned. . ..

"It seens to me," he interjected tentatively into the first
pause for collective breath, "that Garetti is behaving quite
reasonably . . . for a High Priest of Maurii."

The pause becane an extended sil ence.

Anhel i aa's expression soured and she was staring down

the tableat him

H s brothers exchanged a | ook he couldn't read, and he
consi dered slipping under the table and crawling its length
to the servant's door the way he had as a child when they
served sonething he didn't want to eat. But he was too big
now, danmit.

M khyel raised a sardonic eyebrow at Deynorin; Dey-

nmori n shrugged, then asked:

"Reasonabl y? Why do you say that, N kaenor?"

Ni kaenor? Deynmorin was mad, or N kki had been a fool

Ei t her way, he w shed now he hadn't interrupted. H's brain
wasn't working: too much wi ne and Diorak's green goo.
However, having been a fool did oblige one to nake the
attenpt to dig one's way out of that pit.

"It-it's been three hundred years since we've had direct
trade with Mauritum It-it seensto me, at |eastonly

natural that the first few years of renewed relations be-
tween our two nodes should be tinged with suspicions."

Anot her exchanged | ook; he pushed a bit further: "On

both sides."

Deynorin | ooked at M khyel, and M khyel at Deynorin,

but when no one chal |l enged hi m openly, N kki swall owed
hard and warned to his thene.

"Garetti is in a terribly awkward position, don't you
think? | mean, for his entire career, he's had to bal ance
and direct ley-energy like a farmer budgets water in a
drought, and now, after years of explaining why his gods
favored one conpany or Fam |y over another, he's got vir-
tually all the power his people needbut he's got to ex-
plain the added cost and why and where it came from or
cover the difference out of his own profitand that neans
his god's profits. And with all that tied up with the religion
he supposedly representswell, it seens to ne . . . that "
He'd made hinmself the center of attention again, exactly
what he'd wanted nost to avoid. Anheliaa was staring at
him Likely he was nmaki ng no sense what soever. She'd

guess about the green goo and Tirise's and the cutpurse
and"Never nind," he nmunbl ed, and took a hasty nout h-

ful of chicken and cream

"Never m nd?" Anheliaa's voice cracked over himlike

a whip. "Never m nd? The man's whole life is based on a
sham O course he's in an awkward position. Wth [ uck,
he'll be out of a job within ny lifetime and I'Il have the
chance to dance on the rubble of his anachronistic church.”
"S-sorry." N kki flicked a glance at her, started to raise
anot her forkfuU, found he couldn't hold it steady, and, al
too aware of all the eyes following his novenents, let it
drop again. "Please, forget | said anything."

But, Deynorin said:

"I think we should | et N kaenor speak his piece.”

And: "I agree."

That was M khyel



A confused desperation cane over him Deynorin and

M khyel never agreed on anything, particularly where it
concerned himand never in opposition to Anheliaa's

wi shes.

"I don't" He couldn't finish. Not with Anheliaa staring
daggers at him

O possibly it was M khyel who took that gl are, because

M khyel 's eyes dropped, and M khyel's fork stirred his
creaned peas into neat rows.

"It's all right, N kki," Deynmorin said, firmy. "You're
seventeen today, after all. You're allowed to have opinions
of your own."

And thus was the secret to his brothers' uncharacteristic
alliance reveal ed: they were hunoring him

Because it was his birthday.

Ni kki controlled the sudden urge to | ose the neal he'd

just forced down, and instead of throwing his half-filled
plate at his patronizing brothers, he lifted his full w negl ass
defiantly, and enptied it in two very large gul ps, which
settled his stomach in a warm head-spinning gl ow
Deynorin's |aughter filled the room Hi s glass lifted in
response, turning N kki's defiance into a toast, and forcing
the others to match the gesture and call the issue closed.
More wine followed. Lots of wine, and nore |aughter.
"Everybody has an agenda, don't you see?" N kki said

then, in a rush of inspired bravado. "Even if they don't
know t hey have one. It's only human. Everything we think

we know about Mauritumis based on what Darius wanted

us to know, colored by things we can't officially know, and
Darius had his own agenda, and probably Garetti is sim-
larly biased, so of course what we think they think will be
col ored by what Darius thought so how can we be sure

what Garetti thinks, or what Garetti's rehgion tells himto
do until we nmeet himand discuss it face-to-face?"

He paused, breathless. Realized Mkhyel and Deynorin

were staring at each other now, as though they shared

some secret.

"Beral!" they shouted together, and ... |aughed. To-

get her.

Deynorin and M khyel never | aughed toget her

M khyel spluttered first, being less in practice. Deynorin
eyed him sidewi se and placing a hand to his chest intoned dra-

matically: ". . . Maurii lusts after additional followers
And M khyel finished breathlessly: ". . . such is the way
of gods. Ch, gods, Deynio. Seventeen!"

Laughter burst out again. Benil. That was Berul they

were quoting. His Berul

They knew .

It was as though sone dam had burst. Wen one woul d

sputter to an al nost stop, dark eyes crinkling at the corners
woul d neet grey, and laughter would erupt all over again,
and N kki sank into his chair, wanting to di sappear, won-
dering how the nmarket magi ci ans managed the trick

"Enough! " Anheliaa's voice cracked over the top, and
Anheliaa's hand struck the table, spilling her wine and rat-
tling Mrym s teacup

hedient as two recalcitrant children, Deynorin and

M khyel dropped their attention to their plates, nouths
pressed tight, shoul ders shaking with an occasi onal spasm
Then Deynorin reached for his wine, took a sip, and in a



voi ce that squeaked only slightly said, "Tol erably good vin-
tage. From Tarlisium Valley, you said?"

Tarlisiumw ne, hell. They'd been | aughing at him And

his ideas. H s bookish notions. One m ght be devast at ed,
but instead, one found oneself delighted at this new side of
one's brothers one's booki sh comments had reveal ed.

And if the wine and Diorak's goo weren't naking the

worl d seem just absolutely wonderful at the nonent.

"Well, Khyel," Deynorin said, "do you suppose the

brat's new y-di scovered adulthood is too precious to in-

cl ude presents?"

M khyel seened to consider the matter, frowning at him

At | east, he thought M khyel must be frowning, as he

had to take it on faith that the shadow sw nmi ng sone-
where down the table was Anheli aa.

"A distinct possibility.” That was M khyel. "Well

Ni kaenor ?"

Ni kki grinned at the roomin general, since his brothers
were having a tendency to multiply at random and assured
all of them "Not a chance."

But when faced with the pile in the salon, N kki was no

| onger quite so certain. Daunting didn't quite cover it.

He wandered between the two tabl es checking | abel s,
realizing in sonething of a daze that fully half were from
peopl e he'd never net, many from people he'd never even
heard of.

"What did you do? Post a notice in the Intenodel" he

asked, hal f-j oking.

"Naturally," Anheliaa said, sounding quite pleased with
hersel f.

But for him it was enbarrassing, alnost |ike stealing.
Suddenly the gl ow of |aughter and wi ne that had sustai ned
hi m t hrough the end of dinner seenmed to di sappear al ong
with the nunbing effects of Diorak's green goo- His side
hurt, he was tired, and the presents just didn't seemvery
i mportant, com ng from people he didn't know or care

about .

"Sit," Deynorin ordered, appearing mraculously at his
side just as the world turned sideways, and guided himto
a chair. "W've all been through it, brat. Part of the dues.
So just open, smle, and resign yourself to thank-you wit-
er's cramp.”

And M khyel, who had joined them rmurrmured into his

ear: "White as a chicken egg, fry. Hold another bit, and

you'll be through the worst."
And, Deynorin again: "Ad private joke, N kki-lad. Not
ai mred at you. Tomorrow, we'll discuss Garetti and Mauri -

tuneven, Darius save us, Berul."

M khyel ' s choke of swall owed | aughter sounded above
his head, and Deynorin tossed a grin upward.

"\What ever you want, N k," Deynorin said. "Pronise."

Ni kki smiled shakily; Deynmio ruffled his hair and M k-
hyel pressed his arm then Deynorin said al oud:

"I"ll read the tags, pass the package to you, you open
and Khyel will wite." And with a twitching snile neant
for Mkhyel alone: "Always had the best handwiting of
the lot. Barrister."

M khyel ' s eyes dropped, reasonabl e enough for someone
settling behind a witing table, but his nmouth tw tched as
wel I .



"CGot it?" Deynorin asked.

Ni kki nodded, basking in this unprecedented united at-
tention, no longer caring if it was just his birthday maki ng
it possible. He swallowed a hiccup, then grinned apol ogeti -
cally toward Anheliaa, who was frowning at them
"Th-think I . . . over-ind-(hic)-ulged a bit, aunt. S-sorry."
"Webs, boy, it's your birthday," she said, acerbically,

then her lips pressed into a tight snile, and she hfted her
own refilled glass. "Wen better? Just open your presents.
Let's see what debts people figure they owe us, eh?"

Such a lovely way to ook at it. He accepted the first from
Deynorin, nore reluctant than ever. Deynorin pressed his
shoulder in nmilte synpathy, then nurnured, "Don't |et her
spoil it, fry. They're sent out of respect for you and the
Fam |y, despite what she clains."

"Thanks," he nuttered.

Thus began the | ongest evening of his entire life. He'd
never seen so many . .. things accunul ated into one spot.

H s chair grew deeper and deeper in folds of colorful paper
and ribbonsuntil Mrymslipped into the black conedy.
Sinking to her knees beside his chair, she made bouquets

of the bows and dried flowers used to decorate the pack-
ages and tied themto everything available: first his wists,
then Deynorin's, then Anheliaa's, MKkhyel's, the |lanps .

and finally, at his |laughing insistence, into her-own curly
tendrils, then she fol ded the w appi ngs, separating them
into col or-coordinated piles (rings knew why, except, per-
haps, it seemed sonething to do with then) until sonehow,

by the time they'd narrowed the stack to the Famly gifts,

t he bl ackness had departed, |eaving only the conedy.

More Family gifts than usual, unless his vision and ex-
hausti on had conbined to nake it seem so, and Anheliaa's
taste in clothes for once seenmed nore in line with his

ownor his with hers, and he wondered vaguely if that

shoul d alarmhim and there was a translation of Berlio's

H story of Greater Agoran, so new he hadn't even heard it
advertised, from M khyel; and from Deynorin

A large, flat envel ope. The annual |.QO U

He net Deynorin's laughter-filled eyes and asked, " Shal

| make you a wager?"

The | aughter escaped. "Don't count on it, fry."

"Not ?" Deynorin wouldn't dare lie, not on his birthday,

but if not the I.OU., what . . . ?

Ni kki hel d the envel ope by one corner and at arms

length in nock terror, then pressed it to his forehead in
mmcry of the |eyside charl atans.

"I"'mgetting an i mage. By the power of the Lines"

A hand boxed his ears, cutting his act short. He dropped
Deynorin's gift and instinctively covered his head.

"Don't ever nmock the lines, boy!"

Through a world suddenly spinning, Mkhyel's eyes glared at
him seenming, in that spin, to flicker first at him then side-
ways toward their aunt's profoundly disturbed face. N kki

bit his Iip, using that |ocalized, personally inflicted pain to
settle the outside world' s instability [ ong enough to rmunbl e
an apol ogy, then retreated into an unfocussed m ddl e-

ground, not daring to nove, not even to reach for Deynor-
in's gift, fearing he woul d | eave his supper on the carpet
beneat h his chair.

Shock. Or the wine. The bl ow, perhaps, or just the wound,



t hr obbi ng now past Di orak's nedication and the al coho

and the laughter: any or all were likely cul pritsnot that
the source of his sudden desire to die on the spot nade
very much difference

A touch of his shoul der; he biinked up, saw renorse on

M khyel ' s pal e face.

From behi nd hi mand through the ringing in his ears,
Deynorin's nurnur: "Remind ne to teach you manners,

Khyel ," and saw renorse nelt into obstinacy.

A flat package arrived into his hands, and he heard,
Deynorin again: "Open it, lad," as Deynorin's steadying
hand repl aced M khyel's and M khyel retreated silently to
the cold fireplace, his back to them all

Ni kki wi shed, then, that he'd thought to request a fire.
He could have, it being his birthday, even though they
didn't need it for heat. Perhaps in a fire's warm gl ow Khye
woul dn't have | ooked quite so forbiddi ngor al one.
Clutching the envelope to his chest, he biinked his eyes
clear and said shakily, "I truly amsorry, Aunt Liaa. | neant
no di srespect.”

Deynorin squeezed his shoul der. "She knows that, Nikki

We all know that. Mkhyel's just a bit touchy right now. "
Beside the fireplace, M khyel started.

"My fault, fry, not yours," Deynorin said, but Deynorin
was wat ching M khyel, not him and M khyel's shoul ders
strai ghtened, then, and M khyel returned to his chair, his
grey eyes blank, if a bit wide.

The hand |l eft his shoulder with alight tap, and Deynorin
said, in a much livelier tone: "Now open your damm present
and say ' Excuse me, dear brother Deym o, for ever doubting
you!"' "

Ni kki gul ped, grinned soggily, and tried surreptitiously
to wipe the blurring tears away, gratefully accepting the
handker chi ef Deynorin slipped him

Young Mrym had retreated to her chair and was staring
studiously at her |ap, Anheliaa was |ooking distracted
again, Mkhyel was scowing at his feet, but Deynorin's
hands gri pped his shoul ders, shaking himgently to
attention.

"Hurry up, wetch. I want ny dessert!"”

"Al'l right, Deymo, all right."

Falling in with Deynorin's attenpts to sal vage the nood

he ripped the brown paper covering (Deynorin's notion of
wrapping) fromtwo thin sheets of stiffened, beautifully

t ool ed, brass-bound | eat her

He threw a puzzled gl ance at Deynorin, who had |eft

his side to |l ean his shoul ders against the fireplace mantle,
arnms aki mbo, confortable there, as M khyel hadn't been
Deynorin raised an eyebrow and | owered his eyes deli ber-
ately to the strange object.

Ni kki flicked the clasp free with a thunbnai

Documents. Transfer papers. The nanes blurring on the
lines made no sense until he realized they were registered
nanes, not the Storm and Ashl ey he knew t hem by.

"The greysT He gasped, his head suddenly lighter than
ever the blood | oss and green goo had made it.

This time, his brother |aughed outright.

"Deym o, you can't be serious!"

"COf course | am You handled them better than I on

that final leg | ast nonth. They |ike youfar better than



they do me. Who am | to argue with true | ove?"

"What are you two gi bbering about ?" Aunt asked; and

M khyel interjected acerbically: "Horses."

"Not just any horses, Khyel." He felt conpelled to ex-

pl ain. "The greys."

"As | .said."

"But they're the best. Last nmonth they won" He bit

his lip, recalling too late his next older brother's feelings

on that topic.

M khyel's face grew very dark

Ni kki | ooked an apol ogy at Deynorin. But Deynorin,

chin raised, a slight nocking smle hovering about his lips,

was wat ching M khyel, who was staring at Deynorin.

Suddenly every ache and throb returned in double

neasure.

The gift was just one nore challenge to Mkhyel. Al that

about handling and | ove nothing nore than pretense.

Al the laughter, all the pleasantries at dinner and after
all that meant nothing. Nothing was different. Nothing

changed.

Not hi ng ever changed.

"What's all this?" Aunt asked sternly. "Wo won what,

and why are you | ooking |ike a thundercl oud, M khyel ?"

Eyes still glued on Deynmorin, M khyel answered, "A

race through the streets of the City, Aunt Liaa. A race

bet ween ny brot her"

"Brothers, Mkhyel,” N kki interjected |I|oyallyand

fairly. After all, Deynorin had gotten into the race in the

first place because of his braggi ng about the greys.

M khyel ' s sl ender, beringed hand waved the air dis-

m ssively. "I refuse to hold you responsible, N kaenor."

Anhel i aa was watching themall, narrow eyed and

cal cul ati ng.

Ni kki bit his tongue, uncertain whether standing up for

Deynorin at this point would help or hinder.

"No one was hurt, Khyel," Deynorin said quietly, and

with a glance toward Anheliaa, "It was a wager. Aunt,

not hi ng nore. "

But that wasn't all.

"It was the festival race. Aunt," N kki tried to explain,

"W were reenacting the Transition Day ki dnapping."

To which Anheliaa replied calmy, "Wll, if that's all . . ."

"It doesn't matter," M khyel said, and stoodfor enpha-

sis, N kki knew the routine. But:

"Tell me, boys, which of you played the abducted vir-

gi n?" Anhel i aa asked, and Deynorin glanced at him and

it was their turn to burst into simultaneous |aughter

"Aunt, please." Mkhyel's face took on a faint despera-

tionand confusion. "Don't encourage them If we won't

all ow merchants to bring animals within the Gty limts to

deliver produce, how can we expect themto understand

when their so-called | eaders”

"But they loved it!" Nikki cried in protest. "People were

lining the stadi umroads, cheering.”

"Enj oyed maki ng a spectacle of yourself, did you?" M k-

hyel asked dryly.

Here it was: M khyel's anticipated |ecture.

He slunped down, his face hot, his enthusiasm waning,

and with it his strength.

And he nmuttered stupidly, knowi ng he was courting di-



saster: "CGo to hell."
Whi ch got him (justifiably, he had to admt) the back of
M khyel ' s hand.
Not as hard as he deserved, perhaps, though it felt heav-
i er than usual, but unfortunately rather nmore than his al-
ready mi streated head coul d handle. The world began
fading at the corners, and the seat cushions slipped from
under him
He heard Deynorin shout sonmething, tried to assure
them he was all right, but somehow, the words woul dn't
cone, and the floor hit him and then someone was hol di ng
hi m and M khyel's voicenore in his head than in his
earwas whi spering Sweet gods, N kki, I'msorry, and he
tried to tell himhe was all right, but then soneone pulled
himin another direction and Deynorin's voice was yelling
for soneone to get Jerrik
"Take your stinking hands off him You' ve done nore
t han enough al ready."
Deynorin's scorn ripped through M khyel's already
shaken nerves and his fingers went nunb.
Nikki's linmp armfell free.
M khyel caught it before it flopped, eased it to rest on
the boy's knee, and stood up, staggering in nute horror away
fromthe consequence of his tenper. A hard edge struck his
knee; he grabbed blindly at the chair arm and col | apsed
nunbly into the chair's cushioned seat. Burying his head in
shaki ng hands shi el ded himfromthe visible consequence of
his outburst, but he couldn't w pe the menmory of
(O ear, blue eyes, clouded in shock and pain, tendrils of
bl ond hair, danmp with sweat, brushing a braising cheekbone,
soft mouth trailing a thin line of red . . .)
Onlythe bl ood of Darius curse hinthis tine, it was
his hand that raised the bruise. H s hand created that |ine
of bl ood.
And the face was N kki's, not his nother's.
He' d never struck so hard before, never knocked the
boy down.
He et his hands fall, stared at them w shing, for a no-
nment, he could cut themoff.
Al too often, he'd seen Mieric, in a fit of anger, strike
hi s not her.
Al too often, he'd seen that same, gentle understandi ng
he saw now in N kki override the pain and the shock
The last tine . .
The door opened. Jerrik, N kki's valet, come to help
Deynorin take N kki to his room
The last time, the bl ow had sent Mana down a staircase.
Jerrik, because Deynmorin wouldn't trust himto touch
N kKki
That had been seventeen years ago.
Deynorin wouldn't trust him nore than that, he
woul dn't trust hinself.
Sevent een years ago. . -
"N kki!"
He threw his head up; N kki's eyes net his, Dblinking,
frightened. He Iifted a hand hel pl essly; the fright vanished
in agentle, famliar smle before the door closed between
t hem

to the day.
"Al'l right, Jerrik," a voice said over his head. "I can



take care of himnow Thanks."
Pillows were at his back and under his el bows, propping
hi mupright. He was in his bedroom sitting on a freshly-
made bed that snelled of rose petals.
Sonet hi ng tugged at his hand, that sane voice gently
urged himto let go.
He biinked his eyes until they cleared, realized it was
Deynorin doing the tugging, that he was trying to take
back the horse papers he'd sonehow clung to throughout.
Ni kki bit his Iip, fighting not at all appropriate for an
adult tears. He let go of the papers and forced hinself to
say steadily, "It's all right, Deymo, I . . ." He | ooked down
at his enpty hands. "I realize it was just to annoy M khyel .
1-1 won't hold you"
"N kki!" Deynorin sounded shocked. "No."
"It's all rightreally."
"I't's not "all right.’' Deynorin's hand gripped his chin,
not painfully as Mkhyel would, urging rather than de-
mandi ng his attention. N kki | ooked off to one side, concen-
trating on the grain in the wainscotting, afraid those stupid
childish tears would prevail if he nmet Deynorin's eyes.
"Look at me, brother."
He swal | owed hard
"Pl ease?"

and forced hinmself to obey.
"I meant what | said down there, N k. Regardl ess of
what passes between M khyel and nyself, those horses are
yours. You were there when they were bornyou know
dammwel | they woul dn't have lived, but for your efforts
That nmuch was true. He'd been all of ten. His first tinme
to Darhaven; his first real trip Qutside; his first attendance
at a foaling
And woul d have been his | ast had Gerhard had his way.
The foaling-man had been for putting the tw ns down.
" you hel ped ne train them" Deynorin was stil
ar gui ng.
Deynorin had given in to his pleas to let the foals live
" and | ast week you proved you coul d handl e t hem
on your own."
And he'd been right. Lucky, nmore like, as he'd realized
si nce.
"This," Deynorin gestured toward the bound papers
lying on the bed table, "was nerely a formality."
He wi shed he believed that. Wuld, but for the ever-
present di ssonance between his brothers.
But Deynorin expected himto accept the gesture, and
he woul d, until Deynorin changed his m ndwhi ch Dey-
morin mght well, once he'd thought better of it, or the
nmonent someone of fered what the greys were worth.
So he smiled and Deynmorin smled and that issue was
closed. But swinming in the darkness behind cl osed eyes as
Deynorin pulled his shirt off over his head was M khyel's
di stressed face and he had to wonder what Deynorin
woul d do once he left this room He'd sensed the anger in
Deynorin's supporting arm sensed it still in the tightness
of Deynmorin's brow, and the distracted way he dabbed at
Ni kki's bruised and bl oodi ed face.
"He didn't hurt me, you know "
"Ch?" A sardonic browlifted at him "All an act, then
isit?"



"That's not fair, Deynorin. | was |ight-headed before
ever went down for dinner, and | drank far too nmuch w ne.
Diorak did warn nme about that."

"And this?" Deynorin lifted the rag

Ni kki shrugged. "I fell badly."

"Li ke hell." Deymorin's hand cl enched on the rag, and

Ni kki expected any noment to see it fly across the room
But Deynorin's hand rel axed, and he folded the rag delib-
erately and set it on the side table. "He was out of Iine,
Ni kaenor, and don't you dare make any excuses for him
And don't you dare apologize to him do you hear ne?"
"He'd never let me do either of those things."

"How woul d he stop you? Hit you agai n?"

That was Deynorin's anger talking, and he didn't bother
answering it.

"Deym o," he asked slowy, "why doesn't Khyel ever

visit you at Darhaven?"

Deynorin gave hima neasured frown. "Wat difference
does that make?"

"Have you . . . Have you ever asked himto visit?"
Deynorin shrugged, turned away, ostensibly to retrieve
his nightshirt fromthe warm ng rack

"Have you?" N kki persisted, standing only to drop his
pants to the floor, even that small effort enough to nmake his
head spin, which likely accounted for Deymorin's nuffled-
soundi ng answer:

"Not ... for along time." And nore clearly: "Not that
it's any of your business, young snoop."
"Why not ?"

Deynorin's head tw tched, swung far enough to shoot

hima | ook of incredulity. "You don't give up, do you?"

Ni kki chewed his lower |ip and shook his head. "Not

when it's this inmportant.”

Fol | owi ng a frowni ng, corner-of-one-eye scrutiny, Dey-
nmorin dropped onto the side of his bed, resting a hand
lightly on N kki's knee.

"He used to go to Darhaven every fall after the Transi-
tion festivals. You did too, when Father was alive. Don't
you renemnber ?"

Ni kki shook his head, a failure which seenmed to sadden
Deynorin, so he searched for an image . . . any inage . .
of Darhaven prior to the twins' foaling. But he'd been four
years old when their father died, and all he remenbered

of that tinme was a |large, |oud, perpetually angry man.

And dar kness.

And a whi sper adnoni shing himto be quiet.

But those were elusive imges, and |likely not Darhaven

at all, even were they real, so he asked:

"And after Father died? Wiy did he stop going? You

didn't."

"Man can only take so many rejections, fry. | wanted
himto come Qutside. Wanted himto know sonet hing be-

yond the City. Khyel just . . . wasn't interested, and | didn't
feel it was ny place to insist.”

"A-and ne? Wiy didn't you ever ask. . . ?" It was an

ol d pain, one he hadn't thought ever to face.

"M khyel was terrified of your going, so | didn't..."
Deynorin's eyes dropped to the papers clutched agai nst

Ni kki's chest. "You'll never know what it neant to ne

when you asked to come with me that spring. | thought . . ."



"Thought what?" N kki asked, eager to have this void

filled, to have verbal reassurance of the truths he'd al ways
suspected: that Deymorin truly I oved himand wanted to

be with himand M khyel, of courseal ways, and that

t hose forces pushing them apart were superficial, easily dis-
carded once everyone wanted it to be different.

But Deynorin shook his head, grinned tightly, and pat-

ted Nikki's hand. "Never mnd. Coming out of this thick

skull, it couldn't have been very inportant, could it?"
"It's inportant to ne."

"N kki!"

"AI'l right. All right." He slunped, shivering, tired, and
feeling sorely put upon by self-centered elders unwilling to

explain the inportant details which one had m ssed out on
only by reason of being born |ate.

"Hands up," Deynorin ordered, and slipped the flanne

shirt over his head as if he were a child instead of a new y-
acknow edged adult, which he really didn't mind, since
nmovi ng his armhurt his side and made his head swim

He suspected, sonetinmes, that Deynorin secretly pre-

ferred little brothers over adult ones, suspected at tines
like this that perhaps Khyel's greatest youthful transgres-
sionthat which had ultimately driven his brothers apart

had been growing up too fast. He didn't know that for
certain, of course, but he wasn't about to simlarly destroy
his own rel ationship with Deynorin.

Emerging fromthe warm folds, he | ooked sideways at

Deynorin through his lashes. "So can | ask you sone-

thing el se?"

Deynorin gave a bark of laughter. "You inp. \Wat

now?"

"Why don't you like Khyel ?"

