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Hisflesh was cold as store . . .

When she brushed her hand againg Varney's face, she shivered again. Despite the efforts of the
wildings, hisflesh was as cold as the stone. “It's your doing I'm here, you know,” she mur-mured. “I'd
have been safer riding done” She amiled, touched his hair, tenderness flooding her. It redly wasn't his
fault that some murder-ous bezriggid got an itch for power. “Ah, wel.”

She thought of the water elementals popping their clear crystal heads from the muddy river, tried to
tease out their essence and turn the feel to earth rather than water.

For an eternity nothing happened.

Then the wildings fled to the walls and ceil-ing. A moment later a vast finger of stone thrust up, turned
and looked at her from glittering ob-sidian rounds. She didn’t hear words, heard no sound at dl, but they
were there in her head:

You call usfrom our sleep, beloved. What is your desire?

She gasped, clutched at her head as pain lanced through it, then found hersdf able to speak in
something that wasn't exactly a lan-guage, more an intimation of emation, a flow of image compressed
into non-sound gestats. My lover is bespelled, she seemed to say, | must go seek the speller, but |
dare not leave him un-protected. Will you watch for me, keep him safe and warm?
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shouted, “You'll find the way, Honeychild, you'll gather it bit by bit as you pass dong the path of
discovery. Seek Desantro’s kin. Look in the Sib-yl’s mirror, Honeychild, and follow what you see.”

Chapter 1. Opening Movesin Valdamaz

1. Poison

On the morning of the vernd equinox—Parmain, the Day of Change, when the new year was born
from the ashes of the old—the Augstadievon of Va-damaz was found murdered.

>><<

Kdips tugged on the drape pull, let the morn-ing sun into the room. She glanced uneasly at the bed
curtains, unused to seeing them drawn when she came in to clean. Most days she' d find Fish-face up and
pottering about, amiable enough, Sp-ping a his coffee and reading one or another of the gossp sheets
thet circulated through the shops on Tirdza Street or Sanding at a window wetch-ing the firgt dirrings in
the courts of the Akazd.

Not this morning.

She frowned, then shrugged and went to work, sweeping, duding, replacing towes and soap,
picking up his discarded clothes, the dead sllence of the rooms getting on her nerves. Not even a snore.
And there was a amdl. He was rotten with lovedisease and incontinent, there'd been smels before,
dill....

It was some time before she got back to the bedroom. She hesitated in the doorway when she saw
the curtains dill pulled shut, then started for the bed. From the amdll, she'd have to change more then the
sheets. Wondering if she should fetch one of the menservants to help her with the mattress, she rounded
the foot and saw the break-fast tray Stting on the bedtable, the milk curdling, the coffee and toast getting
cold.



Clicking her tongue againg her teeth, she eased the curtain back, then gasped and jerked it dong the
rall.

Hands like claws, face a blotchy blue, mouth open in a slent scream of rage and fear, the
Aug-stadievon lay dead in his body wastes.

Hg pressed agang her mouth, she ran from the room.

2. Official notice taken

The High and Holy Nestrats Turet, brother of the Augstadievon, High Priest in Savvdis, pushed
through the crowd of hovering jeredarod (secre-taries, minor officids) and Akazd servants, went into the
Augdadievon’s quarters.

The doctor beside him, he stood looking down a his brother for severd minutes while the
Aug-stadievon’s chaplain swung his censer and the black-hooded Nezarits (vultures, the common folk
cdled them, when you saw them you knew there were dead around) hovered behind them, waiting for
permisson to take the body and get it ready for the Vigtation.

“Poison.” His voice was harsh.

“Tja” the doctor said. “Cingim, it looks like, though we won't know for sure till we feed his blood
to azurk and seefif its hair fdls out.”

“How soon?’

“Sx days, seven.”

Nestrats Turet bent over the bed, tried to close his brother’s eyes, but the lids wouldn't move. He
graightened, looked over his shoulder at the chief Nezarit. “Take him.”

3. Reaction

In the afternoon of the same day, a Pargat jered (avil servant) of mid degree made arrangements to
ride out the trouble he saw coming and shared his misgivings with his wife,

>><<

Pargamaz Patikam greeted Tariko with a touch of fingertips to her cheek, then edged her aside so the
bearers could carry their loads into the house.

“What'sthis?

“Hush, Taro. I'll explain later. In the meantime, let’s get these things stowed.”

Pargamazev Tariko brought the tray into the par-lor and set it on the table beside her husband's
chair. She poured a cup of tea for m and one for hersdf, then settled on a hassock by his knees.
“There' s food enough for months there, Pak. Cloth, coa. What's wrong? Is there going to be, a war or
something?’

“Something. A servant found the Augstadievon dead this morning.”

“Wel, he was sick, wasn't he? Though we're not supposed to say what he was sck from. Nu,
theréll be a mourning month, buit....”

“It was poison, they say.”

“Oh. Do they know... 7’

“Who did it? No. Nestrats Turet/came out of that room with fire in his eye, love. Council of the
Families met, did what they had to. Named the Candidates and appointed Turet Caretaker., HEIl find
out if anyone can. And then ... you remem-ber lagt time, the fights and the scandals till the eection was
over. It'll be worse thistime” Pati-kam shivered. “Best we keep our heads down.”

4. Pargats Varney, Candidate

Blond hair loose and flying, Pargats Varney rode recklesdy dong Smithy Lane, the black beast under
him grunting and spattering him with foam. “Hammer hammer on the Highroad,” he sang into the wind.
The sun shone without warmth, yellow icein a cloudless sky. The snow was patchy as a dog with mange,
the bits of dark earth growing larger as the day grew older.

When the road began the rise to Dzestradjin



Hill, he relented and let the horse dow to an easy canter. “Navarre will have my hide, tregting you
like this, Permakon my child,” he said, and laughed at the twitch in the gdding’s ears. “I don't care, you
enjoyed it asmuch as | did, didn't you?' He scratched in the tangled mane, then swung down and trotted
aong beside the horse, holding him to awak so he could cool out. “Megg’'s curse ... on ... dl ... pali ...
tics... and ... paliti cians” he chanted, timing the words to the thud of his feet on the tar that paved the
Lane. “On idjit bro thers ... and....” He snorted and fell slent as he turned the curve of the hill and looked
out over the scrubland that dropped away to the vast shadow of the Divi-tnezh, the forest that stretched
south from the river and west to the coast. It was darker and more ominous than ever with most of the
leaves gone, patchy like the snow with scattered evergreens.

He shivered. The Divimezh was an image of evil as far as he was concerned. If he had the power of
the god Meggzatevoc, he'd burn the hills clean. Smugglers came creegping north through those cursed
trees on what they cadled the Green-way, bandits sheltered there, runaway churls, lice of dl kinds, most
of dl the Forest Devils—savages daughtering anyone who put a foot into the range they clamed.

He didn't relax until he led Permakon through the arched gateway and the wal round the com-pound
shut out the Divimezh.

Over the dipclop of the gelding's feet he could hear the smith’'s hammer. Navarre was in the forge.

He mounted and rode at a dow wak around the house, pulled the horse up and sat with his hands
crossed on the pomme, watching the smith work.

The Magus Navarre. No one Vaney knew had any idea when he'd been born or hatched or
what-ever force had gected the man into the world. HEd been a Dzesdar Lodge for a dozen
years—just appeared one day, fixed the place up, opened the forge for business.

Navarre was a square man with a pleasantly ugly face; he had long ams and a long torso and
relaively short legs, but he was graceful in spite of that; there were those who swore he could wak the
sharp edge of a knife blade without a waver and girls who sighed with pleasure when he danced at the
Meggasvinte. He had abundant light brown hair that he wore in asngle braid that hung down past his belt
when he was out and moving about. It was wound about his head now, hdd in place with sted skewers
to keep it out of hisway as he worked at the anwil.

Despite the noises the gdding made, snorts, the scrape of hooves againg the date paving, he didn’t
look up from the axe head he was shaping.

He was chanting with the strokes of the ham-mer, Snging some kind of magic into the metd, his deep
voice dark astheiron. Probably a hone-spell to keep the edge keen.

In the shadows at the back of the forge a amdl figure stood beside a basket of charcod tdler than he
was. Forest Devil, paying in trade, no doubt. Varney swore under his breath, Permakon sdling nervoudy
as his knees tightened. They were d-ways hanging about the place, infeding it like lice. He'd been caudtic
about it the firg time and Na-varre had gone cold on him, an icy anger he was careful not to provoke
agan. Not that Navarre would dare harm him—but he might deny his friendship and Varney didn’t want
thet.

Pargats Varney, a son of the Seven, Candidate for Rule, sniffed his disgust a being forced to wait
like a commoner in a dole ling, did from the sad-dle, and led the gdding around the amithy to the stable.

>><<

Navarre camein as Varney was buckling the blanket in place. “Kitya fired the sdamandrit be-fore |
sarted work; the bathhouse is ready. Join me?’

“Shull! tja” Varney gathered up the rags and comb he'd been usng to groom the gelding, gave the
beast alast pat, and left the Sall.

>><<

Pargats Varney floated in the hot, herb-strewn water as Navarre lay facedown on a datted bench
while his housekeeper rubbed scented all into his skin and curried him with an ivory comb; he was a hary
man, the light brown curl on hisarms and legs nearly thick enough for fur.

Navarre lifted his head, rested his chin on hisfig. “Vitra drop her fod yet?’



“Two nights ago. Hlly, strong little thing, good conformation.” He watched the housekeeper,
frowning alittle. This wasn't what he wanted to tak about, but he neither liked nor trusted that woman. If
ghe was a woman.

Kitya was tal and thin with danted red eyes and an eerie detachment that seemed to say what she
saw around her was a dream to be tolerated but not indulged. If the shadows were right, she could be
beautiful, mosily she was just strange.

He watched her as she worked on the body of the Magus, her shift damp and dinging to her,
outlining the play of muscle, the graceful dance of the snewy body. She's got scales like a snake. |
think. I'm not sure. I’ve never seen her in full light. He grimaced, wiped a wet hand over his face.
And | don’'t want to.

She looked a him for a moment, crimson eyes narrowed, then went back to wha she was doing.
Almog asif she heard wha he was thinking. He fdt like a boy caught with his trousers down and his
hands where they oughtn't to be. Bitch!

“Vicand fussng a you agan?’ Navarre turned over, lay with his hands clasped behind his head.
“Who've you got pregnant thistime?’

Varney stood up, caught the towd the house-keeper threw a him, and dimbed the ladder nailed to
the side of the wooden bath. He sighed, wrapped the towe about him, and sat on a bench, sucking in the
geam from water dripping onto the heated stones. “Worse,” he said. He scratched meditatively as he
sought for the right words; one had to be careful, especidly now when even the dogs on the middens
would be amdling about for advantage. “Auggadievon kicked off sometime yesterday night. Council met
an hour ago, named High and Holy Nestrats Turet Caretaker for the Interregnum. Which means the
Families are go-ing to be fighting over who gets the Seat come next Counting Day. Custom says Augsta
Candi-dates are second sons, so I'm the Pargats Candi-date. Which means I'm a target for poison like
old Nestrats. Nu, it's true. Whispers are he was blue as moldy bread when they found him.”

Navarre sat up, stretched, yawned. “I'm hungry enough to eat that Black of yours” He hdd out his
ams and the housekeeper pushed them into the deeves of a dark red wool robe, thick as a blanket.
“Kitya has a chicken roasting and fresh bread. Join me?’

The den was full of primitive color, blankets from the Forest Devils pottery from the Market in
Sawvdis, pantings and tapestries, the firdight shifting from one to another, picking out gleams of red and
gold, blue and green. Varney sank into one of the leether chairs, put his feet up, and sighed with pleasure
as Kitya set amug of mulled wine on the table beside him, then glided from the room.

Navarre stood on the hearth holding a siver tankard with steam curling from the top. “Hedth,” he
sad and drank.

“And to you, friend.” Varney sipped at the wine, set the mug on the table. “That’s the crux, Magus.
A knife in the ribs, | can take care of that. But poison? No.” He shuddered. “I need an azar stone.
What'll it cost me?’

Navarre set the tankard, on the mantle, folded his ams. “Nothing. If I'm permitted to interfere that
far.”

“What?’

“l was warned when | settled here, Pargats Var-ney. If | meddle in high affairs, your god will rouse
himsdf and squash me”

“For a puking little perigpt?’

“For meddling in Family affairs. Give me a senn't, Varney. I'll make my queries and if the answer’s
right I'll send word when the stone’s ready.”

“If that's the best you can do.” Varney sat up. “Vitras a little duggish, not coming dong as well as
I"d like. Veterins Maritz says not to worry, just keep her warm and comfortable, but she's my best mare
and the fod shows promise.”

“Ah. Tja Thereé s an herb the Tyrlan use after a hard birth, they cdl it qwa.” He tugged on the bl
cord. “They cover a mare's head with a blan-ket and under it they bail the gwd in a pot the 9ze of a
man's two figs until most of the water is gone.”

The housekeeper camein, put a packet in his hand, and left. “Do it three times, no more, five hours



between each bailing.” He tossed the packet to Varney. “Shéll sweset a lot, look dozy for a while, after
that she should be fine. If not, send for me and I'll see what | can do.”

5. In the Divimezh

“Itismy right by Blood and Gift.” The City Man set his hand on the Drum and opened his black eyes
wide, willing his haf unde to submit and Sng with him the Binding of Y sgarod the Mezh.

“Have you thought....”

“I have thought. | WILL have it. | have begun, but | need more kuash. The Kuash of Ysgarod. Let
what comes, come. Good or evil, hard or sweet. | WILL do this Babaraum.”

The old man leaned forward, set his hand be. sde the haf-blood’s. “And | will ang with you, for |
know this, Y sgarod will protect the Mezh, Binding or no. IT will destroy you firdt, sster-son..’

CABAL

Four robed figures met In a dusty vault beneath the Temple, the bones of ancient High Holies
tucked into niches about them. Three men and a woman.

Two of the men were long of leg and arm, the third squatter; with the cowls pulled forward,
throw-ing their faces into shadow, that was all that could be seen of them. The woman was dlight
and moved with a conviction of beauty that nothing could hide, not even thick folds of stiff black
felt.

“1t was deliberate,” the sguat man said, his voice a harsh whisper. “ Not a bungle. | planned it
thus. They all eye each other, haven’t you seen? When the time comes, we can use the blame to
eliminate he who seems most dangerous. Until then, they move with caution. No one knows where
to put his trust.”

One of the tall men moved uneasly. “ Nestrats Turet.”

“ A fool. Why do you think Nestrats Lentil shunted him into the Temple? Wanted him where he
couldn’t spoil the old man’s plots.”

“There's one you'll have to square somehow. Varney's friend. The Magus.”

“True. But not yet. HE' s a cool man and not a fool. | know him. Wrystrike. Tja, he'll stay out
of the tangle as long as he can.”

The other tall man grunted. “ And there's always Megg. Won't let the zemnik kaz us.”

The woman hissed, her head jerked as if she tossed her hair about; enough light crept under
the cowl to show the clean line of Jaw and neck. “ He can look and he can talk.”

The wide man chuckled grimly. “ He'll see nothing and say less. | have arranged it.”

She reached out and touched him, her hand hid-den In the folds of her deeve. “You're
certain?”

“Otja, my dear. O tja.”

Chapter 2. Honeychild in Savvalis

Faan Hasmara as she was cdling hersdf these days, Faan the twice-abandoned, settled hersdf on a
bitt to wait until Desantro finished saying her farewdls. Ailiki the mahsar jumped into her lap, kneaded
her thighs a few times, then curled up againgt her somach, purring energeticdly.

The sun hadn't cleared the rooftops yet and the wind blowing off the water had a bite to it. Brisk
wind. Whitecaps out in the bay. The ar up here had a different fed, a ging to it that ran like fire in the
blood. She scratched behind the mahsar's ears, shivered, and drew her cloak closer about her. Ailiki
grumbled at the movement, then set-tled back to a doze. Faan snorted. “Y our coat came lagniappe” she
sad. “l have to pull mineon.” She glanced over her shoulder at the ship, wrinkled her nose.

Come on, Desa, you know you're going to leave him, why drag it out? Lost cause ... we're a palir,
we are ... we should forget our families and get on with the rest of our lives ... godlost mulehead that |
am, | can’'t, no more than her ... my mother ... | can't remember anything but greeny-gray eyes and when
| think Mamay, | see Reyna s face ... that’s not my fault, | was only three when Abey-hama took me ... |



NEED to know her. | sup-pose | do.

She put her hand on Ailiki to keep the mahsar from diding off her thighs as she pulled her feet in,
drew her bag around the Sde of the hitt far-ther out of the way of aline of ladesmen rushing past, loads
intheir back dings that were hdf their own height above ther heads.

All she owned wasin that bag.

Almog dl. Not the money the Shadow-captain had given her when he put her down a
Kuku-rul—that was tucked indde her dothing, in a pouch next to her skin. Yohaen Pok, the trader
sling with them ... Desantro and hed had a wild thing going the past month ... made Faan
uncom-fortable thinking about it ... day before yesterday he took her aside and told her he didn't want to
know what money she had, but whatever it was she should keep it on her a dl times Until she found a
safe depository, he said. A respectable innkeeper will do, he said. Ask about for one who's got a good
reputation. It's a hard world, he said, when you don't have family, child. But it's not dl bad either.
People are gengdly as good as circumstances dlow, he said. He patted her on the shoulder and went off
aniling, stisfied with him-sdf. He was a good man. Desantro was afoadl to let him go, he wanted to wed
her....

It wasn't much to show for Sxteen years of liv-ing, what she had in that bag, a change of
under-clothes, another tunic, an old pair of sandds, the wooden clasp Reyna had worn to hold his hair
back, a book of honey poems Ta had given her on her tenth yearday, the odds and ends the water
elementals had brought her—more memories than substance there, but she hauled them about any-way.

Desantro, tsah! Faan shook her head. She didn't understand it. The woman wasn't young or even
pretty, but Y ohaen wasn't the fird to get sseamed up about her, she seemed to draw them like bees to
sugarwater. Anywhere they went, give her a minute and she had most of the men there gath-ered around
her, laughing, talking .. if her Sister was anything like her.... Thisis a busy place. Faan looked around.

There were piles of goods everywhere ... and ships. She counted the ones she could see from where
dhe sat ... seven, gt ... fifteen in dl dl different kinds. Two black merchanters from Phras with eyes
painted on thair bows. Lean M’darjin gdleys ... are they along way from home! Broad sturdy coasters
... she'd seen lots of those in the bay at Kukurul ... aweird one, painted dark blue, red and white striped
sls, a sx-armed bare-breasted crab woman as figure-head. A lat of long, racy shipswith atired look as
if they’d come far and hard....

She stroked Ailiki’s soft fur, enjoying the noise that filled the morning. Noise. That was another thing
about this ar ... sounds were crisper, the voices quicker. It was hard for her to pick out the words ...
even with the unintended gift from Abeyhamd ... gift of tongues? Whatever the god had done to her
head, she picked up languages now as if she were a sponge soaking them in. Listening to Y ohaen Pok
teach Vadaspeak to Desan-tro (another of his kindnesses), she'd learned far more than he thought he
was teaching. Only trou-ble was, she hadn’t yet learned to hear as fagt as these people were spesking.

A ladesman sumbled and a packet fdl off his load, bresking apart on the planks of the whar,
scattering grains of paato the wind and water.

The argument that ensued was a loud excited yammer that didn't particularly interest her; the sharp
sweetish nip of the pala woke memoriesin her, piercing her with loss.

Riverman eating honey and teasing her as they sat under the Batt and listened to the feet of
the ladesmen coming and going.

Water elementals lifting their faceted faces from the brown water.

Wild Magic fizzing about, catching the light like bubbles of crystal.

Riverman ... theré s ariver here ... does every river have a Riverman wandering dong its reaches? |
never thought to ask him....

Edging past the mess as the trader was de-manding a refund for hislost spice and the lades-man was
berating him for faulty packaging, a boy younger than she was tripped over the strap of her bag and
tumbled into her lap, nearly squash-ing Ailiki; he grinned at her, squeezed a breast, then was up and
away before she could react.

“Little rat.” Desantro’s voice was hoarse and her eyes were red, but she'd put a amile on her face
that said no comment. “On your feet, Fa, | need some tea.”



>><<

“Tirdza Street. Tirdza means trade. Trade Street.” Desantro spread the lagt of the jam on her toadt,
took agp of the tea. “Yohaen said just about anyone we ask should know where to find ... what was his
name?’

“Pargarnaz Patikam.” Faan wrinkled her nose. Desantro hadn't forgotten the name, she just wanted
to hear someone ese say it. “We need more hot water, so why not ask the waiter when he brings it?”

Desantro rubbed at her chin, straightened her shoulders. “Why not?’

>><<

“Pargamaz?’ The old man wrapped the quilted doth about the pot and straightened. “Petikam. Nu
nu, | don't know the man persondly, but find-ing him should be easy enough. You must be strangers
here”

Desantro ran her fingers through her fine brown curls. “All right, what' s the trick?’

“With the maz on his name, he has to be a Par-gats cousin, so he's like to be in Ash Pargat. What
you do is ask the Pargat Gatekeeper, héll tdl how to find him. You got a few spare desmaks to offer,
hell send one of his sons to show you the way.

You'll be going through him anyway, dl the Ashes but this n have walls round them.”

“And where do we find Ash Pargats?’

“Neka neka, Pargat. Ash Pargat. Different sound atogether.” He amiled a her. “Step out on the
wak and go south till you run into awall. Gate |l be open. Ring the bell. Segisis alazy prat, but you can
put some soring in his step if you let im hear the dink of metd.”

Desantro took the hint and gave him his kod, the bite that passed with dl transactions here in
Vaddamaz—one of the Slver desmaks that he' d suggested for the Gatekeeper.

He went off more than contented and left them to the pot.

>><<

Excited and allittle sad because she was miss-ing her friends, fitting her steps with Desantro’s strides
but contriving to do a dancey shuffle dong the wooden walkway, whispering under her breath Gonna
gonna kick and scratch, Faan swung aong taking in the Sghts.

Tirdza Street was broad and busy, paved with granite setts as deep as they were wide, the age of the
dty apparent in the hollows worn in them. The buildings dong it were mostly shops on the ground floor
with living quarters above. Three or four stories high, they were built from a mix of woods cut into
blocks like bricks, held together by glue not nails or such, the grain and color of the wood arranged in
patterns, the outside pol-ished until the wood had a deep rich glow. The roofs were steeply pitched, the
shingles on them weathered gray, with severa chimneys on each house, chimneys with fandful caps,
ggdes in black iron. So many chimneys. She remembered Desantro’s tales of show and ice and
shivered.

“What's wrong, Fa?’

“Winter.”

Desantro sniffed. * Foolishness. We aren't going to be around that long. Besides, once you're used to
it, it' sa gplendid time”

“I’ve never even seen snow.”

“| thought you liked new things”

Faan moved her shoulders. “To think about. | don’'t know about actudly freezing my ... umn ... toes
off.”

Desantro snorted. “1t's not even summer yet, babe.”

“Hmm. They keep this place redly neat. Like they polished it every day.”

“Maybe they do.”

Faan clicked her tongue, went back to looking around.

Mogt of the buildings had huge nest boxes be-side one of the chimneys, with twiggy nests and



long-legged white birds going and coming. Yo-haen said be careful about those birds, they're cdled
Lamail and supposed to be the city’s Luck.

The shops had carved figures hanging from brackets above their doors, figuresin semi round, painted
with bright primd colors:

a man holding a hammer and knife that crossed above the round of his belly. a woman with a
spindle.

arobed and cowled person of indetermin-ate sex with an armload of books.

Faan dawdled by each of the bookstores she passed, catching glimpses through the amdl dia=mond
panes of piles of books and urnsfull of scrolls. These shops had noticeboards beside their windows with
sheets of coarse paper pasted up on them, papers like those that a number of the locds were reading as
they walked aong. Faan wanted to see what was on those papers, but De-santro wouldn't stop; she was
too impatient to reach Pargamaz Patikam and find out what hap-pened to her sdter.

>><<

An old woman sat beside a frycart wrapping sausages in a tough, flaky dough, impaing them on
wooden skewers and dipping them in hot oil until they were a crigp gold-brown. For a while she'd been
doing a brisk business, then three youths wearing green tabards with a black bird appliquéd on the front
emerged from a Side street, trading shadow jabs and shouted dares; they crossed the street, heading for
the frycart.

The old woman's customers faded fast. There was a nervous irritation in the way the boys moved
and amean edge to ther voices. They were looking for trouble, ready to make their own if they couldn’t
find any lying around.

Desantro swore under her breath, grabbed Faan’s arm, and pulled her into a recessed door-way.

“Ehryaeh-ya, Vecsvi,” the tdlest of the three said. “What ye sling sa morn, Vec Zen?’

“Wdl, look round, Cushk.” Another of the three did a step-step dance, waggling his narrow
but-tocks and flapping his hands. “Look look look,” he warbled. “No dogs.” He giggled, flung back his
head so hislong brown hair fluttered in the wind. “Grind ‘em up wi’ apinch o pigfat.”

The third caught up a handful of the skewered sausage ralls and flung them into the Street. “Ash
Tirdza” he ghrilled and pounded the dancer on the back. “Trade trade trade, anything for sale, sinkin’
zemniks doin” what comes naturd. When the dogs run out, there' s dways cats.”

“Now now, chienis” the old woman said, forc-ing laughter and lightness into her voice, “you know
that’s not so, it's good meat and pure, fresh from the Market every morning.”

One of the boys snatched a handful of sausage, threw it a another, then dl of them were snaich-ing
and throwing, ducking, ydling, “fresh and pure fresh and pure fresh and pure.”

The old woman pushed to her feet, stood look-ing heplesdy around. Storekeepers hovered in ther
doors, avoiding her eyes, some men in black tabards had their backs turned, ddiberatdly look-ing the
other way.

Three more youths came from the same sde—

way, same age, fourteen, fifteen, thesein red ta-bards with a lizard rampant.

“Look athat, Sguk, Dinotsfighting over a bitch.”

“Nay, Uts, can't y’ see. Look’t the nose on her. She's thar Ma, huh.” They whooped and danced
from foot to foot, chanting, “Laro, Laro likes *em hitchy, four legs and a tongue, woof woof.”

The green tabards forgot the old woman and started ther own dance. “Druz oh Druzy, foot in
mouth,” they yelled back. “Block a wood got more smarts than him.”

The exchanges grew louder and raunchier until the greens stopped playing and leapt at the reds, fids
swinging.

As they fought, the old woman tugged at her cart and with the hep of some men who'd ven-tured
from their shops and severd black tabards, pushed it down the street till it was out of the disturbance.

A red shoved a green, got shoved by another green. A red snapped out his bdt knife ...

... and got it knocked from his hand by an arm-length of polished wooden rod held by an older man
ina black tabard with a bronze chain about his neck. “Foalin’s foalin,” he growled at them, “but the fun



stops when edge shows.”

Jabbing and prodding with his club, the black tabard separated the two groups, sent the reds down a
sde way and told the greens he'd be re-porting them to ther Lieskadrav and if he saw them acting up
out here again, he’'d have their asses onice for as long as he could finegle it.

When they’d cleared off, Tirdza Street went back to its usud bustle, the noise was back, louder than
ever, but thistime Faan took more notice of the tabarded youths lounging about and a sprin-kling of the
black tabards gralling dong the walks, swinging ther dubs by thongs looped through a hole in the
handle.

“There’'s something going on,” she said.

Desantro made a quick negaing gesture. “Jugt ignoreit,” she said. “Locd poalitics, nothing to do with
us” She gtarted walking more_quickly. Faan followed, Alliki trotting a half step in front of her.