"Way don't 1" A startled |look flashed at him "I like

hi mwel | enough." And faded into sonething approaching
wistful. "Hell, you nosy brat, | probably love him he's ny
brother, after all. | just ... | just don't rmuch care for the

factions he represents.”

"What factions? He represents House Rhomandi."

"He's Anheliaa's front man."

"That's not fair."

"He pushes through any | egislation she requests. Sup-
ports her every power-hungry nove and ignores Qutsider
petitions."

"I's this about Khoratum agai n? Deynorin, that's over

and done"

"Khoratum was only the nost obvious in an ongoi ng

series of moves. Council has increasingly ignored Qutside
requests and needs, until now the sinplest cross-ley road
clearance is nearly inpossible to obtain."

"And that's Khyel's fault?

Deynorin's broad shoul ders rose and fell in what m ght
have been a shrugor a sigh

"He's the one in a position to stop it. And it's self-
destructive. That's what | npst don't understand, what

di sturbs ne. Khyel is many things, nostly damably self-
serving, but stupid isn't among them If he's |eading Counci
inthis direction, it's for reasons | can't begin to fathom™
"Maybe he doesn't see it as self-destructive.”

"He shoul d."

"\Why 2"



Deynorin studied him frowning.

"I need to know, Deynmorin. |I've a right to know,

haven't |?"

Deynorin propped el bows on knees, and ran a hand

across his face. "Vou're too young to renenber how it

was, Inside and Qut before"

"But | read, Deynmio. And listen.”

"Point to the bookworm After Mther died, Father had

to spend nore tinme than ever in Rhomatunt

"Way did Mother's death affect that?"

"Hah! My point that time, worm She was Father's

shadow proxy for years. She attended neetings and debates

and handl ed all that gods-be-damed paperwork that"

Deynorin's lips pressed into a hard Iine, and he stared

sightlessly, his color deepening beneath his tan

"That Khyel handl es for you?" N kki finished softly.

Deynorin shrugged. "Hi s choice, N kki. It was al ways

his choice. After Mther died, what had been unpl easant

bet ween Anheliaa and Father before turned into all-out

daily warfare. Especially at dinner. |I |earned nore over

those dinner table 'debates' as they called them than any

hbrary coul d possibly cover. They were both stubborn, pig-

headed fools, but between them there was nothing, no pos-

sible argument for either side, overlooked."

"And was Khyel at those dinners? Did Khyel hear those
debat es?"

Deynorin shot himan enigmatic | ook. "That's the crux

of the question, isn't it, worn? No, he wasn't. He ate in

the nursery, avoiding the controversy."

"I'n the nursery. Wth me? | woul d have been there,

woul dn't 1? Maybe he wasn't avoi di ng anyt hi ng. Maybe he

didn't want to | eave nme all alone.”

Deynorin's enigmatic | ook deepened. "The point is, he

never heard those argunents, and when | was trying to

make up ny mind, when | wanted to discuss an issue with

him hewasn't interested. If it was Father's argunents

repeated, he wouldn't even listen. After Father died ..

wel |, by the time Khoratum becanme an issue between us,

Anheliaa had long since instilled her insidiously biased

ideas firmy into his head."

"Why? What is it Anheliaa wants?"-

"That, dear worm is beyond ny neager conprehension

but | strongly suspect she won't be content until she rules

the world."

"That's silly, Deynorin."

"ls it?"

"She's too old. What woul d she do with it if she got it?"

Deynorin's griml ook broke on a shout of |aughter. "Oh,

my dear worm that's youth talking for certain. It's the

ultimate | egacy. The greatest mark inhistory since Darius

hi msel f."

"But" He blushed, thinking about his own, sonmewhat

| ess anbitious, desires that afternoon in the library. Anhel-

iaa wasn't the only one interested in leaving a ... mark

in history.

"She's obsessed with sonething, Nikki. She's been Rho-

mat um ri ngnmast er | onger than anyone since Darius hinself,

and in all that tinme, in her eyes, she has only one significant

acconpl i shnent: cappi ng Khoratum All her other petty lit-

tle experiments mean nothing to her. They were all to ac-



conplish that one, single goal. And what did that gain
her? Power. More power in a day than Rhomatum uses in

a year. More power than the web uses. And from her com
ments tonight, | begin to suspect that her real goal is top-
pling Garetti."

, "Garetti?"

"Or whoever happens to be in control in Mauritum when

she decides to make her nove. | think she wants to bring
Mauritumto its knees, and she doesn't care who or what
she sacrifices to do it."

"But Khyel "

"Wl back her, just like the Syndics back her, because if
she wins, their coffers grow"

Ni kki was silent a norment. It nade sense, in a way, but:
"Khyel 's four years younger than you, Deym o. Those

years you spent listening to Anheliaa and Father around a
private dinner table, he spent at Council meetings and pub-
lic debates. He's grown up surrounded by that Council
Deynorin. He's never known anything else. Wn't unl ess
you explain to him"

"Do you think I haven't tried? He won't talk to me, boy.
He |istens only to Anheliaa these days."

"That's unfair, Deynorin."

"I's it? Perhaps. But in Mkhyel's eyes, |I'ma mindless
wastrel, w thout the sense the gods granted a newt." And
then a strange | ook crossed Deynorin's face.

"Deym 0?"

Deynorin biinked, then, and with a wy |augh: "Sone-
times, | think maybe he's right."

He said it |like a joke, but drooping shoul ders said

ot herw se.

Ni kki reached a hand, hesitantly covered Deynorin's.
"Deym o, sonetines ... sonmetines | think you don't un-
derstand himat all."

A faint smle, a gentle hand exploring his bruised face

and cut lip. "And you do, little man?"
He frowned and pulled away fromthat exploring hand.
"Stop it. I"'mnot a child anynore. And |I'm not talking

about this stupid birthday. He does talk to me, Deynorin.
And Khyel he respects you, Deynorin, nore than any-

body. He..."

But he couldn't say what he wanted to say: that Khyel

| oved Deynorin as nuch as he did. He didn't know that
was true. Couldn't. He only hoped.

"He what, boy?" Deynorin's voice had gone cold, as if

he was intrudi ng where he wasn't want ed

But he had his own wants, and he was tired of Deynorin
and M khyel fighting, tired of Mkhyel's tenmper and Dey-
norin's absences.

"He wants you to take your place on Council."

"Littl e chance of that." A distinct flush darkened Dey-

nmorin's face. Still, he seenmed to relax, as if he'd thought
Ni kki was going to suggest sonmething quite different. "1'd
kill themall in an hour. | don't do negotiations. | can't

deal with people bent on their own conveni ence above

ot her people's necessity, and inmedi ate capital gains over
| ong-term econonmic vitality."

Ni kki stared at the transfer papers, bal anced between
desire and pride, and . . . need.

"Here." He held the papers out. "I want a trade."



Deynorin | ooked hurt and confused, and ignored the
papers.

"These" He set the papers in Deynorin's |ap. "For

one day: tonorrow. "

Confusion grewinto a wary frown.

"Prom se ne you won't run off, that you won't l|et Khyel
run you off, until we've had a chance to talk."

Yo

"You. Me. M khyel ."

Deynorin's chin lifted.

"Deynorin, | just ... | love you. |I love Khyel. Maybe
that means I'ma fool, but | want us to... at least to try,
Deynorin. Please?"

Deynorin frowned. Deynorin didn't |ike being forced

i nto anyt hing. Realizing suddenly he was risking every-

t hi ngDeynorin's |l ove, what famly he did have ... the
horses ... N kki felt his resolve waver, and cried, before
he coul d change his nind:

"I don't want horses, Deynorin. | want ny famly"

The frown deepened in the direction of the papers and
Deynorin brushed them w th nervous fingertips. Then he
| ooked up, and the strain of enbattled hurt and anger was
al nost nore than Nikki coul d bear
Almost. He lifted his chin, in his best imtation of Dey-
norin's own obstinate | ook
" Deal ?"
Deynorin's fingertips noved fromthe papers to his
cheek, a gentle touch that traced his jaw ine. "Stubble.
Dammit, fry, when did you get so ol d?"
He just bit his lip, afraid to | ook away. Afraid that if he
did, Deynorin woul d escape.
Finally, Deymorin shook his head slowly. "No deal
N k. "
Ni kki's heart sank
"You keep the greys." A slow grin broke through the
t hundercl ouds. "But sonewhere in here, you've a stack
of what, ten, now? Eleven?l.O U s. |I'll stick around
until . . . until, by the rings, you ve got your famly, if such
a mracle is possible, or until you cry "yield.' Then we'll
call it even." He stuck out his hand. "Deal ?"
Suddenly, the world seenmed bright again.
"Deal ." N kki grasped the hand briefly, then, as the
wei ght of anxiety lifted and fatigue set in hard, he reached
for a not very adult hug and whispered in Deynorin's ear
"Thank you, Deymio. I'Il take good care of them |
promnm se."
"See that you do, fry. And renenber" Deynorin
pushed hi m back, eyeing himsternly. "The next tinme you
run off at the mouth, it'll be your job al one to make good."
And sonehow he was certain Deynorin wasn't speaking
solely of the greys

any nore than he was.
Deynorin took the steps back to the sal on one at-a sl ow
time. N kki's deliberately cal culated challenge had | eft him
shaken, and he wanted time to gather his wits before facing
Anhel i aa and, especially, M khyel again.
Ni kki's attitude toward their mddle brother confused
and di sturbed him He'd known M khyel had raised his
hand to Ni kki nore than once over the years since N kki
had entered the difficult age of pubescence and beyond.



(Never before, or Deynorin would have taken N kki per-
manently to Darhaven and damm the consequences.) But

Ni kki had never shown the slightest fear of M khyel, in-
deed, he'd preferred, overall, to live in Rhomatum and
since N kki had rapidly outsized citified M khyel, Deynorin
had never really worried, never interfered.

Besi des, so had Mieric struck themhinself and M -

khyel . They'd survived, and Meric's hand had been infi -
nitely heavier than M khyel's.

But this tine . . . The boy had al ready been dangerously
weakened, had been hol ding up bravely all evening. M -

khyel had had no right to raise so nuch as his voice; and

Ni kki had not only accepted the unwarranted chasti senent,

he begged now for some sort of reconciliation

He wasn't sure he was ready for that. Wasn't sure the
better choice still might not be to haul N kki off to Dar-
havenat |east until the boy was independent enough to

gi ve M khyel back sone of his own. But, for the sake of

his prom seand for the sake of the glinpses he'd had

toni ght of the brother M khyel had once beenhe'd hold

hi s peace.

For now.

H s | eg having grown to a constant ache again, he

stopped at the entry foyer to retrieve his cane. The sheath
slipped as he pulled it fromthe stand, and as he refastened
the safety, he was forcibly rem nded of the matter of the
attack on Nikki tonight. The nore he thought on it, the
nore convinced he was it wasn't a sinple cutpurse, that it
had been aimed specifically at N kki for reasons perhaps
danger ously unknown.

. Not fromany city | know

Unknown, at least to him Definitely, Mkhyel needed

to know.

Tormorrow. Now did not seemthe optimum nonment to

bring the matter up. Better for themall to wait until N kki
could get Mkhyel nore receptive to reason

He'd been a fool not to nmention it earlier, had put his

own pride before N kki's safety. If anyone could trace those
cut purses down, Anheliaa could, that near-nythic power of
the rings being one of her true runored abilities, and Khyel
was the one to convince her to commit the time. If Garetti
of Mauritumwas getting nervous, and if strangers from one
of the Mauritum nodes were getting past the wall's gate-
posts and nmaking attenpts on Rhomatumcitizenry, it could
put a whole new slant on further negoti ations.

He'd make it part of this . . . talk . . . he'd prom sed the
boy. Put Khyel and t hrough Khyel, Anheliaaw se to the

real inmplications of N kki's evening escapade when Ni kki

was there to avert all-out warfare, and maybe, just naybe,
they' d do sonething about it.

From the | ook Anheliaa cast himas he linped into the

room M khyel had expl ai ned everythingfromhis own

uni que perspective.

"I's what M khyel tells ne the truth?" Anheliaa barked
before his foot cleared the door

Wth his pronmise to Nikki still fresh in his nmind, Dey-
nmorin set his teeth and nuttered, "C ose enough.”

M khyel flashed an enigmatic | ook his way, but Deynorin
ignored it, and strangely, after that initial flare, Anheliaa
didn't seemangry. Her silver-haired head swung slowy



back and forth, and her face stretched in a disturbing,

vaguel y obscene smile. "Never nmind. Boys will be . . ." The
rest of the sentence floated into obscurity; she shook her
head as if to clear it, and continued: ".. - But that's why
|'ve taken steps . . . Hs age nmade nme realize . . . It was to

be part of his birthday .
"Anheliaa," he began, keeping a suspicious eye to M -

khyel , lest his civil query inspire yet one nore attack on

his negl ected so-called responsibilities here in the Gty. "Is
everything all right? Are you all right?"

"Time to get down to business ..." Having finished

what ever |ine of thought she'd been follow ng, Anheliaa

bii nked up at hi m somewhat dazedly. "OF course, Dey-

morin. Way wouldn't ..." She shook her head, and or-

dered, in a voice nuch nore typical of the aunt he'd grown
up with: "Help nme, boys. | nust get to the Tower. [|'ve
something to say, and it's better said there. No, girl," she
snapped at her mousy little attendant. "The boys are all |
need, and Leanna will care for ny needs |ater, as always.

G to bed. Of with you."

Not a thank you, not so nmuch as a kind tone: typica
Anheliaa. The nousy little fermale dipped in a nousy little
curtsy, first to Anheliaa, then to Mkhyel, lastly to hinself.
As she straightened, her eyesher one significant fea-

ture, large and a gentle, warm brownflickered over his
face and settled rather anxiously on N kki's enpty chair,
then travelled up toward the ceiling and back to himin a
surprisingly clear question.

"He's fine," he said, smling down at her, wondering was
she nmute or sinply shy. Wen his reassurance failed to lift
t he anxious ook fromM ss Muse's face, a w cked spark
prompted himto say. "lI'msure he would appreciate a bit
of Ceidin brandy to help himsleep. Wiy don't you take
some by his roomon your way to bed? Check hi m out

for yourself."

"Deynorin!" M khyel's exclamation nade the girl's eyes
flicker like a startled deer's.

"Don't be silly, Khyel." Deynorin put a reassuring arm
around the girl's shoul ders, and wal ked her toward the
door. "She's practically one of the famly."

M khyel stepped in front of them and pulled the girl free
of his hold. "You don't even know her nane, Deynorin.
Leave her al one.™

A wave of renorse hit himas he | ooked into her doe-

soft eyes. Mkhyel was right. He didn't know the girl's
nane, didn't know a thing about her. He was using her for
his humor, as cruel in his way as Anheli aa.

But bel ow t hose doe-eyes her nouth was noving, a

soundl ess conmuni cation directed only to him and of a
sudden he realized:

"Mrym Khyel."

She smled faintly, revealing, in that m schi evous quirk
of the lips, a second noticeable feature.

He grinned back. "Her name is Mrym" And neeting

M khyel 's angry gaze: "And | don't think she m nded ny
suggestion at all."

A second of those faint smiles confirmed that notion, and
he wi nked at her.

"Let her go, boys," Anheliaa said firmy. And to the girl,
"Go, go, go. If you want to look in on the boy, do so. Tell



hi m you' re checking for ne." She chuckled suddenly, a
l[ittle-used grating sound, and sent a w cked | ook toward
M khyel . "Just make certain to knock first."

M rym bobbed again, and flitted fromthe room M khyel

the color rising above his dark beard, closed the door si-
lently behind her, the set of his narrow shoul ders and his
overlong delay at the door betraying the depth of his
nortification.

Cruel of Anheliaa, to remind himof that particular night
under these particular circunstances. Al nost as cruel as
she'd been on the night in question; the night she'd quite
deliberately thrown the door wi de on M khyel and his

bi rt hday present.

Wt hout knocki ng.

"How wi || she tell him anything?" Deynorin asked, to

draw attention from M khyel's tense back. "Can she

speak?"

"She has her ways." Anheliaa's smle w dened; and
Deynorin's skin crawl ed, never having had Anheliaa and
such pleasant, earthy matters collide in the sane thought
bef ore.

"And what about N kaenor?" M khyel asked harshly,

still with his hand clenched on the doorlatch, then
turned, shooting an accusatory gaze at Anheliaa. "Wat if
Ni kki doesn't want a strange girl nooning over himin his
own bedr oon®"

"Then he'd better enter the Hari sham priesthood and

wear a bag over his head, M khyel," Anhehaa hissed, which
made himregard his aunt in a whole new |ightsonething

of an acconplishment after thirty years. "He's a handsone
young man and had best |learn to handl e such situations. If.
her mouth twitched in a not-quite snmle, " he hasn't

he

already. That is the whole point of tonight's fiasco, isn't it?

Now. . . "

She tapped the chair wheels in silent conmand and M -

khyel obediently fell in behind her. As she rolled through
the door and toward the Tower lift, she cackl ed again and
sai d over her shoulder to Deynmorin: "I still want to know
whi ch of you played the abducted virgin . "

Ni kki closed his eyes and gritted his teeth and tw sted

t he key another fraction ..

It would be nice if he could get the guitar in tune. He
was w de awake agai n, despiteor because of Diorak's

goo and wi ne and brothers, and he didn't want to think
about Diorak or his brothers any nore tonight, didn't want
to read or think or do any of those other things one inevita-
bly ended up doi ng when one was bei ng ignored because

one was supposed to be sick and falling asleep

So if he could just get Barney in tune . . . just for a song
or two. One couldn't think of brothers and stitches when
one had to concentrate on one's fingers.

"C non, Barney, give ne onenore"

Wth a singularly appropriate twang, the string snapped.
"Shit." The word expl oded out of him Disgusted. Satis-
factorily w cked...

And safe, here in his own room

So he tried it again: "Shit. Shit shit shit shit "

The entry bell chined.

Shit.

Face burning, he set the guitar in its stand beside the



bed, wi nced as the nove strained stitches, and pulled the
covers straight, praying it was Jerrik, or Deynmorin . . . any-
one but M khyel

"Cone," he said, relieved when his voice didn't break

nmore so when Jerrik opened the door
But: "The lady's conplinments, sir,"
st epped asi de, nmking way for
Smiling to mask his utter humliation, N kki said,

"Hello, Mrym?"

H s voi ce squeaked.

Anhehaa' s tiny attendant, anxious eyes barely visible

over a large tray filled with a wine carafe, a glass and a
huge sl ab of holiday-cake dripping with raspberry |iqueur

di pped gingerly into a curtsy.

Keen to help, Nikki threw the covers to the side and swung
his feet to the floor, but bare knees and a roomthat whirled
madl y renmi nded hi mwhy he was in bed at this hour, forcing
himto concede and tuck his feet back under before he
enbarrassed hinself further

But once she'd safely negotiated the distance to the bed-
side table, Mrym s anxiety di sappeared. She sighed in exag-
gerated relief, the first sound he'd ever heard out of her

as her triunphant grin was the first snmile he recalled seeing
on her face. Not even the nonsense with the presents had
managed to lighten her perpetually sonber expression

An answering snile stretched his own face, and before

he thought to stop him-Jerrik (the traitor) had closed the
door again, leaving himalone with the strange young

wonan.

His face went stiff around the smle, and he stanmered,

"Mss Mrym | nust apologize . . . Wiy Jerrik let you carry
that tray, | cannot imagine, but I'1l . . ."

She patted his hand, then turned to the tray, and poured
hima careful measure of brandy into the pewter gobl et
reserved for the evening' s finale: the com ng-of-age toast.
How appropriate a launch into his singularly enpty fu-

ture: a mute girl rmnouthing birthday bl essings as she handed
hi mthe goblet as he lay on his sickbed.

He sighed and took a large gulp before asking: "Did-did

you hear "

Her grin w dened.

T

She tipped her head in gentle nockery, then cut a gener-

ous slice of cake and held out the plate to him her conpo-
sure rem ndi ng hi msuddenly of her mld reaction to
Deynorin's coments at dinner. Relieved, secretly de-

lighted, he chuckled and di pped his head, accepting the

pl ate, playing her game quite willingly.

Gving the tray a quick survey, he asked, "Were's

your s?"

Her head tipped again, this tine in confusion

"I see cake enough here for five, a carafe of w ne, which
I"msure is far nore than Diorak woul d want nme to have,

but only one fork, one plate, and one glass.”" On a sudden

whi nsi cal inspiration, he shouted: "Jerrik!"

She junped. Shook her head, mouthing no, reaching des-

perate little hands to stop him

But he ignored her, except to pat her hand, and yelled

again for Jerrik, ignoring the bell-pull, which Jerrik refused
to answer anyway. This was his birthday, and he wanted a

Jerrik said, and



party. His own party with guests of his choosing.

Feel i ng suddenly quite merry, having sent Jerrik off to
fetch gl asses and plates for hinmself and Mrym he pointed
to a snmall package still resting on the tray. "lIs that for
ne?"

Mrymstared at himfor a noment, brown eyes narrpwed

and cal cul ating. Then her expressive brows raised, her eyes
wi dened i nnocently, and she shrugged.

Laughi ng, he held his hand out inperiously. "Wll, we've

a nystery, then, haven't we?" She handed it to him and

he turned it this way and that, pretending to | ook for a tag.
"It's got flowers on it." He | ooked up at her, batting his
eyel ashes exaggeratedly. "Very pretty flowers, too. Mist
be for you."

She bl ushed faintly, and pushed the package back at him
nodding to it and then to him

"So it is for me."

She nodded.

"From whom | wonder."

Her bl ush deepened, and all at once he wasn't in quite

so teasing a nood.

"From you?" he asked softly; and at her shy nod, "Wy

t hank you, Mstress Mrym Thank you, very much."

The girl sat down on the edge of the wing chair's deeply-
cushi oned seat, her hands folded in her |ap, her gaze fol-
| owi ng his every reaction. Suddenly sel f-conscious, he care-
fully freed the bl ossonms fromthe ribbon, setting themto
float in the | enon-scented finger bow, then peeled the gilt
paper back.

"Strings!" He smled in real delight, and recogni zing the
packagi ng: "Fredriri's! Whnderful. His are the best. How d
you know?"

She di pped her head shyly, then, in one fluid novenent,
brushed her ear, gestured toward hinself, and then to the
guitar.

"You heard me?"

She nodded.

"Lord, playing? | hate to tell you, but that wetched
sound had nothing to do with the age of the strings."

She shook her head, hiding a smle with that small, grace-
ful hand, and gl anced toward the ceiling.

"You heard nme tell Aunt."

She nodded.

"Well, thank you. Thank you very rmuch."

She shrugged. Then pointed again to the box.

" Mor e?"

Anot her nod.

"Honestly, Mrym you shouldn't ..." He lifted out a

| ayer of tissue and underneath found a guitar strap, hand-
stitched in an exquisite design of red flowers and grey
horses on a deep indigo background. He stared a nonent,
open-nmout hed, | ooked up to find those |arge eyes anxious
agai n.

And he thought of Anheliaa in the Tower and in the
.sitting room and her silent brown shadow, always with her
needl ewor k, somet hing different at each station about the
house, which he'd never bothered to notice, nor anyone

el se to his knowl edge, and in which she took an obvi ous
pride.

"You made this yoursel f?"



This time, the quick dip of the head was unquesti on-

ably shy.

"Mrym 1-1 don't know what to say. It's"

A knock rescued him Jerrik, with a second tray, and he
found refuge in the wine, the cake and Jerrik's faniliar
cheerful presence.

The earliest Tower |ift had been servant-powered: one

stout nman whose sole purpose in |life had been w nding the
wheel that turned the gears. The nodern pl atform operated
on steamfromthe boilers buried deep within the |eythium

m nes, and, for access to the ringchanber itself, a |ock de-
pendent upon Anheliaa's own nind

Beyond the hft's bentwood safety-grill, a stairwell of an-
cient stone, sole remant of the original Tower, entw ned
this nodern convenience in stately el egance. It was the
means by which nost nortals traversed the Tower fl oors.

Not so Anheliaa; not even when she was physically able;

in recent years, this |lift had becone the only real access to
the ringchanberexcepting the Guards' energency

hat cha precauti on Anheliaa had deened vital ever since

two small boys snuck up and foul ed her precious rings.

For his part, Deynorin was just happy to bal ance on one

leg and the cane and |l et steamdo all the work

Past Anheliaa's private apartnments, past the communica-

tion levels where single-ring technicians, each linked to a
different node, sat in isolated cells sending and receiving
encoded i nformation, and finally past the Tower Guard

floor to the ringchanber itself.

As the platformrose into the chanber, flickers of green
and gold, bright red and green-blue | eapt and pattered over
and around each other, scattering fromthe rising grillwork.
Li zards. The ubiquitous pets of the City.

M khyel, with the sure touch of experience, geared the

lift to a smooth halt, set the anchor pin, and opened the
grill, all without a word. Likew se silent, Deynorin pushed
Anheliaa's chair into the gl ass-encl osed room

A man in Tower Guard bl acks stood at attention outside

the Iift door, dipped his head at Anheliaa's signal, and took
their place inside the Iift. Then, with a wheeze of escaping
steam a condensing puff of venting air drifting spiritlike
out side the wi ndows, the lift sank slowy back into the floor
until its ceiling became an indistinguishable part of the
floor's tile pattern.

Presumably, the guard would remain on that lift indefi-
nitely, awaiting Anheliaa's pleasure. And sealing themin
here with her. How utterly |ovely.

Keepi ng his back pointedly to the centrally-placed rings

on whi ch M khyel and Anheliaa set such inportance,

Deynorin made a slow turn about the chanmber. He couldn't
renenber when he'd | ast entered this sanctuary for the

ri ngs of Rhomat unpossi bly not since that tine M khyel

had recalled for himearlier. Wenever it was, he'd been
sonmewhat shorter at the time. And with a child' s | ack of
true appreciation.

This clear-sided marvel was nore to be adnmired than

feared, the furnishings of wood, gold, and crystal (all |ey-
inert materials) were elegant, if somewhat spindly and or-
nate, in keeping with Anheliaa's aesthetic taste, and a small
stone waterfall and pool, a ... lizard-salon, added a wel -
cone natural counterpoint to the otherw se unnatura



setting.

He noved cl oser to the high, arched wi ndows and gol d-
leafed sill. Directly below, the rose garden fountain spar-
kled in constantly shifting noonlit patterns that were |ovely
enough from ground | evel, but which were obviously de-
signed for viewing fromthis vantage. Gavel wal kways and
courtyards gl owed about the Tower comnpl ex. Beyond the
Tower wall, the roofs of the City expanded outward, con-
centric rings of ice-blue tiles, the silver-lit leys forning eigh-
teen not-quite-even, not-quite-straight spokes.