>><<

The Gate was a shdlow arch in a wal twenty feet tal and nearly hdf that wide at the base with
another wall running pardld to it on the far Sde of a wood-paved road that looked like it was used about
once a century. From where she stood, Faan could see patches of scaly gray lichen and scatters of
decayed leaves. The gates themselves were cumbersome things with iron studs and crossing bands; they
were folded back againg the walls, the hinge sde facing the Ash,

The Gatehouse was built on massve beams set across this pair of walslike adish on atable; it was a
blocky structure with a Lamall nest next to the chimney, flowerboxes in the windows, and a delicate
raling of wrought iron around the base. There was the sound of a woman snging, a child was vishle,
playing with asmdl toy horse, run—

ning its wheels dong the beams and making horse noises.

Desantro rang the bronze bdl hanging from a bracket beside a kiosk snugged againg the Gate.

The shutter clacked up and aman leaned out, elbows on the ledge. “Wha?’ he said, his voice mild,
hisfuzzy brows lifted. He was a amdl man, bad as an egg with plump rosy cheeks.

Desantro bobbed a brief polite bow. “1 seek the house of one Pargamaz Peaikam.” Her mouth
twitched into a amile that broadened into a grin as his pae blue eyes twinkled at her.

Heftilted his head, waggled his brows. “ Pur-pose?’

“I have been told my sgter ishiswife. She was a VVraga bride.”

“Nu nu, isthat s0.” He shifted his mouth side to side. “*Tis complicated to explain,” he said. “If you
don't dready know the way. Y ou're newly come to Savwvais?’

“We arrived from the South just this morning.”

“Nu nu.” He winked a Desantro, tapped with his thumb on the ledge.

Desantro lad adlver desmak beside the thumb. “If you could find a guide for us?’

“Nu, | can do that.” He drew back, cdled over his shoulder, “Lokit, get you down here.” He swung
back round. “My next youngest boy,” he said, his pride manifest. “Young cekcek, hell get you there,
tak your ear off on the way.”

Desantro walked in golid slence, her eyes on the ground, her face closed up. Faan glanced at her,
then hurried to catch up with Lokit as he marched across the wood road; Ailiki scampered ahead of her,
nosed a the road, then at the gate. Faan touched the boy’s shoulder, pointed dong the space between
thewdls. “What'sthisfor?’

He looked up a her; his eyes went wide. “Your eyes are different colors. Why's that?’

“Don’'t know. The road?’

“For trouble times. When th” army hasta march. Whatcha name?’

“Faan. And you're Lokit, y' da says”

“Tja What's it mean, Faan?’

“Jug aname. The Gates aren't closed.”

“Neka, han't been a mess-up in the Ashes for a long, long, lonnnng time. We turn down here, got a
ways to go yet. Patikam, he's comf’table, tja. | don’” know how long it's been, we han't got that far in m’
hig'ry class”



“Thisa holiday or something?’

He grinned. “Whole week’ s a haliday. We get one a those every darkmoon int' Interregnum. Lasts
dl the way t' soldtice, Perransvinte cuts it off, that's Counting Day.” His hand came up to cover his
mouth, his sea-blue eyes opened wide. “We s posed to be sad, nu.” He brought his shoul-der forward,
tapped the black ribbon knotted about his biceps. “Augdadievon he died, so we honor ‘im.” His grin
broke out again, impudent and full of sass.

She grinned back at him. “Sad, sad. What's that?’ She flapped her hand at a long rambling building
three stories high with galleries on each floor and outsde stairways linking them.

“It's a Pukhus” He jabbed at himsdf with his thumb. “Me, when | get to be a man, that's where |
go. ‘Prentices, students, dl that, they live there. Men move out the house and into a Pukhus ‘f they not
the her, live there long as they an't married.” He wrinkled his nose. “M’ Da say they gonna move the
Pukhussz outsde the wals, ‘cause they need more room for famlies; tiesh tas, hope they do, it'll be
grannnnd.”

“Whet about girls?’

“Girls can't do nothing, they just stay home.”

Faan snorted. “If | wanted to go, I'd go.”

He tilted his head, very like his father a that moment, blinked up a her. “Nu, | expect things are
diff’ rent where you come from.”

“Tiatal”

“Those towers there,” he waved a grubby hand, “that’s Pargats House. Where the Lielskadrav lives
with lots of cousns to do the work. ‘M glad | don’ have to be there, eh-yah. M’ cousn Dojis says it's
worse' n a Kyatty hdl, got garidj siffin’ down y' neck dl the time, have ta go to chapd ‘fore dawn
EVERY morning, can’t have no fun a dl.” He did alittle dance step, grinned. “M’ Dasay | don’ have ta
worry, ‘m too pestery to get took.”

On the other side of the street they walked down were row houses, amdl neet brick buildings sharing
a common wdl with atiny patch of gar-den in front, bright with soring flowers or ce-ramic blobs like
rocksin primary colors.

“What happened there?” She pointed at one of the houses. The shutters were closed tight with black
wax sedls on the cracks between them, the garden had gone to dead weeds and atdl pole was st in the
hard, gray dirt, a pole with bronze disks hanging from short bronze chains dong the top two feet, the
disks catching the wind and dinking with dreary dull sounds.

“Nu, Pargamaz Cigser lived there till his wife died.” Lokit shivered and walked faster, glanang
repeetedly over his shoulder a the dreary place.

“What's dl that wax and the pole mean?’

“Bad ghogt there. Cigser’s woman did hersdf. They caled a ghost-layer from the Temple, but he din’
have no luck ether. She comes out and ydls every Moondark. Cigser has took off, don’ know where,
wdl, he ¢'dn’'t stay with what that ghost said ‘bout him. Pole's a Nagglet, keeps her pinned there. Just
have to wait till she fades, that’s what the layer said.”

There were bands of children playing in the Street; some stopped to stare a Desantro and Faan,
others were too engrossed in their games to bother with something so uninteresting as a pair of foreign
women.

The row houses broke off, the street opened into a square thick with women; some were st-ting
about gossiping, watching a collection of ba-bies and toddlers, others were busy at the great stone tubs
doing family laundry, dill others were pulling flat loaves of bread from the communa oven at the south
corner of the square.

Beyond the square the houses stood detached with front doors painted in bright red, green, blue,
orange, hot pink and gold, with masses of prim-roses and dahlias in tubs flanking the front steps. The
father they went, the larger the bits of land about the houses, they began seeing stake fences and
was-high hedges, atree or two, smdl stone fountains. As the houses grew larger, they seemed to retreat
more and more behind the vells of greenery and fencewood.

Lokit stopped before the gate of one of these larger houses. “Thissit,” he said. “House a Par-gamaz.



Petikam. Yank on the pull there ‘f you wanna talk to someone. Sveik, milas” With a two-finger saute
and agrin, he went running off.

Almog panic in her face, Desantro stared at the metd pinecone at the end of the pullchain. She
reached, stopped her hand before she touched it and stood like that for severd breaths, then with a fant
whimper she didn’t redize she was mak-ing, she grasped the cone and pulled.

>><<

“Dessss ... | don't believeit ... Ded”

“Trik ... | didn't believeit either ... not till | saw you.”

Laughing and aying ... hugging each other ... turning round and round ... spesking together ...
bresking off ... garting up again at the sametime ... laughing again ... noisy and incoherent, the more than
twenty years snce they’d seen each other crashing on them at that moment, the Ssters were excited to
near hysteria

Ailiki a warm weight on her feet, Faan leaned againg the wall, ams crossed, pretending to her-sdf
she was bored by dl this (her mother was supposed to be a sorcerer, a being of power, and SHE'D
never tried to find her logt baby). She sighed with exaggerated weariness and inspected the entrance hdll.

The austere wood panding was a dark honey, insat squares two hands wide with linenfold carv-ing
on the raised frames; there were bronze lamps with tulip-shaped glass chimneys spaced dong the walls,
unlit now, theillumination provided by a danted roof-window two stories above them. At the far end of
the wide hdl a staircase of darker wood curved upward, turning a corner before it reached the upper
floor.

Tariko shared bones with her sgter, but she must have been some years younger; she had the same
abundance of light brown hair, but it was negatly disciplined into smooth bands and a large soft knot at the
base of her skull. Her skin had a porcdain fineness, none of the sun dapples that danced across
Desantro’s face; her festures were samdler, more ddicate, her hands pale and narrow with long tapering
fingers, her eyes were a deep violet blue. After the firg moments of excitement and happiness, Faan got
the feding that the woman was hiding a strong ambivaence behind an exaggeration of the pleasure and
excitement she redlly did fed.

Tariko drew back. “And who is this?” Desantro coughed, rubbed at her eyes as she turned to face
Faan. “Faan Hasmara,” she said, her voice hoarse, “ Tariko, my sgter. T'rik, Faan found you for me and
before that made it possible for meto trave here”

Tariko swept into a graceful bow. “Be welcome indeed, Faan Hasmara.”

“You are gracious indeed, Tariko.” Faan in-clined her head with an equa lack of sncerity; she was
increesingly sure she didn't like Desan-tro’s Sigter.

“My shame that we' re sanding around here, come updtairs to my stting room and well have some
tea’ She glanced at Ailiki, frowned but said nothing, then swept around and led the way up the Sairs.

>><<

Tariko amiled as she bowed and handed the delicate porcdan cup to Faan; she returned to her seat
behind the ova table and poured hersdf a cup. “Yes” she sad, “I was blessed. Have you heard of the
Vraga brides?’

Desantro nodded. “Someone | met on the ship mentioned them.”

“Patikam’ s father was, dill dive then; it was during the Legger Interregnum ... well, never mind that,
it'sjugt that things were chancy so he wanted to make sure his favorite son was safe” She amiled into her
teacup, as a some fond mem-ory. “Theway it is here, if aman wants to rise high, he marries pure; that's
the 9gn of hisambition. An invitation to the poison cup, that’s whet old

Pargamaz Tisker used to say. He'd gt there ...” Tariko nodded to the largest of the chairs in the
room. “He d gt there and durp his tea and look like a suffed owl and say over and over what a wise old
fat he was, his own words. Wédll, | never complained, because it was a good thing for me. The daver
who bought me ... that was after you went, Desa ... he knew it was a dangerous time here, they were
changing Auggtadievons, they do that every twelve years, and a lot of families would be at the Bridehdl



shopping for Vraga brides, and he’' d get an extra good price for a pretty girl who was a certified virgin.”
She sighed. “It could have been horrible, you know, but Partikam took one look a me and that was that.
We have two children, my daughter Parraye who is fourteen and my son Zens who is nine. I've been
blessed, Desa. I'm very happy.” She leaned for-ward. “But you, Sster, what happened to you?’

Desantro set her cup down and began the long story of her captivity and unexpected release.

As Tariko exclamed and murmured sympathy, wonder, clicked her tongue in exaggerated dis-gus,
Faan sattled back in her chair, Ailiki a pool of warmth againgt her belly. She could smdl trou-ble coming.
Tariko was prettier and younger, but she hadn't half the strength and warmth of her sster—and that
other thing; episodes from the past year popped into memory and did out again. Tsahl chances were
good that darling Patikam would start niffing around the honeytrap and lit-tle sster’s welcome would go
pod! Now that we've found her, we redly should get out of here.... Faan watched exuberance and joy
play across Desantro’s face, watched her continualy reach out to touch her sster’s arm, as if to reas-
aure hersdf that it was not dl a dream, that she had family again. No chance of leaving any time soon. Ah
wedl, Shyl said you can't live other peo-pl€e'slivesfor them.

Desantro’s tde wound to its spectacular end. Tariko's eyes widened and she stared at Faan,
fas-cinated but uncomfortable with the thought she was entertaining a sorcerer, however feeble and
unformed.

Faan sat up. “Pargamazev Tariko,” she said, “your courtesy has been pleasant indeed, but it istime |
was finding an inn. Do you know of one you can recommend? Of moderate expense but respedtable?’

Desantro was startled and not pleased by the light formdity of Faan’s words—as if she redized for
the firg time what had been apparent from the beginning her companion and her sster did not like each
other.

“But of course you must gay with us, mila Faan. There is plenty of room and you are most
wel-come,” Tariko said smoothly.

“l am honored, Pargamazev Tariko, but I'm sure you and Desantro have family matters to dis-cuss
without outside ears; besides, | need to live closer to Ash Tirdza there are things | mugt do. I'm sure you
understand.”

“Tja, of course, milaFaan.” She got gracefully to her feet and crossed to the door. As she tugged at
the bell pull, she said, “Y ou mud return and dine with us, mile At the beginning of the sev-enth daywatch.
Pargamaz Patikam will be widhing to greet you.”

“Tja, Pargamazev Tariko, blessngs for your courtesy.”

>><<

As Faan and Dreits, the manservant who was guiding her and carrying her bag, passed through the
Ashgate, Segis dapped up the shutter and looked out. “Svelk, child. | see you found the house”

“Tja, Gatekeeper. You have a charmer for a son.”

“Petcha, child. Young cekcek.” He pulled his head in and vanished into the shadows inside the kiosk.

With Ailiki asmdl shadow trotting before them, they walked a while in slence until they reached the
fird shops. “What sort of inn are you looking for, mila? Dreits voice was soft and dow, his accent
thick. This was the firg time he/ d spo-ken; till now he' d been content to walk a pace behind her. He was
atal, thin man with sun-bleached blond hair and a pronounced limp that didn't seem to give him much
trouble as he swung dong.

“You're not from Savwvais?’

“My family work on a cattle run in the east—

lands, | was ayounger, son and restless, so | joined the army and stayed in until | got the wound in
the leg that left me lame”

“Ah”

A rumbling chuckle. “And you know nothing of that, why should you, mila Theinn?’

“Something ... hmm ... should | say inexpen-Sve or cheap? But a place where the fless won't be
raigng grandchildren on my blood and the inn-keeper won't sdl my room key to any rupjawith an urge”

“Nu nu, what athing. Do they actudly do that?’



“It's happened a couple times as we traveled north.” She hdd up a hand, let pde blue flamdets
dance dong her fingers, then banished them. “Rupjas got a shock mugt've put them off women for a
while”

“Tsa, magic!”

“Wdl, I'm only a student and a beginner at that, but it's enough to discourage interference.”

“Soit mus.” He scratched behind his ear. “Nu, seems to me the Gui Bazdlt would do wel enough.
It's smdl, only five rooms, but it's clean and the cook’s a treasure when she's sober. t' Mazra Zotg is a
mean of worth, the innkeeper, heis. A for-eigner, but amen of worth.”

“Sounds good to me, where isit?’

“Two streets down, one back, but you'd best drop by the Modrib first.”

Faan scowled. “Modrib? | don't know the word.”

“Civid gation. If you're going to stay more than afew days, you have to register there”

She sighed, pushed her black hair off her face. “Let’s get it over with, then. I'm tired. | want a bath
and anap.”

>><<

The Modrib was a larger verson of the Gate-keeper's kiosk, an eight-sded tower built of wood,
three stories high and aggressvely plain. Ailiki dropping back to follow them, Faan went up the dairs
with Dreits limping behind, stepped into a bare room with a couple of benches pushed up agang sde
wals adesk at the back wal near narrow dtairs theat coiled up to the second floor.

A middle-aged man in a black tabard was sit-ting behind the desk reading a newssheet; he looked up
as she crossed the room, reached into a drawer, and set a printed page on the table. “Tja, mila?’

“I've been told | need to register with you if | plan to spend more then afew daysin the city.”

“Tja, mila” He dipped a wooden pen in a bottle of ink, tapped it on athick fet dab. “Name?’

“Faan Hasmara”

“Nu nu, | have it. Homdand?’

She hesitated, then said, “Zara Fadogurum. South Continent.”

“Long way from home.”

“Tia”

“Age?’

“Seventeen years. Is that necessary?”’

“Routing, mila Y ou done?’

“No. | have a companion, an older woman.”

“You're very young. She's responsble for you?’

“No. | travel with her, that'sdl.”

“Your purpose for vigting Vadamaz?’

“My companion has come to vigt her sster who isa Vraga bride. As| said, | travel with her.”

“Vraga bride. Tiesh tas. What Family?’

“Pargats”

He looked past her at Dreits, nodded. “Tja. How long will you be staying?’

“I'm not sure. Not beyond summer’s end. It de-pends on my companion and how long she ex-tends
her vigt. Also what ships are in when it' stime to leave and where we decide to go.”

“Nu, wha I'll do, I'll set you down for a month. Pridis 17, that's today, till Majdis 17. You
understand?’

“And on Majdis 177’

“If you wigh to stay longer, come by and re-register.”

“Tia”

He reached in the drawer, brought out an-other sheet with printing on it. He folded it in hdf, folded it
agan, then sat with his fingertips holding it down. “If it turns out that you will be staying here over winter,
you mud ether pro-vide proof you can support yoursdf or acquire the sponsorship of a dtizen of
Vddamaz. Say-vdis is not lidble for feeding or housng you. You will not be adle to work while you're



here, a least, not without the approva of the Care—

taker and the chances of getting such gpproval lie between litle and none. The only acceptable
change of your condition isif acitizen agrees to marry you.”

“Thet isout of the question.”

“Nu, wéll see. Time is as time goes. Fee for regidration is one desmak.” He took the coin she
dropped on the desk, pushed it into a dot in the desktop, then flicked the folded paper across to her.
“Read this carefully. These are the laws of the city that you will be required to know and follow without
variaion.”

She tucked the paper in the sack tied to her belt. “Is there anything else?’

“Only this” He pushed across the desk a smdl bronze tag with aline of letters and numbers stamped
diagondly across one sde. “Thisisyour votg. Carry it with you at dl times, show it when-ever you are
guestioned, it doesn’t matter who does the questioning. Anyone has the right to see your votg. Do you
understand?’

“Tja, | undergand.”

“There's a holein one corner; it is permitted to wear the votg) on achain or athong about your neck.
If you lose it, no matter how, come imme-diatdly to this office. Under oath tdl precisely how it was log.
Y ou will be charged afine, fifty des-maks, and give a replacement. Do you under-stand?’

“Tja, | understand.” Following Drets ingtruc-tions, as she turned to leave, she did another desmak
onto the desk, the dvid kod, then she went out.

>><<

Ailiki legpt onto the bed and curled in a soft knot; Dreits raised his brows, set Faan's bag on the rack
a the foot of the bed. “Is there anything se | can do for you, mila?

Faan stood at the window looking down into the narrow side street. “At the moment | can think of
nothing. Y ou’ ve been very kind.”

“Then | will return at the end of the Sxth day-watch and escort you back to the house of Peti-kam.”

“That isn't necessary.” She turned, hitched a hip on the windowsll. “I know the way now.”

“Perhaps not necessary, but it is proper cour-tesy.” When she sghed, then nodded agreement, he
amiled. “Victory is sweetest when it is ren-dered unnecessary.”

“You know the Analects of Tannakes?’

“Tja As does any proper soldier. How come you to know them, child?’

“l had a friend who was awarrior of Tan-nakes.”

“Had?’

“Helives, but it'salong and complicated tde.”

“Until this evening, then, fare you well, mila” He bowed with awkward grace and went out, a man
with Panote's inner cdm and unobtrusive self-respect, whole and serene despite his short-ened leg and
menid service.

She sghed and did off the sll. *Y ou want to deep or come with me, Aili my Liki? Bath fird, then I'm
going to treat mysdf to a wander through those bookstores | saw this morning.”

Chapter 3. The Night of the Dark Moon

1. At House Patikam

Forearms braced on the table, Desantro leaned into the lamplight, the glow weaking a fugitive gold in
the soft loose curls clustered close to her head. “The old man's eyes opened so wide he looked like a
dartled bull.” She widened her eyes; across from her Zens giggled and Parraye wiggled her fingers, the
tips brushing across the linen ma un-der her plate. “And he said to Irrawa the Free-waking, Wana, if
you won't honor your mother’s bargain and wed me, | want that dress back.” Ev-eryone around was
going shame shame, dirty oI’ miser, but she didn’'t hestate one minute. She pulled off the dress and
evaything ese down to the skin and went marching off.”

Parraye s eyes rounded. “Everything?’ she whispered.



“Every sngle gtitch.” Desantro looked each one in the eye with such portentious intent they knew
something more was coming she dragged the S-lence out a har longer, then amiled and went on. “Now,
you should know this, it's important. The Kawan—that's governor of the Kan, what you cal a fidd
here—he had a habit of riding out by him-sdf to discover what his people were getting up to. He saw the
whole thing and took Irrawa the Free-waking up on his horse and carried her back to the Kan house
where he married her to his eldest son, saying a woman of such fire and integ-rity was a prize beyond
price” She straightened, winked at Zens and Parraye. “Our mama told us that story when your mama
was just atatling run-ning after tree lizards”

Tariko chuckled. “Tja, it's true—as the Sory tdler says. Des, tdl them a newer truth, tdl them about
the time you went looking for a Whaura girl and got caught in the net snare.”

Desantro wrinkled her nose. “Raki told you that, didn't he. You were in the cradle dill, so it had to
be him.” She grinned a Parraye. “Little brothers.”

Parraye giggled in a whisper, egped as Zens poked histhumb in her ribs.

“Hmm,” Desantro said. “1 was just nine. It was the night after the Whaura Dance, that’s when we go
out and tdl the trees that we thank them for their wood, it was my firs Dance and out in the dark past the
torches, | saw a Whaura enough like me | could' ve been looking in amirror.. ..

The ovd table was dark wood waxed and pol-ished until the glow from the three crystd and slver
lampsin a line down the middle burned deep deep in the heart of it. Faan stopped ligen-ing; she'd heard
those stories before. She sat S-lent between Desantro and Patikam, Ailiki a warm blot on her toes, the
tines of her fork moving dowly through the greens on her plate, her appe-tite gone as memory
ovewhemed her. Suppers a the Beehouse ... Reyna ... her family warm in the lampglow, Jea tdling
acerbic taes from his nurs-ing rounds, Dawa capping them with impromptu rhymes, Area One-eye
ligening with passion and intensty ... she was the mogt active, obtrusive listener Faan had met—urttil
now ... young Parraye had the same kind of noisy slence. She was a pretty child, with far skin and a
tendency to blush a del-icate rose when her deep contralto voice embar-rassed her, which was why she
maostly whispered or stayed slent; it was a Sren's voice in the body of a child. Odd to think of her as a
child, she was fourteen and only alittle over two years younger than Faan, but she seemed so unformed.
Her brother Zens was nine and a scrubbed up verson of Lokit, as cheeky as he dared to be with his
father'sfond eye on him.

When Desantro’s story was finished, Tariko stood. “Parraye, Zens, sudy time. Des, mila Faan, if
you will join usin the library, we will be pleased to share converse and wine”

>><<

A crackling fire burned in the firehole of a tile-stove that took up a good portion of one of the Sdes
of the octagond room; the tiles were glazed in dark blue and green with an occasond touch of maroon,
diamond shapes in harlequin patterns. Stuffed lesther chairs (the lesther stained maroon to maich the
accentsin the stove) were pulled in a loose circle about the hearth, amdl tables beside them with crysta
lamps adding to the warm glow. Outside the cirde of brightness paintings and tap-estries on the walls
added tatters of color as thefirdight touched them then shifted away.

Petikam filled long semmed crysta glasses with a wine the color of rubies and Tariko brought them
to the guests, then took her own and settled in the chair closest to the stove on the left side. Petikam sat
down opposite her. He lifted his glass in an unobtrusive saute, his eyes shining in the firdight. She
answered in kind and they drank the firs Sp together.

Faan looked down at Ailiki curled in her 1ap, stroked the soft gray-brown fur as she fought down a
sudden, intense envy. The mahsar purred and kneaded at her thighs asif to say you do have family, what
ese am |? Faan scratched behind the petd ears, then tasted the wine. It was heavier than she liked, but
dill smooth and subtle to the tongue, dmost shouting its value. She wondered briefly why the man had
wasted it on her and Desantro; they were unlikdy to be of any use to him. She looked up. They were dill
gniling a each other, dill sharing that moment of intimecy, so he might have done it as a tribute to his
wife. She sipped again and suppressed a Sgh at her unhgppy cyniciam. Keep your hair on, girl. And
don’'t drink too much of this stuff You're getting dizzy already.



Petikam shifted in his chair, turning to face her.

“My ddterea-likam tdls us you are a sorcerer, milaFaan.”

Thwup in the gizzard. That explains the wine. Too bad, I'd rather it was the other. “Not yet, O
Petikam. | barely can consder mysdf a student.”

“Sweet modesty. It wel becomes you, mila Y et, from the tde Desantro tdls....”

“Ah, that. What happened was god business and | got caught init. | was no more than a brush in the
hand of a painter.”

“Even s0. Dreits has informed us he took you to get a votg. Did the guard advise you about
Meggzatevoc's prohibitions?’

“What?’

“Nu, ligen and take care, mila Meggzatevoc is prickly about power wieded within Vadamaz; he
has forbidden any Great Magic. He d not wait for the authorities to act, he'd squash the offender himsdf
whether the offense were inadvertent or meant. Even little magics should be contained and constrained,;
it's better for dl if the god is not roused.”

“l see. | do wish to continue my studies. That would be alowed?’

“If you find a teacher to accept you, that teacher will congtrain you, so there should be no difficulty
arigng from your joint activities.”

She gazed a him over the rim of her glass and her perspective aoruptly shifted. He was a precise
pedantic man, but kind, fond of his children, even fonder of his wife, a man who didiked having to give
bad news or curtal the lives of others. That was the reason for the expengive wine and the fire and dl the
rest. He wanted her to fed accepted and understand what he said was meant for her good. Ashamed of
her suspicions, she amiled at him, lowered the glass. “ Teachers. Do you know of any who'd be willing to
take atemporary pu-pil?’

“Asfar as| know, there s no sorcerer of any degree in Vadamaz. There is a Magus—of course, he
doesn't practice his Art here. Meggzatevoc wouldn't dlow that. He works as a amith outside the wadls
and sddom vists the city. Ahm in these troubled times, | think you' d better not ven-ture so far. My work
... am ... it has to do with trade goods and digtribution, you see. Except for the Days of Honor, | have
little to do with the Powers. The best | can tdl you isto inquire a the Temple. They'll know there who's
avalable and acceptable.”

“You speak of troubled times. And we saw ta-barded boys fighting in Ash Tirdza, ydling things. Has
it anything to do with the death of the Aug-stadievon? The Gatekeeper’s son told me about that when |
asked why he wasn't in school.” Shetilted the glass, watched the wine swirl, then looked up suddenly to
see Patikam exchange a worried glance with Tariko. There is something brewing here, something he
doesn’t want to talk about, not with outsiders. Maybe Desa can find out what’s going on.

“Nu, the Campaign is on and the Caretaker isahm ... preoccupied. If you see more dissen—

son, milaFaan, walk away quickly. Foreigners can be a focus for ... ahm ... spirding madness. It's
best to avoid trouble.”

Desantro chuckled suddenly. “You don't know what you're asking, O Patikam. Gods and riot gather
round our Faan like bees round honey. That's what her family caled her, Honeychild. She's a good
child, though, shéll try her best.”

“Desd”

“Pd pal, Fa, you know | don’'t mean it bad, but these are my kin and they need to be ready.” She
winked and lifted her glass to her sster, then took a gulp of the wine. “Nu, my dears, with alittle luck,
well be going onin amonth or so. If the Temple seers can tdl us where we can find Rakil.”

Tariko frowned. “| have asked, Des. Bdieve me, | have”

“Verna, T'rik, of course | do, but when it's Faan doing the asking we might get a different answer.
Tungii more or less promised that.”

Faan sat up, ignoring Ailiki’s growl and the prick of her claws. She glared a Desantro. “Desa, that's
not exactly....”

Desantro shrugged. “Close enough. O Patikam, T'rik says there's to be a street fedivd tomorrow.
Something about the Dark Moon?’



He nodded. The wine had reddened his cheeks and brought a sheen of sweat to his brow; in the heet
from the stove his short curly blond har coiled free of the ail that had dicked it down and the shimmering
gold halo gave an odd innocence to his face. Happy to abandon dour warnings, he leaned forward and
began describing the treats ahead.

>><<

Faan patted a yawn, lifted Ailiki down and got to her feet. “It's late; 1'd best be getting back to the
inn”

Petikam st his glass on the table beside his chair and looked up at her. “Neka neka, mila | assumed
you meant to stay the night. | have been thoughtless, nu. Ther€ll be Jahta bands out doing mischief
everywhere and the guards will be busy in the Family Ashes with none Ieft for Tirdza It isn't safe for
anyone, let done ayoung girl.”

Faan snapped her fingers. Pae blue flamdets danced on the tips. “Let them try their mischief on me,
they’ll get a bigger surprise than any Jah’ takash fashions”

“Neka, mila If you hurt one of those whelps, you could sir up things you can't control, or bring such
trouble on yoursdf we' d have no way to hep you.”

“I'll do no harm unless I'm forced, but | will go where | want when | want.” In her determination she
leaned forward in the chair; Ailiki complained and legpt down. “I have sworn that,” she said. “I will be a
pavn no more.”

“Then let me send Dreits with you.”

“Neka, two are far more obvious than one, though | appreciate the thought. Ligten, I'll just dide
through the shadows. Unless they bump into me, mogt likdy no one will even notice I'm there.”

He sghed. “Megg keep you, mila If you will, you will. Do go with care and take my blessng.”

2. At the Akazal—Eve of the Dark Moon

Dressed in black velvet, black sk, black bro-cade, their jewes few (a sngle geaming ruby dan-gling
from an ear or nestling on the pae hillocks of a woman's breasts—or an emeradd or a sap-phire or a
angle immense diamond like a drop of hardened water), masked in gold, the masks a del-icate mix of
fdine and femde (the face of Jah'takash), the dancers clasped hands in circles whose forms mutated
continuoudy as they shifted about the floor, curling about other circles, glidking and dipping, heads turning
one way, then an-other, breast to breast at times, at times expanded into a true round, slent dways, eyes
hidden in the shadows of the mask, mde and femde dike, only the music left to take and move them.

The eight-sded balroom was dl white marble and three stories high, with mirrors in slver frames on
esch wall, mirrors that reflected the Slver lamps beside each archway with its white velvet curtains, that
reflected each other in end-less repetition, repetition interrupted by the black dancers passng by. The
lamps were filled with scented ails they burned very bright this night, as did the chanddiers hanging from
the digant caling, siver and crysd, a thousand candles each.

The sable dancers glided in circles of four, five, as many as eight, to swaying swooping music from a
gx piece orchestra—three fiddles, a drum and two horns—tucked away in a gdlery hdfway up the
eastern wall. The ingruments were painted white like the hands and faces of the white clad players.

The Corypheus stood hdf black and hdf white on a dais beneath the gdlery, masked as Jah'takash,
gold and glittering with ruby glass for eyes. His hidden eyes sweeping across the dancers and dong the
wadls, he sgnded with the gold and ruby wand in his left hand to his ghosly whips, white forms who
moved about breaking up groups of nondan-cers, sending them out to make new circles in the intricate,
elegant dance.

>><<

Pargats Varney eased back when his cirde neared the entrance to one of the supper rooms, pulled
together the hands he was holding so he wouldn't break the circle, then, looking hedtily about for the
facdless white form of awhip, whistling under his breath for luck when he didn’'t see one, he edged past
the white velvet curtains shut-ting off the arch.



He pulled off the mask, wiped a his face. “ Jauk!”

A chuckle. “You should expect it, Varney. Here”

He swung around, relaxed as he saw Navarre aniling a him, took the glass, drained it. “Kyaity
Trum, don’t want any of it. Assuming you mean what | mean by ‘it”” With a grimace, he looked hadtily
about, but the room was empty except for the Magus.

“Oh?’ The embodiment of skepticism, Navarre ambled back to the table, chose a meet rall from the
finger food piled on trays and hit into it.

Varney threw himsdf into a chair. “Bring me something, Varre. Favor?’ He grinned. “If you choose
it, maybe I’ll survive the first swallow.”

“Tsa” Navarre took a plate and began loading it. “You'd hae it if you were elbowed from the game,
my friend.”

“Hmp. It's come too soon. By five years! I'm not ready for settling down. Megg rot that poisoning
laungd”

Navarre crossed the room, set the plate on the table by the chair. “Here's your azar. Nibble in
peace, little man.” He dropped into Varney’s lap a mottled puce and lime colored sphere on a fine slver
chain, then returned to the table for more of the sparkling wine.

“Kyaty Trum!” Varney caught hold of the chain and lifted the sphere. “Most hideous pauksdadaza
I’ve ever seen.”

“Hideous but effective. You need to wear it agang your kin, you know, so tuck it away, holy
Candidate.”

“Away isright.” Varney drew the chain over his head, pushed the aizar stone down indde his black
veve tunic. “Who did they circle you with?’

Navarre raised a brow, filled his glass and re-turned the jar to the ice bucket. “They were dl
masked,” he said.

Varney scowled. “Tact with me?’

“Say rather, within these wdls”

“Truml | suppose you're right.” He gloomed at the mesat rall, popped it in his mouth. “Bring that
bottle over here” he said, the words muffled by the food. “Megg's sancy Tall, | can't go through this
sober.”

“If word gets round you're alush, that’ll snk any chances you have of the prize”

“l know, | know, do y' think I've gone soft in the head? It's m' father. He's giiffing about for a
bride. For me”

“l didn’t think it'd be for him.”

Varney snorted. “Not with Ma and Dilsy riding him tight. Catch me marrying two Daughters. One's
bad enough.” He hit down into another dumpling, grimaced, and st it aside. “Concubines you don't have
to ligen to.” He took the refilled glass from Navarre, gulped down hdf of it, then sat brooding a the
bubbles streaming up through the straw-colored liquid. “Trouble is, wives they even get to naysay a
concubine. A man has to have peace in his house.”

“Look on the bright sde, my friend. If your throat’s cut tomorrow, you won't have to face any of
that.”

“You'reahig hdp.” He reached for a ngpkin, scrubbed at his hands. “This paint is a nuisance. Why
do we have to wesr it?’

“Don't.”

“Hah! And get pitched out?’

“Ian't that what you want?’

“Trum! You're pricklier than an ezistonight.” He sat up. “I ...”

The vevet curtains were swept aside and hdf a dozen young women came in giggling and chat-tering.
They pulled their masks off, hung them over ther wrigts by the cords and swirled in a cloud of black
vevet round Varney; one drifted over to Navarre, took a glass from him and stood Spping at wine that
meatched her pale gleaming hair.

A girl with velvet violet eyes perched on the am of Varney's chair. “Recreant, running out on us,



Shame.” She combed her dim fingers through his hair, tugged at a lock, laughing as he yelped, her eyes
heating as he caught her wrist and pulled her hand down.

A far freckled girl stroked her finger dong his face. “Are we so dull that you run for cover? Shame
oh shame. Inault of the worgt kind. What forfeit shal we make you pay?’

The other three leaned over him, teesing him, touching him with ther fingertips, fluttery butter-fly
caresses they'd learned in their deportment classes.

“You so sedom vist us, O Magus.” She was young and lovely, har gathered in a large loose knot at
the base of her skull, a style not many could wear, but it suited her understated beauty. She gazed a him
over therim of her glass from grave gray-blue eyes.

“I mugt plead my studies, O Dinots Kaigta”

“Ah. Study. Isit so much more enthrdling than 17’

“How can | answer that, O Kaigta? If | say yes, then | lie and insult you. If 1 say no, then | insult
mysdf.”

“Quibbling, © Magus? Jah’ takash forbid. Pay forfet and dance with me”

“Itismy pleasure, O Kaigta” He amiled at her, then turned and called, “Varney. A chdlenge. Come
and dance.”

A shadow passed over Dinots Kaista's face, then she dipped a graceful curtsy and pulled on her
mask. She'd been playing with a domesticated sort of danger and was momentarily annoyed at him for
Sdestepping her snare, then she laughed and clapped her hands. “Come come, Rieka, Sassie, Janina,
comedl of you, we shdl dance.”

3. Ashes after dark

Navarre dipped away from the Celebration early and walked solitary between the amy bar-racks in
Ash Dievon. In the distance he could see the shifting red glows of the Jahta bdefires and hear an
occasond dhriek as the Bands turned vi-olent; it wasn't a good night for anyone to be out, even him.
He'd come into Savvdis againg will and indination; Family Celebrations during Campaign time were
boring and dangerous, a combination he had no taste for, but the Care-taker had sent to invite him, an
invitation that differed from a command only in the wording.

There d been eyes on him dl evening. Made his kin itch. He wasn't afraid, merdy annoyed. He
didiked being overlooked. That was a pinprick, though, to what redly worried him. Why did he have to
be there? No one objected when he |eft, having done nothing but dance about and drink ther bubbly
wine He'd delivered the aizar stone, but surdy that was nothing the Caretaker would bother to notice,
Why? Did Turet suspect he had a hand in the Augstadievon’s death? It couldn’t be a strong suspicion or
he'd be in the cdllars of the Akaza with a spidznd locking him down and hesting up the irons.

He moved into Ash Tirdza and waked south dong the wide street, heading for the inn where he'd
booked a room, the noise of the Bands grow-ing louder and more explicit though he hadn’t run into any
of them yet. Megg forfend he did! Many of the prowlers would be Family cousins and younger sons. Bad
busnessif he had to hurt one of them. He pulled his cloak closer about his body, moved deeper into the
thick shadows beside the buildings and hurried dong the Street, impatient to reach the inn where he could
Settle over amug of hot cider and try to sort out the events of the night.

From a Sde street ahead he heard ydls curses, then the patter of running feet. Swearing under his
breath he stepped into a doorway and pulled the cowl forward to hide the palor of hisface.

Long hair greaming, a shadowy insubgtantia form ran toward him, the stink of magic strong on it. 1t?
No, agir with a cover of no-see-me pulled in tatters about her. A stranger, but hiskind if not hiskin.

He stepped out, caught her.

She fought him, surprising him with her strength. It was like trying to hold an angry py-thon.

“Quiet.” It was a whispered shout, enhanced. She went Hill. He wasn't the only one who could smell
megic. “I'm afriend. | won't hurt you.”

She snorted. “For sure you won't.” Smdl blue flames danced dong her arms, then were gone. “Or
you're ash.” A rather wobbly chuckle. “Asin wood, not district.”

“Stay behind me” He relaxed his grip, stepped into the street, sweeping back the cowl as he did so.



The purpleshirts chasing the girl swerved, stopped.

One of them set his hands on his hips and glared a Navarre—Pargats Derigs, an unpleasant brat,
one of Varney's cousns. “Not your business, O Magus. She's blessed to Jah'takash.”

“Play your tricks on street drabs, Derigs. Thisone isn't your meet.”

“Who says?’

“l do. You want to cdl me on it, take it up with the Cividarod in the morning. Fool with me and you
won't see morning.”

Thetal blond youth stared a Navarre for sev-erd moments, then he shrugged and walked away. His
satdlites trailed after him, vanishing with him down a Sde street.

Navarre turned to the girl. “Kyatawat’s five hundred hdls, girl, what are you doing out done after
dark, especidly this night?’

“Getting back to my room. Not looking for cli-ents, if that’s what you think.”

“Didn’'t anyone warn you about the Dark Moon?’

“Wha's that to you?’

“What it is to any man with honor in him. Tdl me”

“l was warned.” She had a stubborn set to her face, a degree of wariness but no fear; her eyes were
odd—even in the moonlight he could see they were different colors. “I chose to come away.” Her mouth
twigted. “I won't be led about by the nose. And | don’t need your protection. So you can go wherever it
isyou were heading.”

“No doubt you can,” he said. “But if you' d Snged one of those whelps, the least you'd earn yoursdf
isapublic scourging.”

“I know,” she said. “It's why | was running.” She wrinkled her face in a comic grimace, clicked her
tongue. “So you're right. And so | dip you this curtsy ...” She hdd out phantom skirts and bent her
knees. “And say patcha, O Magus”

“Imp. Where are you saying?’

“The Gul Bazdt on JurraWay.”

“l know it. Come dong.”

She walked beside him, now and then looking up at him. “| heard trouble ahead when | was coming
aong Tirdza Street, so | turned off into one of the side ways thinking | was going to go round it. And then
ran right into that lot. They came sweeping round a corner and we bumped before | knew they were
there. Wrecked the no-see. Potzheads.”

“Them?’

“NUL

He laughed. “What's your name, gil?’

“Fean Hasmara”

“I'm Navarre.”

“I know.”

“Nu, Sorcerie, are you coming to stay or just visting?’

“Vigting. My friend and |, we just got here this morning. Her Sster was a Vraga bride.”

They turned into awinding Sde way. “1 see,” he said. “How far dong in your studies are you? Have
you found a Master?’

“You know | haven't or | wouldn't be running loose like this. How far? Baby steps.” She glanced at
him again. “I’'m looking for a teacher. While I’'m here. Not as an apprentice.”

“There aren’'t many who' d take a student with-out bond.”

“Td I’'ve an aversgon to bonds.”

“I'll think on it and send word in a day or 0.” He stopped in front of the Inn. “Take a bit of
well-meant advice thistime, young Faan. Stay indde after dark. Especidly during the Dark Moon.”

She lad her hand briefly on hisarm. “Unless there' s reason not to, | will.”

In her room Faan kicked off her sandas and stretched out the bed. Ailiki legpt up and snug-gled
agang her. “Wdl, Aili my Liki, what a night!” She chuckled, fdt the mahsar's answering rumble against
her ribs. “And what a man!”



CABAL

The woman pulled her robe close about her and turned slowly, her body eloquent of scorn as
she looked over the catacombs. “ Why do you insst on meeting in places like this?”

“1t's my sense of what'’ s fitting,” the wide man said.

She heard the acrid humor In his voice, made an angular gesture with her muffled arm. * You!
You mock us. Be careful, half-blood.”

“It isthe jester’s right, dama. The dance on the edge of oblivion.”

“ Be thankful the others aren’t here. They're mis-ers when it comes to recognizing rights.”

“ As we both know. Or why would you be meeting me now?”

She moved her hidden hand in a sharp flat gesture, cutting off the argument. “That
conceded, why am | here?’

“You have access to the Caretaker.”

“To his bed.”

“ All men talk. Sooner or later.”

“ Babble.”

“I trust your cleverness, dama.”

“Td” She folded her arms across her breasts, her hands diding into the opposite deeves.
“He' s sniffing after the Magus. He's set a Temple Diviner on him, a water skryer, an old woman.
She's blocked from the smithy but anytime he leaves, she'll be feel-ing about after him.”

“ There now. Was that difficult?”

“Td | hope this meeting yields more than that.”

“ A conspiracy is only as strong as the weakest link.”

“O wisdom O platitude. Are you talking about me?”

“1’m not such a fool. No names, but you know who | mean. One is weak and needs careful
herding, tja?”

Her cowl bobbed in the shadows as she nodded agreement.

“ And one s clever, though not so clever as he thinks. And treacherous.”

Again she nodded.

“We need them both—until the thing is done. You're a woman and | am . . . what | was born.
Di-rect rule is out of the question. We can maneuver the one, the other will betray us with the
same deft-ness as he betrayed Nestrats as soon as he has what he wants, tJa?”

“Tja”

“1 know what you're thinking, lovely one. Why do you need me?’

“I'msureyou’ll tel me.”

“We are indissolubly linked, dame. Destroy me and you ruin yourself.”

“ Blackmail or murder?”

“Neka neka, neither one. | havea. ..l won't say friend . . . an acquaintance who is bound to
me. One who has certain abilities and a Demiurge to back him. If | fall. . .”

“I die?’

“ Certainly not. My mind Is not so limited. If | fall—by whatever means, dama—you will wake
the day after an old wrinkled woman with dropsy.”

“ Ahhhhhh.”

“And don't think you can discover my acquain-tance or counter the spell. The spinner is
hidden, lovely one, the spell is spun already and only waits the trigger.”

“You frighten me.”

He chuckled. “ No.”

She shrugged, the felten folds brushing heavily together. “ Nu, then. Is that all?”

“For the moment.”

“ The next meeting, make It a place without ver-min.”

“I"ll think about It. Atvas, dama.”

“ Atvas, spider. “



Chapter 4. The Day of the Dark Moon

The dity was full of damor and dashing cymbas when Faan woke on her second day in Sawvdis.
She yawned and stretched, filled with an inchoate sense of well-being, which she enjoyed for a mo-ment
without bothering where it came from, then her mind drifted back to the night before and the Magus.
Navarre. She drew her hands up her body, cupped them over her breasts—then sghed and sat up. He
was obvioudy unimpressed by her; when she said she needed a teacher, he turned it off with a gentle
obduracy, an adult talking to a child.

“Tiesh tas, Aili my Liki,” she said to the mahsar who was sunning hersdf on the window ledge. “I'll
figure out some way to make him want me. Maybe | could ask Desantro how she does it....” She
frowned. Somehow that was a digagteful idea. “Are you hungry, my Liki? Let me wash and get dressed,
then we Il go down and see what they’ ve got in the egting parlor.”

>><<

Drets was stting on a bench in the lobby. He got to his feet when he saw her coming down the
dairs.

“Virs Patikam and Sva Tariko sent me to dis-cover if you got here sefely,” he told Faan when she
stopped before him. “They wish you to know they respect your independence, but were wor-ried about
you.”

“Itiskind of them,” she said with an equa for-mdity, “but as you see, I'm fine” She rested her hand
on hisarm. “Come. Join mein the parlor for breakfast.”

“Itisnot proper, mila I'm a servant.”

“Nu, that's absurd, Dreits. You're adtizen and I'm only a visitor, not even a trader, so you're most
catanly ranked higher than me. Besides, | like to talk when | eat. Makes the food taste bet-ter.”

He chuckled, shook his head, but followed her into the parlor and sat in the chair she pointed out.

“l have dready eaten, mila”

“Then have a cup of tea, nu?’

>><<

Faan sighed with pleasure, dipped her lagt piece of buttered bun to Ailiki, then let Dreits refill her tea
mug. “The Celebration has Sarted dready?’

“With the dawn,” he said. “This is nothing here, you should see the Family Ashes. And Ash Megg.
Which reminds me. Before she dept, Sva Tariko consulted the Book of Omen for this day and de
termined that Sunhigh is the most propitious time to give a question to the Diviners. She asks you to meet
her and the mila Desantro a the South Entrance to the Temple shortly before then. I'm to show you
where, if you permit, mila”

>><<

Alliki running ahead of them, they fallowed a laughing shouting line of holy dancers with their drums
and flutes and ribbons through the Gate into Ash Dievon. A short distance into the Ash, Dreits led Faan
adde from the more traveled routes and they walked dong awide graveled path as much aone as if they
werein awilder-ness.

“Those tdl buildings over there, behind the oaks,” he said, “they’re the amy barracks, where they
tran the cadets and house the Auggtadi-evon's army; you've seen some of the cadets, | hear, those
youths with the tabards. The parade grounds are behind the buildings, you can't see them from here. The
rest of the Ash is playground and parkland with ornamental waters and miscd -laneous gongoozles.”

“Huh?’

“Likethat.” He waved a a sculpture sanding on a low plinth, a twiding, soaring fabulation of black
iron and fieldstone.

“I loveit,” she said. “It's laughter made vis-ble” She giggled as the little mahsar reached the top of
the tal structure in a series of scrambling legps, then launched hersdf for the ground, un—



furling skin flaps between her wrigts and ankles. She landed beside Faan, the flgps vanished, and she
went ldlopping off.

“Tja” he sad. “Thisis one of the better ones. Some of the others are merdy foolish and some are
leaden attempts a whimsy that don’'t come off. The birds like them and children dimb them, so | suppose
they aren’t wholly worthless.”

“Leaden attempts at whimsy? | think you're an unusud servant, O Dreits. For an ex-soldier.”

“Spedj-ne spedj-ja.” He limped dong in silence for severa minutes, then he said, “1 went as a soldier
because there was nothing else | could do. | was the sxth of seven sons and my family couldn’t afford to
keep me on the cattle run. We weren't in favor with the local Kadrav so there wasn't a hope | could get
preference to the Temple school. Then | was wounded in a border raid—I don't mean we were rading,
it was a dozen Tyr-lan, horsemen from Eyaktyr they are—and when | was hedled, | was lame, so0 the
amy didn't want me any more. | didn’t fed like starving, so | took what work | could find. Virs Patikam
isakind man. | accompany Sva Tariko when she goes out, run her errands, take care of his library, buy
books for him, tutor young Zensin arms and in return he gives me free time to sudy and four days a
month to mysdf.”

The winding, deserted path was graveled and shady, the noises of the Celebration were muted by
distance and the trees around them, the sounds of water faling faded in and out as they passed severd of
the many fountains of the parkland.

Flowers perfumed the breeze and the sun was warm. Ailiki ambling beside her, brushing up agangt
her now and then, soft fur like akiss againg her ankle, Faan dowed to a gtrall. She liked Dreits and the
day was lovely.

“l ran into the Magus lagt night,” she said. “Nu?’

“Mm. There was a hit of fuss with a Jahta band. He chased them off. You needn’t mention that
un-less you fed you have to. | could have handled them.” She grinned. “Fire in the face can discour-age
the most amorous and these were just boys.”

“Bad boys”

“The Magus named the leader. Derigs, he said. A tal blond with a pocked face.”

“Tsaaahl There are some born for hanging and that’s one for sure. Tungjii kissed you, mila, bring-ing
Navarre to drive him off.”

Faan snorted, used the toe of her sandal to send a bit of gravel bouncing dong ahead of them.

“It's the truth, mila. Derigs has a contempt for women. Fire or not, he'd have kept at you until you
hed to kill him, which | don’'t doubt you could do quite eesly. Bad business, mila Very bad.”

“That's what the Magus said.”

“Nu nu, you've got other work in the Temple this day, child. Burn some incense to Tungjii Luck. It's
not good to neglect himmer when heesh looks your way.”

“Tjatja, Papal” She giggled, then glanced side-ways a him. “Tdl me about Navarre.”

“Wha do you want to know?’

“Oh, dl the gossip you have, the whispers that everyone knows, the common folk 1 mean, ones like
you and me”

“Common? You? Not a chance, mila”

“Common in the sense that they who run things meen it. | might have Tdent, but by birth I'm a
founding. And you' re Sdestepping, old soldier, dip-dipping away. Tdl me about Navarre.”

He put out his hand and stopped her. “Why?’

“Shdl we say the pitter-patter of a maiden heart? He's very much aman.”

“Neka.”

“Not a man?’

“Who's being evasve now?’

“Tiesh tas” She Sghed, turned serious. “1 need a teacher.”

Dreits frowned at her. “Neka. | don't think so, mila That would be a bad idea.”

“Truly, old soldier, | do NEED a teacher. The Tdent grows in me and unless | understand how to
control it do you see?’



He looked round, limped off the path toward one of the fountains. “Come” he sad, “let’s St a
minute. We ve plenty of time before you need to be at the Temple”

They sat on the rim of the fountain’s basin with the water plashing down behind them, the sun warm
on them, the light breeze blowing occasiond fine sprays across ther shoulders. Ailiki curled up on
Faan's feet and dozed.

“A yoursdf,” he sad. “Why would a man of Power come to a place where such Power is
for-bid?’

Faan laced her fingers together, twisted her mouth.

“Labi labba, mila He could, be tired of being bothered, he could sSmply want to study a while and
satidfy his needs by working with his hands. But he' s been here twelve years now and shows never a Sgn
of leaving.”

gy

“You know better than | how Tdent cdlsto a person. Ask yoursdf this, then. Would you let your gift
liefdlow for over a decade?’

“My nameis Faan, O Dreits. My friends cdl me Fa. Tdl me”

“There's something wrong with his Tdent. There was a sallor come in on a ship from some far place,
the name changes every time the story’s told and I've heard it a dozen times, they say he saw Navarre
ridng down Tirdza Street with Par-gats Varney and sad to another waking with him that Varney'd
better waich it or the Wrystrike'd land himin ordure hot and steaming.”

“Wrystrike?’

“It salong tde and confused, but the gi is that when the Magus was young, he made an enemy and
thisenemy cursed him most cleverly. He can't control what happens when he works the Great Magics.
Thelittle are like finger exercises to him, he doesn’t have to think what he's doing, it comes out right, he
can put an edge on a knife that will dice a thought in hdf, his axes never rust or grow dull, his arrow
points seem to amdl out ther tar-gets, he puts hardness and lightness in his horse shoes o that a beast
he' s shod can race the wind.

His use to the Families and the army makes him welcome here, more so than most foreigners. And
the Families know better than to ask for what he's unwilling to give. Meggzatevoc sees to that. So you
can see, O Faan, he can't teach what you need to learn.”

“If the stories are true.”

“With that proviso, of course.”

“Patcha, Dreits” She laughed and stretched. “Ahhhhh! | do fed better. He turned chilly as ice-bresath
when | talked of teaching. It wasn't me, it was him, it was him him him.” Ailiki grumbled, got onto her
four feet and stretched her body as Faan had, then sat up on her haunches and waited.

“Tja The word is he's a cool man but afar one”

She jumped to her feet, too exuberant to St 4ill any longer. “Come on, old soldier, show me the
Temple, we'll both go pat Tungjii’s bely and wish for Luck.”

>><<

They passed through the broad arch into the outer South Court of the Temple, two more in a
congested crowd of Celebrants, crossing from the noise on the outside into an unbdievable ca-cophony
ingde the walls. Ailiki kept close to Faan, saying between her and Dreits so she wouldn't get stepped
on.

There were bright pavilions of canvas backed up againg the walls, striped in purple, gold and green,
the colors of Jah'takash; in them were pdm scanners and crystd skryers, yarrow casters and entrall
readers, spdl spinners and prayer writ-ers—with long lines of people leading up to each, dressed in
holiday clothes and holiday moods, courting couples holding hands and ambitious jereds seeking charms
to hep them risein the dvil service, shopkeepers and anyone ese with an anxiety about the future, even
some desperate gamblers.

There were ecdatic dancers who whirled in never ending spiras about and about the court, the
Celebrants avoiding them with amiable un-concern, jugglers and fire eaters, acrobats and an-imd trainers



working their beasts for the rain of coin from those who stood in the lines

A mindrd sat cross-legged on the Snging Stone, his Iute in his Igp and his cap on the. Alms ledge,
playing whatever songs the onlookers were willing to pay for, making up rhymes when his repertoire
faled.

Incense selers sat at tables near the steps with ther cylindricd vases of joss sticks, ther per-fumed
candles guaranteed dl wax, thar baskets of phids with scented chrismsingde, their cruses of lamp ails

Faan bought a phid of sandalwood essence to rub on Tungjii’'s bely and Drets bought two
san-dalwood joss sticks. His face wrinkled in a grin as he limped up the steps with her. “To celebrate a
new friend, O Fa,” he said. “Should you fed the same, name me Ditton.”

Alliki trotting beside her, Faan danced back-ward up the broad dairs leeding into the Temple,
waving her hands and chanting, “Hail, O Ditton, friend of Fa” Her words were logt in the noise so only
he heard them and her dance no stranger than the skipping of an ecstatic. No one noticed them and after
amoment, this oppressed her though she didn’t understand why. She quieted and waited for him to reach
her.