Li ghts stopped abruptly at the old wall, resumed to the
new, that double demarcation the visible artifact of the
dammed Khor at um addi ti onnmore shops, nore housi ng,

and two incredibly expensive private gardens.

The lighted | eylines extended beyond the City palisade,
cutting through night-dark fields until they di sappeared into
the forests and foothills. One, the newest and brightest,
ext ended toward di stant Khoratum where yet another
stormwas in full flower.

Even as he watched, a streak of l|ightning arced overhead,
over Rhomatumitself, paralleled that Khoratumline, and
struck dangerously near Khoratum peak

No wonder Anheliaa had been distracted all night.
"Deynmorin!"

M khyel ' s voi ce, demanding his attention. He biinked

hi nsel f back into the ringchanber, where Khyel was trying
to help Anheliaa nake the transition between her chair

and the adjustabl e console couch that provided the only
substantial piece of furniture in this otherw se spindly-
furni shed room

He set the cane down on the sill and crossed to M khyel's
side, but Anheliaa cursed themequally and waved them
away. Edgi ng across in her own nmanner, she settled herself
into the cushions with audi ble groans of relief, sonehow
managi ng at once to assert her independence and nake

them feel |ike inconpetent boors.

O at least he did. Mkhyel's blank face lent no clue to
his thoughts. \Whatever renewed brotherly relations he

m ght have sensed bel ow vanished in this, Anheliaa's realm
Anhel i aa | eaned back into the cushions, eyes closed,

whil e the sectional couch slowy contorted, configuring to
her express needs.

He' d hel ped his father build that couch, years ago. Even

t hen, Anheliaa had spent nost of her waking hours in this
room and the chairs she had had 'nade her ol d bones ache,’
so her nephew, his father, had spent weeks designi ng and
buil ding a couch that, within the confines of this room
could respond to her every w sh.

At the time, he hadn't wondered at the strangeness,

hadn't wondered why someone of his father's inportance

had undertaken such a nenial task, or even at the chair's
engi neering. By his way of thinking at the tine, Fanily
did things like that for each other, out of a strange thing
called | ove

Li ke the rocking horse he'd made for his new brother

the day he'd learned to pound nails. O course, baby Khyel
had taken sonme exception to the gift when it coll apsed un-
derneath him but Mama had al ways insisted it was the

t hought that counted, and his thoughts had been utterly
pure.



Wl l, nostly. Pure thoughts hadn't stopped him from

| aughi ng at baby Khyel's indignity.

Now, he wasn't so certain. He knew now that no one

cane into the Tower who wasn't cleared by Anheliaa
firstrarely anyone not directly related or a nmenber of

her personal retinue.

Ex-clu-sivity. Control. Anhehaa's hall marKks.

On the other hand, one had to adnmit, who had instigated

that long-ago infiltration of the preci ous room perhaps her
act had been sheer sel f-defense agai nst childish pranks.
"Don't hover." Anheliaa waved her hands irritably at

the roomin general. "You're spoiling nmy concentration.”

He stationed hinself gingerly on the only other margin-

ally sturdy piece of furniture in the room an exceedingly
unconfortabl e footstool. Mkhyel, nore daring (and thirty
pounds lighter), settled into one of the spidery chairs, and
crossed one elegantly tailored | eg over the other

Fl aunting his confort, damm his grey eyes.

O damm Ni kki's bl ue ones.

As Ni kki had pointed out, the Tower and City politics

were their mddle brother's Iife. He couldn't blane M khye
for feeling at ease in this place. If the Tower and the rings
disturbed him it was a direct result of his willful, lifelong
avoi dance of the place, and that was his own choice, no

one el se's doing.

Thanks for the insight, little brother, he thought rather
sourly.

In the perfect, geonetric center of the room where nem

ory and know edge placed the rings thensel ves, a shimer
filled the space between floor and ceiling. That shimrer

was definitely not a part of his nenory of this place, and
he found that difference unconfortable in its inplications.
For two generations, Anheliaa had been free to experi-

ment with the Rhomatum rings without a check rein, so

| ong as the power-flow continued uninterrupted, and exper-

i ment she had, without, followi ng Mieric's death, benefit

of backup, |acking even an apprentice to attend the rings

as she slept. A confidenceor arroganceonly the Rhoma-
tumringmaster could afford

As he'd told N kki, he believed Anheliaa to have had

one end only in mnd, but this shinmering barrier, a side
benefit Anheliaa would undoubtedly consider a parlor trick
was, like the nental locks on this room disturbing to any
sane man.

And Khyel spent all day, every day, in Anheliaa's dis-

t ur bi ng conpany.

O a sudden, the shimrer evaporated, and Deynorin felt

a slightly off-target deja vu. The rings he recalled filled his
mnd' s eye, to the periphery and beyond, but while this
gently swaying silver structure unquestionably dom nated

the room the Cardinal Ring was only slightly taller than he.
Most Cityborn children asked their parents how the

lights worked and got Tanshi stories of nagic and strange
creatures, and underground rivers of |ightand the Rho-
matum ri ngs. Few ever saw the real thing, only the enor-
mous duplicates in outdoor stadiums erected for festival
dances. O the miniature versions: the clocks that ran the
city and every citizen's life, whose cardinal ring (properly
al i gned, of course) synchronized with the Rhonmatum
Cardi nal, kept everyone in absolute synchronicity.



Rhomandi children, on the other hand, |earned about

The Ri ngs. For Rhomandi children, there could be no ro-
mance, no nystery. He'd been taught the | eystreamwas a
source of power, tappable as the power of an Qutside water
stream was tappable to turn a grinding wheel. At six, he'd
been taken on a tour of the original mnes, where the natu-
ral ley still struggled, the crystals regrowing with painfu
del i beration that which had been stripped away.

And he'd seen the growt h chanbers, where humanity pro-

vi ded ideal conditions for |eythiumseed crystals to mature
into the tiny webs used in the bul bs and heaters. Wb-filled
lights gl owed when aligned with that stream web-filled
heaters that |ikew se tapped that powerstream created the
lift for the floaters, the heat for giant boilers that provided
steamto kitchens for cooking and heating or to the pipe
organ in the ringstadi um

But those were recogni zabl e, understandabl e phenom

ena. These solid rings of silver and | eythiumalloy, each
several times the weight of a man, floating freely in that
powerstream defied logic, and made a practical man . . . ill
at ease.

Even |l ess | ogical was their slow change of nomentum

until the chaotic swings becane orbits, taking on a pecuhar
rhythm a rhythmyou sensed, but could not define

Until only the radical streamer, warping and stretching

its nmysteriously wunpredictable course in and around the
other rings, made, in its very irrationality, any sense

what soever.

Ah, that's better," Anheliaa said, soundi ngabruptly
stronger, clear-headed.

Spooky, that's what he called it, this synmbiotic relation-
ship between the rings and their naster. A relationship he
wanted nothing to do with, thank you anyway, brother

M khyel .

On the other hand, as frail as Anheliaa had appeared at

di nner, this disturbing synbiosis nmight be all that kept her
goi ng these days. Despite the disbelief of the Pwerenettis
of the City, Khoratum had cost her dearly, the capping
itself leaving her in a comatose state for three nonths. Ac-
cording to Diorak, only the rings had kept her alive during
that crisis.

Personal ly, he would wager it was Anhehaa's own per-

verse nature

"Well, hello there," Anheliaa said softly, and | eaned

over, stretching a hand to the floor

A small green and gold streak flitted up her sleeve to

perch expectantly on the chair arm its tiny reptilian tongue
flickering in and out, tasting the air.

"And where are your friends?" she asked conversation-

ally, and reached again, this time for a container sitting
conveniently on a side table. She dipped a finger, stiff and
crooked with arthritis, lifted it covered with a red paste
that flickering tongue seened to find delicious.

As if in response to a silent alert, several nore tiny heads
appeared fromthe fountain's stony recesses.

He resented her deliberate enticenent of the lizards, as

he resented this venue. He'd | earned the year his voice
changed the Gty's lizards were not for him H's tones were
evidently too deep, too resonant for their ... delicate
sensibilities.



Anhel i aa wanted to keep him qui et and of f-bal ance.

Two ot her creatures had joined the first, possibly a dozen
nore roaned the roomat will. Leypower attracted bugs,

one of its less romantic aspects, in particular, a rather nasty
little spider these creatures favored. As a consequence, and
since static-generating furalive or otherw sewas legally
banned fromall but the outernost sections of the Gty,
these tiny reptiles had becone nore common than flies in

a barn.

In areas of the City where rats were a problem they

cul tivated snakes.

Ten foot |ong snakes.

Tiny feet skittered over his hand and up his arm and

| aunched a tiny body fromhis head over to Anheliaa's
chair.

He preferred the snakes.

"Ni kki's birthday has forced ne to face ny own nortal -
ity," Anheliaa said, in that same gentle voice she used to
the lizards. "I can no |onger put off the question of ny
successor. "

"Planni ng on | eaving us soon?" M khyel asked, his voice
carrying a teasing |lightness he had heard M khyel use only
to Anheliaa. He'd never questioned that difference, had

al ways assumed M khyel sinply liked Anheliaa's acerbic
conpany. Now (Thanks ever so, N kki-lad.) one had to
wonder if that lightness hid a very real concern for the
future of the Gity, or even, considering Anheliaa' s actions
at dinner, a gut-deep fear of upsetting Anheliaa.

"Well, no." Three tongues gathered about Anheliaa's
finger, flicking the paste away a granule at a time. She
chuckl ed softly. "But | tire quickly these days. |'d hoped
Ni kaenor woul d prove proficient, but ..." She shrugged.
And wi nced. "Even with Talent, a real naster requires tine
to mature, and |'ve decided | can wait no | onger to |ocate
a neani ngful apprentice.”

M khyel 's grey eyes turned to himexpectantly. Witing,
undoubtedly, for himto | eap up and decl are hinself and
his nmythical Talent. Well, Mkhyel had a | ong wait com ng
personal ly, he did not give a damm who repl aced the

worman, as Anheliaa well knew, and M khyel, by now,

shoul d.

Anhel i aa' s announcenent did, however, nmake a man

wonder if M khyel hadn't known about this neeting al

al ongwonder if he had staged that business before the
party precisely because this neeting was schedul ed.

He returned a senior-brotherly dare you to say anything,
rai sed- brow chal | enge. A chall enge t he di sappoi ntment he
sensed in his brother's eyes in one blink made himregret
in the next.

But the nonment had passed, the | ook was gone, and

M khyel was aski ng Anheliaa soberly, "None of the noni-
tors have shown prom se, then?"

"The web won't disintegrate because Anheliaa Rho-

mandi dunMoren passes fromit, if that's what you're wor-
ried about," she said dryly.

M khyel nmade a sound of protest, swallowed it at her

lifted finger.
"I'f not, you should be. You take too nuch for granted,
M khyel . 1've six aides who cover for ne at need, and there

are ei ghteen nmonitors running shifts bel ow us, and three



ti mes that number on inter-tower comunications bel ow

them Any hal f-conpetent controller can keep Rhomat um
attuned to the | eys now, with Khoratum capped" She

threw an archly triunphant | ook past M khyel to him

"it practically nmonitors itself, and storms slide right past
the Zone. But | intend to | eave a worthier |egacy than that.
| built Rhomatum Tower into nmore than a sinple |Ieysta-

tion, and I won't allowit to -wither into mediocrity."
Anot her flickering glance from M khyel. "Does this sud-

den urgency have anything to do with those nmessages we've
been getting out of MauritunP"

Anhel i aa said, show ng none of M khyel's reticence,

"Garetti is an irritant, nothing nore. He resents ny cap-
pi ng of Khoratum Likes to claimit underm nes his avail -
abl e powerclainms that's why he can't give his people al

we have. Says we've used it to force theminto the trade
agreenent . "

"Why doesn't he sinply disconnect the Rhomatum con-

nection, then?" Deynorin asked, keeping his voice |ow for
the dammed |izard' s sake.

"He's already got one radical line he can't possibly cap
not unless he learns to breathe saltwater,” M khyel ex-

pl ai ned, his voice lacking the contenpt it usually conveyed

on such occasions. "If he rel eases Rhomatum it neans re-
| easi ng Persitum node. He won't affect us to speak of, Per-
situm node would still be capped and allied only with us,

but creating a second uncapped node would cut Mauritums
power in half, since Persitumis the conplenent of the radi-
cal node."

"Don't bother, M khyel, dear," Anheliaa sneered. "Your
brother is incapable of understanding.”

M khyel's cool glance drifted from Anheliaa to him ex-
pecting sone sort of rebuttal, but Anheliaa could insult him
all she wanted. She was, after all, the one who had i nvoked
the lizards, thus setting the paraneters. He m ght even sur-
prise her and abide by those rules, say nothing, and get out
of here wi thout argunent.

"I's it our doing?" Mkhyel asked her, finally. "Has he

any | egal stance what soever?"

Anheliaa sniffed. "Mostly, the man | acks Tal ent. But the
fact is, even if he could successfully manipul ate that nuch
ley, it would require nmore power than Mauritum node can
suppl ypower he'd have to get from Rhomatum and he

doesn't want to pay for it."

"And if he decides to cone and take what he doesn't

want to pay for?" Deynorin asked, regretting anew m ssing
his earlier opportunity to discuss Nikki's attack with M -
khyel in private.

A faint smrk played over Anheliaa's lips.

"That is a concern, of course. It would be difficult, but
not inpossible, once I'm gone. Too many unsuccessful, but
mar gi nal |y conpetent and thus purchasabl e, trainees who
could be placed in control here, however disastrously for
our web. As | said, Rhomatumis virtually nonitor free for
normal use. |I'd like to see stronger ties between Rhomatum
and our satellite nodessonething nore permanent than
econom ¢ ones. W've grown far too insular in the past
century. . . . But | get ahead of nyself. |I've been searching
for an apprentice.”

" Sear chi ng?"



A regal tilt of her bewi gged head toward the rings. "l've

| ocated possibilities. Several of themfemale and quite

per sonabl e. "

M khyel biinked and shook his head confusedly. "Fe-

mal e? Way is that significant?"

"l also want to assure the line before | die," Anheliaa
expl ai ned, delicately, for her

"Assure it how?" Deynorin, unlike his naive brother,

had no doubt as to her meaning and neant to force her to
say it outright.

The lizards flitted over Anheliaa's armand out of sight.
She swore softly, then raised a di sapproving brow at him
maki ng himfeel like a recalcitrant child.

He started nunbling an apol ogy, caught hinself and re-
peated the question instead. But she'd won a round, making
himfeel that way, and her faint smrk reflected that victory.
"After all your practice? Meric's son, |I'm ashaned of
you." And in a sudden, all-business turning: "Now, |'ve
been searching, and the rings have conjured any nunber

of likely prospects..."

"Pros-pects?" Mkhyel repeated softly.

Deynorin gl anced toward his brother, seeking outrage to
match his own, but Mkhyel's face displayed only studi ous

i nterest and puzzled curiosity.

"What she's saying is," he said, ruthlessly clarifying for
hi s biol ogically backward brother, "we're to set up a stud
service."

"Deynorini "

H s backward brother picked the damedest tines to

take of fense.

"Wake up, Khyel. No verbal dressing will change what

she's proposing."

"I'" m suggesting"” Anheliaa remained the picture of se-
renity, not even going through the notions of considering
their feelings, or of granting thema choice in the matter
"you get married and see to your civic responsibility."”
"CGivic?" He choked on surprised | aughter. "Is that

what they're calling it these days?"

"Deym o," M khyel broke in softly, his reaction nasked

behi nd | owered eyes, "Let her finish."

But his voice was unsteady, a point he was damed An-
hel i aa woul d nmake off him

"Hell, brother, 1've done nyresponsibility. Long
since. "

"She nmeans legitimtely.
"I'"ve acknow edged t hem
"Then®?" Anheliaa asked, with sonme interestthe first
she'd expressed in his affairs in years. He responded with
bitter |ightness:

"A boy and a girl. Their nothers are quite happy, thank
you. Married, now, and doing fine."

"Wher e?"

"I"'mtaking care of them thanks all the sanme,"” he said
coldly, wanting none of her interference in his children's
upbri ngi ng.

"I don't mean now. | nean where were they conceived?"
"Anheliaa, really" H's brother's face had gone bri ght
red and Deynorin, having no real desire to enbarrass M -
khyel , prepared to drop the subject.

"Hush, M khyel." Anheliaa had no such reservations.



"It's inportant. Deynorin?"

He | aughed harshly. "I really couldn't tell you."
"Frequent neetings, then?"

"Very," he answered dryly, and in a stage whisper to

M khyel : "Patience, brother. |'m beginning to perceive a
war ped hunor here."

"I had no idea." Anheliaa was paying little attention to
them staring instead at her gods-be-dammed rings. "Any
possibility they were conceived here?"

"In the Gty?"

"In the Tower."

"Ch, well. Sorry, Auntie Liaa, dear. None whatsoever."
The intensity vani shed. She waved a hand in dism ssa

and sat back in her chair. "They are of no consequence,
then. ™

"Charm ng, Aunt. | thought you wanted grandchil dren
or whatever our offspring will be to you."
"Not at all. | want an heir. Quite a different thing. And

it nust be conceived within this Tower, on wonen of Sha-

tum or G ephaet um Nodes. "

"What ?" This tine, he laughed in genuine anusenent.

"I"'ve a friend you sinply nust neet, Anheliaa. Crazy old

| oon, and he breeds terrible horses, but you'd | ove conpar-

i ng breeding theor"

"Don't nock ne, boy. | believeno, nore than that, I'm

quite certain conception is the key."

Her face took on a passionate gl ow, behind her, the cen-

tral ring's spin-rate increased.

"I was, you see. Your father, both of you, were conceived

_ el sewhere. Nikki, at least, started within the Cty, but

Mheric had that wife of his off in the mountains, totally

away fromley influence, when you happened, and | ook

how you turned out. W were all born within the Tower

excepting Nikki, of course, which could account for his in-

ability. According to tradition that's the critical factoryet

none of you are even renotely facile with the rings. Not

that I would neglect that; it could well be significant, and

| do think the proximty of and similarities between Shatum

and G ephaetum Nodes can't be ignored, thus the I adies

nmust conme fromthere ... or, of course, Rhomatum but

t hat woul d defeat our other purpose.”

"I'n other words," he interrupted abruptly, "we are to

take part in a biological experinment in orderpossiblyto
provide you with a proper ringmaster and a confy politica

alliance, at once legitimte and functional. How romanti c,

Aunt. And efficient, too."

The passion dimed to cold practically; the silver blur

of the central ring gained shape and a regul ar beat. "Ro-

mance is hardly a necessary aspect of marriage, certainly

not of offspring production, and when it does enter in, it

usually interferes with rather than pronotes a heal thy Fam

ily. Just |ook at what happened to your own parents. They'd

have been far better off to be nore friends and | ess |overs.'

"Mother died in childbirth, Father in a fit of tenper."

"Gief."

"I was there, woman. / know. / took the back of his

hand, one last time. / heard himberate ny dead nother

for leaving himwith three ungrateful brats, one last tine.

And then | saw himpush a fine horse too hard one tine

too manythat's what killed him not this mythical pining



for Mother."

"Deynorin, please,"” Mkhyel interrupted, and the unex-
pected pain in that quiet plea proved nore effective at
cooling his tenper than any bl ow.

Deynorin bit his Iip, shutting off the flow of bitterness.
Wth a slight nod, M khyel asked, "Liaa, are you certain
this is the only way?"

"For the love of Darius, Khyel, you're not seriously con-
si deri ng"

"Pl ease, brother, for once listen first. Anheliaa, there's
nmore to this than you' re saying. You' ve run three appren-
tices out already. Wy?"

"You weren't interested."

"I wasn't whatT

"Actually, neither of you were. Wiile they were possibly
Tal ent ed enough, someone with the talent and the desire
to replace ne isn't enough. | need sonmeone to act as .a
repository for everything I've learned until the child |I've
foreseen comes to power."

"Foreseen?" Deynorin repeated slowy, an om nous sus-

pi cion growing in his nind.

"Yes, Deynorin," she said, all triunph and eagerness

now, "l've conquered time with the rings. | can predict
the future.”

He | aughed harshly. Here it was at |ast. Proof positive.
The rings had warped all their nminds. "And you sat there
whil e M khyel chastised N kki."

"I"'mno charlatan, boy. | know what |'m doing. There
will be a child, the ninth generation of Darius on a nine-
| ey node, and that child will be a ringmaster such as the

wor |l d has never known."

"Real | y?" he sneered. "Boy? or girl?"

"ldon't know. "

"Per haps Tanshirin?"

"It was human. "

"Well, that's arelief. 1'd hate to be crossed with sone-
thing el se. Gve over. Aunt. It was a dream A nightnare,
,i1f you want ny opinion, which likely you don't, but I'Il give
it to you anyway. You want grandchildren, tell him Wth

a jerk of his head toward M khyel. "to get to work on
figures that have nothing to do with nunbers and | eave

Ni kki al onehe's getting along just fine. You have to |ay
your bets and take your chances hke everyone el se, Anhel -

i aa. Every good breeder knows, you can breed two chanpi -

ons and get a slug, and two nmedi ocre parents can create

si ngul ar perfection. You can better your odds with con-
troll ed breeding, but nothingnothingis a sure thing

' and certainly not in humans who have the spiritual capacity
to expand beyond innate talent."

"Or ignore it," MKkhyel nurnured.

"Deynorin, sit down and | ower your voice; you' re scar-

ing Onhtee. ™

"Forget the damm lizard! |I'mtal king about my life,

worman. And Nikki's. If Mkhyel wants to go along with

' your crazy notionsRings! let him | don't give a dam.

G ve himthe whol e fucking Estate for a weddi ng pres"
Pressure inside his head. Pressure that sent himto his
knees with the pain, hands clasped to his ears. A buzz that
m ght be in his head, and mi ght be the rings, whose gentle
rotations had accelerated to a silver blur against the night



sky.

It was Anheliaa causing that pressure; he knew that as
surely as if she'd said itcould al nrost hear her voice order-
ing capitulation. Anger filled him and he fought that pres-
sure blindly, saw a break in the silver blur and | aughed,
hard and bitterly, as if that sound al one could further dis-
rupt the blur.

He felt the pressure waver, saw lightning flash in the
"""distance, or perhaps it was a ring or two as separate edges
within the blur, and forced hinself to his feet. There were
hands on him pullingMkhyel. He tried to thrust his

br ot her away, but M khyel held firm support, that was all,
and he clung to it blindly, then, and heard M khyel shout:
Damm t, Anheliaa, stop

Al liance from M khyel. That confused him H s anger
wavered. The rings blurred; the pressure increased ....
"Anheliaa," M khyel again, softly this time and at a dis-
tance. And M khyel's support had vani shed. "Rel ease him
Aunt, or I will.” And a nonment later: "So help me, I'Il do
itand to hell with the consequences."

The pain stoppedso abruptly, he staggered, and woul d

have fallen again had not M khyel's arm caught and stead-

i ed him

"You're a fool, Mkhyel," Anheliaa's voice said.

He felt Mkhyel shrug, felt pressure behind his knees and
sat, his eyes clearing on Mkhyel, settling again in his spindle-
| egged chair.

"You' d have lost the arm" Anheliaa said, cold and

uncari ng.

"I"d have stopped you." Wthout a trenor.

And then he realizedwhich realization sent sickness ris-
ing in his throatM khyel had threatened the rings. A

touch of a hand woul d have sufficed, but at the speed

t hey' d been spinning . .

"Ri ngs, Khyel," he said, his voice conming out a thin

croak, "I didn't know you cared."

M khyel glanced at him lips tightened into an unreadabl e
line. Then, he | ooked away. "She was angryas you were.

I knew she wouldn't risk the rings. Not for sinple pique."
Anot her undeci pherabl e gl ance. "Neither would you. Now wi ||
you hear her out?"

"Brother," he said carefully, "Mich as | appreciate your

t hought f ul ness, not hingl repeat, nothingw |l induce ne

to accept a wife of that ferale's choosing."

"Not hi ng?" Pal pabl e anger again filled the room the

ri ngs began to swing.

M khyel cursed softly, and dropped his head into his

hand.

I gnoring him he shouted, over the rings' shrieking hum
"Nothing! 1'd rather a common shepherd's daughter.”

"Then you shall have your wi sh!"

And the silver blur expanded, consum ng the room the

stars overhead, and somewherea |onely, human sound

within the humof the ringshe heard his brother call his
nane.

I nterl ude

" Mot her ?"
Dancer called out before the shimer of transfer had
di ssi pated. An el bow stung, warning of carel ess coverage.



"Mt her ?" Dancer called again and staggered to a |ey-

| bi um pool, haphazardly anointing the el bow before run-
ning into the chanber where the inner Sense professed

Mot her to be. A snmall antechanber to the world-cavern, a
recent buddi ng Dancer had never before entered.

And she was there, calmy watching a pattern forming in
the veil; a pattern that was the source of the disturbance
that had reached all the way to Dancer's surface bedroom
and into Dancer's disturbed, kal eidoscopic dreans; a pul
so strong, it forced transfer, unthinking and hal f-asl eep, and
i nadequately oil ed.

A pull so terrifyingly insistent in this pattern's presence
it constricted Dancer's throat, naking it nearly inpossible
to ask:

"Mt her, what have you done?"

A calmturn. A glow of satisfied purple illuninating the
new veil .

{What had to be.}

He was falling.

Father's laughter rang in his ears. "Bal ance, fool! Expect
t he unexpected."

Rul e nunber one: Never anticipate. Never lean into a

junp . . . lead with your chin . . . parry a blade not yet com
mtted . . . or pressure a woman.

Horse, man or woman: which had outsmarted himthis

tine?

"He left last night, N kki."

"L-left?"

M khyel pushed the heavy drape aside and stared out the

wi ndow and across the sun-gil ded rooftops of Rhomatum
needi ng the bright Iight, as he needed the hard wood of
the wi ndow seat pressing into his back and legs to keep
himalert and focussed on the difficult conversation that

| ay ahead.

"W thout saying good-bye?" Confusion. Betrayal. Un-
derstandable in a sick child awakened too early fromfe-
vered dreans.

rr, answered with a noncommttal shrug. Coward, he ac-
cusS& hinsel f, but he could think of no words to explain
Deynorin's absence that wouldn't send N kki off in a blind
rage. He needed tine. Tine to explain, time to think ..

to plan.
Time fate wasn't likely to grant him Fate had given him
| ast night, and he'd wasted it all, staring at Deynorin's

enpty bed, his mnd nunb and bl ank

The drape fell, shutting out all but a single shaft of the
nmorni ng sunlight. That single band of brilliance split the
roomin half, cutting a vision-hazing swath between his w n-
dowseat and N kki's bed.