The South Entrance to the God Chamber had wide shdlow steps, fifteen of them, leading to a
shadowed portico with immense columns sup-porting an entablature with a frieze of figures so ancient
and weatherworn that dl she could tdl about them was that they seemed to be human forms. There were
three double doors into the God Chamber, dark and gleaming with depressed squares a foot on a Sde
like an oblong checker-board, the lines between the squares raised like the walls about the Ashes; they
stood open, thick as aman’s body and heavy as stone.

She shivered as she passed into the twilight that filled the vast space beneath an immense dome, a
twilight pierced by sunbeams dicing down from narrow irregular openings in the drum that sup-ported the
dome, hazy with drifts of smoke from the burning incense. The chamber was full of ech-oes, feet and
coughing, the chants of a line of mi-nor priests following a censer svung in wide arcs, the murmured
prayers of seekers, nervous giggles from the scatter of children. It had a potent, holy fed, as if the gods
had breathed in here and left the taint of their power behind.

The dtatues stared at her; in the flicker of the votive lights set round their feet, their faces seemed to
move, to frown, amile, sneer, muse.

Despite her entanglement with the gods of Zam Fadogurum, she'd never before been indde any
Temple, let done one so ancient and numinous as this one. She was antagonist to the Iron Father so had
no reason to vigt his House, and the Honey Mother’s cathedrals were Groves of Sequba trees. When
she was little, Panote the Doorkeeper told her dl the tales and named them for her so she'd know them:
the god paramount Perran-a-Perran; the god of bad jokes, surprises, shocks and frustra-tion Jah'takash
(the one honored this day); Tungjii Luck mde and femae and more ancient than dl the others; the god of
love and death Amortis, the god of the sea the Goddau; the god of fire and volcanos Slya Fireheart; the
god of forests and moun-tains Geldranay; the god of childbirth and wom-en’s things Isayana; the god of
gorms and storm dragons the Gadgjine; and last of dl he of whom no one would speak more than his
name, the Chained God Unchained.

They were dl here, garing down a her from their great stone eyes. Even the little gods were here,
clugtered like mice on a stone table between two columns; she knew two of them—Sessa who finds lost
things and Sulit who hoards secrets, the rest were strange, one or two very strange indeed.

“This way, Fa. Tungjii’s dways tucked away.” Drets limped toward the figure of the Godaau,
reared high on her fighy tall. “Asif heesh were a reproach to the others. As heesh might be, O Sor-eerig;
heesh has never been respectable.” He chuckled. “Not in the sense that they who rule mean it, though
you and |, | think, know better.”

Tungjii’s statue was smdl and ancient, carved from some dark and tight-grained wood, its breasts,
bdly and phalus smoother than glass from generations of rubs. It was cruddly carved but caught a lot of
hisser twinkle and more than a touch of cross-eyed whimsy.

Alliki snorted, went to crouch in a corner of the adcove with her paws across her nose as Faan
peded away the wax from the mouth of the phid, poured a few drops in the pdm of her hand. “Tu-ngjii
Luck,” she crooned as she rubbed the ail into the wood, polishing the pudgy litle god's bdly and



breasts, then hisser bald head and the wildly waving fringe of hair above hisser ears. “Kiss the Goddau
for me and praise her saucy tal.”

Beside her, Dretslit his joss sticks from a can-dle flickering in a low round pot and thrust them into
the sand basin between the little god's feet, then he handed Faan a wipe from the pile of white rags on
the low table beside the pedigtd.

A bdl rang three times, the sound muffled by the weight of stone around them. Faan looked up.
“Third watch?’

“Tia”"

She rubbed the ail off her hands, dropped the rag in the basket behind the pedestal. Armin arm, they
bowed to Tungjii, then strolled through the God Chamber and out onto the portico, Ailiki darting ahead
of them.

Drets glanced at the sun. “There's awhole watch Ieft. Fa, I’'m aman of much curiosity and you are a
fascination. Would you talk to me, tdl me your higory?” He pointed to the mahsar St-ting on the bottom
step, waiting for them. “And how you acquired that odd little creature.”

“It's not dl that interegting, but if you don’t mind wasting an hour or two ... will you get in trouble
being away thislong? | don’'t want to lose you your place.”

He shook his head and took her hand, leeding her down the steps. “Virs Patikam made you my work
this morning. And higory of dl kinds is my ddight, strange events in stranger places. Nu nu, what's
tedium to you is honeysong to my ears.”

“Honey. Odd you should say that. Labi labba, it was like this....”

>><<

Faan shifted on her boulder, brought her foot up, rested it on her knee. “And s0 here we are,
Desantro and me, without a due where we're bound.” She waved a hand, a gesture meaning nothing
except perhaps that she'd said dl she could. Ailiki looked up from the flowers she was edting, then went
back to chewing petds.

Dreits smoothed his hand over his hair, amiled a her. They sat in a pile of worn boulders with a
sream curling past, one of the gongoozles in the parkland, another quiet place, the sounds of rev-elry
coming muted to them. “It's sad | am to be saying it, young Fa, but you' ve no judgment when it comes to
atae. Not interesting? Tsa, child.

You've drunk Tungjii’s magic wine and danced with gods.”

Her mouth twisted into a brief amile. “Easier to tdl it than to live it. Besides, it's finished. Wha we're
after now isfinding Desa' s brother.”

Drets frowned at the grass where his feet rested, absently rubbing at the verticd line be-tween his
brows. “Books can tdl secrets better than men some times” he said findly. “If you know how to look.”

“Nu, Ditton, davers don't write books or even care what names the mest they vend daims for itsdf.”

“That's not what | mean. This is Meggzatevoc's Land, but the Kyatawat Powers sometimes dip
through and seize a bit of it for themsdlves. | read in the Scholar Kaitek’ s History of Oddities thet one of
them, the Powers | mean, lives in a pool here in Ash Dievon. Its name is Qegdldit and it answers
guestions according to its fancy, only once a person, so it'swise to think wel what you ask it. And don’t
trust the answer too much; theréll be some truth in it, but more ambiguity.”

“And you found that pool ?’

“Tia”

“And you asked your question?’

“Tia”

“And the answer was hdpful?’

“I'm dill Sudying the implications of whet | saw. Thereis enough unknown to last the rest of my life,
0 tja, Sorcerie, it was avery satisfactory answer.” He got to hisfeet. “Do you wish to try the pool 7’

“Why not?’

He turned, head up asif he were scenting the wind, then summoned her with a wave of his hand and
gtarted limping into the groves planted beside the boulders.



Pure white plum blossoms blew about them, peach trees bent over them with pae pink petas
fluttering, new green leaves like scimitars min-gling their acrid odors with the sweetness of the blooms.
Almonds and cherries, perammon and pomegranate and others whose names she didn't know had set
their blooms and made a fugitive glory for them.

Ailiki keeping close to her for once, she fol-lowed Dreits, bemused by the laughter she fdt in him,
laughter & himsdf, a her, a everything se-rious and grim in the world. Asif he'd found an inner peace
after great turmoail. She' d met only one other with that kind of surety, Panote the Doorkeep, the Servant
of Tannakes of Felhidd.

They crossed a path and moved into the darker world of fir and pine, cedar and redwood, into
whigpers and strong acrid odors; the ground was brown and oringy with discarded needles, dotted with
CONes.

At lagt they reached the heart of the conifers, pushed through a wal of young firs to find a smdl
round pool shaded by an immense deodar, dark water smooth as glass.

She waded through the resstant ar and knelt beside the pool, Ailiki pressng close agang her leg,
she braced her hands on her thighs and leaned over it until she could see her face reflected. All the way
here, she'd thought about her question, had findly chosen one she decided encompassed dl the others.
“How do | release my mother?” she murmured to the pool.

The water dirred, ripples spread out and out from the center, erasng her image overhead the
deodar whispered with the peculiar shilance of conifers and its perfume fdl in waves about her, pungent
green essence. She fdt again the numi-nous awe that had surprised her in the God Cham-ber ...
something was happening, something....

The water cleared. In the pool she saw hersdf ganding beside Navarre on the for by Jd Virri, in his
hand ablue jewd with a star at its heart, ajewd the sze of hisfid.

Theripples came again, Soreading and spread-ing across the water, erasing the image and when the
water settled, even her own reflection was gone.

Dreits hand closed about her shoulder. She sghed and got to her fet, followed him back through
the miniature forest and onto a graveled path, the mahsar, subdued, & her heds.

“Navarre” she said. “Did you see?’

“Neka, Fa”

“Navarre and a jewd. Tungjii said I'd find the help | need en passant in the hunt for Desantro’s kin.
Navarre comes with the sigter. | suppose I'll find the jewd when | locate the brother. If the vison is
true”

“There' struth of akind, but Qelgdldit can dso show what you want to see. So be careful, Fa.”

“It's Navarre you're talking about.” Alliki tugged at Faan's trousers, lifted a smdl black hand. Faan
sghed, picked her up, and cuddled her in her arms.

Drets glanced at the sky, grimaced. “Time runs oddly in there; we' d best hurry or you'll be late”

“But....” She looked up. The sun was dmogt a zenith. What had seemed a few moments under the
deodar must have been nearly an hour. “Let’s

>><<

Drets bowed and limped back down the steps, leaving Faan to the Ssters waiting for her.

“Atva, ava, Sva Tariko, I'm late, | know. Don't blame Dreits, he did his best.” Faan set Alliki
down, spread her hands in mimed apology.

Tariko drew her hand back and forth in a cutting-off gesture. “Neka, mila, it's we who are early. |
didn't want to missyou.”

Behind her, Desantro winked a Faan, pressed her pdms together, and rolled her eyes up.

Tariko jabbed her dbow backward, sniffed as she heard her sster grunt. “The Virs Patikam made an
gopointment for us this moming, so well be having a private reading.” She turned, started across the
portico. Over her shoulder, she said, “We go down a hdl behind the Table of the Little Gods. It's the
room where | went before to ask about Desantro and Rakil.” Her voice dropped as she stepped into the
charged twilight of the God Chamber. “It was along time ago, just before Par-raye was born.”



>><<

The Divinatory was an eight-sded room, its wdls faced with bronze squares a handspan on a side.
Polished to amirror gloss, they reflected in a golden haze everything dse in the room includ-ing the other
wadls and the lamps on them, flames repeeting endlesdy, image upon image in infinite regression.

In the center of this room the Diviner sat at an eight-sided table, three stools aranged in a line across
from her. She was an old woman, her face shadowed by the cowl of a black cloak that hid her form
except for the delicate white hands that rested lightly on each sde of acrystd bowl filled with water. Her
hands showed her age, but they were beautiful despite that, long and dim with tapering fingers and
amond shaped nalls, the skin white and very soft, a web of fine wrinkles woven across the surface.

The acolyte lined Faan and the sstersin arow just indde the door, then went out.

“Who will speak?’ The Diviner's voice was deep; it might dmost have been a man spesking if her
gender were not so obvious despite the cloak.

“l.” Desantro took a step forward, stood with her hands folded at her waist.

“Whose answer isit?’

“Ours. We have the same need.” She hesitated, looked around at Faan, then faced the Diviner once
more. “Though perhaps different reasons be-hind the need.”

“Two of you are sgters, that iswrit in your faces. Who isthis other?’

Alliki dinging close to her, Faan took a step forward to stand beside Desantro. “My name is Faan
Hasmaraand | seek serendipity.”

“And the beast? Never mind. .| see. Come here, girl. Bring the stool on the end and st here” She
touched the table to the right of the bowl. When Faan had done this, she said, “Take my hand.”

The room grew quiet and the dillness stretched on and on; when Faan dtarted to speak, the
Divi-ner’s other hand came up, wamning her to slence.

“Your lifdine is a tangle of knots beyond my strength, Sorcerie, but | fed that you' ve spoken truth.
Neka. | mus ask you to be dill while | seek or you will drown me in your passions and burn awvay my
vison. Hold yoursdf bound, Faan Hassmara. For my sake and your own.” She turned to Desantro.
“Speak the question.”

Desantro closed her hands into figs. “We must know how to find our brother Rakil who was taken
as dave with my sster and mysdf.”

“That question was asked before, but circum-stances have changed; perhaps this time ... seat
yoursdves, O sgers, and | will seek.”

When they were settled on the stoals, the Di-viner drew in a long breath, let it out dowly, re-peated
this over and over until she was swaying steadily, her head bent over the bowl.

The water shimmered, like liquid diamond it shimmered. For an indant Faan saw from the sde the
image of Navarre holding the great sapphire with the star at its heart. It faded at once and she knew with
certainty the Diviner had seen noth-ing.

The old woman began a mumbled chant that went on and on though no word of it was intdli-gible.

The water in the bowl rose in an eerie horripi-lation and crooked lines of slvery light ran through it.

The chant stopped, replaced by a repulsve lip-smacking and gargling, then even those noises
ter-minated. The ar in the room seemed to go rigid. Faan could hear hersdf breathe, a harsh, rasping
sound, echoed by the Ssters just enough off ca-dence to be irritating.

The Diving’s head drooped lower and lower until the edge of her cowl touched the bowl; her whole
body twitched, she went rigid for a mo-ment, then braced her hands fla on the table and pushed hersdf
upright. After a moment she cleared her throat and spoke. “There is more than there was when you
asked the fird time, Pargamazev Sva Tarikam. Your brother Rakil lives and is well. He was a youth, is
now aman. Sometime after Winter's End and before next Midsummer’s Eve, two of you will greet him
and take hishand. Where heis, | cannot tdl. There is that which prevents me from seeing, | fdt it before,
it's sronger now. There are forces at work here far beyond my powers to unravel.” She coughed, lifted
the bowl, drank the water.

As Tariko was passng the fee to the young ac-olyte, Faan looked back through the open door. The



Diviner was halding the bowl, her cowled head bent over it; after a moment she flung it away as if she
could no longer bear the touch of it; Faan heard the crash asiit hit the bronze wall and shattered.

Desantro lad her am dong Faan' s shoulders, hugged her. “Labi labba, Fa. All we could do istry.”

“And we know heisdive, a least there' s that.”

Desantro wrinkled her nose. “Tja Therest of it.... * She shook her head. “I never much fooled with
promises, they had away of fading on me”

Still subdued and keeping close to Faan, Ailiki trotted with them as they followed Tariko through the
God Chamber and down into the busy court, pushed through the crowd and plunged into Ash Dievon on
the wide March Way that led directly to Ash Tirdza and Tirdza Street.

Masked, with ribbons in purple, green, and gold fluttering from their ams and legs, Jahta bands
danced dong the way, chinking tambourines, thrugding them into the faces of people heading for the
Temple, chanting, “Pay the Lady, pay the Lady, pay for pleasure, dint for pain, pay the Lady, pay the
Lady.”

Moadlly they got copper nidjes and interrupted their chant to squed, “Nidj skittul, nidj skittul.” Penny
Miser, the words meant, mocking the grudging gift.

Flower makers twisted their circles of colored paper into blooms and srung them in garlands, sdling
them to the questors and their children.

“Theré s a Celebration each Dark Moon,” Tar-iko shouted to the others, rasng her voice so she
could be heard above the clamor.

The blind were everywhere—men, women, and children seated in groups on both sdes of the road
with begging bowls by their knees—sainging word-less songs like the bird flocks they resembled in ther
bright robes. Coins were dropping with bright tinksin those bowls as the Celebrants moved past them.

“But each one' s different some ways. Thistimeits the Labdar of the Blind collecting, the next, it'll be
the Labdar of Orphans, then the Labdar of the Lame, then the Labdar of old soldiers without family,
each month something different.” Tariko crossed to the sde of the way and dropped a sl-ver drusk into
abowl beside the knee of a deepy child. When she got back to them, she said, “Y ou must put something
inat least one bowl. It's to avert Her notice, the Mischiefmaker, | mean.”

>><<

When they turned into Tirdza Street, Tariko walked ahead while Desantro stopped Faan and sad,
“WEe re meeting Y ohaen Pok for tea, then he's going to show us hisslks. Want to come, Fa?’

Faan was tempted; the beauty of the day, the holiday mood of the locds, and even the traders
crowding here on Tirdza Street cdled her to play and forget for the moment, but she had things to think
about, things to do. Filled with a sudden impeatience at hersdf and everything around her, she shook her
head. “Keep this to yoursdf, Desa, but | saw something in the water the Divingr missed.”

“What?" Desantro caught hold of her shoulders. “Did it tdl you....”

“It wasn't like that.” She touched Desantro’s wrigt and the woman dropped her arms, sighed. “I was
hoping,” she said.

“I know. | don't want to talk about it, Desa. Not here. But it has to mean something, I'm going to try
to find out what.”

Desantro touched her cheek. “You're a good child, Fa. Come see me tomorrow, then. We can have
some teaand talk. You're right, thisisn't the place or the time”

>><<

Faan stretched out on the bed, Alliki a warm weight on her ssomach. She reached down, scratched
behind the mahsar’'s ears, amiled when she fdt the vibrating purr. “Aili my Liki, | think we should get
busy. You fed like a ride? They mugt rent horses or something somewhere in this Ash. Traders wouldn’'t
bring their own, not on ships. Unless they were sling them, of course. According to what I ve heard, the
next country south is horse country, so that’s not likey. Won-der how much it costs. Tsal My Liki, my
funds are mdting like ice in the sun and | haven't a clue how to get more. No traning, no backing,
noth-ing. I’'d worry if | didn't fed so lazy and comfort-able. Nu, Ii’l friend, you're no help. Y ou should be



pricking me with your claws, making me get up and go to work.” She sighed and sat up, laughring a the
mahsar’s grumble. “Frst amirror, then aride. | think.”

Faan stood and looked around the room; it had a worn comfort to it, along ova of braided rag rug
beside a woodframe bed, a table, crigp white curtains at the window, a chair, a basn and ewer on the
washstand. It was clean and dusted; when she checked she found her sheets had been changed. Draits
hed done wdl for her. She amiled, shook her head. Wdl enough for living, but for practicing her Art?
“Tiesh tas, Aili my Liki, it'll have to do. Thisisn't something | can play with out under a tree somewhere.”

She dug through her bag, found the pearl the water dementad had given her, lowered hersdf and sat
cross-legged, the pearl on the rug in front of her. Ailiki jumped from the bed and pressed up againg her,
warmth and vigor a hand if she needed it. She amiled, rubbed the mahsar’s head, then focused on the
pearl.

As she sank into the trance she needed to evoke the Mirror of Farseeing, she fdt forces gathering
around her and within. Frightened by the turbu-lence but stubborn, she brought forth the mirror between
her hands and forced hersdf to visudize the great sapphire with the dtar at its heart. Wherel she
demanded, where does this lie?

Imege of stones and water, amdl gold fishes svimming past, sense of strong currents weling up from
the earth.

Tiesh tas, so it'sin a pool fed by a spring. Where is this spring?

Image of alock. She'd seen that time after time when she tried to compe the mirror to show her
Desantro’s brother. Forces, the Divingr said, forces a work here far beyond my powers to un-ravel.
Beyond me too, obvioudly.

Labi labba, tell me this. She brought to mind Navarre as she'd seen him in the torchlight the night
before. Where?

Image of a man in a leather apron, musclar arms bare, sweat pagting his hair in wispy curls to his
neck, hammering out a lancehead; a smdl dark_men crouched in the shadows beside a basket of
charcoal.

That's what | thought. So, how do | get there from here?

A map appeared in the mirror, a skeleton out-line of the city with a pulsng dot toward the south end
of Ash Tirdza where the inn was. As she watched, the dot extended itsdf into a line, fol-lowing Tirdza
Street to the Gate, through the Gate into Ash Pargat, dong Pargat Street urttil it reached the outer wall; it
hesitated there, appar-ently as an indication she might have difficulties getting out of the city, then it went
diding swiftly dong the Mezh Highroad for about the width of a finger, turned off the road and did
another fin-gerwidth west to touch an outlined circle.

“Nu, | have it,” she said doud. She let the mir-ror fade and Sghed with rdief as the intruson faded
with it. Ailiki stretched and yawned, went stalking off to plant hersdf beside the door.

“In aminute, Aili my Liki. If I'm going to ride, I’d better have my boots.”

>><<

Faan pulled hersdf awkwardly into the saddle, wriggled around trying to find a way to be
com-fortable; the mule's back fdt wider than atable. The ogtler had his fingers hooked through a bri-dle
strap; he was watching her, aworried look on hislined and bony face.

She gat her feet turned out and her knees set-tled. “You said he had amild temper.”

“lsnahim I'm fussed about.”

“l have ridden before, though ‘twas awhile back.”

“Shouldda gone for adivric and adriver.”

“My business is my own.” That'd been her firg choice, but it amply cost too much—though she
wasn't about to tdl him that. She sighed, leaned forward, and scratched dong the mul€'s close-clipped
mane. “That's a good mule” His ears twitched and he snorted, she hoped with pleasure. “Ahhh tja
What's his name?’

“Kiedro.” The odler stepped back as she lifted the reins from round the horn. “It's your bones,
mila”



“ Spedj-ne spedj-ja. | should be back before sun-down. If I'm not, don't fuss yoursdf; it just means
my business is taking longer than | expected. Hand me up Ailiki, the little beast there. She could jump up
eedly enough, but | don’t want to spook Kiedro.”

When Aliliki was settled, she tossed the hodtler his saddlekod and dug her heds into the mule' s flank.

>><<

Riding more confidently as she passed out of Ash Tirdza, Faan risked a wave to Segis the Par-gat
Gatekeeper and smiled with pleasure as the movement didn’t throw her balance out.

Pargat Street was clotted with holiday makers, men dancing with men, women with women, groups
taking at high volume so they’d be heard over the beat of the drums and tambourines, the sounds of
flutes, horns, and other indruments. There were many more children than a the Tern-ple or on Tirdza
Street, children clustered about acrobats and fire eaters, prestidigitators and Jahta Fools.

The mule plodded placidly dong, undisturbed even when a masked Jahta Fool raised a curly horn
and blew ablast in his ear, a piece of mdice that Faan ignored because she couldn't do any-thing about
it; besides, a nearby black tabard (whom she knew now was cdled aavid) lad rough hands on the Fool
and marched him off.

There no more incidents, she let the mule han-dle the crowd which thinned as she got near the Outer
Wadl. The paved area around the Mezh Gate was deserted except for the dvids playing
stones-and-bones in a three-sided hutch. The greet dou—

ble gate was standing open, but the way was blocked by a weighted bar.

They ignored her long enough to make sure she understood her place in the ladder of life, then one of
them pushed his char back and came out to stand frowning up at her, a clipboard in his hand and a red
pointed pencil.

“Foreign? he said.

“Tia”"

He set down an x on aline by some printing she couldn’t read. “Votg?’

She dipped the thong over her neck and dropped the bronze square into his hand.

He wrote down the line of letters and numbers on it, then tossed it back. “How long you gonna be
gone?’

“If nothing unexpected happens, | should be back by sundown,” she said as she replaced the votg.
“I'm just going for aride. It's a pleasant day and | haven't seen more of your land then these city
Streets”

He scratched at his cheek with the blunt end of the pencil. “You're sorta young to be riding round
donelike this. It's dangerous out there.”

She shrugged. “Nu, | won't be going far.”

“l think I'd better have you dgn this mila It's a waiver; once you pass this Gate you're on your
own.”

She shrugged and took the clipboard; after a minute' s thought while she trandated the sounds of her
name into the loca symbols, she wrote Faan Hasmara has been warned and understands her
responsibilities.

When she passed it down, he glanced &t it, nod-ded. “As long as you know,” he said. He looked a
her, then out dong the Auggtadievon’s High-road, then down at his clipboard. Eyes ill on the form, he
sad, “Keep to the Highroad, mila The straudjarod usudly stay clear of that. And what-ever you do,
don’'t go anywhere near the Mezh. That' s the forest. There re Devilsin there who pay no mind to law or
courtesy.” He didn’'t wait for an answer, but marched over to the weight at the end of the bar, pushed
down on it, and stood waiting for her to ride out.

>><<
Hundreds of amdl houses clustered near the Wal, built on both sides of the road, growing out-ward

ring by ring; like the Edge she'd grown up in, these were the fringe people, the shutouts who had no
chance of a housein an Ash, foreigners, mixed bloods whose fathers refused to daim them, the disowned



and discarded. At fird she couldn’t tdl what the little low buildings were made of, but findly she decided
it had to be chunks of sod; the wdls had a furry look, green from the new grass that was let grow but
clipped short; it was as if Spring itsdf were painting the houses. There were smdl, trim kitchen gardens
by each house, and more often than not, flowering vines trained round the doors; the wakways were
unpaved, but beaten hard, swept clean, with painted pebbles lad in lines dong the edges. It seemed to
her these Northern people were born nest and had more neatness hammered into them until it was like
ar they breathed.

The children had not yet reached such a high gloss, there were hundreds of them running in the dirt
ways, playing on the roofs of the soddies, shouting, haf-naked, dirty as children dways get. Even so they
didn’'t disturb the pebbles or tram-ple the gardens. Some of them stopped their play-ing to stare a her,
but they stayed in the shadow of the houses, sy as wild things

>><<

Beyond the soddies the grass began, grass as high as the mule Kiedro's shoulders, dretching in a
slvery green to the eastern horizon.

The land to the west was completdly different, as if the Highroad itsdf generated the change. She
rode past amd| fidds watered from commund wels, worked by men and older children; she as-sumed
they came from the soddies. They didn't look up when she rode past, no holiday for these
workers—unless they had their carnivd last night.

Beyond the farms the Westland turned dry and barren, there was a tangle of scrub, a few tattered
trees, and alot of dead weeds. And she was the only living thing under the sun except for three raptors
flyinginlong spirds so high overhead they were little more than black angles scrawled on the crysdline
blue. She should have fdt londy and frightened; she'd never been so cut off before from other people.
Instead, she was quietly happy, at one with earth and sky. The mule Kiedro plod—

ded placidly dong, head bobbing, ears twitching. Ailiki dozed, a warm spot againg her stomach.
Odd, shethought, | don’t need people; | wonder if it's because of my Talent, if my mother felt this,
too?

That took some of the warmth from the day, so she stopped thinking and Smply let her senses flow.

>><<

The mood lasted until she saw the turnoff and the walled smithy high on its hill, dark againg the sky.
“Nu, my Liki, thereitis”

Hoofbeats sounded behind her.

She clutched at the mule's bobbed mane, looked over her shoulder.

Dark green cloak like wings behind him, hair gilded by the sun, aman rode a great black beast asif a
demon chased him; he gdloped past her, foam spattering her, turned the gdlion into the Smithy Lane,
dowing alittle as he hit the steeper part of therise.

“Labi labba, O mule aren't you glad, I'm not that fool?” She sghed. “He just about kills any
welcome we might expect, my Liki. Nadets! Nu nu, we might as wel try. Can't hurt, huh?’

Chapter 5. Winnowing the Candidates

1. The Councilroomin the Akazal

Though it wasn't constructed with comfort in mind, being hard, angular, and heavily carved, Pargats
Varney lounged in one of the Candidate chars set on the dais beside the Caretaker’s Se-dilis. He
yawned, made a gesture at covering his mouth; he was annoyed and bored. Three of the Caretaker’s
sardzin had rousted him from his bed before noon and barely waited for him to dress before husling him
here. The sardzin were a nasty combination of bodyguard and secret police; even members of the Seven
Families jJumped when they said jump.

A few moments after he settled himsdf, the Coundll of the Lielskadra’s came trickling in, Nestrats
Pasak (nephew to the Caretaker, though that hadn’t saved him from being routed out of bed like the rest



of them), Ledus Cikston, Kreidts Ka-sero, Vocats JHum, Dinots Arpouz, Tupdis Cren-sat—and
coming in lagt, fuming dl the way, face turning purple with suppressed rage when he saw his son,
Varney's father, Pargats Vicand. They took ther seats around the table in the great carved chairs of the
Grand Council, their jered secretaries on stools beside them.

The heirs came in with them, dropping into the sedils reserved for them behind the low ral that
separated vigtors from the officids. Varney gri-maced as he saw his brother amble through the door,
looking amiable and esawhere. That was a pose Vdams liked to put on; it'd stopped fooling Varney
before he'd hit puberty. Velams got what he wanted when he wanted it. He made it seem like things just
happened that way, but Varney’ d seen the strings up close, had fdt them jerking him about. These days,
as soon as he decided what it was Velams wanted, he got out of the way fadt.

The other Candidates dribbled in with the heirs, most of them looking as cranky as he fdt. He knew
dl of them, though none were friends.

Ledus Druz was a solendid mde, handsome as a god, intdligent only in narrow spots, with a great
mane of gold har and a trim tight beard; he was an amy man, capable and liked by his men, but blunt
and disagtroudy outspoken. If his scowl was any measure of his intentions, this meeting was going to turn
into a rout.

Kreidts Begarz was dso an officer in the aamy, but hed never bothered to join the men he
nomHindly commanded, sending instead a younger hdf brother—for which Varney had heard his men
gving fervent thanks when he'd run across them the few times they were gdled to Savvdlis.

Dinots Laro was a higorian, a cold man with few friends. He was tdl and thin, with blue shad—

ows under his eyes and a mouth that continudly drooped open asiif there were something wrong with
the muscles round it. His breath was sour and his fingers stained with ink; there were sto-ries about him
on his off hours, unpleasant sories that Varney preferred to ignore.

Tupdis Steidz was the lagt one in; his hands were shaking and hisface aruin. If he'd gotten any deep
lagt night, it hadn’'t done much for him. He was a gambler like his father, his debts re-ported to be
awesome;, as Tupdis Crensat’s sec-ond son, he was a Candidate, but no one with a brain in his head
would vote for him.

There was a buzz of tak, the scrapes and whis-pers of nervous shiftings, but no one ventured to
complain doud at the summons.

Varney leaned forward and glanced down the line of Candidates. One of the chairs was 4ill empty.
Was that why the Caretaker wasn't here ether, was he waiting for the last man to show up?

It was Vocats Apss who was missng. He was a quiet man, intdligent and amiable, interested in
meagic not so much as aform of power but as a sysem of logic. He was Vocats JHdum’ s third son, not his
second, his place in the lig a result of his mother’s ambition. Jdum had logt his firgd two wives, one
drowned hersdf in the river Dzdskri, the other had succumbed to a mysterious and in-curable illness
Vocatssev Tupdis Lysann, Apss mother, was JHun's third wife and she was as dever as she was
ambitious, with a smothering consuming love for her only son. Jdum was an ancient mongter who'd
ground down his elder sons into pale nonentities; he got on better with his bastards—he had thirteen
living a last count, aged three to fifty. Since he couldn’t prefer them over his legitimate sons, he'd let
Lysann tak him into favoring Apsis.

The double doors into the Council Chamber crashed open and Caretaker Nedtrats Turet came
gdking in, behind hm hdf a dozen sardzin grouped around a ralling table, its wheds rum-bling and
squesking as they pushed it across the parquet floor.

Vaney leaned forward as Nedtrats Turet strode toward the dais, he put his hand to his face,
rub-bing his forefinger aong his cheekbone, conced-ing his expresson without meking a point of it; the
old vulture was as observant as he was ob-sessed—the scowl on his face and the flaring of his nodtrils
meant something ese had happened to gir im up.

The Caretaker stopped beside the steps to the dais, crooked hisfinger at the sardzin. When the table
was brought up to him, he set his hand on the pal covering it, jerked the black cloth from the body. “As
you see,” he said, his harsh voice overriding the gasps and oaths from the Lielskad-rav's, “the poisoner
has been busy, though he' s changed his wegpon.”



Vocats Apsis lay on the table, his head crushed in above his ear. Vaney flared his nogtrils with
disaste; Apss deserved better even in death.

Turet folded his arms across, his chest,, ran hot blue eyes over everyone in the room before he
spoke. “I brought this corpse here as awarning. And a promise. Watch your backs, O Candidates.” He
amiled, agmdl tight twitch of the lips “Or rather, as awarning to dl but one of you. Some-one has been
clever, or has a clever friend. | have had the Diviners read the death of Apds. There was a cloud; they
saw him enter it; when it faded, his head was smashed in. | will discover you, O murderer, in the end |
will have you. And | will hang you with my own hands because you killed my brother.” He swvung round
and gtalked out, the sardzin following, leaving Apsis body uncov-ered on the improvised bier.

Old JHum pushed back his char and walked around the table to his son. He stared down at the
body for along minute, then shrugged. “Fooal,” he said. “1 supposeit'll have to be Oirs after dl.”

>><<

The Council broke up in aflurry of shouting and crossed accusations.

Vdams sauntered over to Varney as he headed for the doors. *Y ou' re reckless enough to worry me,
Vay.” He put his hand on his brother’s arm as he walked beside him. “It would be ... pleas-ant ... having
an Augdtadievon in the Family. A corpse, no.”

Varney looked hadtily around; they were done in the hdl for the moment. “Won't be by poison, the
Magus gave me an azar stone.”

Vdams amiled, but his eyes sill had a guarded look. “Nu, brother, we' ve just seen that our busy little
depka doesn't congrain himsdf to one means. Watch your back and deep done”

Varney blinked, artled. “A woman?’

“A tool, Vay. You heard the old vulture. Siepka has a friend with a dippery magic, by which I mean
he gets round Megg, and he's picking off the likdiest firg which points to you, Druz, or Begarz as his
next target.” His hand tightened on Varney's am. “Bdieveit or not, I'm fond of you, brother. | would be
most annoyed if you got your-sdf killed.”

2. The Smithy

Pargats Varney did off his seaming mount. “Navarre, we ve got to talk.”

Hammer tap-tapping with a powerful ddicacy, the Magus continued putting the finishing touches on a
leaf-shaped blade, a lance point for the For-est Devil squaiting in the shadows. He thrust the point into
the fire again, pumped the bellows with his foot. Without turning, he said, “Take care of your horse, virs.
We Il tak when I" ve finished this, not before.”

Varney glared at the broad back. Again, he thought, again he makes me wait on one of them. He
pushed his anger down and led Permakon to the stable. He needed the Magus too much to let Navarre's
mannerisms drive him away.

He was as sweaty as Permakon, so he pulled off his cloak and his shirt, tossed them over the edge of
the gdl and began rubbing down the gdlion with a handful of soft rags and a brush, enjoying the play of
his muscles and the amdl of horse that was dl around him, horse and wood, earth and clean straw,
uncomplicated things that were what they were with no betraya in them. “Eh eh, throw up the mask,” he
sang in a pleasant tenor; he had a good voice and he knew it, he liked to hear himsdf ang.

Eh eh, throw up the mask Moaning is for misery My love's as fair as morn Eh eh, she's kind to
me

He paused to catch his breath, heard the scrape of hooves and aamdl gasp, and looked up.

A girl stood in the stable door. She was dender with skin like dark cream, flawless and glowing from
the wind, hair fdling past her shoulders in a black dlk waterfal—and her eyes were a won-der, one
emerdd, the other sgpphire.

He preened as he saw those strange eyes widen and grow dark; it had happened before, one of the
gfts the gods had given him, girls seeing him and tumbling into love with him. It was a magic thing, this
mdting dir in the loins, but it never lasted; one had to catch it on the wing, enjoy it till it faded, and bid it
farewd| without regret.



Over her shoulder he saw the long, lugubrious face of a mule, the twitchy ears, mumbling lips, and
remembered the rider he' d passed on the

Mezh Road. He' d barely noted her. How strange. “Svelk,” he said, “milafar.”

“You're not Navarre.” Her voice was deeper than that of most of the women he know; it sounded
older than she looked.

“Neka, that I'm not. I'm Varney. Pargats Var-ney. A friend of his”

“Ah.” She grasped the mul€ s bridle and brought him into the stable. “Where should | put Kiedro?’

“The mule? Any of the empty stdls should be dl right. Does Navarre expect you?’

“l don’'t think so. Could you hdp mewith this? | don’t know much about saddles and such.”

He patted Permakon on the hindquarters and went to help the girl strip the gear off the mule and
fetch grain for him. As he worked, he said, “You' ve come to ask him a question? Or to have him forge
something for you?’

A smdl beast had followed the mule in and was nosing about the stable. It trotted back to her and sat
on her feet as her face went blank, then bland, the amile that remained a gesture only. “That's for the
Magus,” she said. “Patcha for your help, virs”

It made him like her more that she didn’t try to please him, despite her blushes and her charged
awareness of him; she waan't jugt a pretty girl, there was character in her. “Atva, avai, you're right, I'm
wrong. Wait for me. I'll take you to him when I’ ve got my shirt on.”

She gazed a him gravely, then looked down & the beast by her feet. “Wdl, Aili my Liki,” she said,
‘gl 17

The beast got to its feet and went trotting out, its longer hind legs giving it a comic gait.

“I'll wait outsde,” she said. When she reached the doorway, she looked over her shoulder. “My
nameis Faan. Faan Hasmara”

>><<

Navarre banked the codls in the firepot, stripped off his lesther apron, and wiped his hands on the
rag Kitya set out for him each day. He grimaced as he thought of Varney waiting for him with some new
urgency and cursed under his breath his own inahility to exist without the complica-tions of acquaintance.
He'd enjoyed the insulated delicate contact with the Families his friendship with Varney brought him,
where nothing was asked of him but his presence, where pretty daughters flirted harmlesdy with him and
the food was good. Pay the piper, Magus, you' ve danced and dined, now you have to work off the
debt. Tsal It's beginning to look very much like I’'ll have to be moving on. He leaned againg the
corner post, scratched his back againg it like a black bear, and like the bear his temper was soured by
the pressure of need.

He pulled the skewers from his braid and let it fdl, shook himsdf, and started for the stable.

When he rounded the corner he stopped, com-pressed his mouth. It was the girl from last night, the
little Sorcerie, come, no doubt, to tease him into teeching her. He hadn’t read her as being like that, but it
was perhaps too long since he'd dedt with a woman of power. Not that she was a woman yet. Probably
dill virgin. Virgins bored him. Ignorance bored him.

Varney came from the stable, whidling as he fastened his shirt. “Magus,” he said and his eyes did to
the girl; they had a heavy lidded, gdlion look Navarre had seen there before. Varney grinned a him,
amaog prancing.

Thegirl turned pink and looked uncomfortable. He watched her a moment, fdt a touch of sadness as
he saw what had happened. Another victim to Varney’s blue eyes. He lost some of hisirritation at her.

“The two of you go up to the house. Kitya will take care of you; she's getting tea ready. You know
the way, Varney.”

>><<
Clean and pleasantly tired, wearing a closefitting robe of fine black wool,. Navarre stepped into his

gtting room and stopped just ingde the door.
Varney and Faan were seated by the fire, the tea table between them. Her face flushed, her eyes



shining, the girl hed her cup in both hands, usng it like a soldier’s shidd between her and Varney. He
was leaning toward her, teasing her with his eyes and hisamile

She's really quite lovely, Navarre thought, and shy as a wild thing under that precarious
compo-sure. Hismouth twitched. She'd forgotten him fast the moment she saw Varney. Good thing he
waan't interested in her. His saf-conceit would have taken a kick where it hurt.

Neither of them noticed him until he crossed the room and reached for the teapot; his mouth twitched
agan when he saw the dtart that dmost dumped Faan's tea in her Igp. He took his cup to his chair,
lowered himsdlf into it. “Y ou wanted to talk to me, Varney?’

Faan sat the cup down and got to her feet. “If you could tdl me where to wait?’

Varney laughed. “Neka neka, Faan Hasmara. This will be public gossp soon enough.” He shifted in
hischair to face Navarre. “The poisoner was busy lagt night. VVocats Apsis had his head smashed. Civids
picked him up, dead as a rock.”

“Nu nu, it was Dark Moon. Jahta bands get above themsdves now and then. How do you know it's
not just something that happened?”

“Old vulture Turet, he put the Temple Diviners on it. If it was Jahta, the head-banger would be in a
adl waiting to hang. Neka, Magus. The killer blew smoke and walked. What | wanted to ask, will you
look and seeif you can pick up some-thing the Diviners missed?’

Navarre spped his tea and frowned at the fire. He was being pushed to the edge of what was
possible for im and he didn't likeit. “I'll think about it,” he said. He turned to Faan, his irritation stirred
up again. “1 told you I'd send you the names you wanted. When | say I'll do something, | do it”

“Neka, that's not it, that’s not why | came.”

Before she could say any more, Varney got to hisfeet. “My turn,” he said. “I'll go talk with Kitya”

She gmiled, her bicolored eyes gleaming. “And my turn to say don’t be slly. There's none of this
particularly secret.” She turned serious. “When my companion, her name' s Desantro, when she was 4ill
quite young, Hennerman raiders killed her family except for her, a brother and a sster, sold the three of
them as daves. Events that brought Desantro and me together, urn ... things worked out so she was set
free with, urn, compen-sation, and we' ve been looking since for her brother and her sgter.” She wove
her fingers to-gether, stared down at them. “Tungjii promised I'd get what | want, which doesn’t come
into this, by helping Desantro.”

Varney leaned forward, startled. “Tungjii?’

She lifted her head, her face gone soft and yearning, her eyes shining at him. For a moment she sad
nothing, then she nodded. “It was in the Myk'tat Tukery. The Godalau came svimming past with Tungjii
riding her shoulder. Heesh tossed me hisser wineskin and | drank and the day turned golden. And heesh
sad to me, ‘You'll find help, Honeychild, as you pass dong the path of discovery.””

Navarre cleared his throat. She swung round to face him, eyes wide, the bones in her face more
vishble as the skin tightened over them. “How did you find the sster?” he said. “Was it Tungjii told you?’
Her tongue flicked across her lower lip. “Neka. A Mirror. It wouldn't show me the brother, only the
gder”

HWI,,Iy?l

“l don’t know. It might be some god messing me about again. | don't want to talk about that.”

“l see. Why me?’

“Do you know Qdadldit's Poal?’

“I've heard of it. How did you come across that? It seems rather obscure information for someone
who's been here only a day or two?’

“That’s not important. | asked my question and the answer was you.”

“What?’

“Nu, it was alittle more than you, of course. | was told that the pool is not exactly reiable, dl in dl,
thet it tells the truth with atwist. So | don’t know if it's you or the jewd that’s important.”

“Jewe?’ He scratched at his jaw, irritated again. She was dribbling out information in between
glances a Varney, her atention obvioudy not on what she was saying. “Y ou've had some training, Faan.
Give me the data dearly and concisely and let me do the interpretation.”



Her eyes narrowed and her lips thinned as she bit back an angry answer.

Good, hethought, get her mind out of her crotch.

In afew crisp words she told hm what she' d seen in the pool, then later in the Diviner's bowl.

“A sapphire with a gtar in its heart,” he said. “Big as a man's fis. Masaulit. It has to be” He set his
cup down. “What dse did you do?’

Her bicolored eyes had a bite to them; her mouth widened briefly into an involuntary smile. He would
swear she was enjoying hersdf more sparring with him than blushing at Varney. “I went back to my
room,” she said, “and cast a mir-ror. The Jewe isin a pond somewhere, a pond with goldfish and fed by
agoring. | asked where the pond was, but it wouldn't tdl me. | tried once again to find out where Rakil
was, that's the brother, but it wouldn't tdl me that ether. | got nervous and dissolved the mirror. |
decided you might know something about it. It seems you do. So what isit and whereisit?’

“Masalit,” he murmured, stroked his forefin-ger dong his jaw. “I would have thought you'd studied
the Tdismans by now.”

“Never mind what | have or haven't studied.”

He amiled at her. “1t's a stone of power, one of the Great Tdismans. Some years ago, before | came
here, | heard rumors that they were moving. They do that, you know. They lay dormant for years, even
centuries, then they get restless. | have no idea where Masaulit isnow. But | don’t think you need bother
hunting it, Masaulit seems to be reaching for you. You'll find it when it feds the time is right.” He
frowned. “You said you got ner-vous. Tdl me about that.”

Her eyes dipped around to Varney, then she shook hersdlf and sat gazing down at her hands. “It was
like a bailing, indde and out. My face was getting hot.”

“Tja” He tapped his fingers on the chair am. Ignorance, it dways came down to that. “You were
tempting disaster when you cast the mirror, Sorcerie. Do you understand how close you came to death?’

“l was warned about trying any Great Magic, but | don't know any. A mirror is only alittle thing, it's
one of thefirg things | learned.”

“How old were you?’

She rubbed thumb againgt thumb, frowning as she considered the question. “I was eght ... nearly nine
... when | started lessons with the Sihyl, | cast my firg mirror when | was ... deven, tja, eeven. It was a
hot day about a week before Midsummer’'s Eve. | watched Reyna going about his rounds....” Her face
was somber, her eydids lowered; it wasn't a hgppy memory. She cleared her throat, looked up, eyes
narrowed. “Why?’

“Itisn't usud to teach that to one so young.”

“The circumstances were far from usud. | don’'t want to talk about that time”

“Thisian't merdy curiosty, Faan.”

She gazed a him gravely, nodded. “Labi labba, | accept that. Ask. I'll answer as | choose.”

He laughed, he couldn’t help it. She waan't giv-ing an inch more than she had to. “Tdl me your
pedigree, who was your father, your mother?’

“l was gtolen from my mother when | was three. My father | know absolutely nothing about, ne—

ther name nor face” Her hands were twisted to-gether now, the knuckles white. “For a long time the
Shbyl was forbidden to tel me anything, but the day | Ieft her, she said this, your mother’s name is Kori
Fyolss, sheis apprenticed to the Sorceror Settamaksmin.”

“You went to find her?’

“l don’'t think you need to know that.”

“Tja, that was mere curiogity.” He got to his feet. “Come here”

She stood and came toward him with the awk-ward grace of her youth. He took her right hand in his
left, set hisright hand on her brow and closed his eyes. “Nu nu,” he murmured, “the Td-ent grows in
you, it burns my hand. Thisis a bad place for you, Sorcerie. | tdl you it would be bet—ter if you left. |
swear to you, | will do what | can to locate Masaulit and | will send to you dl | dis-cover.” She moved
under his hand, not trying to break free of him, more a negation of what he was tdling her. “Neka, child,
ligen to me. You are in danger if you stay in Meggzatevoc's Land. What's developing in you will be a
chdlenge to the god and he dedls very suddenly and thoroughly with chalenges” He took his hand



down, stepped back from her. “And | can't protect you. Do you under-stand.” She looked away from
him, the blood hot in her cheeks. “I see you do. You seem adept at collecting obscure information.” He
twiged his mouth into a wry grimace. “Ligen to me, Faan. Ride north and wait for your friend in
Kyatawat. Not far in, Kyatawat has its own dangers. As long as you're past the border and out of
Meggzatev-oc's Land, that's dl you need.”

She shifted uneadily. “Nu nu, | hear you, Magus. Ther€'s a problem, though. | have dmost no
money, | couldn’t possibly afford transport or a guide. Not to mention supplies.”

“How old are you?’

“What has that to do with anything?” Once again she was unable to keep hersdf from glanc-ing at
Varney who was lounging in his chair, listening with visghble fascinaion to these exchanges, she seemed
desperately distracted by her aware-ness of him, only intermittently able to concen-trate on what
Navarre was saying.

“Jud tdl me”

She shrugged. “ Seventeen.”

“When did your lessons stop?’

“l didn't say they did.”

“When?’

“When | was fifteen.”

“| assume someone took care of you when you were growing up.”

“l don't want to talk about that,” she said flatly; her odd eyes darkened, then dropped away from
his

Ordinarily he'd have given up by now, let her go her way; what happened to her would happen and
0 be it. He didn't want her, he didn’t like her, but there something about her that reached past his
defenses and demanded he take care of her. He didn't like that ether, but he gavein to it because he had
to. “Labi labba, child. Asa pro—

fessond courtesy, I'll lend you enough to keep you comfortable and provide a divric and a driver to
take you to Kyatawat. St down, please.” He waited until she was back in the chair, gtting diffly on the
edge of the seat, her hands knotted together. She was a proud creature, that was ob-vious, she resented
having to take from him, a Stranger. She was dso intdligent, so she didn't refuse. “You have to return to
the city—I'll send....”

“Never mind that, Navarre” Vaney sat up. “I'll ride back with you, Faan.” He gave her a wide
shining amile, his eyes hdf closed and gleaming. “Y ou shouldn’t be on the road done this close to night.”

For amoment Navarre found himsdf forgotten as the two of them gazed at each other; he cleared his
throat.. Faan blushed and turned back to him. “You'll want time to tak to your companion,” he said,
tectfully ignoring the slent exchange be-tween her and Varney. “And time to get ready to traved. I'll
arange for the divric and driver to ar-rive at sunhigh; that should get you across the northern border
shortly after sundown. If you have questions about anything, we can tak by mirror once you're in
Kyatawat. |s there anything more you'll need?’

“Neka, you've been very generous.” She got to her feet. “Patcha, Magus” Her mouth curled into a
tight smile “I1t would be nice to have a cam and uncomplicated life like ordinary people.”

Navarre chuckled. “You'd be very bored, child. Very bored.”

He watched her leave, wondering what it was about her that was so compelling it could reach past
barriers he' d spent years erecting between himsdf and the importunate world.

In the doorway, Varney turned, lifted a brow. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Navarre. Late tomorrow.”

3. On the Highroad

Varney leaned over to Faan as they rode through the gate. “The north border’s not dl that far from
Sawdis, would you mind avigtor, milafar?’

She laughed bresthlesdy, shook her head. “My pleasure, virs”

“Mineg” he said and laughed with her.

After that, they rode without spesking until they reached the fla with its scraggly bushes and dumps



of dead grass, then he brought his mount closer, touched her am. “Are you redly so ada-mant about
your history, Faan Hasmara?’

She tilted her head and looked & him from the corner of her eye it was such innocent and
un-practiced flirtation that he was enchanted. “Why?’ she said.

“Because you interest me. Why dse?’

“Itsjudt alot of people doing terrible things to each other. I....” Her eyes widened, she raised a
hand, then went limp and did off the mule.

Vaney sarted as he fdt a sharp prick in his cheek; he ignored it and reached for her—and a
weighted rope coiled round his neck. He was off-bdance and it only took a sngle tug to send him
tumbling to the ground; he caught a glimpse of dark faces hanging over him, then there was an-other
more solid painin his head and he dropped into darkness trying to curse the Forest Devils who'd taken
him and killed her. Poison dart ... the aizar stone ... damn their souls to Kyatawat’ s five-hundredth hdll!

Chapter 6. Honey in theHole

Varney surfaced with a groan. It was night, chill and quiet, though somewhere nearby there was a fire
that gave enough light to show him part of a tree trunk a few paces off. His head throbbed and his body
ached asif he'd been whipped. He tried to lift his hand. He couldn’t. Ropes around hiswrigts, his ankles.
Trum! Forest Devils ... some-one got to them ... poisoner ... blessed day | got that Stone ... Faan
Kyatty trum!

A root was digging panfully into his back. Branches from some spindly bushes hung over him. They
were between him and the fire. He wriggled around, lifted his head as he bumped into something soft.

Faan was lying on her back with her hands folded across her ribs, her thumbs were tied to-gether
with a fine black thread which looked like her har; her feet were bare, her big toes were tied together
dso, the same fine thread, or hair, or whatever it was. At firg he thought she was dead, the bindings
some sort of Forest Devil magic meant to confine her ghogst, then he saw the dow lift of her shirt. She
was breathing. It was supposed to be poison the Devils put on their darts. Fata in a breath. Nu nu, she
catanly was specid. Even got to Navarre, had hm throwing money around when he hadn’'t a hope of
tupping her. Or maybe the wish. Old man, old.... He peered into the shadow under the trees. The little
beast was gone, what happened to it? For that matter, what was it? Witches were supposed to have
familiars demons that ran about in beast form ... she wasn't awitch ... & least Navarre hadn't caled her
witch ... he cdled her “sor-ceri€’ ... whatever that meant. He rolled away from the girl, wriggled around
until he could see past the bush.

There was open space beyond, where a tree had fdlen and rotted away; the moon was up, directly
above the dearing, adiver dill, but wider than he expected. Trum! Two days gone. At least that.

A amdl stream cut across the grass and scrub, drding round a boulder like a giant cowpat, a bulging,
flattened mass of light colored stone with a dight dip on top. Two Forest Devils squatted in the sway, a
meager fire between them, an old man and a boy holding a drum on his knees. They weren't taking or
doing anything, just waiting.

He was only tied a wrigts and ankles; if he could get his hands loose.... He glanced at Faan again,
dismissed her with a shrug. She boasted she could take care of hersdf, looked like she'd have to. He
flexed his wrigts, testing the ropes, but the Devils knew ther knots, no joy there; he began contorting
himsdf as quietly as he could to bring his arms around to the front so he could get at the bindings with his
teeth.

Each time he put pressure on them, the coils of rope tightened until they were hiting panfully into his
flesh—and there was something wrong with his elbows; he couldn’t move them out from his body.

“Wdl?

The word was whispered, but carried dearly to him. He stopped sruggling and stretched his neck so
he could see around a bush.

There was a shadow under the trees on the far Sde of the clearing, a stubby figure, short, but at least
ahead too tdl to be a Devil.



“Why did you cdl me here? Did he get awvay?’ The voice was hoarse, impatient. Varney scowled;
there was something ... he strained to hear better, but he couldn’'t dredge up more than a vague feding
he/ d met that whisper before.... The old man grunted. “Neka. The darts refused to kill. They live”

“They?"

“There was agirl with him.”

“There would be. | don’t understand. The poi-son didn’t work?’

“They are protected. The girl deeps but will not die, the man didn’'t even notice the dart, we had to
use the throw rope on him.”

“Why didn’'t you cut ther throats and leave them where they fdl?’

“They are protected.”

“You keep saying that. What does it mean?’

“You know.”

“What are you going to to with them? Y ou swore....

“Youlied”

“Neka. | didn't know, | dill don't. Where are they? I'll see about this protection business.”

“Only if you swear to take them away from the trees before you touch them.”

“I'm not prepared. There are too many eyes out there to go raw. If you don't like the knife, what
about a noose?’ The whisper was hoarser, more impaient. Varney strained. If only that creature would
lose its temper and speak a har louder.. ..

“Neka. It will not be. We will hold them, but we will not kill them for you or dlow you to kill them
whilethey are with us”

“Why?

The ancient just squatted on the boulder, gazing into the fire, saying nathing.

“But you will hold them?’

The ancient looked up, cleared his throat, spat. “We will do that. For two Dark Moons. If you do
not daim them before then, we will take them to the edge of the trees and release them.”

“Varney has hismoments. Take very good care he doesn't escape you.”

“They cannot. Y sgarod has spoken. They will not leave the trees.”

The shadow stood for a moment as if pondering further arguments, then it faded with as little noise as
apaich of mig.

Varney went back to sruggling with his arms, stubbornly trying to force his bound wrigts past his
buttocks.

The old man squatted without moving until the moon diver dipped down behind the trees, then he put
out his hand.

The boy reached over his shoulder, took a shep-herd’ s flute from the case strapped to his back, lad
the flute across the old man’s pam.

Swesting and grinding his teeth, Varney stretched his cramped limbs and listened with ap-prehension
to the windy tune the Devil coaxed from the flute. It meant something, he was sure of that. Cdling for
hep? They couldn’t mean to leave him and Faan laid out here like trussed chickens. He glanced at her
from the corner of his eye and gasped.