"Where'd he go?" N kki pursued. "Darhaven?"

He lifted a hand fromhis knee. Hel pl essly.

Cowar dper haps. But he'd never deliberately tied to the

boy before. Found it nearly inpossible to do so now. But

if he told Nikki the truth . .

"Dam him "™ N kki's |light voice broke, but not for nor-

mal , pubescent reasons.

Di sappoi ntment. Betrayal. He'd expected both, but

ai mred at hinself, not Deynorin.

"He prom sed me he wouldn't!" N kki exclained, and a

soft fwoosh that nmight be a fist burying itself in a pillow



"Woul dn't what, Nikki?" he asked over his shoul der

"Leave, may Darius curse his hypocritical tongue."

M khyel flinched, safely obscure behind the sunbeam

Unfair, considering. But N kki couldn't know that consider-
ation. Not today. Perhaps never. Better, perhaps, for him
to feel hinself deserted. It wouldn't be the first tinme, and
was a safer interpretation than other options.

He drew a resolute breath and at |ast shifted around on

t he wi ndow seat.

Ni kki, hair tunbling wildly about his shoul ders, eyes red-
rimmed and puffy, was struggling to sit up. M khyel crossed
the Iight beamto steady his brother, adjusting pillows to
prop hi mupright.

"Al'l right?" he asked, laying his hand lightly on N kki's
shoul der, unable to resist a nmonentarily overwhel m ng

need for solid reassurance of this brother's presence.

Ni kki nodded, but grasped his wist when he woul d have
noved away agai n.

"Pl ease, Khyel, sit here." N kki released himand patted
the bed. "1" He chuckled ruefully, sweeping his bn"

back, and giving bl oodshot eyes a vigorous rub. " ~n't

see that far this norning."

He settled where Ni kki asked, because N kki asked, yet

not certain he really wanted to be that close, distrusting his
own thespian talents.

"Good time |ast night?" he asked.

Ni kki started to nod, apparently thought better of it and
settled for: "Ithink so."

M khyel picked up the decanter, sniffed and raised his
brows, but said nothing. Going to tilt the ring, night as
well do it on quality. And, casting a nmarked gl ance at the
tray: "Conpany?"

"I" N kki's eyes closed as if he were pai nedor dis-
tractedby the light. "Uh, Jerrik. | invited Jerrik to stay.
And .. ." His brow puckered with effort. "F-Flowers . "
He biinked in the direction of his guitar, whose top string
waved softly in the breeze fromthe wi ndow. "Strings.
Aunt's maid . "

"Mrynm?" he supplied, already know ng the answer, and
hopi ng he was w ong. But:

"That's her nane, thanks. Nice girl. Gave ne a present.
Quitar strings. Nice of her." N kki's voice faded; his face
turned wi stful

So, a present. Strings. Nice girl. A brother could rel ax

on that score.

"He nust have sai d sonething, Khyel. Done sonet hing,

before he left."

Deynorin agai n.

M khyel clenched his teeth.

"Did you two fight?"

He brushed last night's party crunbs off the sheets and
into his hand and wi ped themonto the tray, not so nuch
avoi ding Ni kki's eyes as just not neeting them

"W always fight, N kki, nothing new about that."

"But this time it was about ne. And Tirise's."

A light touch to his wist forced himto | ook up

"Wasn't it?"

There was a bruise on the rounded cheek. He'd put it

there, with a hand made heavier by the very control he'd
exercised all night. He'd struck a sick boy out of fear, fear



of the flux he felt, the shifting of power that mght elimnate
hi m f or ever.

*-. O include him He wasn't altogether certain which was
tht -nore terrifying possibility.

" Khyel ?"

"Only indirectly."

"My doing, Khyel. Not his. Al ny fault."

"It wasn't the brothel, boy." He only wished it were

that sinple.

"Then why are you being so evasive? What happened,

Khyel ? Where'd he go?" And a bit plaintively: "Wy?"
(Deyrmorin's clothing lying in a pile in the mddle of the
Tower room

Enpty.
"Where is he, Aunt? Were'd you. send hin®"
"I"'ve noidea . . .")

Anheliaa's | ook had frightened him nore-even than his
brother's clothes, suddenly bereft of support, crunpling to
the floor. He'd seen nmen di sappear fromthat room before;
he'd never seen that |ook. Cold. Uncaring. Triunphant.
Anhel i aa had evinced nore interest in the crimnals she
had simlarly exiled than for her own nephewshe' d at

| east been curious where they' d been thrown.

He hadn't chall enged Anheliaa further. Hadn't dared,

| est she send himafter Deynorin. Now, he felt the coward
for that failure. He should tell N kki what had happened,
war n hi m agai nst Anheliaa's encroaching insanity. But he

feared Nikki, in blind | ove for Deynmorin, would pursue the
i ssue and damm the consequences.

" Khyel ?"

"He justleft, Nikki, that's all. Anheliaa nade a request
and he . . . needed tinme to think about it, | suppose.™

"What kind of request?"

"Actually, she nade it of all of us." He shifted about on
the mattress. The shaft of sunlight burst over his shoul der
Ni kki winced as it struck himfull in the face. "Too bright?"
He stood up, eager to restore distance between them

"Wuld you like the drapes”

"It's fine, Khyel." Again N kki's hand grasped his, a sur-
prisingly strong grasp that belied his seeming infirmty.
"Pl ease, what did Anheliaa want?"

Short of hurting Ni kki, he couldn't break that hold. He
sank reluctantly back to the mattress.

"She's feeling her age, N kki." That, at |east, was truth.
"She wants to |l eave the rings in good hands. She's found
likely candi dates, but she thinks it would be best if they
were part of the famly, so to speak." I
"Soto. . . | don't understand."

"You nust understand, N kaenor, she wouldn't ask this

if it weren't inportant. Very inportant."

"Ask what, Khyel ?"

"She's found a number of young | adi est hrough the

rings, you understandthat woul d nake suitabl eeven

out st andi ng"

"Wves, Khyel? Is that what you're trying to say?"

"Well, uh, yes. I"

"I"'mnot nearly so naive as you and Deynorin woul d

have ne," Ni kki continued earnestly. "If Aunt Liaa thinks
they're suitable . .. well, | suppose it's as good a reason to
marry as any. Though |I had hoped . . ."



Ni kki's eyes dropped, his shoul ders heaved, and M khyel
could well imagine the essence of that wi sh. N kki, the ro-
mantic, had wanted to marry for Love, the sort of Love

t he poets eul ogi zed. And because his fondest dream had

al ways been to see N kki happily established, he w shed he
dared counsel against Anheliaa's tyrannical plan

But he didn't dare. To counsel against Anheliaa was to
risk exile or worse. Besides, he had no right to counse
anyone. Not any nore.

Ni kki sighed again, then asked, "Wat was Deynorin's

pr obl en?"

"You need to ask?"

"Not really.” N kki's finger dug through a hole in the
crocheted bedspread. "I just wish I'd had a chance to

H s eyes slipped around to the bedside table, where the
transfer papers Deynorin had given N kki |ast night were
propped against a lanp. "He's not stupid, just stubborn
He knows how i nportant these things are."

"OfF course he does, N kki." Amazing how easily the lies
cane once begun. "I'mcertain he'll come back as soon as
he's had a chance to think about it."

Ni kki's forlorn little laugh suggested N kki believed that
about as much as he did, though for vastly differing
reasons.

But N kki's eyes at |east were clear when they shifted
fromthe bedtable to nmeet his.

"So," N kki said, with forced cheerful ness. "What about
the girls Aunt has conjured up? Are they pretty?"

"And then, mlady, you slide this over and" The boy's
face shone in |light golden as the nmorning sunlight filtering
t hrough the wi ndows of Mauritum Towerand yet emanat -

ing froma bulb quite simlar to a comon silver |eylight.
"Y' see? Totally misaligned, but it still works."
"Interesting,"” Kiyrstine romGaretti commented as she
circled the table, examning the boy's magic box froma
safe distance. It was a plain, green-painted wooden cube,
with | eather strap-handles on either side. On top was a
quite ordinary-1ooking bulb socketexcept it had no
swivel-joint, no lever to attune the bulb's positioning within
the leyflux, nothing to turn it on, except a tiny sliding
switch. "But the color is strange. o

"By yer leave, lady, th' wire insideth' part what

glowsit ain't leythium"

She | eaned forward, taking a closer |ook at the bul b,

which was simlar in shape to a | eybul b, but contained a
thin wire rather than a |l acy | eythium web.

"And you say this works even beyond the node's

unbrel I a?"

"Aye, lady." The boy's |ong topknot flopped forward

with the energy of his nod, partially obscuring his bright
dark eyes. "Even better in th' betweens."

Li kely that was pride talking. Even so, if just what he

had here was real and not sone sort of trick . - . in all of
Mauritum she'd never heard of such a wonder. Trust

Garetti to throw the greatest possibility of his tenure out
the door without a first glance, |let alone a second.

She turned the entire unitsurprised at its weight and
wondering if this undersized youngster had brought it here
hi nsel fbut the light didn't flicker

"This is th" little "un, lady, wt runs on alchenmies. | had



f leave th' big 'un wot works on netal lurgies Qutside 'cuz

I couldn't get dis-pen-sa-shun f bring th" cart 'n'" mules into
Mauritum but it c¢'n run a whole cross-ley worth o' lights.”
She found, to her annoyance, she was twi sting a curl

around one finger. It was an old, old habit, |ong since eradi-
catedor so she'd believed. Garetti, who despi sed what he
termed chil dish aberrations, would be incensed if he caught
her at it.

In fact, he'd be far nore angry at his wife's unseemy
reversion, than at her tete-a-tete with the boy he'd just
thrown out of the audience hall.

She dropped her hand, inadvertently pulling the curl and

pai nful |y endangering her maid's entire el aborate coiffure.
Her maid's, not hers. The rings would stop before she'd
claimit, regardl ess of whose head it perched upon

Her hand crept back toward the curl as if with a nind

of its own. She stopped it, then defiantly turned it |oose to
infiltrate the red strands.

It hel ped her think.

She' d been in the audi ence chanber on her regul ar in-
spection tour when the youngster had presented his case,

and been outraged when Garetti had denied the child so

much as a denonstration. She'd felt sorry for the weary
child he'd appeared, and intercepted himin this back pas-
sageway of the Tenple of Maurii, thinking to give hima

few coppers for his trouble, perhaps to send himto the
kitchens for a cake or two.

On cl oser inspection, she'd found hi m perhaps four years

ol der than his size would indicate, and articulate, in a third-
| evel node way. In addition, what had appeared a rather
clumsily constructed toy at a distance, was proving far nore
than merely curious.

"And you are responsible for thisley-by-artifice?"

A shy duck of the head didn't quite mask the blush that

rose over his childishly rounded cheeks. "Not ne, mlady,

no. | ain't even an apprentice, properly speakin'. Mre a
fetch 'n' carry, if ya knows wot | means. My masterhe's

the one wot discovered this 'un. Though I" His chin lifted
ever so slightly, and his voice assuned a note of youthfu
pride. "I did help with this "un's nakin'. The other scuts,
they's scared o' it. Says as howit's evil magic. But | knows
better. Anyways, the other one, the one wot uses | ode-
stones, that was this other feller's, ny master's friend's,

i dea."

"And these two friends' names?"

"They, uh, tol' me not f say, if it pleases yer |adyship."
"Well, it doesn't please me. Wiy should | believe you?

Per haps you sinply stole the device, and | eft the poor in-
ventor lying in some ley-side ditch."

"I ain't no thief!"

"I"ve only your word on that. Perhaps | should call the
guard."

The round chin jutted forward, all hint of shyness gone.

"Co ahead 'n' call "em"

She | aughed at that defiance, honestly delighted. H's

mout h twitched, and she hal f-expected himto join her, was
di sappoi nt ed when good sense triunphed, and his eyes

dr opped.

"Al'l right," she said, sobering, "Say | beheve youfor

the present. Wiy did these two clever friends trust their



marvel s to an apprentice who is not really an apprentice?"
"It were ny idea to bring "emto th' City."

"To solicit funds?"

He nodded. "That, and the Tower's end-endo-" His

snooth brow wrinkled, his lips tightened as if determ ned
to remenber a word clearly not his own. Then, trium
phantly: "endorsenment. And we needs |and. A place t'

test th' machines.”

"So, now we have it: you desire property within

Mauritum "

Surprisingly, he shook his head. "Wuldn't be any use,
anyway, begging your |adyship's pardon. Like |I says, works
better between. Just needs a place closer to a netals

manuf actory. "

" Ch?"

"Parts, mstress."

"I see.”

Practicality. She hadn't expected that, not of the boy's
masters. I n her experience, such requisitions generally cane
fromthose seeking Mauritum s distractions rather than a
node's benefits. One had to wonder if it was the master or
t he boy's own native wi sdom speaki ng.

"And why did your naster w sh anonynmity? Surely this

is a magni ficent discovery."

"They says as how | ain't got a chance in hell, that
Garetti don't want no competition.” His mouth tw sted, and
the bitter glance he sent down the long hall toward the
doubl e-doorway entrance to Garetti's receiving hall, held
little of youth. His fresh face darkened further w th anger
and resentnent. " 'Pears they was right. lIgnorant old

H's voice trailed off to sonething not quite audible.
Crude, fromwhat little she detected.

"Do you reference, by any chance, ny husband?"

Bri ght eyes shot back to her, wide with terror. "M ady,
forgivel didn't nean no"

"Di srespect? He hardly granted you any in there." She
gestured toward the doubl e doors. "Now did he?"

"Nor should he, lady." H's voice cracked with barely
controlled fear. "1'd no right f saywot | said. | amsorry,
lady. Truly."

She shrugged. "We're not speaking of him now "

The | ad needn't have worried; she'd called her husband

far worse, though she vented those thoughts in private

t hese days. Personally, she respected honesty, and a spirit
not yet cowed, as she'd tell this lad frankly, if she could
trust the shadows' apparent enptiness.

"You say you want fundi ng? Support ?"

He nodded eagerly.

"I"ll see what | can do, boy. Mnd you, | pron se nothing,
but I'Il talk with ny husband. Failing him well, |'ve sone
money of nmy own, and | know a few others who m ght care
toinvest in the future. Don't get overly hopeful, but don't
despair, yet. Wiere are you staying?"

"At th' road-canp beyond the Coronum narket."

" Qut si de?"

The boy nodded.

She was appal |l ed. No cabby woul d have taken such a
ragamuffin aboard, whether or not he'd had the fare. It
nmust have taken himhours to walk to the Tower, and car-
rying that ponderous thing all the way.



"You'll stay here. In ny apartments."”

"Ch." The lad's voice shook now and his eyes dropped

to where his hands twi sted his cap into shapel essness. "If
'ee please, lady, thank 'ee. But best | seek hel p el sewhere."
"Your virtue is perfectly safe with me, boy," she said

sharply. "I sinply want you where | can reach you easily

and qui ckly."

H s face, what she could see of it, turned bright red.

"Sorry, mlady. | nmeant no"

"Di srespect."” She | aughed shortly. "I begin to see you

speak your mind first and consider the consequences only

when disaster is iminent. Well, | can't fault that. It gives

greater credence to your clains.”

Anot her twi st and al ready stressed seans gave, | eaving

the cap a shredded, useless nass of cloth, his distress mak-
ing plain he was fully aware of the Tower administration's
reputation. He wouldn't be the first honmeless child to disap-
pear forever into the Halls of Maurii.

Not that he was a particularly pretty child, having fea-
tures nore to be grown into than adnmired in adol escence,

but he was alone, and with that ingenuous remark, had

made it clear no one would note his disappearance. Sone
within Garetti's circle would claimthe boy had cone | ook-
ing, not for patronage, but a keeper

She felt sonmething tight give in her chest, and she

reached a hand to cup his rounded chin until his eyes lifted.
Sonehow, she didn't think so

"Please, child, let me rephrase the invitation. You're

tired, and it's a long trip back. Stay the night."

I f possible, the flush deepened. "Th-thank 'ee, |ady. But,

rings' truth, I can't leave th' big 'un al one Qutside. Th'
man wot | paid f watch itl only had coppers enou' fer

th' day. My canp ain't hard f find. I'll go back there 'n’
wait. Stay till | hears from'ee, one way or t'other."
"Fair enough. Perhaps |I'll send soneone for a denon-
stration of this ... big '"un. You can find your own way

out? Of with you, then."

She turned abruptly, heading for the west garden

fighting the dangerous softness the boy roused in her. He
seened so determni nedly hopeful. Maurii save her, had she
ever felt that way? About anything?

Behind her: a scrape. A thud. And a horrified gasp.

She turned to find the boy kneeling on the floor, franti-
cal ly checki ng his nmachi ne.

"Is it all right?" she called fromher safe distance

He jerked upright, tugging his tunic straight, but when his
eyes |l anded on the table he'd used for the denobnstration
conposure deserted himconpletely. He reached a trenbling
hand to snmooth the surface, and she thought for a noment
that he'd bolt, even if it meant |eaving the machi ne behi nd.
Then ' his back straightened, and though he shook head to
foot, he waited, head bravely upright, as she approached.
There was a long deep scratch on the table. Hi s eyes

were filled with tears, but they were not overfl ow ng and
they met hers without flinching.

"Way didn't you run?" she asked at last, that curiosity
the only inportant one of several that occurred.
Confusion nmingled with surprise and fear, and he rubbed

a wist turning an angry red.

"You were about to run. | couldn't possibly have caught



you. Wy didn't you?"

"B-Because," he said, his voice a whisper, but steadying
with each word, "I done it. It were ny fault."

"An honest man in a child's coat. Interesting." She

| ooked pointedly at his wist. "What happened?”

The wri st di sappeared behind his back. "N-Nothing."
"Answer ne, honest man."

Teeth cl osed on a childish pout, then: "I thinks nebbe
did "er inon th' way here, lady. Honest, | didn't know '"til
| tried t'pick "er up. It's heavy, don't ye see? And when |
tries f lift "er, "er slips, and then | tries t' catch 'er, an
that's when"

"When it scratched the table?"

For a nonent he seened tenpted to deny it, then, he

shook his head mserably. "I don't make no excuses,

m | ady. Twere nmy fault. Shouldn'ta tried ifn I couldn't
manage." The | ast took on the singsong quality of an oft-
repeat ed | esson.

Gesturing toward that hidden wist she asked: "My |

see the damage?" And as she exani ned the bruise and
probed lightly at the rising lunp, she murrmured: "On the
ot her hand, honest man, if one doesn't press those linits,
how does one know where, precisely, they are?"

H's mouth tightened into a sulky scowl. "Tha's wot |"
Bright eyes flickered, and he swall owed the rest, but he
wat ched her with a new cal cul ation, and the rest of that
sentence was easy enough to fill in. This was a boy with
anbition. The constructive sort. The sort that nade an
eager boy into a self-notivated, honorable nman.

She pressed his injured wist lightly, then let himgo.
The table in question was light, easily carvabl e wood,;
terribly delicate, in its own way, undoubtedly expensive
probably overpricedas were all the innumerabl e too-

ornate creations that littered the roonms of the Tenple

pal ace.

"Honest man?" she said quietly, "There are tines one

can be too honest. Tines when people with power can

make the wheels of justice run a bit nmore snoothly for
honest men who will accept their help. WIIl you accept

m ne, honest man?"

Confusi on covered his face, and a hint of fear. But be-
neath it all, a wicked little glimrer of anticipation

She grinned conspiratorially, picked the small table up
by two legs, and giving a single, practice swing, flung herself
around, slammng the thing into a stone pillar with every
bit of muscle and wei ght she could nuster behind it.

The shock reverberated up through her elbows to the

base of her skull; the table splintered in her hands. She
tossed the two remaining intact legs to the floor, and, lifting
her massive, still-swaying skirts, she planted her foot

through the top twi ce for good neasuredi scovering, after

two years of suffering their disconfort, a use for her shoe's
fashi on-di ctated platform sol e.

It was one of her noisier tantrums. Wthin nonments, a
startl ed pal ace guard appeared at the antechanber door,
pausi ng uncertainly at the obvious cal mwthin.

"Ah, captain." Her hands still tingling fromthe highly
rewardi ng i nmpact, Kirystin smiled blithely, and brushed her
hands free of splinters. "My young visitor here is returning
to his encanpnent. Help himout with his machi ne, and



see one of the pal ace cabs conveys himsafely to the City
gates."

And in a much [ ower undertone to the open-nouthed

boy: "Can you manage fromthere, honest nman?"

The boy nodded wordl essly, his w de eyes taking in the
smashed table, her face, and the guard's tacit oblivion
toward the table's condition, the bright m nd behind those
bri ght eyes obviously at work. He bowed, a deep bend at

t he wai st that never took his eyes from her face. "Thank
you, lady."

"You'll be hearing fromme." And to the footman who

had foll owed the guard into the room and was trying not

to stare at the ruined table: "Clean that up, will you?" She
glided again toward the west garden: "I always did hate

that thing. . . ."

The Cardinal Ring sliced its hypnotically regular path

t hrough the leylines. The nine inner rings' tranquil, ran-

dom zed movenents gai ned nmoment um and pur pose; silver
flickerings achieved & rhythmc blur

Fol l owi ng two fal se starts, the radical streaner, inner-
nost of all at the nonent, chose its own dangerous course
becom ng one with the silver haze surrounding the centra
sphere.

Beyond that haze, a glow ng sphere ... an inmage that
shimrered . . . and stabilized.

A face. A woman's face. Pale blonde hair, |arge blue
eyes ... features sone would consider beautiful. But of

infinitely nmore interest than the face (or so Anheliaa
clained) was the aura of power that radiated fromthe
sphere, touching the inner haze with a delicate spring-
green, proof (also according to Anheliaa) of her candidate's
| atent Tal ent.

"That's her?" N kki | eaned forward in his chair and

stared. Finally, eyes wide, he turned to M khyel, and as if
seeki ng confirmation of his observation: "She's pretty."
"Did you think otherw se? The rings provided nultiple
options for each of us; why should Anheliaa choose other
than the best?"

"MMiltiple... ?"

He | aughed as Nikki's rather dazed expression slid past
himto Anheliaa.

"You're certain she's the best?" Ni kki asked shakily, and
Anhel i aa | aughed nerrily, obviously finding his younger
brother's conpl acency to her liking.

"Greedy, aren't you?" she said.

"No, Aunt." Nikki |eaned forward earnestly. "At |east,

| don't think so. | just want to be sure. Mkhyel said we've
got to nake a good matchfor the Tower's sake. |-1'd

nope to becomre . . . fond of the woman | marry. I'd like to
be certain | won't have to give her up, that is, if she didn't
work out, for another . . . after . . . you know"

"The probabilities are equally conpelling for each of the
young | adi es, Ni kaenor. The search parameters | estab-
lished were for biological viability and conpatibility with
both you, personally, and the Rhomatum Node. There can

be no assurance one is better than another in that sense.

O the four possibilitiesfor you alone, darlingl chose

Li dye dunTarimas the nost attractive, both physically and
by birth. Her brother is Shatum s third-ranked ringnaster
her father is a fourth term Shatum Syndi cand doesn't



|l ook to lose an election any time soon. He also recently
purchased controlling interest in the Shatum Tower."
"Shat um Tower ?" N kki turned a puzzled | ook toward

M khyel .

"She means" he began, broke off at Anheliaa's glare.

"I told you to explain all this," she snapped.

"On the contrary. Aunt," he returned, "you said to bring
hi m here."

"Ch, for" She slunmped back on her couch, thrunm ng

her fingers on the chair arm The image and the sphere
waver ed and di ssi pat ed.

Uncertai n what she expected of him M khyel waited for
some sign, keeping his face blank, despite his grow ng

i nner turnoil.

Finally, Anheliaa cast a hand in the air inpatiently:
"Welltell him Tell him so we can get on with it."

He di pped his head in silent acknow edgnent.

"Di plomatic relations," he said succinctly, to the accom
pani ment of Anheliaa's thrunmmi ng fingers, know ng that

Ni kki, being no fool, would fill in the blanks, and sone
bitterness within prompted him to add: "Dynastic
I i nkages. "

However, Ni kki, being also a student of history, asked:
"Wth Shatum Tower? Wul d Dari us"

"There's nothing within Darius' |aws prohibiting formal

al I i ances between nodes,"” Anheliaa said patronizingly. "He
was concerned with a priesthood, not the sort of necessary
under st andi ng one nust achieve with one's neighbors if one
istotell Mauritumto go to hell."

"I . . . suppose.”

But N kki still sounded dubious, and to prevent his dig-
ging hinself deeper into Anheliaa' s bad graces, M khyel

sai d:

"W have no choice, N kki. We need a ringmaster, there-
fore we nmust proceed al ong the course nost likely to pro-
vi de one, and that, according to the rings, is cross-breeding
with Shatum Three of the four |adies the rings suggested
for you were fromthat node."

"Ch, | see." N Kkki sounded relieved; N kki hated dis-
agreenments, which nade hi mdisquietingly susceptible to
Anheliaa's brand of pressure. For N kki's safety, M khyel
argued Anheliaa's side, however, seeing the worman Anhe-
liaa had chosen for his young brother, Mkhyel was |ess
and | ess certain he wanted any part of that plan

Anhel i aa said suggestively: "Lidye's cousins threw her a
majority ball here in Rhomatum | ast year. | thought, per-
haps, you m ght have net?"

"I . . ." N kki blushed, and stared at his hands.
"Anheliaa," M khyel intervened, daring her wath a sec-
ond time, "he just turned . "

She glared at him "I know that. What do you think

am senile? Did you think I'd forgotten?"

VWhi ch neant, of course, she had forgotten. But:

"OfF course not," M khyel acquiesced, but he was silently
appal l ed: Shatumis mpjority was twenty-two. This Lidye
worman had to be nearer his age than N kki's.

"Yes, well," Anheliaa continued archly, "The girl is quite
booki sh. | thought N kaenor mi ght have met her in the
library, or at a bookseller's. But since that is apparently
not the case, if you'd care to see the others. "



She said, who clearly didn't want one of the others. She
clearly wanted this Lidye

Damm her.

"N-No. I"'msure she'll be ... f-fine," N kki stammered
uncertainly, and what nore could the boy do, but agree?
What nore, at Anheliaa's dissatisfied scow, than anend:

"I meant wonderful, of course. Aunt Liaa. Thank you."

Ni kki's brilliant blue eyes shifted back to him a desperate
appeal for rescue. "What about Net haal ye? She's from G e-
phaetum not Shatum "

He forced a smle. "She . . . passed the conpatibility test,
if you wll."

"I"'mglad. You nust be relieved."