Pale red tongues of fire licked over her. She burned without being consumed.

He turned his head and stared. The fire was gone, she was a length of darkness only dightly more
s0lid, than the shadows around her. He looked away, caught her from the corner of his eye again. She
was bathed in flames. Weird.

Forest Devils materidized around him, carry-ing poles linked by woven rope. Ignoring his struggles,
mute as stones, they rolled him onto the rope web, bdly down, his face pressed into the mesh. Then four
of them picked up the poles and trotted off with him.

They moved with a surprisng speed, weaving through the Mezh as if they had owls eyes, Slent as
owls on the hunt. The dant of the litter told him they were taking him higher in the moun-tains, deeper into
the Divimezh. He shuddered.

He d loathed this place dl hislife, now he was plunged in the middle of it, will-he, nill-he.



They trotted on and on, tirdess and slent, until the sky was pink with the afterglow of sunrise, then
they moved from under the trees onto a patch of black stone where even moss had a hard time growing.
They dropped his litter beside the mouth of a hole in the stone, jarring his head and scrap-Mg the skin off
his nose.

“Trum! Listen, you lopps, you're asking for trouble, tregting me like this” He humped his body,
wriggled around until he was Stting up, glared at them. “M’ father’s a man with a short temper. You think
he can't find out who's got me? Think again. He Il burn this flea patch down round your ears.”

Two of them jerked his arms out from his sdes while a third passed a rope around his chest. He
ydled and tried to musde himsdf away from them, but one of them got him with a hard kick in the
kidneys and while he was bent over from the pain of it, they yanked him from the litter and dragged him
over thelip of the hole.

It was a long way down and he acquired an-other collection of bruises as he bounced off the
irregularitiesin the sdes of the hole, then sum-bled and fdl as he hit the littered bottom. The rope began
diding away. He tried to wind it around himsdf, make them pull him up or aban-don it, but the drum
started rattling, the rope stung him like an adder and he couldn’'t move.

A moment later they, lowered Faan, teking more care with her—which irritated him, who was she
but some foundling bastard, a foreigner without any ties here. He gill couldn’t move. Her feet were in his
face, then she was lying over him, limp as an overcooked klimis

The Devils threw down blankets, lowered a basket |oaded with bread and cooked tubers, if his nose
was any judge, then a dripping wooden bucket. Apparently they weren't being left to starve or die of
third.

He heard a scraping, grunts, then the light was gone. They'd put the lid on the hole,

“Ms. Nadsic jauks!”

The dark dissolved the pardyss that had kept him immobile He wrestled Faan off hm and
scrabbled around, trying to find a shard of stone with an edge on it so he could work on his bonds.

>><<

Faan woke as Varney was trying to dribble wa-ter in her mouth, getting most of it down her neck
and in her hair. She sputtered, pushed his hand away. “Trying to drown me?’

“Kyatty trum, you're findly awake.”

“Nu, I am.” She pushed up, groaning as her muscles protested and bruises made themselves known.
“What happened? Where are we?’

“Down ahole”

“| see that. Nu, maybe not see, conddering, The rest of it?’

He made an odd little sound, like a cross be-tween a snort and a hiccup, but didn't say any-thing for
awhile, then only asked, “You hungry?’

“What's the problem,, Varney?’

“You know.” His voice had an edge to it; he was trying to sound insouciant and amused and not
quite making it. “You heard whet | told Na-varre.”

She wiped a her face, discovered that she was thirsy. “Nu, it's dark. | can't see athing. I'd like a
drink now, please.”

“Hold out your hand.”

She fdt adick knobby thing pressed into her pdm; her fingers were pushed around it, closed insde
his

“It sagourd,” he said. “With the top cut out.”

The water had an adringent taste and it was none too fresh, but it fdt like nectar to her parched
throat. She emptied the gourd in a couple of gulps, he took it away, and a moment later was pushing it
back in her hand, refilled, the water doshing over her wrid.

She drank, sghed, wiped her mouth. “Is there a soak or something? Where's the water coming
from? Do we need to take care how much we use?’

“No problem. The Devils change buckets every sundown. When they bring food. They’re due in



about an hour.”

“Every sundown? How long have we been here?’

“Hve days.”

“Huh?’

“Hve daysin this hole, seven or eght Snce we were taken. Y ou' ve been unconscious the whole time.
I’ve got some water down you, but no food. How do you fed?’

“Scared. Mad.” She spped from the gourd, low-ered it to rest on her thighs “Serioudy, Varney,
whet happened?”’

“Forest Devils ambushed us. Darts put you out but didn't kill you. Didn't bother me at dl be-cause
I’'m protected againg poison, Navarre did that. They got me with a throw rope, then knocked me on the
head. Carted us both into the Divimezh too scared to kill us Snce the darts didn't.” He related dl he'd
heard and seen in the dearing. “Nu nu, here we are.” He grunted. “And here we're going to stay, unless
you can do some-thing, Sorcerie.”

“Don't cal me that.” She drained the gourd and he took it from her, gartling her. “How do you do
that?’

Thistime he didn’t pretend to misunderstand her. “You don't know?’ he said.

“Obvioudy, dsewhy ask.” .

“Nu, that's even weirder than | thought. When | don't look directly a you, | can see you and
everything around you in the light of ... urn ... you look like you're gtting in the middle of a fire. A pae
red sort of fire. Very decorative.”

“Tsar She shifted around, then caught awhiff of hersdlf. “Lauaus, what a stink. We ve got to get out
of here”

mp.”

She could hear him moving about, coth scrap-ing on stone, shards ratling; impatiently, she crafted a
willo and flicked it into the air over her head.

The hole danted steeply to the right, then from what she could see seemed to head upward. The
wadls were black with pinhead bits that sparked as they caught the shifting, bluish light of the willo, then
faded as they sank back in shadow. Varney was over by a basket; he turned, startled, as the willo lit up
the cramped space; he was hold-ing a flat loaf in his right hand, a blob of some-thing in his left. He
blinked, his eyes watering in the sudden brightness. His face was smeared with dug, its lines blurred by a
gold stubble like whest after the reaper had passed. She hated to think what she must look like.

He st the loaf down, put the root or whatever it was on top of it. “You must be hungry, you haven't
egten for aweek. It's bread and tuber, monotonous, but it keeps one dive”

She wrinkled her nose. “Since you mention it, tja, I'm starving. But wait a bit. | want to clean up fird.
Nu nu, I don’t see how you could stand it.”

His face reddened—the flush had a purple tinge in the willies unflatering light. “1t's not dl you. It's
been five days, after dl.”

She nodded, started to explan what she in-tended to do, then shut her mouth and quenched the
willo; bad enough she could do what he couldn’t, she didn’t have to rub his nose in it—as the thought
occurred to her she had to difle agiggle He wouldn't like that, he'd think she was laughing a him. He'd
looked like a little puppy over there, eager to please and uncertain of his welcome. Uncertain! She was
irritated with him, annoyed, but having him this close turned her bones to water. Down girl, you’ ve got
work to do. Concentrate. Remember what the Sbyl said. Be-sides, the way you smell right now,
even a dung beetle would trot off

Concentrate.

You burned the paint off you and Ma’teesee and Dossan when you were only twelve. Paint’s
harder to get rid of than filth.

Concentrate.

It hurts. Oh, Ners, it burns. | won't be stopped. | won't:

There. That's the way. Sear it clean, stone and flesh. My flesh, his. . . nayo! don't lose it, Fa.
Con-centrate. That's the way. That’s it.



Ahhhh.

Her shirt and trousers were hot but clean. The danger ralling around her retreated as she let the
cadting fade.

She crouched a moment, head on knees, then pulled hersdf together and crafted the willo again. “Nu
nu, that's better, ian't it. Neka, Varney, wait there, let me come to you, | want to see if my legs will
move, | fed like I’ve got crampsin every muscle”

She could see him watching her, hand groking his suddenly shaven jaw. He shrugged. She rolled

onto her knees, grunted with pain as her weight came down on a sharp-edged bit of stone, then she
crawled out of the niche where she'd lain.
As soon as there was room to stand, she got to her feet, stretched extravagantly. “Ahhhh! that feds
good.”
He, turned his head away, glanced a her from the corner, of an eye—and she remembered what
he' d said about the fire. “It's gone,” he said. “Looks like you scared it avay.”

She put her hand on his shoulder, the touch burning through her, she fdt hersdf blushing, lowered
hersdf to her knees beside him and dropped the hand to her thigh; she wanted to brush againg him, but
ghe didn’t; she was afrad to, she didn't know what she might do after that. “You said something about
food?’

>><<

The drumming started about about an hour later; there must have been hdf a dozen drum-mers up
there; the sound throbbed through the stone.

Faan looked gtartled. She blinked. Her body seemed to mdt as she collapsed to the floor of the hole,
her eyes shut, her breathing dowed way down.

Varney dared, sartled, then cursed the Forest Devils as he understood what had happened to the
girl. They were afrad of her, so they knocked her out before they took the top off the hole.

The rope snaked down to him, weighted as usud by an ovd stone with aholein one end. He'd been
through this too many times before to bother throwing a snit; there was nothing he could do, not if he
wanted food and water. He tied the rope to the bal on the bucket and they pulled it up, lowered it in a
breath or two, filled with wa-ter. He sent the food basket up the same way, got it back, then heard the
scrape of sone againg stone as they shoved the cap on and shut out the ghosily gray light that had crept
down to him for the few moments the hole was open.

He drank some of the fresh water, glanced a Faan, wrinkled his nose as he saw her bathed in fire,
“Nu nu, girl, whet an oddity you are. A lovdy one, t00.” He settled hmsdf beside her, now and then
touching her hair, stroking hisfinger down her cheek, waiting for her to wake.

>><<

Faan came floating from dream into a deicious semiawareness, Vamey's hands were touching her
lightly, possessively, fingertips gliding over her lips, dong the curve of her ears, difting down-ward to
press with festher ddicacy on her breasts, tickling her ssomach. She murmured something incoherent,
turned to him....

>><<

When Faan woke again, Varney was curled around her, snhoring, his head heavy on her breasts, his
am on her somach. She was sore and sticky—and filled with an anger she hadn’t ex-pected. Bresathing
hard, she wriggled from under him; he mumbled and sghed and sank back into a heavy deep.

Thething that was dways waitching her stirred ominoudy as she flashed hersdf clean, but she snarled
a it, gartled it into retreeting. When she was done, she crafted awillo and went somping about the hole,
ingoecting the wdls, trying to de-cide how to attack the problem of getting out. She didn’'t intend to
spend another hour down here, come what came. Let Meggwhatever do his worst.

The willo spirded up and up, suddenly blinked out. The blackness was difling, as if a blanket had
been thrown over her; she gasped and started panting, shrank back and crossed her arms over her head,



gruggling with the sense that the whole mountain was about to come down on her.

Tiny voices whispered & her.

Lovee, chickee, don't be sad. Not so bad, it's not, so bad. See 0 see, big bad dark it's
Meggee's bark, he don’t bite, never quite. Lovee chickee, you know we-ee.

Wildings?

See 0 see, you do know we-ee.

Can you answer questions?

We-ee litt-lee, honee chickee, what we znayee, we will sayee.

What killed the willo?

Shaaamaan snuffee all thee try-ee, up top magic stop. How can | get out of here?

Trickee, chickee. Hard, pard. Think and dink. Go fro, adjourn, return.

The voices faded and from the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of tranducent fire forms
blowing away, flowing into stone. She sghed, her urgency gone and with it, much of her anger. She
crafted another willo, set it to hanging in the ar above the water bucket and settled hersdf beside
Vaney.

She eased a gtrand of hishar out of his eyes; it was so fine and fair it belonged on the head of a amdl
girl, not a grown man who'd just proved himsdf competently mae. She frowned. It wasn't right,, what
he' d done. He' d stolen her courting time from her. Taken it as his due.

Thelock of hair curled round her finger, tick-ling her. Her throat went dry and her nipples hardened
ill they hurt. O Tai, O Wise One, | wish you were here. Reyna, you know about this, you could tell
me what to do, why didn’'t you ever talk to me, explain this. . .| don’'t even like him, but he makes
me. .. Mamay.

She stared into the dark, captured by memory.

It was night. She'd gone to the Sibyl’'s Cave to snatch a moment’'s peace when neither god nor
mortal would be pulling a her, trying to make her into their idea of what she should be. She was tired,
tired and sad.

Reyna came from his assgnation with Juva-grim, moving with assurance through the secret entrails of
the mountain, and found her sprawled in the Sybil’s stone chair. He took her hand and led her down the
perilous path to the Sacred Way; for a moment they were just happy, mother/father and daughter once
more, so happy she spoke d-mogt at random, talking to hear him answer her, grave and sweet.

Near the last flight of stairs on the Sacred Way Faan touched Reyna’s arm. “ You love him,
don't you. What's it like, being in love with someone?”

Reyna was startled; in the moonlight, Faan could see the twitch of his mouth and that quick
toss of his head that sent his hair swing-ing, things he did when he was embarrassed about
something but was trying not to show it. “ In love,” he said dowly. “ Nayo, that’s not it, Fa. That's
pretty pink pleasures, sweat and sweet agony. | had that a few times when | found my first
clients” He went down the stairs thinking about it, his hands clasped be-hind him under the
cloak; it was almost a dance, his body balancing easily. “ Nayo. This is different. Love? | don't
know. There's friendship and fondness, oh diyo, and pas-sion. It's not bad, you know. Friendship
and fondness and passion.”

‘Does he love you?’

“It's hard to say with Juvalgrirn. He's a secret man. He needs me. That’s enough, | think.”

“Weed” She shivered. “| hate that word.”

Her mouth twisted in a sad amile Pretty pink pleasures. Not so pretty and not so pink, O
Ma—may. Pleasure, | don't even knowe if there’'s any pleasure in it, I've never felt so. . . . No
friendship, precious little fondness. Need Gods! There's need. Mamay, Mamay, how do | get out of
this?

She leaned over Vaney and ligened to him bresthe; every seventh exhdation was a tiny whistling
snore that made her heart flutter. She could amdl him, a vigorous mae smdl that she couldn’'t have
described but drank in like incense. She adored the way his neck was set into his shoul-ders;, his ams
were smooth and firm, the muscles deek under a skin like ivory where the sun had never touched him.



When she set her hand on his shoulder, she could fed the lifein him strong as ariver in flood.

The Wildings came rushing back.

Honey chickee, listen we-ee, dide to side, play the mole, ‘nother hole.

Mole? They shimmered in a red-gold mad-strom hdf indde the stone across the hole from where
she was gtting, buzzing with excitement and puckish glee.

Honey chickee, we plus thee make us free. Swap rock break block.

Swap rock... ah! You mean change it to air.

Trandformations ... she'd just started on them when Abeyhama Bee Mother snatched her from the
Sbyl’s lessons. She reached down, found a shard broken from the walls, tasted it, held it, and fdt into it.
If it wasn't the same, it was a close cousin to the stone in the Shyl’s cave. Transfor-mations, tja, why
didn’'t | think of that. What an idiot!

She put out her hands and cadled the Wildings into her, warm and tickling, familiar and eerie. Around
her she could fed the warning hest, the pressure that demanded she let go, desist. She ig-nored it. Let
Vaney deep, leave imout of it. What she wouldn't say even to hersdf was that she knew he couldn't
endure the sight of her power, that he'd fed diminished and do some-thing else to make himsdf dominant
agan.

The stone mdted into air, layer by layer, as she dug out along ovd in thewadl of the hole.

In five minutes she saw a sudden darkness and knew she' d broken through into another hole,

CABAL

“To the new Candidate.” A gloved hand lifted a crystal glass filled with ruby wine. “So
fortuitously raised to that honor.”

“To the new Candidate.”

Two more hands lifted their glasses to salute the fourth conspirator, Vocats Oirs, named by
implica-tion.

The glasses disappeared beneath the cowls, re-appeared empty, then the four sat in a circle in
the meagerly furnished room, an attic in one of the Ash Tirdza Inns.

Qirsdrank his own wine, set the glass down with a click on the scarred and stained table they
were gathered around. “ All very well,” he said, “ but what about Turet? Won't he be suspicious?
Haven't | profited by that mulkidger fool’s death?” He twisted round to face the second tall man.
“You don't have to worry, Laz, because when It's your brother’s turn, he'll only be wounded,
you'll be the hero for saving him.

Kreisits Lazdey caught hold of Qirs arm, twisted

It. “ No names. You know the drill, fool. No names.”

“Let go of me, lopp. Labi labba, | forgot.” He rubbed at his wrist. “What does it matter
anyway, he . ..” he nodded at the wide man, “ he says he has these meetings blanked so those
nadsic Divin-ers can’'t read anything no matter what they try. And If it weren’t so, we' d’ve been
lining up for the hang-man long before this.”

The woman sat silent, her gloved hands crossed, the tip of her chin showing ivory In the light
of the single candle set in the center of the table.

The wide man laughed easily. “ Nu, friends, go lightly. It's true there's no danger from any
Reader, but habits are hard to break, so let's not get them started. No names, nmy friends, it's
smply a matter of prudence.” He reached across the table for the wine bottle. His arms were
unusually long for his height; it was as if all the extra bone in him went into them, not Into his
legs. He poured an inch of wine in his glass, shoved the bottle toward Dirs. “ Your father will think
better of you coming home with wine on your breath and perfume in your hair, you know it. So
drink and relax. We' ve more to celebrate then either of you know.”

The woman leaned forward. “ Already?”

“ Of course. As soon as Turet called that meeting, | knew what would happen and | was right.
Varney went running for Navarre, wanted the Magus to hold his fair white hand.”

“Varney?’

“You got Varney?”



“Varney's dead?”

“1 have him, tja, and he's not dead. Remember, we planned to rid ourselves of at least one of
the contenders by laying the guilt on him. I'd thought of

Tupelis Seidz for this, since he wouldn’t have a chance otherwise, but too many people know
how feeble he is. With Varney it'd be different. Believ-able. When he's found dead in damning
circum-stances, then Turet will be satisfied and we'll be safe.”

Qirs fidgeted with his glass, when he spoke, the usual whine was back in his voice. “If he
doesn’'t get away.”

“Hewon't.”

“But if he does?’

“1t won't change anything. He doesn’'t know who took him. We smply collect him again and
play the game out.”

QOirs sat silent a moment, his shoulders hunched over, then he sald, “ If you're sure. . . .”

“Quite sure.”

He got to hisfeet. “Nu, I....” Helet it drop and went out.

Kreisits Lazdey pushed back his chair. “1’ve duty in an hour.” He chuckled. “ Begarz almost
likes me these days, I'm a smple soldierman, you see, faith-ful and another vote. “ In the
doorway, he turned. “ Our friend who left. | smell ambition. Remind him, will you, that none of us
can afford to take the name as well as the game.”

W< <

The woman pushed back her hood, plucked a handkerchief from her deeve and patted at the
per-spiration on her face. She was delicately boned, coldly beautiful, her fine hair so blonde it was
almost white. “ He' s right, you know.”

“Tja. But we 4till need Oirs.

She nodded. “ For one thing, to keep my es-teemed cousin conscious of his limitations. Brown
eyes speak to a stain on the line. His mother’s ling, of course. He hates her for that; Laz does.”

“May | remind you, he's not all that fond of you, lovely Nenova.”

She waved that away. “ | confess to a weakness, my friend. “

“Hrnm?”

“Varney. When he dies, make it quick, will you?”

“You, too?”

“He was a mere child and | was married to that buffoon, you know. It was a pleasant
Interlude. He appreciates women, Varney does. We like that.”

“Nu, setoit”

“1 pay my debts.”

“ Before the fact?”

“Why not? The innkeeper hereis Incomparably discreet. As you know.”

“Tja, dama, that heis. It would be best if you arranged the details, snce | am what | am.”

“You think too much about that.”

“ And you don’'t?”

“I find it ... interesting.  come for you when things are prepared.”

Chapter 7. Magus on the Move

Navarre stood in the archway, arms folded, brows drawn together as he watched Faan and Varney
ride awvay. They were in no hurry; Varney was lounging in the saddle, murmuring something to the girl
who had her shoulders hunched, her head tilted to one side. Navarre heard her smothered laughter, her
deep voice answering, shook his head and went back into the house.

Kitya was walting indde the door, her eyes dit-ted. “Your supper’s ready,” she sad, her voice
purring as it did when she was too angry to shout. “You should egt it whileit's hot.”

“Nu, bring it to the workroom.”



She caught hold of his am, her long fingers dosing with such strength he grunted with pain. “Let it
done”

“Be quiet. You don't know what you're talking about.” He broke free. “Do what you want. You
know where I'll be.”

His workroom was the top floor in the squat tower he'd built into the east corner of the house, with
narrow ventilation dits but no windows. Heavy black fet drapes hung from a celling track about a hand's
breadth away from the walls, the floor was paved with black tiles fitted so dosdly that the lines between
them were dmogt invig-ble. There was a tdl cabinet againgt the north wall and an ebony table in the
center of the room, a glass and slver lamp bumning on a dlver disk in the center of the table. The
hexagond top had dlver linesinlad in the ebony, a hexa inscribed across a penta and a scatter of glyphs,
words in alanguage dien to this part of the word.

Navarre went to the cabinet, got out a slver mirror and a burnishing cloth, took them back to the
table. He sat palishing the mirror face and brooding on the forces that were driving him into acts he
would much rather have avoided.

His continuance here was based on containing his use of the Art within carefully defined and very
narrow limits Meggzatevoc had hovered about him, watching him for the firg three years, meking
Himsdf known whenever Navarre ap-proached those limits as time passed, tha pres-ence receded,
leaving Navarre a peace.

Now ... ah, now it was different. He was going to push a those limits ddliberately, if cautioudy. He
hed to know why he found himsdf involved with this child in affairs that were none of his business, that, if
he were fully in command of himsdf, he would ignore. Had to know. Ignorance was dangerous.

There was a knock on the door.

“Come” he said and sat the mirror aside. Kitya pushed past the drape, a tray with short legs a the
four corners held againg her ssomach.

She st it beside the door and left without speak-ing.

He glanced a the food, shrugged and went back to polishing the mirror.

The moment came when he was ready.

He touched the tips of his fingers together, then massaged his temples as he fought for will and focus.

Blurred at first, dowly clearing, sharpening, Faan's imege appeared in the mirror, Stting as she had in
his parlor with hands sraining to-gether, her grave bicolored gaze intent on him.

He teased out the tangle of timdines woven about her, noting the nodes, then began reading the lines,

pushing back and back until he fdt the tingle that told him here was the answer he needed. Deep within
the mirror tiny, sharp im-ages moved and spoke:

The mahsar popped out of the air beside Faan who was a black-haired, odd-eyed baby of
three; the beast hissed at the Bee-eyed Woman. (Navarre grunted as he recognized her as a local
god, improbably out of her homeland; he didn’t know her, but he could remedy that later if
necessary.)

“Good,” she said. “1 was waiting for you.”

She hummed and the mahsar curled up with her back against Faan, deep adeep.

Faan yawned; her eyes drooped shut and she slept.

The Bee-eyed Woman hummed another note.

A honey shimmer trembled about the child.

“Be loved,” the Bee-eyed Woman crooned over her. “ Let he who finds you cherish you to
death and beyond. Let them who dwell with you cherish you. Be loved, Honeychild.”

The Bee-eyed Woman hummed.

A block of crystal hardened around Faan and Ailiki the mahsar.

The Bee-eyed Woman hummed a double note, spread her arms.

A dome of crystal formed about the island, stopping everything inside.

He read the lines that coiled about the baby, then those about the idand as the Bee-eyed Wom-an's
boat went dliding off. With Meggzatevoc's eyes searing him, the god's anger riang, he drained every
fraction of informetion he could coax from the slvery timdines, though much of it was meaningless at the



moment sSince he hadn't the matrix of the child's history to set it in.

Carefully he disentangled himsdf from the ti-mdines and drew his consciousness toward the present.

Something € se was observing him.

Cool, mesasuring, immense ... no intimation as to WHO watched, only the gtink of power, power so
vad he had no sense of edges.

Not Meggzatevoc nor one of the Kyatawat Pow-ers, not aloca god at dl.

One of the Great Gods.

He surfaced, wiped the sweat from his brow. A Great God.

Which meant he might as well get used to the idea of being linked with the girl. Massulit seek-ing her,
a Great God usng her. Be loved, Honey-child. He snorted and pushed the chair back. “No wonder |
turned into her sweet dada.” As he stood, he lurched, suddenly dizzy, the energy he'd expended in the
timesearch recoiling on him. “Wrystrike,” he muttered. “I hate....”

Uneasy and filled with a scraichy resentment, he sumbled to the tray, lowered himsdf to the floor
and sat cross-legged, eating food gone cold, drinking lukewarm tea. He didn’t want to be tan-gled in this
dfair, gods used you with no regard for your desires or your well-being, but he had no choice.

No choice. That was what galled hm most. Be loved, Honeychild.

He looked at the meat congeding on the plate, grimaced as his somach knotted, relaxed, knotted
agan. Another bite and he'd be heaving the whole mess up. The room was suddenly difling, the wadls
daodgng in on him. He needed open air and the solid redlity of tools for the hand, not the mind.

He got heavily to his feet, went down the squared spird stair and out through the kitchen to the
amithy, where he sat on the anvil and con-templated his options.

>><<

A bray startled him from a depressed evdudtion of hisimmediae future. “ Skumung that What now?’

He did off the anvil and went round the house to the court. Just ingde the arch Faan's hired mule was
moving restlesdy about, his head held high and to one sde to keep the reins from underfoot, his hooves
clattering on the flags. Faan’s beast was gtting on the mule's shoulders, her amdl black hands twisted in
the cropped mane. She stared at Navarre and made urgent sounds, almost-speech that he didn’t need to
understand. The laundd be-hind this had struck again, hitting at Varney and getting the girl with him.

He scowled at the mule and the mahsar. “Which doesn't make sense. If she's killed, it negates
ev-aything | read. If | read true. | accept it as true. Therefore, she's dive. And if she's dive...” He
rased his hand as the mahsar chittered at him again. “Quiet. Wait.” He caught hold of the reins and led
the muleinto the stable, got him settled with grain and water, then hurried down the hill, the mahsar a his
heds

>><<

Reading the lines as he walked, he followed Faan and Varney down the lane, not bothering with the
words or the sexud tenson intengfying between them, concerned only with their physica well-being.
Where the dope of Djedtradjin Hill flattened and there was cover on both sides of the road, thorny brush
and dumps of tdl grass, the traces crumpled suddenly into confuson wrung with pain. He looked down
a the mahsar. “Thisisit?’ He was gtartled when the beast nodded vig—

oroudy, then he shrugged; it wasn't usud for those with Faan's Tdent to have a familiar, though the
little creature waan't exactly a familiar, but he was coming to expect peculiar idiosyncracies from this
odd-eyed child. “You'd best get some room be-tween you and me” he told the beast. “I don't know
what will happen. It could be nasty. No doubt you're aware of my problem, since your companion
catanly is Shoo! Go!”

The mahsar sat on her haunches and grinned a him. “Ne ne” she squeaked at him.

“Onyour head, then. Y our ghost will have to explain to the little Sorcerie.” With a nervous laugh, he
wiped his hands down his sides and started his probe.

Smithy Lane was paved with tar and gravel, the tar so marked with the crescent bite of horseshoes
that it was hard to read anything into the signs he saw with his everyday eyes. Certainly there was nothing



to show whether Varney had managed to put up afight. Or the girl.

No blood—that would have shone like phos-phor to his magesght. So, most likely no fight.

His padms were swesty again and more runnels of sweat were cregping down through his hair, diding
down his neck.

The gtink of magic was so strong it was nearly choking him; it did over the brush and the road in an
aly ydlow fog. “Smoked,” he murmured. As with Apsis death, a mirror would show him nathing, he
was sure of that.

He had to get past the block, dide dong the timdlines and come out before the ambush. If it weren't
for the Wrystrike and Megg, he could twist Timestal and change the outcome. He didn’'t dare. Varney
and Faan were dive now. Probably dive. The curse might kill them if he interfered. Or him—and he had
no wish to invite death. Despite his frusirations he found life amus-ing and full of savor.

He shook hisarms, moved his shoulders. “ Skyon Dren! Ahhh hahhh ahhh....”

The ar had gone damp and chill, the earth un-der his bare feet fdt dive, as if he stood on a great
restless beast that was on the edge of waking.

Grim and determined, he sought focus and in-tendity, breething dowly, ignoring the rumbles in the
earth, the hodtile hiss of the wind. He could fed the curse gathering force, the grumbling boil of Megg's
anger, but as he moved with increesing ease dong the glowing slver lines of Time, en-capsulated so he
wouldn't intrude, effectivdy in-substantia, he adso fdt the high glory of doing what he was born to do,
whet he'd put aside for so many dull years. Dull. On-nawha! Dull. Say it, man of fear. He shouted Slent
laughter, stretched his back and strode forward on Faan's line to the moment of the attack.

Faan and Varney came riding along, talk-ing. (He didn't listen to what they said, it didn't
matter and it would have disturbed his concentration).

Small dark figures rose from the grass with blowpipes longer than they were (he saw the darts
blowing flat and hard, sinking deep in the flesh of Faan and Varney, he knew those darts, that
poison, Varney had his stone, and if his reading was right, Faan had other pro-tection,
nonetheless, he stiffened and nearly lost focus as he saw the lethal thorns strike them.)

He saw Faan's face go blank, saw her dide from the mule, saw Varney pulled from his mount
by the throwrope, saw him clubbed unconscious.

He saw the mezhmerrai come gliding from their ambush, saw their agitation as they in-spected
their victims, twitched the thorns free and inspected them, saw them throw Varney and Faan on
the back of the black stallion and lead him off The mule they left behind. In his capsule Navarre
gmiled; they didn't ap-prove of mules, considered them, perversions of nature. He spared a
moment of sadness for the stallion; the mezhmerrai found horseflesh a great delicacy they had all
too seldom. There' d be feasting in the Forest this night.

He shook himsdf loose from his fascination, disciplined the urge to do more than look and be-gan the
rush back, running ahead of a growing hedt.

As he broke out into present time, he was flung up the hill by a blast of power.

Hefdl. Landed hard.

Fire legpt skyward on every side.

The mahsar was beside him, suddenly, pressing into him, with no intervening between states of there
and not there.

Coolness flowed round him.
The Wrydtrike went further awry and left im safe in the circle of the mahsar’ s will.
He got to his feet. “Patcha, | ...” His knee buck-led and threstened to give way; his leg was

sud-denly ariver of pain. “Myah!”

He looked down. The whole side of his robe was burned away; the skin that was visble was raw red
and smeared with ash—but his bones were intact. “For which | thank you, O mahsar.” He could fed the
bruises fruiting in his flesh and yearned for a hot bath with leaves of pipar and kaltuvy steeping iniit.

He flexed his leg, winced at the pain. “Nu, mah-sar, it's wak or spend the night here. Are you
hungry? Y ou’ re welcome to take whatever you find tasty.” He began limping dowly up the hill, his leg
Qgetting stronger as he moved.



>><<

A plump baby of a man stood in the arch wait-ing for him, hair the color of moonlight, eyes the clear
green-brown of a mountain tarn, flickering with shadow like the dapple of blowing leaves. Huge eyes.
Owl eyes. Meggzatevoc.

Navarre hdted; the fird few seconds he was tense with fear, then he relaxed. This was
Meggzatevoc's Speskingform; he wouldn't have bothered if he'd meant to smear Navarre across the
landscape for bresking his tabu. He bowed, for courtesy’ s sake, then straightened his back and gazed a
the god, conceding nothing.

The Speskingform blinked dowly. “Don’'t do that again,” IT said. ITS voice was't exactly a sound,
more a vibration in the bone that left Na-varre weak and sck. “You won't like what hap-pens,” the
voice went on. An unseen hand reached ingde Navarre and twisted; the pain was inde-scribable. He fell
to his knees, hunched over, groaning. “Worse than that. A lot worse.” The Speskingform stared at him as
IT sank into the earth like water draining away. In seconds IT was gone.

He crouched where he was, gasping, svimming in an agony he'd never suffered before in his long
life

A softness brushed his burned leg. Smdl fin-gers clutched at his arm. Coolness spread through him.
Strength came trickling back and he could breathe again, sraighten up. He unfolded a hand that trembled
like an old men in pasy, touched his fingertips to the mahsar’s head. “Patcha, friend,” he said, coughed
and spat.

After amoment more, he got to his feet and went ingde.

>><<

“Look a you.” Kitya dapped the—dishes onto the tray with a controlled violence that threstened to
shatter them. “One day! One towyok vist from that tepeyinyin and you lose hdf your skin! For-get her.
Stay out of this”

He snatched his cup before she got it, gulped down the rest of the tepid coffee. “Can't,” he said.

“Karoo!” She stcomped across the kitchen to the ank beside the stove and began unloading the tray.
“Can’'t brand you for what you don’'t do.”

He laughed. She turned to glare a him, her dark red eyes like lava bailing. “Neka, neka, Kat. Your
people may be given to reason, but thislot follow their preconceptions and don't let facts dis-turb them.”

She began scooping hot water from the reser-vair in the stove, pouring it over the dishes in the tub,
muttering as she worked, none of it loud enough for im to make out the words.

“Varney taksalot,” he sad.

She snorted.

“Hdf the House will know he came to see me. That's enough to damn me when he doesn’t re-turn.”
He leaned back in the chair, enjoying the warmth in his middle, the remembered taste of his breskfast.
“You should worry about that, Kat. Women and daves, the only testimony the judges will take from
them iswhat’ s given under tor-ture.”

“Sreeks, the lot of them!”

“l don’t know that one.”

“Animas. No culture, no sense” She whipped back, snatched the cup from him and took it to the
tub. “Send me home.”

“Tiesh tas, | sad and I'll do. I'll arrange passage &fter | leave the House.”

“Neka Don't. | didn't meen it

“Hmm. It would be better if you did.”

“You said how it would be and so it has been. | have no complaints. There has been pleasure and a
ful belly. | am Moug aikkin. We know how to work and we know how to serve.” She pulled a pot from
the soapy water and began scrubbing it, looking &t it rather than a him. “We know how to be true if
these sreeks don't.”

“l should be back by nightfdl if nothing inter-venes. Raise the cdlflag for Kaundar. If he comes, that



means this business is limited to a Sngle cult; if he doesn't, it'sthe Mezh I'll have to ded with. Y sgarod.”

She twisted her head around, looking over her shoulder a him. “And if it's his cult?’

“It won't be. They hate the Vadda too much; no amount of gold or trade would tempt them; any of
hislot would cut the throat of the messenger before he got aword out.” He stood, windng as his bruises
protested and the burned skin began burning again.

“Why didn’'t you let me do a hed on you, V’'ret?’ She'd camed down; reason dways worked with
her. After awhile. The Moug' aikkin were poor in goods because they lived in a barren land, but in other
ways they were rich indeed; more than once he'd regretted the need to leave them.

“Evidence, Kat. | want to have bruises to show when | tak to Pargats Vicand, he has the
intelli-gence of akahnadoo....” He amiled fondly at her as he saw the mischief return to her eyes. “And the
digoogtion of a rutting bull.” He crossed to her, rubbed his hand down her face. “Behave yoursdf,
midza-mikan.”

>><<

The hodler frowned. “What happened to the girl? She didn’t fdl off, did she?’

Navarre laughed. “No. She found other trans-port. How much?’

He paid the man, added a double kod, remem-bering Faan's worried face as she taked about
limited funds; it fdt good to be generousin her name. “Got room for my horse?’

“Virs Zotg gen'rdly wants to keep ddls for dients” He looked at the coins in his hand, shrugged.
“Not my businessif you a dient or nothing. Bring ‘im back dong here.”

>><<

The dtreet outsde Pargats House was swarm-ing with people going in and out of the broad gate; it
was the first business day after the Dark Moon and that generdly brought a vigorous chaos to the Family
Ashes. Civids outside the wdls la-bored to bring some kind of order in the street, while the court was
sprinkled with guards in blue tabards with gppliquéd horse forms rearing, they sauntered about, keeping a
gern eye on the more orderly traffic of traders with ther samples, cap-tains reporting from Pargats ships
currently in port, messengers from the Rancoladz, the huge country estate, and less identifiable individuas
who worked for the House or meant to establish connections with it.

He threaded through the mob outside,, nodded to Teiklids the captain of the Pargats Guard as he
passed through the gate; Telklids had seen him often enough with Varney when the Guard es-corted the
House daughters to and from Celebrations.

The Grand Court was a amd| village in itsdf, with high narrow apartments pasted againg the north
and south walls like cdlsin a honeycomb. Pargats cousins lived here, holding important po-sitions within
the complex business life of the Family—the House Steward who took care of pro-visoning, repairs, and
ran the servants; the Ran-coladz Steward who set policy for the Kadrav and his men who did the actud
work on the. Country Edtate; the Ship Steward who did the same for the Captains on the ships the
Family owned; the head buyers; the Librarian; the Family Varredo (who was mosly forgotten, except
when the Lid-skadrav wanted a bit of truthreading or soying done)—and, of course, their families and
their ser-vants. The business offices were here, pasted againg the street wal on both sdes of the man
gate.

There were other courts—the servants court around back, the guards court, the stables and dl that
entailed.

The House itsdlf had three nodes.

In the center were the public rooms where re—

ceptions were hed and the entertaining was done.

The north wing belonged to the Lieskadrav, his wives, his concubines, his children. Separate, but
reached only through thiswing, there was a smdler set of suites built around a garden with fountains and
flowery walks. Here the unmarried daughters lived, once they left the schoolrooms, here they stayed if
they never married, here family widows could return if they wanted to.

The south wing belonged to the Heir, generdly though not necessarily the Lidskadrav’'s eldest son.



And hiswives, his concubines, his children. The sons of the house who were ill unmarried lived in suites
atached to this wing. This was where Navarre dined with Varney before they went to whatever
Celebration they were favoring thet night.

He wound his way through the bedlam in the Court, heading for the House Steward’s office. He
was't looking forward to the wheedling he/' d have to do to get Pargamaz Chdassey to arrange for hm
to see the Lidskadray. Chedassey had made himsdf into a copy of Vicand, going his hodility to
foreigners. Of course, he dso wormed around to please the Heir and Varney, so he'd eventudly arrange
the mesting.

Navarre exchanged greetings with the guard at the door, stepped insde,, settled himsdf on a bench
to wait for Chelassey to notice him.

>><<

Pargamaz Chelassey bowed and backed from the room.

The Lielskedrav scowled a Navarre. “What's this about?’

“Hrg, though, St down, Navarre. Drink teawith us” Pargats Velams closed his hand on his father’'s
shoulder; the old man sputtered but sub-sided into his chair, waved Navarre to another, then sat
glowering a him from beneath the hedge of his wild white brows. Vdlams moved behind his father and
stood with his hands resting on the chair’s back.

“I thank you for your courtesy, O Virs” Navarre took the cup from the maidservant, Spped & it,
&t it down. “I am come on a matter for our ears only,” he said.

When the room was cleared, he leaned forward, hands on his knees, spoke dowly and carefully.
“Shortly after the passing of the Auggtadievon, Pargats Varney asked me to craft for him an azar stone.
With Meggzatevoc's leave, | did so and delivered it to him the night of the Dark Moon. Y es-terday he
came to see me to ask if | might be able to look more deeply into the deeth of Vocats Ap-sis than the
Temple Diviners had. Because he was my friend and a target of this murderer, | agreed to invedigete as
soon as | could clear the matter with the god. He left shortly before sundown, rid-ing dongside another
vigtor, a young woman who has nathing to do with this, except that she had come to consult me on
maiters of the Art and was with im when he was taken.”

Vdams caught his father by the shoulders and used hisweight to hold the old man down. “Nekal”

he shouted, his tenor voice cutting through his father’s roar. “Hear the man out. Then well know
where we are. Magus, the time for circumlocution is past. Short and sharp. Tdl us” His fingers dug into
hisfather's muscles, but his face was cam, his voice steady.

“Thegirl was riding amule. It came to the amithy after the attack. | traced it back. | used my Art and
read the occurrence. Don't bother trying that with a Diviner, the act was smoked. The at-tackers were
the mezhmerra. You cdl them For-est Devils. They used poison darts, but Varney wore the azar stone
and the darts had no effect; they roped him, pulled him down and knocked him unconscious, then they
threw him and the girl on the back of Varney’s black, went off with them. They were both dive, the
chances are good they’ll stay that way.”

Vdams waked rgpidly to a cabinet, poured a glass of ogabrenj and brought it to his father. “He's
dive At least there sthat.”

Vicand snorted, glared & Navarre. “If you be-lieve that zemnik.”

“He has no reason for lying indeed, he has proved himsdf a true man by coming to tdl us this when
there was no need for it

“Cometo save hisnadgc skin,” the old man growled, but it was a feeble effort and he knew it. “Nul
Magus. How do you know they won't just strangle him once they get him under those nadsic trees?’

“The mezhmeara have certain superditions, they won't kill where thar darts fal them. Since Varney
wert in dive, hell say dive”

“Nu, then, where is he?’

“I've no idea. The Divimezh has strange eddies init; no sort of farseeing works there, ether my kind
or that of the Temple Diviners”

Veams wiped his hand across his mouth, his eyes shrewder than he was wont to show them.



“Y ou're going into the Mezh after him.”

Navarre blinked. In his rambling chats, Var-ney had sad more than he redized about his elder
brother; he respected Vdams immensdy, loved him, was jedous of him, never understood him, was
sometimes afraid of him—in dl, pre-senting the picture of a formidable man. “Tja” he sad. “He's my
friend.” He stood. “1 came to tdl you what happened because | might not be able to do so later. | don't
know how long it Il take to find him and free him, but if we don’t appear by the next Dark Moon, you'd
better think of us as dead. In the meantime, | suggest you get busy discovering who's behind these
at-tacks and see if you can persuade him—or them—to retrieve your son. A two-sided ap-proach will
be more effective”

“Forest Devils” the old man grumbled, “they don't....”

Veams snorted. “They don't leave the trees without a reason, you know that, Father.” He turned to
Navarre. “|s there anything you need that we can provide?’

“As| sad, find the plotters and cancedl their or-ders.”

Vdams bent, rang the bdl on the tea tray. When the maidservant came in, he sent her for a guard to
take Navarre back through the hdls. “Be sure we will do what we can,” he said.

Chapter 8. Danger in the Divimezh

“Varney, wake up.” Faan shook his shoulder again, dmost sobbing in her wearness and ur-gency.

He snored.

This time she found nothing appeding about it. She dapped his face, pinched his ear. Nothing
worked. He was limp and unresponsive, com-pletely out. She swore, the curses of the Edge rall-ing off
her tongue as she pulled im up and got her shoulder under hisarm.

Hdf lifting, haf dragging him, she staggered across the hole and into the opening in the wall.

Wheding in an agitated sphere, akind of wild-ing willo, thirteen wildings floated ahead of her, guiding
her.

With the rest of the Wild Magic swirling about her, ducking at her, scolding her for going too dow,
chiding her for burdening hersdf with that inert lump of meet, she struggled to haul Varney dong the
rough blowhole, going away from that noisome hole that smothered her urtil she felt like dying.

Her feet burned, sweat dripped into her eyes, her breath came in harsh gasps, but she kept go-ing
and kept going, fallowing the red flutter of the guiding sphere through the confusion of inter-secting holes,
Varney on her back, his arms over her shoulders, his head pressed agang hers, his feet dragging over
the stone behind her.

>><<

A long time later she heard water dripping, felt a coolness blow againg her face and Varney sneezed
inher ear. He didn’t wake, but the noise jumped her from her daze. “A little more,” she croaked. “Move
your feet, Fa”

A moment later the wilding sphere blew back into her face, sopping her a step before she'd have
sumbled into a deep pool collected in a dip in the blowhole, fed by a trickle that wandered down one of
thewdls.

Shrugging Varney off her shoulders, she lay on her somach beside the pool, scooping up water with
her hand, drinking until the worst of the burning was gone.

She pushed hersdf up.

The wildings had settled on every bump in the stone, wedged themsdlves in every crack; ther
wavering pae glows lit up what was a black bub-ble in the rock, turning desolation into an odd sort of
beauty. She understood for the fird time what Varney had meant when he sad the little fires were
decordtive.

“Which remindsme.. . .” she said doud. She crawled over to knedl beside Varney and saw that his
feet were bleeding where they’d dragged over the punishing stone; she tore the end off her shirt tall,
dipped it in the water and washed them off, clucked nervoudy as more blood welled up. She doshed the
cothin the water again, wrung it out and dapped his face with it, dapped again and again with no result.



Hands twiding the rag, pulling it apart, she sat on her heds and glared a the wild magic. What is
this? What isit? Tel me.

We-ee tryee, honee chickee, w-ee sayee leave he be. What does that mean?

Up top Shaamaaan stop.

Can't you fix it?

We-ee littlee, honee chickee, hack the crack, dip and dide, go and glide, make a fuss, end of
us, Shaaa-mean snuff, enough enough?

In other words, you can’t help. To wake Var-ney, | have to catch the Shaman and make him
do it. Is that what you mean?

You see you see, follow we.

Thewildings swirled off the wals and surged toward the hole that opened on the far Side of the poal.

Wait. Wait! | can’t leave him like this. She touched his face. He's starting to freeze, and what
if something comes along and eats him. . . rats. . ..

The fluttering flamelets came back, hovered un-certainly, swirling around, touching each other as if
they consulted over a problem they hadn’t thought out.

Then they swooped down on Varney, burned around and through him, waming hm a few
de-grees—as they said, they were little creatures without much power. A handful pinched off from the
ret and rose to flutter in front of her. Honee chickee; earthsnakes wake for your sake, callee
crawlee, come watch Varney.

She gazed at them, confused, not understand-ing, then she remembered a story Panote had told her
of atime when she was a child and earth el e-mentals had come to protect her. You were fright-ened, he
said, and you called them, huge gray serpents dithering down the wynd behind you. It made a
mess for a while, every idiot in the Edge wanted a blessing from you and here you were a baby
hardly three years old. She hed her hands pam out and pushed them away from her, as if she pushed
away dl she didn’'t want to hear. “More god business. Nayo! | won't! Nayo nayo.”

Thewildings swirled agitatedly.

What' d she say, won't she play, what what?

She took a deep breath, lowered her hands. Isn’'t there any other way?

There was no answer. The Wild Magic darted around in amless, agitated arcs. She had the fed-ing
they were ready to go off and leave her if she didn't do something soon. She shivered; without them to
guide her she could wander down here in this stone sponge urtil she dropped dead. “Tiesh tas, get going,
Fa, you've got no choice. Asusud.”

She shifted from the squat until she sat cross-legged, winang as the chill struck up through her.

When she brushed her hand againg Varney's face, she shivered again. Despite the efforts of the
wild-ings, hisflesh was as cold as the stone. “1t's your doing I'm here, you know,” she murmured. “1’d
have been safer riding done” She amiled, touched his hair, tenderness flooding her. It redly wasn't his
fault that some murderous bezriggid got an itch for power. “Ah, well.”

Because she couldn’'t remember the event Pan-ote recounted or the dementds who'd hovered over
the baby Faan as she ran in panic down a wynd, she thought of the water dementas pop-ping their clear
crysa heads from the muddy river just to look &t her, tried to tease out their essence and turn the fedl to
earth rather than wa-ter.

For an eternity nothing happened.

Then the wildings fled to the walls and celling. A moment later a vast finger of stone thrust up, turned
and looked at her from glittering obsidian rounds. She didn’t hear words, heard no sound at dl, but they
were there in her head: You cdl, us from our deep, beloved. What isyour desire?

She gasped, clutched at her head as pain lanced through it, then found hersdf able to speak in
something that waan't exactly a language, more an intimation of emation, a flow of image com-pressed
into non-sound gestdts. My lover is bes-pelled, she seemed to say, | must go seek the spieler, but |
dare not leave him unprotected. Will you watch for me, keep him safe and warm?

The earth serpent’s head turned and bent down, snuffled a Varney, then more of the dementd’s
body oozed up from the stone, coiling in a kind of bed beneath hm and the head shifted again to lie



protectively on his chest. Go, beloved, we will watch for you.

The wildings flowed off the wals and darted for the hole on the far Sde of the bubble. Hagtily Faan
rounded the pool and followed them into the dark.

She trotted dong for saveral minutes, enjoying the freedom she fdt without Varney dragging on her,
feding quilty every other minute when she thought of him back there, spelled into a coma and oozing
blood. She stubbed her toe, swore, dowed to a wak, limping a litle. Why'd the ele-mental call me
beloved?

The wildings swirled uneesly. We-ee lit ho-nee chickee, heyday, canna say. Seal conceal why cry.

Tsal | wish you would talk straight. Do you mean you know why, but something or someone
keeps you from answering me?

See it so, way it go.

With a shrug of ther collective shoulders, the wild magic flowed on.

>><<

The moon'’s fatening crescent was low in the west when she pushed through thorny bushes and
stepped into the open. How long till the sun comes up?

Soon’s the moon go below.

Thanks. She pushed hair out of her eyes, ran her fingers through the tangled mass, tore another strip
off her shirt, and tied her hair a her neck in anest tail. Labi labba, take me to your shaman.

>><<

Huge and knotted, the trees brooded; she had afeding they were breathing, moving, not impedled by
the wind but by the storming life within them, by their hodtility to intruders—to her. As she fol-lowed the
wilding willo, noises gathered around her, things moving in the scanty underbrush, rustling in the weeds,
peering a her from the branches over her head, more and more of them.

“It's ajeggin parade,” she muttered under her breath. “How am | supposed to jump him with this
audience?’

Frall ghodtly figures did from the trees and stood watching her, each one growing denser as she drew
nearer to it, fading again as she Ieft it behind, as if they took solidity from her until they were wild-eyed
grisgaing hate a her, lifting hands in threat as she moved’ past them, then ghosts again dill hating her.
She began wonder- ing if she were rushing into disaster, running downhill so fast she couldn’t stop until
ghe crashed.

It was true. She couldn’t stop. The Mezh was aroused, the shaman would be feding it dready. She
should have stayed insde the hole, sent the wildings to explore. And waited for daylight. Too late now.
You think I’d learn, shetold hersdif.

The earth shifted under her feet, strands of briar whipped out, tangled about her legs, ripped & her
ankles, amdl stones rolled into her path and bruised her bare feet when she stepped on them, bird
droppings splatted down at her, landing in her hair, on her shoulders, her arms, her nose.

Curdng and miserable, she flashed hersdf clean agan and again; the flandets that were baby
fire-demons flickered dong her arms, but she sup-pressed them when they grew too feisty. She'd gotten
her bdly full of destruction when she danced women into maenads for the Honey Mother and sent them
raging againg their men.

A bushy little beast trotted into her path, crouched, lifted its tall and sprayed her with a stench so
anvful she dropped to her knees, her arms pressed againg her mouth, her eyes burn-ing, her somach
knotting. She fought for control, the fire-demons legping on her arms, burning blue in the vapor, burning
away the gink. Drinking it in, growing stronger as they swalowed stench and hate.

She flashed away the lagt of the vapor, lifted her head and raged at the forest. “1 nearly log it, foold
Ligento me, | don’'t want to hurt anyone, but there are things that defend me; if they get loose, there's
going to be alot of hurt?

She fdt they understood her, had the sense the Gathering drew back from her. The path was clear
and the wildings were more relaxed; they stopped whirling about her and reassembled themsdves into



the guiding willo.

Therudlestraled dong, the eyes were ill on her, the hot breath of hate came out of the trees a her,
but the worst harassment stopped and the watches stayed back. After a fewv moments she sighed with
rdief and dropped into an easy jog.

>><<

The village was a collection of dome-shaped houses scattered dong both sides of a amdl stream. In
glades around it, there were dozens of garden plots with tubers and pod plants growing vigoroudy. It
was not dawn yet, but the cult that lived here were out, even the children, standing around in clumps,
taking and saring uneesily at the darkness under the trees.

Faan waked dowly into the open, the wilding wino hanging over her head, blue fires rigng like wings
from her shoulders. She passed between dumps of mezhmera and walked into the center of the neat
little footbridge arching over the stream; it was made with casud kill, held to-gether with hand-carved
pegs and grass ropes wound round and round the parts.

“I will speak with he who spelled my friend.”

A group of older men came warily toward the bridge, stopped when they were 4ill severd yards
from it. “Go away,” one of them said, sumbling over the words as if he barely knew what they meant.
“Perlop, shrlahin. Bu' hut’tatkam gni.”

Pan stabbed inward from her temples, she swayed, blinded by swest, then she was under—

danding what they said, Abeyhamd’s Gift oper-ating again, taking no note of her wishes or her
well-being. “Go away, witch,” the man had said, “we don’t want you here” Nu, that was just too bad.
They were going to have to put up with her.

She rubbed the back of her hand across her eyes and 9":arched for words in this new language that
was flooding into her head, said findly, “Bring me the shaman who spelled my friend and me. | only want
to tak, | don’'t want to hurt anyone.”

They stared a her, ams folded on ther painted chests, nodtrils flaring, stubbornly resstant to her
plea

“Ligen to me, please. I'll burn the village if | have to. | don't want to do damage to anything or
anyone. Don't make me do it. Please?’

Between two of the houses, a youth whirled a ding and loosed a stone & her.

The fire-demon on her left shoulder flared hugdly, arced to meet the stone, licked it up, and continued
the arc to devour the dinger. It hap-pened too fast for Faan to stop.

She forgot everything dse as she sruggled to pull the demon back as it fought to continue its
rampage. Swesting, teeth biting into her lip, dis-tracted by the need to keep the second demon from
loogng its bonds, she findly subdued it, then stood swaying and gulping in huge mouthfuls of air. When
she could speak again, she gasped, “Please.”

Muttering and angry, the people of the dilt be-gan dosingin on her.

“Wait.” Followed by aslent boy with a drum dangling from one hand, an old man came from one of
the houses. He slenced the risng mutter from the alt with a lift of his hand, passed through the cluster of
elders and stopped before the bridge. “What do you want?’

“Varney unspdled.”

“Then?’

“Nothing. We leave”

He stared a her, hislittle black eyes sunk in wrinkle nests, his mouth pursed. He nodded, started to
speak.
“Not here. | don't want im weking in the dark, done. We Il go to where he is, then you wake him.”

He scowled at her, jerked around as one of the elders set a hand on hisarm and whispered ur-gently
inhis ear.

“Tid” He pulled free. “Leave this to me. Sngli,” he said to the boy who stood close behind them.
“Go in the rumm, do the bruntun till | get back.”

The boy’s lips trembled a moment, his eyes were huge and frightened, but he bowed his head and



trudged off.

The shaman fdt at the pouches on his blt, then set his hands on his meager hips. “Motj?’

“What | say, | do,” she told him. “Once he's awake, you're free to leave. If you don't bother me
agan, | won't bother you.”

“Thereis one dead.”

“Not by my will, but by his act. He attacked me, provoked my defenders who are not beings of gresat
patience. | stopped the fire as soon as | could.”

“la, that was seen.” He shook himsdf and took a tentative step toward the bridge. “Lead and |
follow.”

She swung round and marched off, the people of the dlt backing away from her, glowering a her,
muttering things she didn’t want to hear.