He supposed that enotion |ay somewhere within him

But his famly's twenty-year understanding with the G e-
phaetum heiress' fam |y would not have been intotal jeop-
ardy in any case: nultiple spouses, while not comon and
certainly not a possibility he'd ever considered for hinself,
were hardly illegal. However, narriage being sonething of

a theoretical necessity in his mnd, he had wel coned the
simplicity of Anheliaa's choice for him

Al of which didn't make it any easier to force his forced
smle to remain steady. "I'Il sinply marry her a bit sooner
t han pl anned. "

Never nmind Net haal ye had pl anned the wedding five

years ago.

He didn't know why he'd kept putting it off. He |liked

her well enough; bright, good Iooking in a quiet way, well-
mannered and acconpl i shedshe was all any sane nman

could want in a wife. Certainly he sought none of the com
pl ex empotional ties N kki craved. He suspected it wasn't
the fact of being married he avoi ded, but the bedl am of
getting married.

"Sooner?" N kki echoed, "How soon?"

Anhel i aa said, "Once you two have formally extended

the proposals to the famlies, we'll have the ladies to the
Tower. If all goes as planned ... well, the sooner you're
married, the sooner we'll have offspring, won't we?"

"Offsp .. ." Nikki swallowed visibly. "OF c-course. But

what do you nean, if all goes as planned? Al what?"

"I'f you suit one another, silly goose." Anheliaa was ever
so nuch happi er now she was in absolute control. "And
naturally at |east one of the | adies nmust prove proficient
with the rings."

"I see." Nikki swallowed visibly. "And Deynorin?

Wiere does he fit in?"

"He doesn't," Anheliaa said flatly, and M khyel w nced,
but N kki said:

" Oh.

And Anhel i aa seened to take that as acceptance of the

si tuation.

M khyel reached for his brother's wist, where it rested
on the chair arm and gripped it confortably. "Deym o
made his choice, N kki," he said, gently, "No one forced
him He wants nothing to do with the plan. You know he
doesn't care about the Tower or the Estate"

"But he does, Khyel. If you'd only listen to hint

He wi thdrew his hand and sat back. "I've spent my whol e
life listening to him N kaenor. He doesn't understand the
ri ngsnever has understood the dynamics of City economcs."



"He just wants people to be happy, Khyel. Is that so

wr ong?"

"A society doesn't function in order to make people
happy, " Anheliaa interjected sharply, and M khyel said,
hopi ng to stave off the obstinate | ook brewing in N kki's
eyes:

"Happi ness is a by-product of an efficient process, N kki
Maybe one day, Deymio will figure that out, and when he
does, he'll probably take his proper place at the head of
Council. But we can't put our hves, and the Principality,
on hold waiting for that day."

Despite his efforts, N kki's jaw set stubbornly, a |ook
Anheliaa rarely saw. Hoping now to stave off open rebel -
lion, and deflect her attention, M khyel asked:

"May we see Deynorm s?"

"Deynorin's whatT' Anheliaa's voice dripped with

i mpati ence.

"I"'d like to see the woman you found for Deynorin," he
persisted, his own tenper beginning to seethe.

"l said, it nakes no difference."

"It mght." N kki |eaned forward, eager eyes flickering

in the flash of ring-reflected leylight. "If she's as pretty as
Lady Lidye, perhaps Deynorin would come back."

M khyel tilted his head arrogantlya manner he'd

| earned from herchal | engi ng Anhehaa, knowi ng she knew

she couldn't refuse now w thout alienating themboth. "Cal
itcuriosity."

Her breath hissed out between clenched teeth, but she
faced the rings, which, upon her rel ease of Lidye's image,
had resuned their seem ngly random sw ngs. According to
Anhel i aa, those random notions were the rings' response

to the chaotic flux of the |leys thensel vesall except the
out ernmost, whose rotation hadn't wavered since the day his
aunt had taken command of the Tower, and the radical

whi ch hardly counted as a ring at all

Her expression tenpered, her eyes gl azed as she ab-

sorbed that randommess and ci phered the probabilities.
Then, without ever noving, she gave the tiniest deflection
to the radical, and attuned the rings to her chosen paranmne-
ters in one econonic nental exhal ation

She' d expl ai ned the process to himonce, when he'd tried
to emul ate her, hoping to find sone iota of Talent within
hi nsel f, but he'd only managed to frustrate them bot h.
He' d never repeated the trialand eventual ly the night-
mares of that failed attenpt had faded.

On the central sphere, another face swaminto view Not
one he recogni zed; not the individual, not the general dis-
trict from which such features night .reasonably hail
t hough the set of the nouth held a disturbing famliarity.
Red hair, green eyes; hardly what he'd call stunningly beau-
tiful, and as young for Deynorin as that Lidye individua
was ol d for N kKi

"But that's not..." Anheliaa' s voice faded into
uncertainty.

Not what? M khyel wondered. Her puzzled expression

gave himneither clue nor reassurance, but he held his
peace, her concentration at this stage far too delicate to
di sturb with superfluous questions.

The i mage expanded, as if the viewer had stepped back
fromthe young wonan. One pace, and a second, back and



backuntil the sphere pictured a slim athletic figure, a
pai nt ed-on costune of silver and black, the metallic gl eam
of a counter-bal ance orbiter, and (another positional reces-
sion) a stone stadiumsurrounding a nultitiered lattice-
wor k st age.

A ringdancer? He felt laughter bubble in his throat.

"Leave it to Deynorin," he murmnured, uncertain whether

t hat bubbl e was hunor, bitternessor envy.

Ni kki raised his chin pugnaciously. "What do you nean

by that?"

"Don't get touchy, lad. | think Deynmorin hinself would
appreci ate the hunmor. Appropriate that our egalitarian
brother finds his match in a sinple entertainer, don't you

t hi nk?"

"Hardly sinple, Mkhyel," Anheliaa said, and her voice

qui vered with excitenment. The i mage wavered; she mas-

tered her enotional flare and the inmage stabilized. She was
| eaning forward in her chair, eagerness and dishelief at war
in her age-crabbed features. "Look at the aura."

The Power radiating fromthe sphere this tinme was not

t he i nnocent spring-green of Lidye's, but an intense, al npst
bl ue, green; an aura so strong, so distinct, the rotating rings
glimered a synpathetic, iridescent purple-red.

In one sense, 'sinple' was undoubtedly apropos: the in-
herent (but exceedingly well-conpensated) dangers of the

ri ngdance generally appealed only to the nost fiscally des-
perate. But the woman's birth' wouldn't nmatter, not to Anhel -
i aat hat green gl ow was reconmendati on enough. Likely

she'd even relinqui sh her dreans of intenode alliances, if
Deynorin could I and this woman.

O course, first she'd have to bring Deynorin hone.

Wth a grunt that mingled pain and frustration in equa
portions, Anheliaa fell back into the confines of her couch
still staring at that image, which shimered and stabilized.
Furtive little Mrym appeared |ike magic at her side, ad-
justing the cushion at her back w thout a word.

Agai n the i mage wavered.

"Don't touch nme!l" Anheliaa's tenper-flare colored the

ri nghaze red; Mrym junped back, then stood there, hands
behi nd her back, chin high, defiantly fearless.

Anheliaa's nouth tightened. Her eyes, still on the inage,
narrowed to droop-lidded slits.

The red faded; the inmage stabilized.

Anhehaa nmurnured a curt Thank you. Mrym di pped a

slight curtsy and returned to her backl ess stool, and her
endl ess stitchery. N kki appeared startled, but M khyel had
seen it before, this oddly silent little shadow with backbone
to rival Deynorin's.

But for all her silent defiance, Anheliaa nmust approve,
since Mrym had been here for nearly two years now,

| onger than any of the others since Marta, Anheliaa's life-
| ong personal conpanion, had died sonme fifteen years

agoand only Mrymcould inply, as she had now, Anhe-

liaa's mal practi ceand survive.

An ability that never failed to rouse a tinge of jeal ous
admiration in him

Sil ence, then, save for the sound of the rings cutting the
air, differential huns that took on a nusicahty all their
own. A seeningly endless silence into which Anheliaa

stared with that unfathomabl e expression



Suddenl y:

"Dam the radical and the chaos it represents!”

The i mage shattered; the rings spun in sudden nad

chaos.

M rym reached Anheliaa first, offering supporting hands.
Anhel iaa thrust her staggering backward into M khyel's
arnms; he staggered into N kki, who held themall upright.
"Qut!"

The girl twisted in Mkhyel's arnms to |l ook up at him
seeki ng gui dance.

He rel eased her, jerked his head to where the lift was
rising fromthe floor in response to Anheliaa's desire to be
rid of them "Leave. Now. "

Still, Mrymhesitated. N kki reached past him and took
her arm rmurrmuring: "It's all right," and led her to the
waiting lift, pausing there, his blue eyes questioning.

M khyel nodded, a single dip of the chin, and N kki com
pl acently acconpani ed M rymthrough thebentwood grill,

and rel eased the brake. But his eyes never left Mkhyel's
until he di sappeared down the shaft and the hatch slid si-
lently between them

Leaving himalone to deal with Anheli aa.

As they all did. N kki. Deynorin. Council. Ever since

she brought himhere to informhimthat she was having

hi m grooned to take Deynorin's place on Council.
"Anhel i aa?" He touched her arm a light touch, but firm
He' d been all of thirteen

They all assuned that he, unlike all of them was not
afraid of her. That he, unlike them could sway her to his
t hi nki ng.

"Can't trust them" she muttered, still glaring at the
wi I dly spinning inner rings, her upper lip lifting in a one-
si ded sneer.

They all assunmed w ong.

"Can't trust what. Aunt?"

"The rings!" she snarled, then caught herself, buried her
wrinkl ed face in her gnarled hands.

Age. Affliction. The signs had increased of |ate. Her san-
ity, never incontestable, had grown terrifyingly uncertain.
After |ast night

He' d covered for her for years, in public and in private,
hunored her ever-w | der notions, taking themand trans-
form ng theminto acceptabl e proposals for Council, pray-
ing they'd ultimately prove beneficial to Rhomatum and

her peopl e.

There' d been no option. No one else to control the Rho-
matum ri ngs. Except, possibly, Deynorin, and he m ght

wel | have proven a worse tyrant with his anti-city notions.
He' d hoped this newest project would make her happy (and
keep her occupied) in her twilight years, while providing
the vital master Rhomatum so desperately needed.

Now

He stood behind her, gently rubbing her knotted shoul -
ders and neck until the fury ebbed and she quit shaking,
wondering would this nysterious dancer destroy those
dreans and set Anheliaa on sone obsessive quest for unat-
tai nabl e, perceived perfection.

"Who was she, Anheliaa?" he asked softly, when at | ast

it seemed safe. "What's w ong?"

Her shoulders lifted wearily under his hands. "I can't



trust them anynore, darling. Sonetimes, too often, of late,
the rings have been inclined to reveal nore w shes than
fact."

When it becane apparent she considered her explanation
conplete, he pronpted: "And that's what you believe that
worman to be? A wish? Your w sh? Wy?"

"The rings refused to give details of the cityl have no

i dea where she conmes from Maurii's hells, she m ght not
even exist."

"She's a dancer, that nuch is obvious. W can find her

if it's inportant.”

"A dancer. That tells us nothing. Nothing! Every dammed
node in the web has at |east one ringtheater nowbarbaric
customthat it is. If the woman exists, she's beyond reach.™
She shrugged his hands away, inpatiently. "Just aswell.
Wth that chin, she'd undoubtedly prove nore hindrance
than hel p."

"Maybe we shoul d search her out, thenbefore she nar-

ries el sewhere. Set her to tam ng ny hard-headed brother."
She gave a bark of laughter. "That decides it: she was a
figment of an old wonan's desperation. W coul d never be

that lucky." She rubbed her forehead and eyes irritably.
"Damabl e boy. I'd never have imagined he had it in him
I've still got a headache.™

It was a nonent before he realized the dammabl e boy

was Deynori n.

He gently pulled her wig free, and ran his fingers through
her thinning hair, rubbing gently in the way he' d | earned
the way she'd had himtaughtfifteen.years before. "Trans-
porting that overdevel oped body of his a bit of a strain,
was it?"

"Ch-h-h, that's lovely, sweet." Her head drooped back-
ward, her paper-dry hand caught awkwardly at his and car-
ried it shakily to her nouth.

He shivered and conquered the urge to pull free.

She ni bbled a fingertip, bit hard enough to draw protest
out of him Sharpened, polished nails dug into his palm
preventing his escape. Only after he ceased to pull did she
chuckl e and rel ease him saying, "Wasn't the transport,
darling."

Wasn't . . . He'd seen the disruption of the rings' orbits.
Had that flux been Deynorin's doing? Had she realized

the truth at last?

And one had to wonder how she woul d react when she

found out he'd known, for years, and had said . . . nothing?
"Why' d you stop, sweet?" Her voice, in repose, was as

thin as her hair.

"Sorry." He resumed the gentle massage with fingers

gone suddenly cold. "If not the transfer, what was it?"
"He . . . Oh, hell. Doesn't matter. Besides, he's gone."
"Not" He swal l owed and tried again. "Not for

good. .. ?"

Si |l ence

"Surely, he'll be back. . . ." he protested weakly.

And a shrug.

Third I nterlude

He was falling.
Father's laughter rang in his ears. "Balance, fool! Expect
t he unexpected."



Rul e nunber one: Never anticipate: Never lean into a

junp . . . lead with your chin . . . parry a blade not yet com
mtted . . . or pressure a wonan.

Horse, man or woman.' which had outsmarted himthis

tine?

The fall took a lifetime ..

A brother's voice, echoing his nane.

Bl ack hair stream ng, veiled stars and noon above.

H s answering cry froze in his throat.

Beyond the shinmer of materialization, one could feel

the crystalline | ace opal esce red and orange: subtle betrayal
of latent anger and frustration. Dancer wlled those col -
orsand the enotionsinto oblivion before conpleting

bodily transition into the cavern

Lest Mother add one nore human hide to her oft-referenced,
never seen col |l ection

Besi des, there was no percentage in frustration: Mt her
woul d explain the new pattern in her own tinme. But she'd
woven Dancer into that patternnothing el se could explain
the energy flux Dancer experienced day and ni ght since

the pattern beganand that fact nade patience exceedi ngly
difficult, particularly when that flux pulled one way, Rhyys
demands another, and the dance itself another still.

Mot her (Dancer heaved a sigh of relief) was not lying in
wait. Mother was, in point of fact, nowhere in sight.

O woul dn't have been, had Dancer's eyes been open.

A tentative tendril of thought sent searching through the
shifting, spongelike maze of stone and crystal |ocated her
and Dancer followed that perception into the innernost
sanctuary, Mther's personal nest, feeling the warnth of
the I eythiumflame before renenbering cl osed eyes and

bl i nki ng t hem open.

Mot her was there, as the Sense had told Dancer, but so
much a part of the dense veils, actually finding her took
several monents

She lay motionl ess on a shelf above the imagi ng pool

chin propped on cupped pal ns, gazing fixedly into the
flam ng hquid. Her couch was conposed of shifting | ey-
thium her clothing a filny drape of interlinking Ieythium
threads; it required a blink of her large, multifaceted eyes
to separate her fromthe shadows and flickering veils.

"Mt her ?" Dancer began tentatively. "lI'mterribly sorry.

| heard you call, but Rhyys wanted an audi ence, and

was the first available victim It seens Mueric's el dest has
di sappear ed and"

Those | arge eyes shifted, and Dancer's voice caught, fro-
zen in that fixed stare.

{1'" m supposed to give a storm s hiccup about any of this?}
Dancer snot hered conment and thought alike. For

Mot her, comment was much the same as thought and

Vi ce versa

{Get over here and tell nme what you see, curse these old
eyes of mne.)

Those 'old eyes' could spot a mouse in a field fromthe
top of a nountain peak, or the dust on the end of her nose,
but Mdther liked to think she was dying. Mdther had heard
sonewhere that human el ders used their infirmties to ma-
ni pul ate the younger folk around them a concept she found
highly entertaining to enul ate, though she'd never admt
as nuch.



Crossing a filnmy streamof liquid | eythium (evidence that
el sewhere soneone was draw ng heavily on Khoratumre-
sources) Dancer slid onto the couch beside Mther and
stared into the flames, seeking pictures in the shadows and
col ors that danced across the surface.

Anhel i aa: appearing ol der by far than the ten years that
had passed since Dancer had seen her. For Dancer, it was
a clear, clean imge, but Mther m ght have reason to com
pl ai n: her own distaste for the Rhomatum ringmaster m ght
wel | be clouding her visions.

{Smart ass. \Wat el se do you see?)

A man . . . or what was |left of one.

{Deynorin Rhomandi dunhhenc. Mieric's el dest brat.}

"Thank you," Dancer acknow edged the information

hunbly, while mentally noting that soon she woul d be de-
mandi ng the runmors from Rhyys' dinner table, at |east as
far as they regarded the nman in the pool. "Anheliaa has
leythiated him. . . like the others."

Mot her nodded toward the liquid | eythiumstream "Rather
nore enphatically than the others. Dislikes the |ad

i ntensely."

At least in that, Rhyys' runors held true. Rhyys had

sai d the Rhomandi had argued with his aunt and deserted
Rhomatum at | ast. Evidently, 'deserted wasn't quite the
nost accurate description of this Deynorin's departure.
"What el se?" Modther hissed, all eagerness. "Where has

the creature sent hinP"

"He's still in transit, isn't he?"

"I asked you. If | knew the answer, would |I have asked?"
Dancer grinned, not the |east abashed. "Yes."

{Hunph.} Mdther's thoughts echoed of anusenent.

Mot her appreci ated backbone. {Well, you're right. G ven
himquite a send-off. Curse the vile creature, it's getting
better than it deserves.)

"Mt her, Deynorin duniheriche's Princeps of Rho-

matum Technically, he outranks Anheliaa in the Rhonma-
tum government, for all he's declared his brother proxy. If

she's elimnated him... there could be a major politica
coup in notion."
{Meaning the creature will be conpletely free to do as she

wi shes? That mi ght be fun.)

"Fun? Modther, Anheliaa' s an aggressive expansioni st.

Rhyys has said Mauritum hasn't the power to stand agai nst
her. If Anheliaa dares nove in that direction, there could
be major ranm fications."

The veils took on a rosy glow of anticipation. "Ch, good."
He was falling.

Father's laughter rang in his ears. "Bal ance, fool! Expect
t he unexpected."

Rul e nunber one: Never anticipate: Never lean into a

junp . . . lead with your chin . . . parry a blade not yet
mtted . . . or pressure a wonan.

Horse, man or wonman: which had outsmarted himthis

time?

The fall took a lifetinme .
A brother's voice, echoing his nane.
Bl ack hair stream ng, veiled stars and noon above.
H s answering cry froze in his throat.
and an instant.
Sunlight, blinding bright, replaced nmoonlit black hair.

com



Not Brandy. Not a horse at all. No junmp; no father. No
duel . No woman.

No brot her.

"He's aware. Mother." Dancer felt queasy at the

t hought. Queasier at the realization of the time Deynorin
dunMheric had al ready spent in that hazy nowhere, the
linbo of transition: it had been nearly six nonths since
Mot her had | ast shared her inmagi ng caul dron

Si x months of silence from Mt her

Si x months of silence out of Rhomatum

Si x nonths of growing frustration from Rhyys, whose

pl ans for Khoratum s future revolved in some significant
sense around Rhomatum s succession. Six nonths of eerie
qui et, during which one's own plans for the future could
grow and bl ossominto exciting possibilities, shoving the
fate of the unknown Princeps of Rhomatuminto a forgot-
ten nmental recess.

Si x nonths during which the insistent pull of the new
pattern had dim nished to insignificance, until, of a sudden
it had returned full force and nore, so powerful, Dancer
had barely had tinme to escape the practice hall before
somet hing or soneone forced transfer to Mdther's sanctum
Dancer suspected soneone, but didn't accuse. Not

consi deri ng:

"Six months in nowhere. What coul d he possibly have

done to deserve it?"

(Should I care?}

Dancer | ooked away fromthe image of utter hel p-

| essness, an image that triggered nmenories of darkness and
bl ood seeping from stoneand nmenories of |oss.

"Perhaps you shouldn't. Perhaps | shouldn't, but | can't
help it. Can't | do sonething?"

(O course you can. But we won't.}

"Why?" Difficult to contain the anguish. Even nore dif-
ficult to keep the inmage clear of the distorting colors of
angui sh.

{Because Anheliaa did it. Anheliaa set the trajectory. |
want to see where it ends.)

"She has no control over it, you know that. | knowit."

{1 should certainly hope you do. And of course Anheliaa
doesn't. Anheliaa's not that good. But the rings do. The |ley
does, and it's all charted according to that creature's
subconsci ous. }

"And you want to know where that subconscious is send-

i ng hinP"

{How very cl ever you are.)

"What good is knowing, if the man who arrives has no

mnd [eft?"

{Did | say | didn't know? Go away. Your childish |oyal -
ties begin to pall.)

"My loyalties are not to Rhomatum Certainly not to
Deynorin duniheric."

(Where are they, then?)

"To ny people.”

{Harrunph.)

"That means to you, Mdther. You know that. Many of

us remain loyal to the old ways."

Her pink, double-tipped tongue flickered across supplely-
scal ed Ups. {That | ast chicken was . . . delightful. Wen you
return, tell themtheir nother |oves chicken.}



Dancer | aughed, the bad nmenories and the hel pl essness

bani shed for the tine being, and bugged her, receiving a
staggeri ng shove for the effort. "I will. Mther. And now,

| rmust return.”

{Haven't you sonething else to tell ne?}

Dancer froze, striving for the anonynity of non-thought

wi t hout overmuch success, knowi ng better than to prevari -
cate. "ldidn't want to say anything until . . . after. In case
| lost."

{You thought | wouldn't know?}

"I hoped you were too occupied."

{Does failure frighten you so nmuch?)

Tears threatened. Childish tears; Dancer knew it, and

still they dripped and cl ouded inferior human vision. "In
this. Yes."

Mot her's scal ed fingers caressed Dancer's body, follow ng
muscl e contours, tapping at detected weak spots. {Too

much practicing of the sanme noves.)

"I dance to win. The nobves must be those the judges
recogni ze and understand, those they can conpare with the

ot her contestants."”

"You allow this single goal too much power over your

t hought s and enotions, Dancer," she nurnured softly: her
human voice, not the sibilant one, not the internal one.
"You are what you are, no contest can change or set a

val ue on thatwin or lose. You will never dance your best

as long as you dance for those whose standards are | ess

t han your own."

"Ti me enough for experinentation once | amthe Radi-

cal Dancer."

"Even if you win this conmpetition, you will only be the
Radical if you let yourself be."

"You don't understand."”

The fingers left abruptly, the voice returned to that inter-
nal chill:

{Don"t 1? You might well win this upcom ng conpetition

and replace Betania, but if you win under fal se pretences,
you will continue to dance under them because you will be
too frightened to try -anything new, too afraid their standards
will not stretch to enconpass yours. You will always know
the difference between what you are and what you shoul d

have been, and one day so will the audience, not in the
substance, but in the spirit, and they will know you have
cheated them and you will know you cheated yoursel f. Then
where will you be?)

"Mt her, you frighten ne."

"Good. You need to be frightened. You're too good,

Dancer. You rely too heavily on that ability."

"I practice hard. Harder than anyone."

(You practice conservatism not art. Tradition, not inspira-
tion; rules, not faith. The radical factor in the ley is rarely
conservative: that's where Anheliaa's greatest errors in judg-
nment |ie. The radical dances to the nost unusual flux and
designs its own rules, challenging the universe to join it. Unti
you gain that courage to laugh in the face of the judges and
dance as you were born to dance, you've no right to win.)
"You ask too much of ne. Mdther."

"I ask nothing of you, except that you | eave ne al one.™

It was clear dismissal. She turned back to the flane, and
Dancer, left with no alternative, drifted slowy back to the



wor | d-cavern, where transfer to the surface canme nost
easily.
Ai M ess.
Li qui d | eyt hi um oozed between bare toes, sending a pal -
pabl e, revitalizing, iridescent glinmer through Dancer's
tired body, and trickling from Dancer's eyes.
Al one.
{Unl ess, of course . . .} Mdther's brushing thought tasted
suddenly of excitement: {You care to stay and see where
our favorite Princeps |ands.}
"He's exiting?"
{1 believeyes, he already has.)
Dancer ran back, as anxious for reinstatenment into Mth-
er's graces as for the answer to that six-nonth-Iong puzzle.
He was falling.
Father's laughter rang in his ears. "Bal ance, fool! Expect
t he unexpected."
Rul e nunber one: Never anticipate: Never lean into a
junp . . . lead with your chin . . . parry a blade not yet com
mtted . . . or pressure a wonan.
Horse, man or woman: which had outsmarted himthis
tine?
The fall took a lifetinme . .
A brother's voice, echoing his nane.
Bl ack hair stream ng, veiled stars and noon above.
H s answering cry froze in his throat.

and an instant.
Sunlight, blinding bright, replaced nmoonlit black hair.
Not Brandy. Not a horse at all. No junmp; no father. No
duel . No woman.

No brot her.

He struck

Blinding pain. Hs |leg, and not.
H's lungs exploded . . . coll apsed.
He gasped, inhal ed

wat er .

"Ni kki ? Nee-ee-kee. Wait. Ch, please, wait."

Long skirts whooshed softly across the salon carpet. Soft-
soled slippers pitter-pattered across the foyer's patterned
tiles.

Snar ed.

He shoul d have known his luck would run out.

Stifling a sigh, N kki paused just short of the Tower's
front door, aimng his frustration at the necessary business
of working driving gloves on over fingers gone suddenly
danp, feeling the conplete boor and still w shing he
coul d di sappear.

But if he felt this way now ...

"Ch, Nikki." Lidye's voice was charmingly breathless. "I
feared 1'd miss you."

. what was he going to feel after they were married?
Ni kki pushed the final fingertip into place, and forced a
sm |l e before facing her

"\Where are you goi ng?" Breathless voice. Exertion-

flushed cheeks. She'd dashed all the way across two whol e
rooms and was still on her feet. Amazing.

Be fair, dunhMieric, he chastised hinself, and nanaged
nmore warnth in his expression. "Just |leaving to pick up

M khyel . "

He'd had no i dea he was such a good actor



"A whol e nonth al ready?" Tiny hands fluttered deli-
cately to Lidye's shapely (but all-too-nodestly covered)
bosom

Ri ngs save him he was thinking nmore |ike Deynorin

every day.

"A nmonth and nore; he stayed an extra week this tine,

you know. "

Her |1 ong | ashes biinkedone, two, three, four . . . then
fluttered, as if the calculation was straining her abilities,
then: "Wait. 1'Il get nmy bonnet and cl oak"

"No!" The involuntary protest escaped before he could

stop it.

"No?" Her lower lip quivered pitifully, and N kki stifled

anot her sigh, and took her hands in his, rather belatedly

attenpting to soften his protest.

"Lidye, I'mterribly sorry. | didn't nean that the way it

sounded. I'mlate already, you see, and Khyel nust get

back to the Cty tonight."

"Toni ght ?" Her head tipped toward one shoul der and

she biinked up at him "Wn't you have to travel awfully

fast, then?"

He nodded solemmly. "And I'll have to take the open

carriage. "

"Ch. Dear." She biinked again.

"It mght rain, you know There could be hghtning."

"Goodness!" Her hands fluttered free again, this tine to

[ and on his el bow

Sort of like a . . . bug.

"And after last nmonthl know how much you suffered

and | couldn't bear inflicting such disconfort on you again."

Behind the florid phrases, he berated hinmself for his |ack

of sincerity, but after six nonths of daily contact with the

young flower he'd dutifully asked to marry him the per-

fume had gone decidedly stale. His only relief had been

these drives, and recently she'd begun invading them as

wel I .

Her fingers slid delicately around his arm her head

ti pped shyly to his shoul der.

It was all he could do not to pull away.

"But | so enjoyed it, N kki. I shouldn't mnd the suffering
if I were with you."

Yet another blink, followed by several nore.

Made a man wonder (unkind thought) whether she was

near si ghted or just had sonething perpetually | odged in her

eye. Made a man wonder as well what god he had of f ended

to make the rings think this was his perfect match.

Her attention safely on his driving coat |apel, he was free

to frown, an enotional release that nade it easier to say

neutrally, "But | nust return tonight, dearest girl. Khyel

has an extrenely inportant Council neeting early tonor-

row norning, and | sinply can't risk a delay at Armayel."

A lace-covered fingertip trenblingly traced his buttons,

and her voice quivered pathetically as she murnured, "And

I was such a hindrance last tine, delaying you for two

whol e days. I-1"mso . "

Three, he thought glumy, but who was counting? He

shoved such uncharitable, unromantic thoughts fromhis

m nd and patted her hand consolingly. It wasn't, after all,

her fault she had a delicate constitution

Thrusting aside the insidious little voice that asked If not



her fault, then whose? along with the image of her counting

the Armayel silver, he said, "I truly would never forgive
nmyself if you took ill. It's cold Qutside. Colder than | ast
tinme"

"Truly? How strange, that spring should be col der than
winter..."

Spring. Bless the rings, it was. Three nonths since the

m dwi nter festival.

And nearly six nonths since his seventeenth birthday.

Her fingers traced the folds of his cloak, disappearing

i nside, past his waistcoat to his shirt, stopping just short
his skin, before retreating. "You're certain you can't take
the carriage?"

"Not and make the time |I nust." He pulled away, hol d-

i ng her hands captiveto keep them from creepi ng over

hi m agai nand backed toward the door. "Please, Mstress

Li dye, | nust be going."

Her hands withdrew fromhis, and cl asped beneath her

chin. "Then | rnust be generous and forgo my persona

pl easure, dear Nikki. You will hurry back?"

Only if Khyel holds a gun on ne, he thought, smiled
sweetly and escaped out the door.

A breeze drifted across his skin.

Bare skin. Wet bare skin. Cold, wet bare skin.

Deynorin shivered and tried to force sticky eyes open
decided it required far too nmuch effort, and desisted, won-
dering, for an instant, whether he'd had a good tine achiev-
ing this state of nental and physical exhaustion

He remenbered falling

And water. There had been water. Lots of water.

But he was dry nowconparatively, at least, since it was

air he breatheddry, and |ying facedown in (he inhal ed
deeply) grass. Qutside, to judge fromthat grass, and from
t he whisper of wind in the trees and the chill against his
ski n.

Not such a bad situation, especially since his back burned

of

as if it had been flayed; unless, of course, that flayed feeling

was the world's worst sunburn, in which case, he supposed
he shoul d nove. But noving sounded too much |ike work.
Besides, fromthe chill, he nust be in the shade.

Grass. Flayed back. Sun. Shade. Man had to wonder

where he was, and how he'd gotten here.

And who' d done the flaying.

Mermory expanded, lazily filling the blanks. He renmem
bered N kki's party, the argunent with M khyel, Anheliaa
and the Tower . . . and her pal pabl e anger, the nmesneric

silver blur, the pain pressuring himto concedeand |ight,
bl i ndi ng hght, when he refused.
And falling .
Khyel 's voi ce surrounding him Khyel's hair, streamn ng
across a night sky.
and water. Drowning. Wiy hadn't he drowned?
If only he could see.
He tried to rub his eyes, discovered his hand woul dn't
nove. Couldn't.
Nei t her arm coul d nove.
Neither . . . foot.
And his eyes were coveredblindfol ded.
He nuttered a curse and pulled harder.
He was tied down. He was dammwel | tied down. Not pain-



fully, not even totally inmobilized, but enough to force him

to stay right where he was, facedown in the grass and

dammed unconfortabl e, now he thought of it.

Strangely, though his backsi de was painful as hell, he felt

not hi ng underneath, only the inward pressure of a sharp-

edged rock against his ribs, the internal strain on a back-

war d- bent knee. Hi s back was on fire, his other side was
nunb.

"Al'l right," he called experinentally, "I'm awake now.

Gane's over. Wat's goi ng on?"

Not so nmuch as heavy breathi ng answered him

I mmobilization, desertion . . . Wat had the old bat done
to hinP

Damn her.

"Anhel i aa?" he shouted. "Barrister! Were the hel

are you?"

Whi spers about Tower justice, runors about crimnals

di sappearing into the air, never to return. Runors he'd

| aughed away as outrageous exaggerations of Anheliaa's
power, once upon a foolish tine, as once he'd have scoffed
at ring-induced headaches from hell

Sonehow, those runmors no | onger seenmed quite so outra-
geous.

But there was no need (he thought, to calmhis visceral
heave) for supernatural intervention. Easy enough, when
you were Anheliaa dunMren, to blind a man with that
ring-induced lightning, to strike himsenseless with ring-
i nduced pain, thpn spirit himfromthe Cty via the arns of
hi ghly substantial Tower CGuards, and | eave himtied bare-
buck naked for the wolves to devour the evidence.

After that, runor would do the rest: magic, if you were
Anhel i aa. Deceptive, dishonest, and deceitful in anyone

el se.

A surge of anger ripped through him robbing himof

conmon sense. He fought his bonds, throw ng hinself
backward, ignoring the pain in his back and wists, the
pounding in his skull sinply spurring himon to greater
effort.

Thunp. One arm fl ew suddenly free.

He t hudded back to the ground, the three remaining re-
straints twisting his |linmbs awkwardly, crinping his burning
back. A turn of the bound wist and the unseen rope was

in his grip, providing |l everage to haul his aching carcass
upright.

Thunp.

He lay still, both arms free, but with his |l egs turned use-
| essly under him His thinking, already clouded with pain,
wasn't hel ped by the fact his head had struck somnething
exceedi ngly hard and was humm ng rather |ike Anheliaa's
rings.

Suddenl y:

"Not real bright, are you?" A harsh, but youthful voice
floated fromthe darkness beyond his covered eyes.
Apparently, he was no | onger al one.

Even as his buzzing' head reached that brilliant conclu-
sion, a hand grasped his el bow and pulled hi mback onto

hi s stomach.

"Hold still," the strangely accented voi ce-out-of -the-
dark ordered

A third thunp.



A leg free.

He wait ed.

Thunp.

I gnoring the objections in every nuscle and joint, he
heaved up and away fropi the voice's apparent point of
origin, tearing at the blindfold, convinced he'd have the
advant age on any youth, if only he could see

But his body betrayed him H s knees wobbled like a
newborn colt's, fire shot down his weak leg and it coll apsed
under him and he was falling well before the other's body
struck hi m down.

A fist slamed hi m between the shoul der bl ades. "I said,
hold still, idiot."

Deynorin swore roundly, reared back, and sw ped again

at the blindfold. The fist struck a second tine.

"It's a bandage, fly-brain. Touch it again, and so help ne
"1l knock your fool head in. | didn't haul your ass out of
t hat dammed oversi zed mud puddle to | ose you now. "

He grunbl ed and col |l apsed into the grass, feeling queas-
ily vulnerable, yet oddly relieved. He'd never been blind
before, and didn't appreciate the sensation now Liked |ess
having to |lie unconplaining, without a stitch on, while
strong cal lused fingers kneaded sonething cold and sliny
into his burning flesh.

However, Gravel-voice had inplied he was in no i medi -

ate danger fromthat source, and disgusting though it felt
going on, as the sline dried, the pain subsided; reflection
conpared the result to his downward side, and he realized
what ever the youth was doing to the back, he'd already
done to the front, and decided he was just as gl ad he
couldn't observe the damage

He avoi ded the question of why his eyes required a ban-
dage. Refused to entertain the nere possibility that that
final blinding flash m ght have done sonethi ng permanent.
But if it had...

If it had, Anheliaa was going to pay.

Per hapsanger well ed, and he revised the thought

col dl yhe'd coll ect regardl ess.

From somewhere (it sounded overhead, which he sin-

cerely hoped was not the case) cane the distinctive bl eat
of a. . . lanb? Perhaps he was hallucinating after all. It was
fall, much too late in the year for |anbs. But the sound
didn't repeat, and he concluded he was m staken

"Where am |1 ?" he asked at last, that seem ng an innocu-

ous enough request.

"Oops. Mssed a spot." The hands left himand nore

oi |l dribbled down his sides. Then: "Where do you think

you are?"

He cursed softly. "Perhaps that's too hard," he said

dryly. "Let's try this one: Wo are you?"

The hands' owner | aughed. "Does it matter?"

Intel l ectual debates. Too tired and sore to bother, he
gave up, and let his mnd drift.

Wierever he was, whenever, and whoever G avel -voice

was, Anheliaa was behind his being here.

Fol | owi ng years of living apart, respectful or at | east

tol erant of each other's idiosyncrasies, Anheliaa had
changed the rules of their perpetual conflict w thout warn-
i ng. He probably should have expected it: their differences
were too |l egion to coexist forever, but now, the padding,



so to speak, had been pulled in an attack he coul d not,
woul d not, | eave unchal | enged.

First, he had to get N kki out of Rhomatumaway from
Anheliaa's influence. Mkhyel too, if he weren't a willing
participant in Anheliaa' s schenes.

As for the several hundred thousand citizens of Rhona-

tum and her satellites, he had no interest in being either
their conscience or their martyr. He'd tried dealing with

t hem once before, had determined their priorities and

found themat odds with his own.

Once his brothers were safe, he'd see about armng the
citizens with the facts of Tower life. The nmeans exi sted:
flyers, underground newspapers ... perhaps, given his
name, the Internode itself would take the risk. After that,
it was up to them whether they allowed Anheliaa dun-
Moren a free rein over their hves or deposed her.

Revenge, however, was anot her natterunderm ning

Anhel i aa' s newest obsession would fill that bill quite nicely.
And since liberating her two remaining studs would go a

l ong way toward destroying Anheliaa's little breeding pro-
gram even revenge boiled down to getting his brothers out
of Rhomatum and out of range of the Rhomatumrings and
Anhel i aa's sadistic influence.

She could inflict painto that, he could personally attest.
According to official records, she could track known indi-
vidual s within the G typerhaps anywhere al ong the nodes.

VWhi ch put her about on a par with a good hunting hound.
There were the runors she could transport people instan-
taneously out of the Cty, which mght be true, runor also
had her flinging bolts of pure | eypower and readi ng m nds.
Any of which, he woul d concede as possi bl enow. He

just didn't know for certain and until he did, he could
hardly plan an effective opposition

He was willing, under the circunstances, to give Khyel's

t heory sone credence. He m ght have some power over the
Rhomat um ri ngs (hard-headed stubbornness, if nothing

el se; there'd been a nonent, he recalled or inmagined, when
he'd al nost broken free of Anheliaa's influence) but a
head-t o- head contest of wills against a sixty-year veteran of
ring mani pul ati on was not his idea of a wi nning battle-plan.
First...

Inits relentless downward path, G avel -voice's massage
roused a stabbing pain in his bad | eg, and he grunted objec-
tion; Gavel nmuttered sonmething totally unintelligible, and
Gravel 's hands poked and prodded with only slightly nore
care, asking Here? and Here? To which he replied in flu-
ent Curse

Gravel -voi ce | aughed, set both palns flat on either side

of his tailbone and shoved.

Har d.

Conpressing ... parts into the ground. Parts that ob-
jected highly to such cavalier treatnent.

But sonmewhere in and around or through his curse,

somet hing grated inside, and thanked ... into place, there
was no other way to describe the sudden rel ease of tension
and pressure within.

"What the hell" Deynorin gasped and tw sted away.

"Sorry." Hunmor touched the gruff voice, but the hand

t hat grabbed his shoul der and held himsteady was all busi-
ness. "How s the back? Better?"



Deynorin settled reluctantly onto his stomach, gingerly
flexing his | ower back, and found, to his rather grudging
amazenent, that the subtle tension he lived with al nost
daily was gone, and with it the sharp bite of pain in his I|eg,
and he forced hinmself to adnmit, "I suppose.” He shifted,
protecting the newest bruise, and said sourly, "Least you
could do is warn a fellow "

A throaty chuckle filled the air over his head. "D dn't
think. Sorry."

He granted and settled his head on his forearns as his
tormentor dribbled nore of the oily substance.

"Used to do it for m sis, don't you know? After her

fifth, her back bothered her like everything . . . Sorry about
the ropes. Wiggling around, you were, like a |landed fish
and you need to stay still while it dries, don't you know?

Wke up faster than | thought you would, or | wouldn't
have | eft you that way."

Suddenly Gravel -voice was quite chatty ... A noncha-

| ance a man appreci ated when the nunbi ng goo oozed over
hi s hips and buttocks and those businessli ke hands started
slimng his | egs. Watever Anheliaa' s henchmen had done

to him they hadn't nissed a hand' Sc-breadth of skin. Mde
a man wonder what el se had been flayed and was al ready,

t hankful Iy, nunb.

Soneone was going to be sorry they hadn't conpl eted

t he j ob.

Anot her bl eat .

It was a lanb. O a different one. And soon, fromthe
sounds, several

Sincerely disturbed, now, he sniffed the grassthat being
the nost i medi ately avail able clue, sticking into his nose
as it wasand rubbed a hand across it, trying to connect
the finger picture with a renenbered inmage.

Short. Natural ends. Not clippednot by scythes, not by
sheep teeth. Fresh-snelling.

Spring snelling.

This time, the chill that shuddered through hi mhad not h-
ing to do with the ointrment the unseen | ad poured across
his feet.

Sparing himlittle nore than a passing glance, the Oeno
Ley registrar waved N kki through the express stile. No
need for papers when you were one of Mheric dunMren's
multiplicity of heirs, |ess when you nade a habit of visiting
the famly stable several tines a week and were on a first
nane basis with all the Oreno keepers.

Ni kki raised a hand in silent thanks and slipped past,
hopi ng the rest of the walk to the stable would prove as
uneventful ; the registrar nodded and returned w th obvious
reluctance to an argunentative traveller

Threads of that argunent reached himas he wove

through the growing |ine of inpatient inbounds. Sonething
to do with a gun and City regul ations.

Strange argunent. Must be an Qutsider on his first visit.
No sane person would consider travelling near the leylines
(let alone within a node city) with a | oaded firearm There'd
been sone spectacul ar acci dents before their ancestors had
di scovered the causal |inkage between | eypower and
gunpowder .

Even along the lines thensel ves, handling expl osive
weapons was nore likely to endanger your foot than your



adversary. Anyone accustonmed to Cities expected guns of
any sort to be confiscated at the gates, and one carried the
proper papers and identification for retrieval of said itemns
upon departure.
But in Rhomatum even | oose powder coul d be danger-
ous, and sonetines, people just didn't understand.
Not that anyone needed such devices. Not in Rhomatum
Wt hin Rhomat um one confined oneself to (the tiny scar
beneath his armtw tched) knives. Not even M khyel could
out | aw t hose.
Personal ly, he'd always preferred the power of words.
An adm rabl e phil osophy which hadn't stopped him since
the events of six months past, fromcarrying a knife at his
belt, and training with the cadets twi ce a week
Six nonths. Had it really been so long since he'd | ast
seen Deynorin?
Ni kki worked his way through the crowded streets, past
produce carts and street sellers, enjoying his own brand of
anonymty, here, where he was just one of nany potenti al
customers neandering by to pass the tinme of day, to com
ment on the weather or current politics, or to purchase an
appl e or a freshly-baked meat pie.
Mar ket - grazing, Deynorin called it. And it was a habit
he'd pi cked up from Deynorin, he supposed, although
since the market |ay between the Tower and the stables, it
was natural enough. But Deynorin |oved the marketpl ace,
as he loved the stables and farm ands. Deynorin | oved the
press of people, the friendly shouts, even the jostling that
m ght mean a cut purse.
Deynorin considered it a personal challenge to outsmart
such individuals, and if he couldn't, figured the cutpurse
deserved the prize.
He doubted a cutpurse had outsnmarted his el dest brother
in years.
Dammi t, Deynorin, where are you?
He never knew t hese days how he felt toward Deynorin.
Angry, that for certain. Deynorin had nade hima prom
isethe first inportant prom se he'd ever asked of him
and broken it within the hour
But after six nonths of Lidye
"Hai-yo, N kki, lad!"
Ni kki forced a smile to his Iips and edged past an ener-
getic, four-way argunent on the relative nmerits of various
chi cken breeds to answer the voice hailing himfroma | ow
bench behi nd al eat her-strewn table.
"Where be that brother o' yourn?" the saddl er asked the
Dreaded Question. "I ha' no seen himforlord o' ny,
since afore midw nter. Been holdin' this here" He held
up a bitless bridle. "Bought a' paid, 'tis. Bought a' paid.
Just waitin' to set on a head."
Ni kki ran a hand over the supple | eather and fingered
the fine tooling appreciatively. These days, he tended to
pass by stalls with little nore than a gl ance at the wares,
avoi di ng the owners because of the inevitabl e questions
Deynorin's Brother attracted. Questions to which he could
give only the official response .
"He rode up to Pretierac last fall, to check out sone
native ponies and got snowed in for the winter in that early
blizzard. W expect himback any day now. "

regardl ess how unsatisfactory the answer was to both



hi nsel f and Deynorin's friends. Deynorin didn't get

snowed in, and Deynorin especially didn't nmiss the spring
foaling at Darhaven regardl ess of health or weather

One thing he knew, Deynorin wasn't at Darhaven. He'd

been to the breeding farmtw ce since Deynorin di sap-
peared: once with Mkhyel, a second tinme alone, quietly,
and unannounced, and he sinply couldn't believe Tonio

and the other staff could fake their obvious grow ng con-
cern over their master's continued absence.

It was all very disturbing.

He handed the headstall back, expressed his adm ration

of the workmanship, said he'd tell Deynorin as soon as he
saw him and sidled out of the stall, nmunbling sone excuse,
uncertain which he used this tine.

M khyel , being nore accustoned to subterfuge, m ght

have given nore conplete, nore believable answers, had
peopl e ever thought to ask him But they never thought,
never made the connection with Deynorin on the rare oc-
casions they saw M khyel dunhheric wal ki ng this sane

path, not even when N kki acconpani ed him

O perhaps it wasn't that they didn't think to ask, not
that they didn't recognize him but rather that M khyel
never stopped, never gave anyone an opportunity to ask

It was even possible some of the Qutsiders dealing their
wares had never seen M khyel Rhomandi duniheric. Prior

to Deynorm s di sappearance, M khyel hadn't been through
this market since their father had died.

M khyel had told himonce, years ago and in passing,

that strangers disturbed him particularly crowds |ike the
mar ket - grazers. Nikki had thought that quite odd, at the
time, and wondered, perhaps, if he'd heard wong, but after
acconpanyi ng M khyel through these streets, after watch-
ing his brother's deliberately evasive, forward-staring eyes
as he passed between the stalls, he'd cone to realize how
very real that fear nust be.

M khyel had been going to the Tower Hill offices daily
since he was a child, and by the time he was N kki's age,
he'd been in charge of them constantly surrounded by peo-
pl e and buil dings and things he knew and had known al

his [ife. His tailor and barber attended himin the Tower.
He hardly knew other citizens, let alone the farmers and
breeders and nerchants Deynorin preferred.

Seenmed like a lonely way to live, though not as bad as
Anhel i aa, who never got outside the Tower anynore. And

t hatone way or the other, Anheliaa's or M khyel'swas
how t hey woul d have himlive, if they had their way.
Except, Anheliaa would say, he'd have Lidye to keep

hi m conpany.

Day and ni ght.

He shuddered, understanding, after six months of Lidye
dunTarim exactly why Deynorin had left, and why his

br ot her had never so nuch as sent word of where he was

or how he was or when (if ever, N kki now feared) he was
com ng back to Rhomatum no matter how many prom ses

or 1.0 U s given.

But understandi ng did not excuse.

Initially, Deynorin's |eaving, his casual disregard of the
prom se he'd nade had seemed a personal betrayal. They'd
had a deal. Deynorin wouldn't |eave until theyhe, M k-
hyel , and Deynorinhad had a chance to work things out.



Si x nonths ago, that had had ultimte significance. Now -
Now, he realized there was nore at issue than his own,
admttedly rather childish, desires for an end of strife and
interfam lial power plays. In his selfish disappearance,
Deynorin had deserted, not just him not just M khyel, but
all the Qutside as well.

Poor al ready-overworked Khyel, who hated and feared

the Qutside, had been spending at |east one week in five
travelling the Betweens, seeing to all the things Deynorin
used to manage. And when he was in the City, he was up

till all hours of the night neeting with councillors, syndics,
and peopl e N kki suspected, when he saw them passing in

the halls, of being Rhomatum s eyes and ears in other

nodes.

Ni kki woul d have hel ped, offered to help every tine he

took M khyel Qutside, but M khyel insisted on doing the
work hinmself, insisted it was tinme he | earned about fertiliz-
ers and mul ch and foaling and seasons. And Inside the

Tower, M khyel said it was his job, and woul d take | onger

to explain than to do it hinmself. Besides, Mkhyel said, he
depended on Ni kki to keep Lidye and Net haal ye occupi ed

and entertai ned.

He' d rat her be hel pi ng Tonmas muck stabl es.

He stopped at Fredriri's booth as he always did whenever

t he instrument - maker passed through Rhomatum partially
because it was his interest alone, not one he shared with
Deynorin, or M khyel, and partially because he coul dn't
resist trying out the new instrunments.

He al ways stopped. He always admired. But sonehow,

he never bought-at |east, not for his own use. To do so
seeneddi sl oyal to Barney. And because Fredriri was his
friend, he could get the out-of-town news and gossip wth-
out Deynorin's fate entering the conversation

But today, even Fredriri failed him insistently draw ng
his attention to the wares of the seanstress sharing his stall
Fredi hinself obviously nore intent on her buxom charns
than in pronmoting a known nonsale, and unwittingly re-

m ndi ng himof his own inpending matrinmny and associ -

ated obligations.

Ni kki was dutifully checking out the enbroidery on a
festival blouse of the seamstress' art and wondering list-
lessly if Lidye would like it, when, fromthe coner of his
eye, he glinpsed a fam liar figure.

Mrym

Anhel i aa's servant was weavi ng her way hke a w spy

brown shadow t hrough the crowd, pausing at each stall to
examne the itens at length. Strange behavior, if she was
here on Anheliaa's errands: through nonetarily generous

to her ladies-in-waiting, his aunt was adamant about |oiter-
ing and tine-wasting. Stranger still, she hadn't even a foot-
man to carry her packages and protect her from unwanted
attentions.

Finally, before people began to note and coment on

hi s apparent obsession with a young, unacconpani ed fe-

mal e, he approached her, ostensibly to pay his respects.
"And what are you doi ng here?" he asked conversation-

ally, having deterni ned she was, indeed, on holiday from
Anhel i aa' s demands.

She raised a basket filled with small packages, and lifted
a gently cynical eyebrow.



He ducked his head and tapped his forehead. "D m

witted, eh?"

She shrugged, and, tipping her head toward the stream

of humanity outside the stall, noved into the sunlight and
out of a potential customer's way. Considerate, he thought,
and recalling that |ong-ago birthday, and his private little
party, wasn't at all surprised at the discovery.

Taki ng the basket from her hands, he foll owed her

t hrough the crowd to another stall, not quite certain what
to do, now he'd tacitly fallen in with her

A surprisingly heavy basket, which upon cl oser exam na-
tion of the packages reveal ed:

"Appl es?" he asked, lifting one free of its cloth bag.

She touched index finger to thunb in interlocking cir-

cl esher sign for Anheliaathen brushed an index finger
haughtily past her nose.

"Anhel i aa doesn't |ike then?" he hazarded.

She nodded. Touched her own nouth and cl osed her

eyes blissfully.

"And you do."

Her tongue peeked out between her |ips, tracing a danp-
eni ng path around the edge.

He | aughed, both delighted and worried: she was so in-
genuous; she seemed easy prey for the unscrupul ous.

"I's anyone here with you?" he asked.

She cast a | ook about as though checking every potenti al

hi di ng pl ace, then shook her head sadly, |ooking like a |ost
five-year-old.

He gave a shout of |aughter that drew attention from
passersby, who caught her expression and turned accusa-
tory. One man actually stepped forward, shoul dering be-
tween themto ask Mrymwas this cad annoyi ng her and

did she wish to be rid of him

"I didn't" N kki protested, but Mrym |l aughed silently,

di pped a curtsy to her woul d-be rescuers and pulled him

by the arminto the shade between two stalls. Wen they
were safely alone, he said, "Did anyone ever tell you you're
a w cked, wicked girl?"

Anot her innocent blink, a disturbingly famliar fluttering
of eyelids....

Ri ngs, another Lidyeor rather, a roguish caricature of

t he type.

He chuckled. "Still, your chanpions out there had a

point: it's hardly appropriate, your being here all alone, at
the nercy of every letch and"

Anot her of those el oquent searches of the shadows,

nmock horror in every line, a search that settled on him
Her eyes wi dened. A gloved hand crept to her nouth.

Before she coul d create another scene, he shook her arm
"Al'l rightyou win. You w n. Peace?"

She smled and patted his arm inmmediately transforning
into a proper young femal e, and they noved back into the
mar ket pl ace fl ow.

VWhi ch inspired burl esque, while charm ng and entertain-

ing and fun, failed to guide himto a proper course of ac-
tion. Waile he couldn't just |eave her, he had business of
his own. I|nportant business. M khyel's business, which
meant the City's.

He coul d, he supposed, send her home with one of the
groons, but he found hinself increasingly reluctant to | eave



her company, found hi nsel f wonderi ng what she did on her
days off, where her famly was, where, in fact, she cane
from
Though he'd rarely crossed her path since that stolen
little party, he'd never forgottenwas rem nded of her
each tine he picked up his guitar and set the enbroidered
strap over his head, or plucked the sweet-tinbred strings.
She deserved better than a lonely day in the narket,
after which, what woul d she do? retire to her room and
her stitching?
"Have you the whole day off?" he asked finally.
She nodded .
"Pl ans?"

then gave one of her articul ate shrugs.
"Wuld you like to join nme for a drive?"
Her dark eyes scanned the horizon, then her head
cocked questioningly.
"I"'moff to Armayel to pick up Mkhyel. W'Il have an
early supper and return before darkwell before you're
due back. Khyel's been gone twice as |ong as usual and
he'll be anxious to get hone." He stopped and maneuvered
to face her. "So you see, you nmust conme with ne."
She tucked her chin in and gave hima gently skeptica
frown.
"To save nme fromhis doldrums."” Ignoring the human
wave breaki ng around them he set her basket on the
ground, then held her hand to his chest, urging soul fully:
"Pl ease?"
The frown di ssolved into a soundl ess giggle. She shoved
hi m away and recl ai mred her hand. Thunb under her chin,
she tapped her lips with her index finger while scanning the
di stant foothills. Tipping her head back toward him she
bugged her pelisse-covered shoul ders, giving a nock little
shi ver.
"I keep a spare cloak at the stable. Mist. Wol, you
see. Not el egant, but very warm™
Her | ower |ip disappeared beneath barely visible teeth,
and her clear eyes narrowed. Cautious. Not one to decide
on a whim -Possibly even nmaking a nmental list of his
noti ves.
He put on as innocent a face as possible, wanting her to
accept the invitation for his own sake now. She was pl eas-
ant conpany, delightfully self-sufficient, inspiration to his
entertai nment ingenuity. She felt . . . confortable, as no one
since Deynorin left had felt confortable, even his so-called
best friends, Phell and Bertie, having deserted him (in dis-
gust, he feared) since Lidye's arrival
When her face rel axed and she gave a quick nod, it was
as if the sun shone a degree brighter
"Thank you!" he said on a huff of air, brushing a hand
across his browin only slightly exaggerated relief. "Soto
the stables. Walk? O shall | fetch a cabin?"
Her eyes swept the soft puffs of cloud overhead, glanced
toward the human-drawn encl osed cabs working their way
a slow step at a time along the crowded cobbl estones, then
she Iifted her heavy skirts to shake a tiny, eloquent foot.
"Your wish is nmy command, nilady." He tucked her
hand into his arm picked up the basket, and steered her
toward the stabl es.
He began a cheerful nonol ogue, a totally fictitious com



mentary regarding the private lives of passing shoppers, a
i bel ous nonsensicality to which she responded with her

own coments, revealing an unusual talent for visual nmm
icry, until by the tine they reached the stable, they were
both doubling over with irreverent |aughter

Storm and Ashl ey were vociferous in their wel come of

him accepting Mrymw th tenpered equi ne dignityunti

she offered them her precious hand-pi cked apples. After
that, she could do no wong, in their eyesor his.

Negoti ating the carriage through crowded streets re-

quired little effort on his part, the market-w se team work-
ing their own way quietly past vehicles and pedestrians
alike. Once free of the market and past the outer wall -
gate, however, their eagerness to be let out vibrated down
the |ines.

He gave them a notch, but it was not enough: they shook
their heads and snorted, eager to have the brisk spring air
filling their lungs. Wiile their driver agreed whol eheartedly,
Ni kki couldn't help renenbering Lidye's reactions the | ast
time out, the fear, the fingers clutching his armand threat -
ening his control of the linesat the first sign of open
fields.

Equi ne demands grew nore insistent. He hadn't had tine

to take themout all week. They had energy to burnand

so had he.

A stolen glance: Mrym s eyes were closed, her face lifted
to the sun and the breeze, her hands folded calmy in her

I ap.

Trying to contain his eagerness, not wishing to pressure

her into sonmething that would frighten her, he asked:

"Shall | let them go?"

She net his eyes; a wave of enotion crossed her face too
rapidly to read; then, one hand noving surreptitiously to
grip the buggy's side, she di pped her chin.

"You're sure? Don't let ne scare you."

Anot her unreadabl e | ook, then she grinned w dely,

cl anped her free hand on her w de-brinmed hat, and nod-

ded vi gorously.

He gave the greys the rein they craved, and the buggy
surged forward

Sonet hi ng st ank.

Deynorin shifted the armpillow ng his head, and

realized:

Curse the rings and their thrice-damed m stress, that
stench canme fromhim

This time, he awoke as if froma nornal sl eepprovided

one counted sl eeping alone on a grassy slope, clad in noth-
ing but a stained wool blanket, normal. But his eyes opened
wi t hout obstruction, and his vision cleared (normally, thank
the various illegal deities), and his hands and | egs were
free, if unwilling, as yet, to nove. In fact, aside froma
poundi ng headache and snelling |like a dungheap, he felt

in quite amazingly good health, considering the possibilities
menory suggest ed.

For a nonent, he wondered if the whole thing had been

a dream the gravel-voiced youth, the water, the fall . . . the
fight with Anheliaa, maybe even Nikki's bolt to Tirise's.
Perhaps he'd fallen asleep after naking love in this

rather idyllic spot, perhaps (his inagination gained nmonmen-
tum) with the shepherd's daughter, and the mai den had |eft



hi m here while she tended the flock

O, perhaps (inmagination deferring to cynical practicality,
and considering his clothing was nowhere in sight), said
gentl e mai den had absconded after stealing himquite liter-
ally blind.

But the fenminine thief had no substance in his nenories.

H s brothers and Anheliaa and her rings did. The residual pain
in his back when he twi sted around to scan over his shoul der
was definitely real. His eyes stung in the sunlight . . . possibly
the green-stained strip lying in the grass next to himwas
t he bandage that had instigated the row of his |ast wak-

i ng nmonents

The only thing missing (other than his clothes) was the
gravel -voi ced yout h.

On the other hand, the charred remains of a small fire

he didn't renmenber setting still warmed the nearby air, and
if he accepted Ni kki's birthday and Anheliaa as truth, he
still had to explain the | anbs and the abundant, spring-

' green foliage surrounding him Nikki's birthdayat |east as
he renenbered itwas in the fall: a good six nonths ago.

If not, Darius save him | onger

Assumi ng his menory was sound, the old wonman nust

have knocked himcold with her mnd-invading rings and

had himput into winter storage, possibly talked D orak

i nto keepi ng hi mdrugged into incoherency.

He rubbed a chin bare of stubble across his supporting
forearm flicked dirt fromunder a snooth-edged fingernail.
If that were the case, his jailers had taken unconmonly
good care of himjust to flay himand set himout for the
wol ves.

VWhi ch creatures woul d have been far nore appreciative

of a free nmeal in the dead of winter

He' d put nothi ng pastor beyondAnheliaa, not after

that pai nful assault inside his head. He supposed it was
even possi ble she'd used those damed rings to confound

his thinking permanently. H s recall seened cl ear enough

up to Nikki's birthday, but all that |ay between that and
his last blind awakening was a series of disconnected im
pressions having little to do with coherent reality.

O course, cone tonorrow he m ght not renenber |ying

here wonderi ng where the sheep bel onged and what had
happened to the gravel -voi ced youth. Perhaps he'd awake

to an entirely different scenario. Perhaps he was really in
jail, and this | ake, the sheep, and everything around him
was sone fevered dream

Except, if he were dream ng, there would be, w thout
guestion, a shapely shepherdess to share his lucid no-
ments with.

At least, bless all the ancient gods and dam the rings,

he wasn't blind.

No thanks to Anheli aa.

And he was alive, despite Anheliaa's efforts. If he read
Gravel -voice correctly, his previous i mobile status had
been for his own good, not the wolves' conveni ence or An-
hel i aa's pl easure.

Therefore, G avel-voice might be a potential friendly.

M ght .

Gravel -voi ce had spoken Mauritum n, which was nore

than the webl ess so-called barbarians to the north and east
did, but with an accent he hadn't recogni zed, and while he



hadn't a guardsman's talent in identifying such things, one
was reni nded forcibly of cutpurse/assassins with strange ac-
cents ...

And the storms, and the Tower and N kki's seventeenth

bi rt hday, and . .

Ri ngs save him the prom se he'd nade to the boy; that
reconciliation which had neant so nuch to him Wuld

he ever believe his older brother hadn't sinply run away?
Considering he felt the prom se necessary in the first place,
Ni kki must share M khyel's assessnent of his character, at
least in that sense. If Mkhyel hadn't told N kki the truth
about what happened in the Tower.

If Mkhyel knew the truth. [If, considering Mkhyel's
threat to the rings, Anheliaa hadn't scattered himto the
wi nds as wel .

But Anhel i aa needed M khyelto do the dammed paper-

work if nothing el se.

O course, she also needed a backup stud for her breed-

ing plan. Ni kki, being nore conplacent, would probably be
nore to her taste.

Hm she didn't need. Had M khyel not risked his hand

to stop her, she'd have killed himright there in the Tower.
Lacki ng ot her physical means of acconphshing that goal
she'd have driven himcrazy with the pain until he killed
hi nmsel f.

If it were just hinmself, he mght well tell her where to
stick her rings and never return to Rhomatum His life

was Qutside, provided she hadn't inpounded the Qutside

est ates al ready.

Even i f she had, his people, sharecroppers and enpl oyees
alike, were a loyal (to hin) and self-sufficient lot. She
woul dn't absorb them and what was theirs wi thout a fight
and Rhomat um needed their produce, not the other way
around, therefore chances were she'd | eave them al one.

At least for the noment. Until she discovered he was

still alive, despite her undoubtedly fervent wi shes to the
contrary.
But he had two brothers still |iving under her Towered

roof, and should either of themrefuse to accede to her

pl ans, he had no doubt that she'd deal with them as she
had with him Perhaps with nore pernmanent results.

A man had to wonder, who'd weathered that pain and

lived, whether Anheliaa had used simlar tactics with M k-
- hyel. That was a disturbing thought. Anheliaa had had her
beringed claws in M khyel since the tender age of thirteen
Her met hods had sent a grown man to his knees; how nust

t hey have affected M khyel over the years? Mre inportan-
tly, how would they affect his future choices, now he's
taken a stand agai nst her?

So rmuch depended on M khyel, on his notives and goal s

and what he had or had not told N kki. If Nikki didn't
know, if he believed hinmself deserted, he'd join forces with
Anhel i aa, do whatever M khyel suggested to keep what he
perceived as his own famly intact, because N kki wanted
fam Iy, N kki hated argunments, and (face it, Rhomandi)

Ni kki was inclined toward the road of |east resistance.

M khyel had power, if he chose to use it, and M khyel

m ght well fight.

For several brief instants, before the party, during, and
after, Mkhyel had revealed a side of hinself Deynorin



hadn't seen in years, and Anheliaa .. . hadn't liked it. He
realized now, lying here, free of famlial distraction, she'd
been watching them inciting fragnmentati on when peace

t hreat ened. She'd wanted M khyel and hinself to fight,

whi ch nmight be sheer perversity of spiritcertainly she had
enough of that for any ten individual sor m ght be sone-

t hi ng om nously nore pernicious.

For years, for N kki's sake, he and M khyel had avoi ded
letting their differences peak into full-blown battle. The
first time they hadthat |ast evening before Anheliaa en-
tered the roonthere'd been no fireworks, |ightning hadn't
struck the Towerthey had, in fact, come close to, if not
reconciliation, at I|east a truce and some senina
under st andi ng.

He wondered now i f Anheliaa had known all al ong that

they'd never really hurt one another. |If Anheliaa wanted
themin opposite canmps, she would (follow ng that warped

[ ogic) want Ni kki to constantly snooth their feathers so

t hey' d never reconcile, never conprom se, neverband

agai nst her.

But they had, when M khyel threatened the rings in the
Tower. After that, she'd been forced to -rid herself of one
of them permanently, and therefore goaded himinto that
final battle. Gavel-voice wasn't supposed to be here.
Naked, flayed, dunped into that pool bel ow, he'd have had
little chance of survival

Khyel (if menmory was in any sense reliable) had been in
the Tower with them and obviously knew well the risk of
opposi tion, even before Anheliaa attacked him Depending
on his personal motives and his own goals, their middle
brother could as easily encourage N kki into a simlar disas-
trous protest, or steer himinto conpliance.

O he might get hinself killed trying to fight Anheliaa
alone, if he had come to the sane concl usions Deynorin

was now drawi ng, and if he was the man Deynorin increas-
ingly believed himto be.

H s brothers needed hel p and he wasn't about to run

away this tine. Khyel's accusation to that effect had star-
tied him wounded hi mdeeply. Perhaps M khyel was right

to accuse himof running away when their father died. Cer-
tainly from M khyel's point of view he'd taken the easy
way out.

But he hadn't run away this tine, and one way or an-

ot her, Ni kki and Khyel were going to know that one

truth. And getting his brothers the truth neant getting to
hi s brothers.

VWhich in turn meant figuring where he was.

A leyline ran though the deceptively innocent neadow.

the barren strip running through the trees, into the small
| ake, and out the other side was far too flat and wide to
be a seasonal stream

Undevel oped | eys did not exist between Rhomatum and

her primary satellites. Even the unsettled tertiaries had
lights erected along them though the lights barely glim
nmered, and the land itself had |ong since been clained on
specul ation toward the tine when even those m nuscul e

i ntersections would be capped and | ower ed.

The surroundi ng nmount ai ns, and the untapped | ey woul d
argue for the far side of Hanitum or possibly Persitum

in the Kharatas Range. The latter would account for the



unfam |liar accentand fit Anheliaa's warped sense of jus-
tice. She was perfectly capable of throwing himinto Gar-
etti's lap just to watch them both squirm
Cane one of those bleats fromabove. This time, he was
able to see the rock overhang that explained the inpression
of airborne sheep
Downsl ope lay a pool, cal mand green-shadowed anong
buddi ng azal eas.
And in the pool
Perhaps his firstor rather secondsupposition was cor-
rect. That bare figure rising fromthe shall ows was unques-
tionably nore shepherd's daughter than gravel-voiced
yout h.
Ni kki pulled the horses down to a di stance-covering, ex-
tended trot, a pace they could hold for hours, hope re-
turning that they mght nmake up at least in part for the
time lost in the nmarket. The road they travell ed was one
the greys knew as well or better than he, and the grain
awai ting them at Armayel was sufficient incentive to keep
their mnds on their business; the air was clear, visibility
good, at least until they reached the heavily wooded | ands
around Armayel
Which \ett himfree to entertain his silent conpanion; a
far from unappeal i ng prospect.
Cheeks flushed with the breeze, hair shaken | oose be-
neat h her wi nd-battered hat, her dark eyes shining with
exciterment, Mrym | ooked al nbst pretty.
He grinned at her, and she smled back, then threw her
arms wde, as if to absorb all the sunshine at once, as if,
like a flower, she required that glow to bl ossom seem ngly
at ease in what should have been a thoroughly foreign
envi ronnent .
Lidye's fears, while frustrating and tedi ous, had been un-
derstandable, and, in a way, expected, since citizens of a
node city went Qutside only to travel between nodes, and
then they rode in sleeper-floaters along the |eys, never
seeing the open fields and the green forests they passed.
Mrym s open, alnost childlike enjoynent was the excep-
tion, a nystery wanting expl oration.
Mich as he had of the unknown narket-gazers, he found
hi nsel f maki ng up scenarios to explain Mrym

She was the unpl anned daughter of a Famly, her
parents bani shed to the Qutside before her birth, forced to
rai se her in the Barbarous Darkness Between the Lines.
O perhaps she was a Rhomandi rel ative, considering she
now served Anheliaa. a cousin or even half-sister. But when
he tried to track his own, depressingly sparse famly web,
no possibility suggested itself. The Darius line, after Darius
own nmultiplicity of wives, had grown thin. Children born
but few surviving to reproduce
Qdd, now he thought of it. And he wondered if this
bel at ed observation should concern him particularly con-
sidering Deynorin's nysterious absence. But the deaths of
hi s unknown potential relatives had never been nysterious,
only frequent.
There were a few, nostly quite distant, possibilities, off-
spring acknow edged, but not in the direct Rhomandi |ine.
Deynorin had at |east two, but she was too old to be one
of his. O perhaps an old retainer's daughter. Possibly
someone Deynorin owed a favor, except Deynorin woul dn't



consi der placing sonmeone in Anheliaa's control a favor
Deynorin. Dammit, brother
A tiny cough. He swallowed hard, jerked abruptly back
toreality. Mrym huddled now in the borrowed cl oak, was
eyei ng hi mstrangely, al nost suspiciously.
He smiled. "Sorry. Gathering rose petals. You like it
Qut si de?"
She nodded.
"Do you get out of Rhomatum frequently?"
A puzzled blink. One hand crept out of the cloak's folds
and held up one finger
"First time?" An unaccountabl e di sappoi nt ment touched
himat her nod, only to quickly fade when she tapped her
forehead and flipped her hand like a man doffing a hat.
"Thank you?" he hazarded.
Acknow edgnent .
"Well, you're quite welconme, ma'am" he said, and Mr-
ym s head ducked, her fine curls falling forward, hair and
bedraggl ed hat veiling her face.
She pull ed her hat free, trying to fingerconb and pat her
hair into some formof order, searching her lap for |ost
pins. Her hair, a pale, colorless brow, was nore tightly
curled than his, and, free of its severe chignon, it fluffed
about her face, catching the sun, naking a silvery halo for
her face and shoul ders, naking her unfashi onably pointed
features | ook like some fey creature in a child' s Tanshi
book.
"Please, don't," he objected, and at her startled blink
"It | ooks wonderful."
Her attenpts had tangl ed one | ock behind her ear. Un-
able to resist, he shifted the reins into one hand and
reached to fluff it free
She dodged his touch, suspicion flooding her face, and
pushed into the far corner- of the buggy, as far from him
as the handrail would allow, scanning the passing ground
as if preparing a leap to freedom Not anxious, not fright-
ened, just emnently deternmined to avoid what she'd obvi -
ously perceived as an advance on his part.
A deci dedly unwant ed advance.
"Mrym I'msorry," he said, horrified. "I didn't nean it
i ke that."
A single doubtful blink ..
"Truly, | didn"t."

that becanme one of her narrow eyed eval uati ons.
He chewed his lower lip, trying not to conpound the
problem "If you're really worried about your hair, you can
fix it when we get to Armayel. Beasl eyt he housekeeper,
you knowwi || have hairpins. There's even a conbw de
teeth and everything." He patted his own endlessly irritat-
ing curls, the short ones sticking out at all angles from
under his hat, and flipped the severely braided queue, set-
ting it flopping between his shoul der bl ades. "You see, |'m
sadly famliar with the problem’
Her silent giggle broke the tension, and expandi ng on
t he i nnocuous thene, he proceeded to babbl e about vari ous
ridicul ous (and frequently enbarrassi ng) nmonents resulting
fromhis hair, which nonsense seened, at |east, to anuse
her, and before he realized, they were well past the hal fway
point, and nmoving into the wooded greenbelt that extended
in all directions around Armayel, a vast, natural garden



whose upkeep enpl oyed several househol ds.
The greys eased their pace, knowi ng his preferences, and
he didn't urge themon. They were naking good tine, and
woul d arrive soon enough. Hi s nonol ogue died a natural
conpani onabl e death, birds and the whisper of the wi nd
t hrough the | eaves carrying the conversation
Wat chi ng her, he discovered a new kind of joy, that of
sharing somet hing he | oved with soneone capabl e of open
appreciation of it, and he couldn't help but wonder if this
was the special feeling Deynorin had tal ked about havi ng
the first tinme Deynorin had taken himto Darhaven
And he wondered if Lidye would have been this pleasant,
had she not been trying constantly to secure his affections.
She wanted the position marriage with himcould give her
he had no illusions about that and couldn't blame her for
that anbition, but the constant need for reassurance, the
physi cal clingi ngwould Mrym have resorted to such tac-
tics, were their situations reversed?
A light touch on his armrequested his attention: Mrym
who cocked her head and touched her forehead with a
fingertip.
Sonehow, he didn't think so.
"Just wondering," he said. "Where are you fron? \Wat
node? What Fam|y?"
Her chin tucked in a gesture he was | earning neant a
suspi ci ous Why?
"Just wondering why Aunt couldn't have chosen you for
me instead of Lidye."
The words were uttered before he realized where his
t hought s had taken him Her response was outrage and
anot her scan of the ground racing past their wheels.
The hand he reached to keep her fromfalling got slapped
for its trouble, and he jerked back, pal m outward.
"I"'msorry! Honestly, Mrym I'mnot ... | didn't nean

It's just . . . Ch, never mnd!"
The horses tossed their heads and broke stride, his ten-
sion translating to their sensitive nouths. He threw hinself
back agai nst the padded seat and distracted hinmself with
sorting the reins. For a time, he was sufficiently occupied
settling themback into their easy jog.
A light hand brushed his el bow. He junped; the horses
did; again he steadied them this time prepared for Mrynm s
attention-requesting touch, less so for the surprisingly sym
pat heti c expression that greeted him
"I didn't nean that the way it sounded, Mrym I|'m
just..."”
He stopped, enbarrassed that he'd ever brought the
topic up with this particular girl. Her position was awkward
enough, her duties to Anheliaa forcing her into famly poli-
tics and what should be private matters. But there was
somet hing so calm so unpretentious and . . . worldly about
her. Like Deynorin. And when she pressed his arm encour -
agingly, as if to say It's all right, he relented to that pressing
need to say sonething . . . to anyone.
"It's Lidye. | should be thrilled with her, | know. Aunt
clains she's doing exceedingly well with the rings, she's
ever so acconmmodating, and she seens interested in every-
thing I do, but . . ."
He paused, finding no words to describe the vague feel-
ing. Her fingers squeezed his arm urging himto continue.



In desperation, he blurted out: "She likes ny poetry!"
An upward pal m asked, clear as sunshine on a cloudl ess
day, So? What's wong with that?
"My poetry's terrible.”
She shook her head until the curls flipped her nose.
"How woul d you know?"
Her mouth opened, closed, then, with a little shake of
t he head, she | ooked away, nose in the air.
"Just know, do you?"
The curls nodded once. Enphatically.
"You'd better watch yourself. 1'Il make you read them™
She turned back, and before he knew what she was up
to, caught his hand and sl ashed his wist with a fingertip,
then tapped her mouth, conmitting himto his promse. It
was an ancient, childish gesture, one Darius' descendants
had inherited fromthe natives of this valley.
He | aughed, feeling like a fly caught in her gentle web.
--"Just never claiml didn't warn you." He sobered. "Don't
you see? She hates poetry. Knows nothing about the clas-
sics, or even the nmodern drivel. So either way, it's an insult:
either to ny intelligence, or nmy talent."
Her dubi ous | ook was back
"You don't think so?"
She shrugged.
"What if she's just saying it? What if she'll do anything
to make this marriage succeed? Her parents were ecstatic
when | proposed. They m ght have pressured her to accept.
Anhel i aa t hinks she's wonderful, whenever M khyel nmen-
tions her, it's to say how beautiful she is, and what a"
He felt |ike gagging. "lovely couple we make. Aunt's
friends tell me how lucky I am So why don't | feel |ucky?"
The warm synpat hy had vani shed. Her face remained
bl ank, offering no insight. Tenaciously, he pressed his point:
"Last nmonth, when | went after M khyel, Lidye insisted
on com ng along. Before we left, she went on and on and
on about how |l ovely the drive nust be and how she'd
rather spend the tine with ne than stay in the Tower
al onenever mind Nethaalye, is there, and Aunt and doz-
ens of other people. But she hated the driveconpl ai ned
of the cold, wanted the carriage to stop swaying, said it was
maki ng her sick and covered her eyes the entire way." Into
his shoulder. "It was awful. Until we got there. Then she
was all sweetness and delicate sensibilities. She couldn't
possi bly have made the trip back that sane day." O the
next. O the next. "While she was there, she never went
out si de; she just wandered the house, fingering this and that
like . . . like an appraiser. And when we did return, we had
to wal k the horses the whole way. . . . It took us the entire
day! And despite that, this time, she tried to cone again.
I " He sought her cal mgaze. "Wy would she want to,
after the first tinme made her miserabl e?"
She | ooked at him then ahead at the horses and the
road, then back to him Finally, she shrugged, touched first
her heart, then his lips, and shrugged again.
"Maybe because she | oves nme?"
She nodded sl owy, deep, enphatic dips of her head.
"Ch, dear."

Then you shall have her
One had to wonder: was that Anheliaa's plan? Gant his
"wish' and wait for himto cone craw ing hone?



Wl |, Deynorin thought, as that curvaceous figure, hid-

den now beneath a ragged, gathered skirt and | oose peasant
shirt, swayed its way up the grassy slope, you m ght have a
long wait. Auntie-dearest.

A patched travel bag slung over one shoul der hampered

hi s shepherdess' efforts to contain the shirt's vol um nous-
ness with a sinple strip cunmerbund. Finally, in singularly
el oquent silent frustration, she stopped and flung the bag
to the ground, took several waps around her narrow wai st
and secured the ends with a snap. Then she pl ucked sone-
thing |l ong and narrow from between her teeth, and slipped

it into that new y-secured wai stband with a patrather I|ike
tucking an old friend into bed.

A knife. Afairly large, serviceable knife. Not that he'd
hol d that against her: a shepherd's daughter out alone in
the hills, particularly one with so tenpting a figure, would
need to protect herself.

As the unknown femal e approached, Deynorin tore his

eyes from her long, powerful, distractingly sensual strides,
and put his head down to give an outward appearance of

sl eep, while watching her approach through slitted |ids.

Per haps not a shepherd's daughter. Vol uptuous, yes, but
slimfor a country girl, and (she paused to take an irritated
tug at the skirt w appi ng uncooperatively around her danp

l egs) singularly inept at the dress. She mi ght well be some-
thing quite interestingly different.

Possi bly, considering her rather casual one m ght even

say lovingattitude regarding the knife, sonme |ady outl aw
preparing to . . . take advantage of him

He stifled | aughter in the crook of his el bow and the

snel ly, stained bl anket |ying half-under, half-over him

I nsane, that's what he was. Anheliaa's ganes had bent

his mnd, robbing himof what little sense he'd ever had.
Here he washe, who had been preparing a |l ecture for

Ni kki about worldly cautionlying naked as the day he

was born, on an unknown hillside, thinking | emd thoughts
about an unknown fenal e, while said unknown femal e car-

ried an undoubtedly very sharp knife in his direction

The rustle of skirts drew near; a tw g snapped beneath

an incautious foot.

A toe prodded bruised ribs.

"Lazy bastard, aren't you?" Gavel-voice had returned,

too. "C non, Rag' n'bones, wakey-wakey."

He cursed roundly and rolled to an el bow, fully expecting
third party invol vemrent. Possibly the knife-carrying shep-
herdess' brother, or (disappointing thought) husband.

But there was only the shepherd's daughter.

Real i zi ng, insone disillusion, that the disagreeabl e voice
nmust have emanated from her, he squinted up at the backlit
figure and found further disappointment in dripping, rough-
shorn hair sticking out at odd angl es about a freckled face
and reddened nose.
"Then you shall have her
If this apparition was Anheliaa's notion of his shepherd's
daughter, she had a great deal to |earn about her ol dest
nephew s taste in wonen.

"So, Rag'n'bones," the apparition grated. Then sneezed,
sniffed, and ran a danpened cloth under its too-red nose.
"Now you' ve had your eyeful, you going to tell me why I
shoul dn't dunp you back? You're hardly a first-rate catch."



Cat ch? Dunp hi m back? Fine talk for such a honely
shepherdess to the Rhomandi hinsel f

Anot her burst of unholy amusenment. Rings save him her
attitude had himthinking like |ord-and-lofty M khyel.
Hormely she m ght be, but she wasn't stupid, neither was

she hel pl ess, as the bruise between his shoul der bl ades re-
m nded hi m

Nei t her was she Anheliaa's, considering the treatnent

he'd had of her thus far. She might well be inpressed with
his lordly credential scertainly with the potential of his
lordly purse

So he opened his mouth to reform her thinking. Unfortu-
nately, all that came out was a rather petulant:
"Rag' n' bones?"

(The ground shook with the beat of horse-hooves.

(Hor des gal | oped down the | eyroad toward Rhomat um

t heir weapons bl azing a steady stream of chained |i ghtning.
(Rhomatunmin soldiers struggleC to intercept, their horses
foundering in deep mud that turned to flow ng rivers and
whi rl pool s that sucked them down and down into the bowels
of the earth herself. . . .)

"Mlord Khyel ?"

Not the ground quaking after all, but Gareg, shaking his
shoul der ever-so-gently.

"Pardon, mlord," the overseer said, fromthe far side of

sl eep-sticky eyel ashes, "but Master N kaenor has arrived."
M khyel yawned w dely and | eaned his head back in the
chair, striving to ignore the aches in his joints and the
poundi ng pain behind his eyes, where that final dreadfu
dreanscape yet |ingered.

Such a lovely spring cocktail: runmors of war out of Maur-
itum threats of flood here in Armayel . . . with such a pleth-
ora of problenms, a man really ought not sleep anyway.

At | east N kki was herefinally. He'd hoped for earlier
hoped to be well on the return trip by now, but he could
hardly conplain: nore than likely, the boy had been forced
to adjust his own plans to make the trip at all. Never nind
he'd told Nikki to send sonmeone else this tinme, the third
trip in tw weeks.

He should never have let Nikki talk himinto this carting
hi m one way and the other, but N kki claimed to enjoy the
trips, had objected loudly and at | ength when M khyel had
dared suggest he commandeer a driver and coach for these
necessary journeys to the Rhomandi hol di ngs.

He had no doubt the boy relished the time with his

horses, but nost of all, he suspected N kki needed the tine
away fromthe Tower and its perfumed prinma donnas. Un-

fair, to put the entertai nment of Anheliaa's two apprentices
off on him but N kki managed the wormen so nmuch better

than he, and what with one thing and anot her

If only there weren't so nuch to do. Al ways, so nuch

"Sir?" Gareg, again, keeping himfromdrifting off.

Good man, Gareg. M khyel thanked the overseer, forced

hi nsel f out of his chair, and headed for the door. Gareg
swung his greatcoat over his shoul ders while he wal ked,
telling himto take care of hinself and get sone rest, once
he got back to Rhomatum and that he had every confi -

dence in his lordship's ability to convince Council to do al
t hat was necessary.

A week since, they'd been near bl ows.



That was when he'd sgpt N kki back al one, deternined

to settle his differences with Gareg once and for all, or
repl ace the overseer with a man of his own choosing.

He didn't blame Gareg, never had. It was sinply that

Annayel had a naj or problem a problem Deynorin had

been working to solve before that |ast disastrous visit to
Rhomat um and he needed sonmeone who woul d expl ain

that problemin ternms he coul d conprehend.

I nexpl i cabl e changes in weather patterns of the past few
years had brought a confusion of drought and flooding to
the valley farm ands, turning small but rapidly expandi ng
portions of Annayel into bogs. Six nonths ago, confused

and resentful at what he could only perceive as Deynorin's
desertion, scornful of Deynorin's City-bred brother's pa-
tent ignorance, Gareg had tried to carry Deynorin's
sketchy plans through on his own. But Gareg's attenpts to
buil d those vital drainage channels across public land, wth-
out the funds or necessary contacts Inside to gain the | ega
wai vers had gained Council's attention, and at |ast nonth's
nmeeting, the Council had given Mkhyel, in |Iieu of Dey-
morin, an ultimatum stop Gareg, or they woul d.

Not an auspicious addition to an already fornidable non-
wor ki ng rel ati onshi p.

But he hadn't wanted to replace Gareghadn't wanted

to replace any of Deynorin's |oyal enployees. He owed

that nmuch to his brother, at |least, not to turn his staff out.
And so he'd pressed Gareg and fought Gareg for infornma-
tion and details until he finally began to understand, past
t he books and the nunbers, what delay of the project
nmeant-not only to Annayel, but to all of Rhomatum

Gareg's project, had Deynmorin gotten the necessary

backing last fall, mght well have contained the problem
before the spring thaws, draining the bogs and shifting
waterflows to the areas in dire need. As it was, that bog
now ext ended far beyond Rhomandi |and, threatening fully
hal f of Rhomatum s prinme produce farnms, and left un-
treated, it would eventually take the City itself.

H s own awakeni ng had conme too late: the spring thaws

had begun, fl ooding nature-nmade channel s and destroying
Gareg's unfinished | abors, and Deynorin's original plan

was woeful ly inadequate for the new scope of the disaster
He and Gareg had worked |l ate every night for the past
weekt he | ast two nights, Mkhyel hadn't seen his bed

pori ng over survey maps, ordering new crews out for up-
dates .. . And every proposal they'd come up with would
requi re nore noney and manpower than he coul d possibly

get out of Council.

"Luck of the rings, sir," Gareg said at the door, and
gripped his hand before filling it with the packet containing
hi s books and | edgers, |egal papers, notes and the all-vita
survey maps of the entire north end of the valley.

He smiled grimy. "If you' ve any influence with the I oca
gods, you'd best call it in. If you think I was hard-
headed"

"Not hardheaded, sir. lIgnorant. And so are they. No

shane in that. Stupidity, that's something else. And if you
show t hem your maps and present themthe facts and they

still resist, that's stupid, and we all get what we deserve for
letting themstay in control."

Deynorin's sentinents in a nutshell. M khyel wondered



who had | earned them from whomuntil he realized, it

didn't matter, that either way those sane notions had in-
fected himas well.

"Tell you what, Gareg," he said and returned the old

man's grip firmy. "If they prove stupid, I'lIl have N kki run
me back here, and we'll gather all the 'tweeners together
and drive the fools outchase them over the Kharatas to
Mauritumwi th the other crazies, then build the ditches wll
they or nil they. Deal ?"

Gareg grinned. "Deal. Then get yourself sone sleep

hear ne?"

He | aughed weakly. "Deal ."

Qut si de, Ni kki had indeed arrivedin the buggy, he

noted with relief, his body ill-prepared for the nonexi stent
springs of the two-wheel ed, single-seat contraption his

brot her usually drove when he wanted to nake speed.

But N kki was clinbing down, telling the groomto un-
harness and wal k the horses out. N kki was pulling off his
driving gloves, and turning back to the carriage

Ni kki had brought a conpani on

Exhausti on washed over him turning his knees to water

He was not going to be hone before dark, perhaps (recall -
ing the last disastrous Visitation) not even tonight. The ex-
tended bath and solitary dinner his nanservant was to have
prepared for himwere going to go to waste.

And sonehow, regaroiess of femnine frailty, sleep or no

sl eep, tonorrow norning, he had to be in Rhomatum mak-

ing sense to a hostile and apprehensive group of council-

| ors, tal king drai nage ditches when those sanme councillors
were fixating on the runmors of inpending war with Mauri -
tum He'd been planning on discussing those problens wth

Ni kki, had planned to rehearse tonorrow s session with his
brot her on the way hone.

Ni kki, how coul d you?

But it wasn't fair to blane N kki, who even now was

handi ng his fair conpani on down fromthe sleek carriage.

Ni kki didn't know about the drainage ditches any nore

t han he knew about the npbst recent runors out of Mauri -

tum As had becone M khyel's habit over the years, he'd

t hought to keep these problens from N kki until such tine
as he had to know.

And now, perhaps, he'd waited too |ong.

M rym s unannounced presence was disturbing in itself.
Anhehaa' s personal servants sinply did not |eave the

Tower, even on holiday, wthout a Tower Guard in atten-
dance. One had to wonder if Anheliaa trusted her enough

for this private-seenm ng excursion, and if so, what other
duties Anheliaa m ght expect of her.

Over the nmonths, Mrym had becone rather |ike a piece

of furniture: always where she was expected, generally in a
qui et corner, stitching, silently going about her duties with-
out question or conplaint.

One had to wonder what secrets Tower furniture over-

hear d.

Anhel i aa had expressed (frequently) her dissatisfaction
with his absences fromthe GCty, and his return this tine
was a week overdue. Wthout himin Rhomatumto act as

a communi cation buffer between Anheliaa and the Council,

it was possible she'd cone to suspect the subtle twi sts he'd
put on her proposals over the years and consequently to



suspect his nmotives. |If that was so, Anheliaa m ght well
want ears where she couldn't possibly go

Al'l things considered, he didn't believe Mryns presence
here today was coi nci dence, but one had to wonder what
Anhel i aa had sent the servant to find. Illegal ditches? Sub-
versi ve drai nage canal s? Possibly the nonexi stent 'tweener
coup he'd accused Deynorin of all those nonths ago.

Per haps Anheliaa pictured himcom ng out here once a

nmonth just to meet with Mauritumn spies, handing them

her precious secrets, arranging a takeover of the Gty the
nonent Anheliaa breathed her last. Such a notion woul d

be | udi crous, except .

Except for the runors out of Mauritum runors that

wer e, perhaps, no nore significant than any in the past; but
if ever control of Rhomatum Tower had been contem

pl ated, now would be the tinme to try. Anheliaa grew nore
frail each day, and had yet to declare and train a repl ace-
ment. She hersel f clainmed that capping Khoratum had

made the Rhomatum rings' operation virtually automatic,

at least for sinple power production. For the first time since
Darius had tamed the node, outsiders mght well be able

to supplant the Rhomandis with inmpunity.

I f Anheliaa suspected Mauritum of such a plan, if she

m strusted himto the extent she linked himw th such suspi -
cions, she could well be using innocent-seening young
Mrymto foll ow his novements

Regardl ess, he had little choice but to play along, and at

| east Mrymwoul dn't keep them spinning their wheels here
for days the way Lidye had on her visit last nmonth. Anhe-
liaa was a serious taskmaster, even, he would inmagine, to
her spies.

He returned packet and coat to Gareg, received in return

a synpathetic press of his arm There being nothing to say
to that, MKkhyel forced a smle to his |ips and descended
the steps to greet his brother and Anheliaa's spy.

If spy she was . .

Mrym s face flushed and shining, her hair |oose and

wi ndblown .. . N kki handling her as if she were nade of

gl ass. ..

Per haps, he thought, allowing hinmself the luxury of a
nmonentary | apse of caution, if the boy was fond of her

that in itself explained her presence: a beyond the Tower
tryst fraught wi th Romancel andi ng his inpul sive brother

in a great deal of trouble, if N kki was contenpl ating giving
up Lidye for a servant.

But N kki's face, that had gone so hol | ow cheeked and

somber these |last nonths, was aglow with | aughter and a

br ot her whose |ife had once centered on seeing that | ook

on that face had to wel come the change, regardl ess the

ci rcunst ances responsi bl e.

Such a brother might even work to protect the source of

t hat happi nessif Ni kki had asked.

Ni kki | ooked up at his approach, and the wel cone | augh-

ter faded. Ni kki's brows, shockingly dark beneath his pale
hair, knit in concern

M khyel didn't ask why. Didn't need to. He'd | ooked in

the mirror this norning, he'd seen the dark |lines about his
own eyes, the thin, pale face he scarcely recogni zed. Yester-
day he'd found grey in his beard.

Late hours. Little sleep when his back did manage to



encounter a mattress. Qut in weather the Iike of which he'd
never even imagi ned .

Not thirty yet and he | ooked |ike an old man.

"Ni kki." He grasped his brother's wist in greeting, then
nodded politely to Anheliaa's handmaid. "Mstress
Mrym"

"Rings, man, you're freezing," N kki exclainmed and

pul I ed hi m uncerenoni ously toward the door

"M nd your manners." He resisted that pull, enbar-

rassed, nore so when N kki, refusing to relinquish his hold,
sandw ched his hand between two warm ones and rubbed

it briskly, a superfluity of gesture out of character for the
two of them and particularly off-putting with Mstress

M rym standi ng as silent observer.

One didn't want to think what Anheliaa m ght nake of

that tidbit.

Wth what dignity he could nmuster, he gestured with his
free hand, inviting Mrym to precede them into the
manor house.

But before heading up the broad steps, she exchanged a

l ook with Nikki, a | ook of nutual understandi ng that made
M khyel ' s bl ood run col d.

Darius save him was N kki party to Anheliaa's schenes

as well?

"Let go," he muttered, and shook N kki's hands off.
"Not hi ng wong with ne about a week's worth of sleep

woul dn't cure."

"You could stay here a few days," N kki said quietly,

t hat gay abandon dissipating at last. "Take the tine
and..."

M khyel shook his head, and the sentence died unfin-

i shed. Ni kki frowned, then hurried to catch up with Mrym
He | onged to ask Ni kki what he knew of Anheliaa's

pl ans, longed to ask how Mrym had come to acconpany

him but if Anheliaa had nade a decision, if N kki had in
fact becone her sole choice for the Rhomandi, it was possi-
bl e Ni kki had suddenly acquired political aspirations. N kki
m ght even want a w ong-thinking, inconveniently ol der

brot her out of the picture.

If that were the case, he thought, dragging up the stairs
and back into the manor, tonmorrow s neeting mght well

take care of that problem for both N kki and Anheliaa. By
throwing his lot directly behind Gareg, he was bound to

al i enate Anheliaa, ending his political career nore effec-
tively than if he had been conspiring with Mauritum
Because Anheliaa woul d never believe his assessnent of

the situation. Anheliaa wouldn't agree on general principle
to any plan with which Deynorin had been invol ved, and

in specific with one that would give such inportance to
Deynorin's constituency.

But before Anheliaa had a chance to renpve himfrom

of fice, he'd have nmade his case to Council, and as he'd told
Garegor had Gareg told hinPif Council heard the facts
and still voted against the request, Council deserved to fl oat

downstreamwith the rest of the valley.

I nside, the cheerful glow had returned to N kki's face
and, with a great deal of nelodranmatic handwavi ng and

| ordly demands upon a giggling staff, he consigned Mrym
into Beasley's hands to, "repair the damage the wi nd has
perpetrated upon her exquisite person.”



Mrym while blushing profusely, played along with his
nonsense quite admirably, matching his grandi ose gestures
with shy posturings and fluttering | ashes utterly unlike her
normal behavior, sinking into a deep, graceful curtsy when
Ni kki captured her hand and held it lovingly to his cheek
M khyel wi shed he knew if it was all preplanned. Perhaps
it was an attenpt to separate, to place Mrym where she

m ght overhear conversations anong the house staff, or to
put N kki alone with him

O possibly both. The hypotheticals revol ved aschaoti -
cally as Aiiheliaa's rings. It was enough to nake a man
sick, who tried to figure them so instead, he ordered hot
cider and brandy inmedi ately, dinner for three as quickly
as the kitchen staff coul d manage, and preceded N kki into

t he st udy.

"I was hoping you' d be al one, N kaenor," he said, after
they'd settled beside the fireplace. "I was hoping we'd be
able to tal k."

Ni kki | ooked abashed. "I'msorry, Khyel. | net her on

my way through Oreno Market, and she seened so al one,

and she had the day off and"

If N kki was telling the truthand (Darius save hin) he
wanted to believe Nikki was truthful, and that this was not
sinmply a rehearsed excuse designed to se't himoff his
guardthen Ni kki didn't understand the inphcations,

hadn't consi dered the coincidence of the girl's path crossing
his, today of all days.

Certainly Anheliaa was capable of planning the entire
nmeeting, planting the girl in the marketeverything wth-
out the boy's know edge.

"I"'mnot criticizing, N kki. You don't have to explain
yourself to me. You' ve every right to court any girl you
cone across, though I understood you'd settled on Lidye."

“I'''m not"
"Damm t, stop interrupting!" MKkhyel jerked to his feet
and paced the room rubbing the chill fromhis arns, regret-

ting his relinquished coat. He sensed N kki's gaze, hoped
that if he faced it, he'd find the quiet, selfless concern of
ol d, and know that political aspirations had not yet driven
out innocence.

There was too nuch happening too fast. He only knew

he had to take a stand. Now. On issues based in fact, not
conjecture. But if he fell before Anheliaa's wath, N kki
mustn't be taken down with him N kki needed options.

Unl ess Ni kki al ready bel onged to Anheliaa. In which

case he, Mkhyel, was in even greater danger. And he

wasn't certain which was true, and that |lack of certainty
tore at a tenper already in tatters

It was that flagging control he fought, not Ni kki

He' d | earned sonet hing about hinself all those nonths

ago, and about his brothers. He'd al ways assuned Deynorin's
was the tenper to beware in the fanmly, the way he'd as-
sumed N kki was the fam |y peacekeeper

But he was wrong. Deynorin though tall and physically

i mposi ng as Meric, hadn't erupted into anger when pres-
sured, had contained it, tried for reason. Deynorin
woul dn't strike in blind anger and damm the consequences.

If anyone in the famly resenbled their father in that

ot her, darker sense, it was hinself.

" Khyel ?"



"I"'msorry, Nikki. I'm... slipping an orbit, as your
friends are fond of saying."

Silence. N kki, as always, just as openly patient, waiting
for himto make his point.

O sitting in judgnent.

M khyel wondered, with his newy aroused fam lial in-
sight, whether Mieric had felt the sanme about their nother
wondered if she'd sat, waiting for himto speak with just
that air of . . . noral superiority.

Ni kki the peacenmaker. N kki, who studied all sides of an

i ssue but never, ever, committed to any position

He stopped beside the fireplace and held out his hands.
The warnt h spread upward fromhis fingers, dispelling the
chill that reached all the way to his heart. He'd discovered,
this past week, that wood fires touched sonething basic
inside him

The way Ni kki did.

Ni kki, who m ght even now, behind that nonjudgnent al
facade, be plotting his remaining brother's downfall

He shuddered, wondering, in his deepest self-evaluation
whet her these newest suspicions about N kki indicated a
final paranoid breakdown on his partor the death of his
own | ast vestige of political innocence, that he nmust suspect
everyone around him

"Sonetines," Mkhyel said slowy and out of that eval u-
ation, "I wonder how Mieric managed. He did it al

somehow. The City. The hol dings. Even the rings, on
occasion."

"Fat her had Anheliaa," N kki replied smoothly, not

seem ng to noticeor choosing to ignorethe apparent ir-

rel evancy of his comment. "He had the council, and Gareg,
and all the other overseers. He even had Mdther to fill out
all the paperwork. He just signed the papers and took the
credit. You do nore. Care nore."

"Forgi ve me, younger brother, but how woul d you

know?"

"Don't patronize me, Khyel. |I've read the transcripts

all of them | know what Father did, which decisions be
made, and which were nmade for him The Cty survived his
tenure on the strengths of his predecessors' past manage-
ment. Since his death, the City has flourished under your
admini stration; as the web has under Anheliaa; as the Qut-
side has" N kki bit his lip and | ooked away.

"Under Deynorin?" M khyel finished for him

Ni kki shrugged, a one-sided, self-conscious twtch.

"It's all right, N kki. We can be honest with one anot her
Can't we?"

Ni kki's eyes flashed toward him brows drawn tight

above. "Wiat's that supposed to nean?"

He rai sed a placating hand. "Just that there's no need to

avoid the real issues, is there? Anheliaa's will doesn't infil-
trate Armayel . Does it?"
"Khyel, | didn't mean ...l1"'mnot..."

A discreet tap on the door interrupted him a footman
with a huntbow filled with steam ng cider.

Ni kki's nouth tightened, and he jerked to his feet, cross-
ing the roomto stare out the window, his back to M khyel,
whil e the footman set out the silver and poured the nugs.
Personal ly, M khyel welconed the interruption, not only
for the hot liquid, soothing to both his chill body and a



growi ng rawness in his throat, but also for the footman's
presence whi ch gave himthe opportunity to gather scatter-
ing wts.

I"mnot What, Nikki-lad? A spy? Tenpting to believe
everything. N kki's innocence and outrage at having his ve-
racity questioned . . . N kki's assessnment of their father's
performance . . . O Deynorin's . .

He wasn't even certain why he'd raised the issue, except
that he was nortally tired and increasingly uncertain of his
own j udgnent .

Except that he wanted to believe there was sonmeone |eft

he coul d trust.

And he couldn't help but think that, if they could face
Anheliaa with a unity of purpose, Anhehaa m ght be forced

to conprom se. Such a unity m ght be possible.

Unl ess Anheliaa al ready owned Ni kki

Too much was converging too fast. Mauritum Deynorin,

the flooding . . . He had to take a stand, but N kki did not.
Ni kki must play the innocent, but N kki rmust be snart.

Aware. Ready to defend hinsel f.

To survive.

Wil e the footnman stoked the fire, he rested an el bow

on the mantel, closing eyes gritty with | ack of sleep, and
si pped spiced cider, ignoring the world for a fleeting instant.
But eventually the footsteps retreated and the door cl osed,
and reality, as was inevitable, returned. He opened rel uc-
tant eyes to N kki sw nging about to face him radiating
post poned ri ght eous i ndi gnation

"I had to ask, Nikki," he said quietly, before that indig-
nati on gave voice. "And if |'ve accused anyone unjustly,
I"msorry. But | nust know where you stand. You're right,

|'ve done Deynorin an injustice all these years. 1've
| earned that nmuch. | don't want to make that sanme m stake
with you. | didn't want to do anything to interrupt your

courtship of Lidye, or spoil what youth you have left, but
I"'mafraid | must." He paused for breath, and because he
knew that chall enging N kki's sincerity was the best way to
lose it. "I need your help, N kki. Badly."

I ndi gnati on gave way to eager anticipation. "You' ve got
it, of course.”

Gimy aware he was manipul ati ng his younger brother

i n ways Anheliaa had never imagi ned, he warned: "Take
care how qui ckly you prom se, brother. You' ve no idea

what |'m about to ask."

Whi ch ought to ensure N kki's total, blind allegiance.
"Khyel ," Ni kki said, walking toward him "if you need

me to go nmuck out the stables, | will, you know that."
"I't's not cleaning stables that's at issue, N kki. | only
wish it were that sinple.”

"Khyel, you're killing yourself, trying to do everything."
Ni kki closed the gap between themwi th a hand to touch
his arm as nuch display of affection as there ever was
between them "It's too nuch for one person. | want to
hel p. Until Deymi o returns"

"If Deynorin returns,"” he qualified deliberately.

That light touch left him "I don't understand.”

M khyel stared up into those blue eyes (Rings, the |ad
was taller than he, when had that happened?) and found

hi nsel f caught in a sudden, overwhelm ng urge to trans-
gress the rules of distance, to throw his arm around his



brother's shoul ders, to | ove as openly as Deynorin al ways
had.

But he hadn't the ability, had lost it long ago, if it had
ever existed for him and he'd confused the issue enough
al ready. N kki had the right to hear the entire truth and
make his own judgnment with a clear head, with those basic
rul es of conduct between themintact.

So he noved away fromthe fire, away from N kki, and

away fromtenptation

"Ni kki, 1 nmust ask yourings, don't take offence af

thi sAre you Anheliaa's? How nuch has she told you of

her pl ans?"

Confusi on cl ouded the blue eyes. "Anheliaa' s what?

She's told me nothing. Nothing! Wat about Deynorin?"
"Just before he left, Deynmorinin front of w tnesses"

"Wt nesses?"

"Myself . . . Anheliaa. Deynmorin . . . he renounced any
claimto the Principate.”

"I don't believe it!"

"Nevertheless, it's true. Anheliaa says" M khyel
rubbed his eyes, trying to ease what had beconme a constant,
burning irritation. "She says that as the Rhomatum Tower
ringmaster, it is within her rights to bestowthe title as she
sees fit."

"You can't mean that!" N kki objected. "Deynorin's the
Princepshe is. You wouldn't take it fromhim™

M khyel said nothing, there being nothing he could say.
Take? No. But what if Rhomatum needed a real |eader

not the proxy of an absent Princeps. The thaws were well
underway and soon Deynorin's whereabouts could no

| onger be expl ai ned away.

"Wul d you?" Nikki persisted.

Even the details, sooner or later, would cone out.

"She didn't say that | would replace him" M khyel

said quietly.

"You can't think I would."

"You m ght not have any choice. / nmight not. Anheliaa

i nsists, since we've shown no ability with the rings, which-
ever wife replaces her in the Tower, that brother will as-
sume the Principate whether he wills it or not." Although
tomorrow s neeting mght well swi ng the bal anceaway
from Net haal ye.

He wi shed, now, he'd not avoi ded Nethaal ye t hese past

nmont hs, w shed he knew how she really felt about being

m stress of Rhomatum Tower. He'd assured her and her
parents that her betrothal would stand, regardless, but he'd
seen her only a handful of times since she'd cone to the
Tower. If she truly had Talent, if she truly wished to be
ri ngmaster, he was taking her down with him

They' d been friends once. Good friends, and he w shed

he coul d give her a reasonable say in the decision, but he
had no choi ce.

"Butwhy?" Nikki's protest cut into those thoughts.