The shamen followed.

Behind them a drum sounded ingde one of the houses, a boy’ s voice was raised in awailing chant.

>><<

Lighted by the wilding fires, the dementd lifted its head, focused its obsidian eyes on the shaman who
sumbled, then righted himsalf and marched grimly around the poal.

You have soothed my heart, O beloved, shetold the great dark serpent, diding eesly this time into
the strange communication she' d found before. Is there aught that | can do for you?

To sarve is sufficient, beloved. The serpent bowed its head, then melted back into the stone.

Ignaring dl this, the shaman sguatted beside Varney, took a bundle of sticks from his pouch, used
flint and sted to kindle asmdl flane. He dropped dried leavesinto the fire, crouched over them, snuffling
in huge drafts of the sicy smoke.

When he was degp enough in trance, he swayed from dde to Sde, his thighs spread, his hands
fumbling over Varney’s face. He muttered and groaned, plucked a sngle har from Varney's head, then
bellowed hoarsdly and fdl back. After a moment, he blinked and got to his feet. “‘Tis done,” he said.
“Wake himif you want. He only deeps now.”

She didn't want to trust him, but it was palitic to show she did, so she nodded. “T kad, shir.” She
waited until he circled the pool and waked into the darkness beyond, then she dropped be-side Varney,
pinched his ear.

“Huh?’

“How are you, Var? You've dept forever.” She glanced dong his body, saw with wonder and re-lief
that his torn feet had hedled themsdves if the serpent had done that, she owed it more than she'd
acknowledged. Serviceisall, it said. Blessed beit.

He sat up, rubbed & his eyes, a gesture that renewed the flow of tenderness and need in her weary
body. “I don’'t remember....”

“You must have been adeep on your feet. | wid-ened a crack and we crawled out through it. There's
water here, not much ese. While you dept, | went ahead a ways, found an opening to the outside not too
far from here”

“Make one of those lights, will you? Thisweird red suff gets on my nerves”

“Nu, I will.” She crafted awillo, st it floating above the pool. “Thet better?’

“Much.”

>><<

When they pushed through the thorny bushes and came into the open, the sun had risen above the
trees, shadows running long ahead of it. Var. ney stretched until his bones creaked, fetched a long shout,
wheded, and caught her in his arms. He danced her round and round until they were both dizzy and fdl
laughing to the grass.

He kissed her, jumped to hisfeet. “Let’'s get out of here, Sorcerie. | hate these nadse, trees.”

She sghed and got to her feet. “Have you any idea where we are?’

“Not a crumb. Doesn't matter, dl we have to do is go downhill and east, well come to the edge



sooner or later.” He started off even before he finished, striding downdope, his shadow jerking behind
him.

Faan followed more dowly. Her whole body ached and her head was suffed and heavy as if she
were coming down with a bad cold. Maybe she was, she’'d worn hersdf to a nub without food or rest.
He didn’t know about any of that and he wasn't going to if she had any say.

The going was rough and Varney dowed before long, began to pick hisway dong the mountain-side,
trying to hold the line, but once they were awvay from the lava fidds, the trees shut out the sun and at
timesit was even difficult to know whether they were going uphill or down.

The daylight Divimezh was less intimidating, but there were daylight dangers aswel and Var—

ney remembered them suddenly. Despite her pro-tests, he tore alimb from a tree, stripped off the
gmd| branches, and made himsdf a daff.

The darkness under the trees grew thicker after that, the rustles about them louder and angrier.

After an hour or two, Varney drew his hand across his mouth, combed his fingers through his hair.
“Trum! You think there' d be water around.”

Faan limped closer; she was scratched and stone-bruised, so weary she could bardly stay on her
feet. She leaned againg a tree, eyes, hdf closed, watching him as he turned, scowling, try-ing to decide
where to go next. “Do you want me to find water?’

He turned his frown on her. “Why didn’t you say so? Do it”

She closed her eyes, fdt the wildings fluttery touches againgt her skin. Will you? For me? Honee
chickee, follow we.

Go dow, I'm not up to more than a crawl. Sow we go, forget that zit, miseree more than
three.

Never mind him, I’'m as thirsty as he is. She pushed away from the tree. “Ligten, Var. I'm tired, so
be patient, will you? | don't know how far it is, but thereis water.”

>><<

She sretched out, plunged her face into the stream, let the icy water wash across her burning skin
until she had to bresthe, then she gulped down as much as she could swalow. When she sat up, Varney
was wetching her.

“I'm hungry,” he said. “You?’

“Tja Of course. Do you know whet we can eat? This place is sirange to me, | wouldn't know what
would kill me if | bit into it. Besides, it's only Spring. There won't be berries or things like that, will
there?’

“Easy enough. Find us a Devil village. They'll have food, you burn them out, we take it from them.”

Mouth dropping open, she stared a him, then closed her eyes, seeing agan the face of the
gone-throwing boy being burned to ash. “You can’'t mean that,” she sad findly.

“You can doit. | know you can.”

“Neka” She pressed her hand agang her mouth, swalowed repeatedly, unable to get the
vison—and the smdl—out of her mind.

“Wha's the fuss? They’ re savages, not even hu-man, and they nearly killed us. It's only fair that they
feed us. Whether they want to or not.” He came closer to her, cupped his hand around her neck and
stood rubbing hisfingers up and down the curve of her nape, gently, ddicately, persst-ing until she was
breething in quick little pants and bardly able to think. “You can do it, little Sorcerie. Keep us dive”

She pulled away from him. “Neka,” she said breathlesdy. “If we have to go hungry a few days, it
won't kill us”

“Stubborn little muncher,” he said, a peevish notein hisvoice.

He' s spoiled, she thought, a bratty boy. Gods, | wish he didn't make me. .. . “It was one of the
fird lessons | had to learn,” she said. “The Shbyl pounded it into me. Firg and last, do no harm to the
innocent. Ill done rebounds on the doer, in proportion to the deed.”

“Innocent!”

“What about children left hungry, houses you want me to burn? | won't do it. | can't.”



“And if we starve, won't you be harming us?’

“Tsal We're not babies. How long can it take to get out of this place anyway? | remember what you
sad, five days in the hole, Sx or saven from the taking. It's an easy subtraction, five from seven. Two
days, Varney. Four a mogt since we don’t know the best ways.”

He shrugged, waked away. Over his shoulder, he said, “We ll falow the stream. At leest we'll have
water when we want it.”

She sumbled after him, raging at his thought-lessness. He was punishing her for sanding againgt him.
And for stopping his revenge. Tja, that was it, it wasn't sarving he was worried about, he wanted to
punish the mezhmerra for laying hands on him, returning him to a sony womb, helpless as an infant. His
broad wdl-muscled shoulders showed through the rents in his shirt, his blond hair fluttered in the sweet
carressing breeze of thislovdy spring morning. He was such a beautiful man. Why oh why did he have to
act like that?

Thewildings clustered around her, muttering their worry among themsalves, whispering thelr anxieties
in her ears. When she paid no attention to them, they fidgeted about, then landed on her, touching her
everywhere, diding into her, leach-ing away the poisons of faigue, filling her with their tiny bits of
drength, fluttering languidly away when they’ d given her dl they could.

The Mezh seemed ordinary this morning, the trees smply trees, standing sturdy and huge in the
aunlight. There was a web of birdsong and the rasp of insects, a hushed padpad and scratch-ing of
gmdl-lives who ran about just beyond view in the weeds and shadows and debris on the rum-pled brown
forest floor. But there were other things that ran dong the great limbs that crossed and meshed over her
head, things that watched her, watched Varney. Eyes on them dl the time. Sense of something wating.
For night? She didn’'t know. Too stubborn to hdt for a rest, Varney dogged dong beside the stream,
pushing impatiently through whippy brakes and ginging brush, leaving her to make what progress she
could though she hadn’t half his Sze or strength.

On and on they went, through the unchanging Mezh, the sun dinting on the stream, the sky a
cryddline blue without a 9gn of a cloud.

Faan's legs ached, she was sticky, swest trick-led into her eyes, insect bites were a puny nui-sance
that mounted with their numbers into a consuming irritation. There was a floating sensation in her head
that came from lack of food, a dizziness that brought her more bruises and scrapes when her feet came
down wrong and branches she missed dapped her in the face.

It was along nightmare, that day’s march. She was beginning to redize just how shdltered her life had
been; despite dl the horrors shed seen, the desth and pain had belonged to others, not to her.
Sympathy, tsa, it was dl very wel, but to understand pain you had to fed it in your own bones, with your
own kin.

A stone rolled under her foot and she crashed hard on her buttocks, her head flipped back and
cracked againg another stone. Gods, it hurt. She got cautioudy to her feet and went on, there was
nothing € se she could do, what was the point of lying there, groaning, no one would come take care of
her.

>><<

She blinked. She was lying flet, the wildings fluttering nervoudy above her. It must have been only
seconds dnce she went down because she could dill hear Vaney tramping dong down-stream.
“What.... | fanted. | remember doing that once before. It lasted longer.” She ralled on her side, then onto
her knees and eased hersdf onto her feet, her hands pressed agangt her thighs to add support to her
aching back, then she started on.

If she held hersdlf very carefully upright, her back didn't hurt. sometimes, though, she stum-bled and
pain flashed through her. But it was gone fadt, a grunt and a freeze, and it was over. She chuckled
suddenly, a feverish noise though she didn’t notice that. The power to destroy the Mezh, the stone itdf,
that she had; she could kill any-thing that moved or stayed gill—but that wouldn't help her shift an inch
dong thistrall. She could see dmog anything she wanted to see, she could change stone to air, but she
couldn’t change it to bread and fill her ssomach and shut down the hun-ger whirl in her head. | HAVE to



find a teacher. As soon as |I'm out of this mess, Navarre can shunt me off, but he’s going to HAVE
to find me a teacher or I'll be such a plague on him, he won’t know which end is up.

>><<

The wildings plunged into the stream, gdiggling and chasing each other; Faan watched, blinking,
dartled but amused to see flames play in water. A moment later a fish came flying onto the bank. She
pounced on it, threw it onto the stone where Varney was building afire, sullenly following her indructions
to use only down wood. It's better for burning anyway, she'd told him, not so damp.

He looked round startled. “What?’

“My little fire friends, they’ re fishing for us”

“Better than nothing, domgji. Thisis the best | can do without tools. Y ou want to come light it?’

Two more fish landed by her feet. Patcha, my loves. She laughed, gasped as a burn from her back
washed through her. A third fish landed on the other two. Enough enough, no need to wring the water
dry.

She dropped the fish by the first one, lanced aflick of fire into the woodpile, Sghed with plea-sure as
the wood began to smoke then crackle as the fire took hold. “Where | grew up, they wrap fish in leaves,
then cover them with mud and build a fire over them. Unless you know a better way....”

He shrugged. “ Cooking’s women's work. Do it how you please.”

“Tsal Stop aulking, Varney; you're acting like a brat.”

He narrowed his eyes, then stalked off muiter-ing.

She shrugged. “Potzhead.” Little ones, do you know where | can find some leaves that won’t
poison me?

>><<

Drinking in heat energy to replace what they’d expended on her that long panful day, the wild-ings
were clustered like deepy birds in the trees whose limbs hung over the fire,

She was diff and cold; her back didn't hurt as long as she didn’'t move, but there was adull ache that
grew worse and worse the longer she sat. She'd asked Varney to bury the remains of their med, but the
bones and skin and other leavings dill sat in an untidy heap beside the fire. Wom-en's work, she thought.

He won’t do it, not even to please himself He was watching her, his face thoughtful.

“Sweet,” he murmured; he got to his feet, came round the fire and kndlt beside her, caressng the sde
of her face with the knuckle of his bent fore-finger. “Little Sorcerie with big ideas.” He began to kiss her
and dide his hands over her.

At firg she went dong with it, the touch of his mouth mdting her doubts, then he pushed her down
and pain was white hot across her back. She tried to shove him away. “Don’t,” she said, “you're hurting
me”

He didn't ligten, didn’t even seem to hear her. He was too busy with her clothes, his mouth nib-bling
a hers, samothering her protests.

>><<

Drowsly he kissed her. “Make sure the fire doesn’t go out,” he murmured, then rolled over, curled
up, and went to deep.

She lay without moving, tears of pain diding past her ears into her hair. A low-leve agony burned in
her back, stabbing deeper with every breath, a warning of what would happen when she moved. She
drew shdlow bregths, tried to collect hersdf so she could decide what to do. One thing she did know, in
bone and blood she knew it, if he touched her again, she'd kill him.

She eased her trousers up, grinding her teeth as the movements woke new agonies in her back,
pulled the laces tight, then tied them. After rest-ing a moment, she rolled onto her sde, gasping as spike
after spike of pain pierced her. She man-aged to raise hersdf on hands and knees, then crawled to the
gt he' d thrown down beside the fire. She used it to get hersdf onto her feet, dimb-ing up it, hand over
hand.



Varney snored. Thefirdight gleamed on hisivory skin, turned his hair red gold, ran like water on the
clean planes of his handsome face.

She stood over him, gazed coldly down a him. “I wouldn't kill mezhmerrai and | won't kill you. It's
not worth the shame I'd fed.” She sad it firgd with anger, then repeated, “Not worth the shame”
Spesking with grief this time as she fdt the tug of what might have been. Hobbling and biting her lip to
difle gasps of pain, she walked away.

Chapter 9. Magus Unmade

Navarre grolled down Tirdza Street, enjoying the noise and bustle, in no hurry to get started on the
Varney-hunt. HE'd learned caution the hard way, restraint and the need to proceed dowly, testing the
ground before each step. The blast from the curse had only reinforced those lessons. Varney wasn't
likdy to be killed, a least not anytime soon. The only deadline he worked agangt was his friend's
rashness. If Faan succeeded in bresk-ing them loose with her limited learning and dan-gerous
power—and he thought she was quite capable of it—wha happened then could be disas-trous. In his
unthinking hatred of the mezhmerra, Varney was capable of doing something that would raise the Mezh
agang dl outsiders and in her blind infatuation, Faan would surdly back him and amplify the catastrophe.

He liked this land with its tidy, hard-working people, liked them despite their prejudices and their
deliberately limited range of thought and in-terests. He hadn’t tried to read the forward nodes—in any
case, the curse guaranteed that they’ d be dangeroudy distorted so he couldn’t trust what he sawv—~but he
was unhgppily aware tha his time here was dosing out. Soon enough he'd be on the wander agan,
nothing certain, every path a possible snare. He Sghed and turned into the innyard, meaning to collect his
horse and head home.

The hodtler was leaning againg the doorpost, hands in his pockets. “Magus” he said.

A tdl skinny man in leathers stepped into the doorway, strings and gtrings of painted wooden beads
wound round his arms and legs, hanging about his neck, more beads threaded onto the thousand tiny
platsin his pde ydlow hair. As soon as he appeared, he threw a bird’s egg which broke on the ground
infront of the Magus.

Alamed, Navarre legpt back, but it was't enough, a bitter odor reached his nodtrils, a fine fog
billowed around him—and that was the lagt he knew.

>><<

Pargats Vicand stood scowling down a him when he came svimming from the fog. He was
stretched out on a greasy table, his hands and an-kles locked in iron cuffs riveted to the wood, a wooden
plug forced into his mouth and bound in place with leather thongs pulled o tight they cut into his flesh.

“Vdamsisacdever fdlow,” the Lieskadrav growled, “but he’ s young and tender. Timewill take care
of that. Meanwhile, we ve got afew questions for you, zemnik.”

We? Navarre lifted his head, peered into the shadows. Dimly he made out the deeply lined face of
Nestrats Turet, and behind him, the Kyatty wizard. | see. He dropped his head, curang his carel essness.
It was a lgpse he was going to pay for. Women and daves, he' d told Kitya, the only testimony the judges
will take from them is what's given under torture. He should have incdluded for-eigners in that, and more
then judges.

Vicand turned his head. “Begin.”

A growly voice from an area beyond Navarre' s feet said, “When we take the gag out, if you try any
powerwords, Magus, we ll drangle you alit-tle, until you learn better. Sk, show him.”

A noose around his throat tightened suddenly; he started to choke, then the ligature loosened and he
could breathe again.

“Quedtion. WhereisVarney?’

Hands that smdled of sausage and smoke fum-bled about his face, withdrew the plug from his
mouth.

“I'tolddl | knew ... ah!”

A limber cane dapped againg the sole of hisfoot. It startled him more than it hurt, but he knew soon



enough even a touch would be unbearable.

“In the Divimezh,” he said; he began visudizing the timdines, then his brain whited out as the wizard
spoke. A growl and a twitch from the Kyaity and he was awake again, fear sour in his mouth as he
redlized his helplessness.

“Quegtion. Why did you sdl him to the Devils?’

“l didn't.”

Sap.

“| told the truth. He left and rode into an am-bush.”

Sap.

“I had nothing to do with it.” Sap. “I didn't even know it was happening.” Sap. “I don't go round
looking for trouble.”

“Question. Who bought you?’

“No one. | don't care which of you Stsin that nadsc Seat. There ign't enough gold in this puny patch
to tempt me. Megg sees to that. | fool around too much, I'm dead.”

Sap.

“Question. Who bought you?’

>><<

The torment went on and on.

Uniil the lightest touch was an agony that shot through his body and exploded in his head. He wept
and fainted.

They started on the other foot.

Over and over the same questions.

Same answers, words changing, but not the sense.

Screaming.

Curdng them.

Rambling on and on until he was unconscious agan.

The questions stopped.

They forced afunnd into his mouth; its spout was curved and flexible and went down his throat. The
wizard poured in a Kyatty drug.

Voices buzzed in his ears.

He could hear himsdf talking, but couldn’t un-derstand what he was saying.

Then that stopped and they threw buckets of cold, soapy water over him, unlocked the cuffs, rolled
him onto a litter, and carried him facedown up interminable flights of sairs.

He couldn’t be sure how long the dimb was because severd times they knocked him againg a wall
as they went round a corner and the jar woke such agony in him, he dropped out for a short while.

They carried him into the stable court; he knew it because he could smdl horse droppings and swest.

He managed to turn his head.

There was amule hitched to a divric, the wiz-ard on the driver’s bench.

The guards threw him into the back of the di-vric; he landed with his face buried in old musy straw
amdling of horse urine and rat droppings. They locked manacles on his ankles and wridts, tied a tarp over
the divric’s cargo box, shutting him into darkness.

Thewizard clucked to the mule and the divric started moving, jolting across the flags of the court.

He fainted.

>><<

When Navarre woke, he was lying on his back, the tarp folded under his head, the plug in his mouth,
the irons replaced with boiled lesther cuffs linked by short thongs to a lesther belt. His feet had been
poulticed and bandaged, the chains taken away.

The wizard looked over his shoulder, laughed. “So you're with us again,” he said, his voice dark,
rich, with abuzz in the lower registers. He faced forward, clucked to the mule, dapped the reins on the



beast’ s hindquarters, so it went dong faster for awhile, then dropped back to its steady shuf-fle.

When the wizard spoke again, he didn’t bother turning around. The light wind blew his words back
to Navarre. “Best get used to it, Bigous, That's your new name, Magus. A play on the old, eh? Bigous, it
means Owned Thing. You're my Thing now.” He hummed a snatch of tune in a minor key, dapping out
the rhythm on histhigh. “Sh'mathen, Bigous, here's the way it's going to be. When you cooperate, you
egt. That's just the beginning. Y ou' re going to have to earn every stitch on your back. If you want shelter,
afire, anything like that, you find a way to make it worth my while to provide it. Water and air, now
they're free. Water is sacred. ShYma sh'ma, it's bad kwidd, very bad, to make even a Thing earn water.
Be-sdes, there's plenty of it round my place, no need to dint.” He broke off, hummed some more, then
dapped histhigh. “A little warning, bigou Bigous. Y ou're smart, you won't have to have it repeated. You
givetrouble or try to run, I hamstring you, cut the tendons in your hands, you understand? No, don’t fuss
about answvering. It's enough you know whet to expect. WE Il get on, bigou Bigous, | know it.”

He went back to humming and whiglling, St-ting hunched over on the driver’s bench, his long bony
body moving eedly with the bump and sway of the divric.

As the sun sank lower in the west, Navarre wal-lowed in despair as he had in the days after he
learned the hard way the extent of the curse; he'd hovered on the edge of killing himsdf for months,
working himsdf into exhaugtion in his forge, making knives and axe blades and swords, usng the sweat
of his body, the precison of his hands to distract himsdf from the endless circle of re-gret, to wear
himsdf out so he could deep at night.

Even after the sun went down, the divric rum-bled on.

Sometime after midnight, the wizard stopped a a guard post, showed papers to the officer in charge
of the detachment manning it; neither of them referred to the prisoner in the back of the divric and
Navarre lay quiet, knowing there was no point in drawing atention to himsdf.

The guard lifted the weighted bar and the wiz-ard drove out of Vadamaz into Kyatawat.

A heaviness lifted from Navarre' s spirit. Megg's prohibition was, gone, replaced by a confuson of
tugs and daps, like the crosscurrents pulling at a svimmer in the bay. Kyatawat had no locd god, only a
churning brew of Entities with amelange of attributes shared and separate. The Wee,S were tiny Powers
who drifted on the wind and nipped & lives like fleas. The Widdys were huge Powers that guarded
territories, capricious, often mdi-cious, dy rather than clever. And then there were the Tweens, the
between-szers who were so var-ied there was no categorizing them. It was a redm made for wizards
and witches who worked on things of the earth and operated within narrow limits. Ingde his persond
space, awizard could be stronger than the most powerful sorcerer, but that sorcerer would be over the
horizon in an in-stant if the wizard had alapse of concentration. As would a Magus, even a crippled one
like Na-varre. If he weren't so tired ... so very tired....

Despite the dull achein hisfeet and the bump-ing of the divric, Navarre dept.

>><<

He woke much later, hearing the pit pat of ran on canvas, the sharper tings where it fdl into meta
bowls. The wizard had turned the tarp into a shelter of sorts, built afire a one end. It was down to coals
now, his supper dishes set outside to let the rain wash them. He was rolled in a blan-ket on the far Sde of
the fire, awake, red dints reflected in his pale eyes as he watched Navarre.

After amoment, he spoke, softly, his dark voice like awisp of night. “ Sleep.”

Navarre dept.

When he woke again, he was stretched out in the back of the divric which was lurching, shak-ing,
rumbling dong a no great speed, the paved roadway having ended a short distance beyond the
guardpost a the Vddamaz border. His body was bathed in a pleasant lasstude and nothing seemed to
meatter.

When the sun was high enough to shine into his eyes, he knew he/'d been drugged, that the wizard
hed somehow fed and watered him in his deep, and dipped in a Supifier while he was doing it. He
couldn’'t collect enough energy to be annoyed about it. And it had a postive sde—he couldn’'t fed his
feet or the other aches and bruises of his expertly battered body.



The plug was gone from his mouth.

The only difference it made was to his comfort. His tongue was thick and his throat so numb he
couldn’t have cried out if someone were cutting off one of hislegs.

Drowsly he considered his stuation. When | get out of this, he thought ... and dropped off to deep

again.
>><K<L

The wizard was lifting his head, pouring water in his mouth, water with a dightly bitter taste.

His head was lowered with rough care to the tarp, the straw rustled as the wizard checked the
bandages on his feet.

Before the divric moved on, he was adeep again.

>><<

There was atickling beside his ear; he moved his head after awhile, seeking to chase the thing away.

You want to get away from him, don’'t you? Listen to me, | can help you, all you have to do is
say you'll serve me. He moved his heed, irritation &t the drill of the mosquito voice scraping away some
of the drug-induced lassitude. He was in no shape for escaping anywhere nor, even drugged, was he
such afoodl as to trust a disembodied voicein his ear. After awhile, he recognized the presence as one of
the Wees that floated about Kyatawat mak-ing mischief wherever they could.

He ignored it despite the tickling and the ex-asperking whine. After a while it got annoyed, bit him,
and went off to find a more cooperative victim.

The wizard looked over his shoulder, grinning. “ Pesky little things, aren’t they.”

>><<

They rolled deeper into Kyatawat, moving across the grassy hillocks on a trace that wound about
like a worm with spasms.

Swaying on the driver’s bench, shoulders rounded, hands dangling between his knees, reins pressed
between his forearm and thigh, the wiz-ard rambled on and on about the oddities of the land. “Thisis a
peculiar place, Bigous, takes a lifetime to learn even a little of it. You try run-ning it done, you get
yoursdlf swalowed worse' n anything | can do. See that bit of glitter rock there? It's usudly round here
somewhere, but it it dways in the same place. Same with the other boundstones. You can't see one
from an-other, they’'re scattered that wide, but they move, too. They mark the Widdy Dubdukawudy’s
hold-land. Y ou want to keep clear of that one, it plays games, crazy games.”

A while later he said, “That patch there, you can tdl it by the haze that dings to the top of the grass,
that’s Hugwuhpady’s holdiand. One step in-side that fuzz and you could be anything from a frog to an
ek, if it’ sfeding kindly, or something alot more disgugting.”

>><<

He stopped the mule and stood up, turning and frowning, eyes narrowed to dits as he searched the
featureless grass.

He kept that up for severd minutes, then shook himsdf, climbed down from the divric and took hold
of the mule's hater. He led it through a wavy dance for more than an hour, then dimbed back aboard,
took up the reins and set the mule into a wide, shdlow arc, heading obliquely westward. “That was
Tugshadaddily’s holdland, Tiyulwabar be blessed for passng me some kwidd, it was adeep, not
gorming.” He cleared his throat. “Ti-yulwabarr flows with my Ky'at. You're going to have to learn its
litle ways if you want to avoid meking your life amisery.”

>><<

By the third day, things had settled into a greater cam; the most dangerous parts were be-hind them,
though the wizard continued to nego-tiate with care the safest way among the holdlands of the Widdys
and at the same time choosing paths where he wouldn't meet hodtile Ky’ ats. All the time he dribbled



words as if he'd had no one to tak to for years. Perhaps he hadn’'t. A wizard maintained too many
secrets to trugt to chance ears, had too many enemies who'd saize any open-ing he gave them to make
hislife a misery.

>><<

He pointed hiswhip to the east. “That's the Sawqwa Ky’ a migrating out there, going south with their
herds, you could see them if you were Stting up. Satubelarr flows with them, it's a Tween Power, useful
but nothing specid. Stll, the Sawqgwa ancestors stole it from mine, so we' re herited enemies. Long as we
have room to keep apart, though, they don't bother me, | don’t bother them.”

On the seventh day, the surroundings changed; the ralling grasdand gave way to brush and scat-tered
trees, amd| knotty trees with thick, dark green foliage, the leaves hard as rawhide with a srong acrid
odor that was everywhere; even the rain smelled of it. The road, if it could be cdled such, was worse
then in the grass, there were countless washes and narrow rocky ravines crossed by rope and plank
bridges that groaned and sagged beneath the weight of the divric.

Navarre was Stting up now, ‘leaning againg the side of the divric's box, eyes busy, ears drinking in
evaything the wizard said. The Kyatty was taking too much, giving too much away, tdling his secrets,
trusting the drug to keep Navarre from paying more then cursory aitention. But the long discipline of the
Magus learning was reassarting itsdlf; his mind had started turning over again, though he dill couldn’t
concentrate on anything for more than a few moments.

The mule labored on, the divric lurching and shuddering as they moved deeper into what couldn’t
quite be cdled foothills since there were no mountains, at least none visble, though the ever-present boil
of cloudsin the west obscured the horizon.

»CC

“This part of Kyatawat ... the Widdys don't like it ... too brigly for them ... it's mosly Tweens and
Wees one has to look out for ... you'll have to learn the Signs, Bigous....” The wizard was ganding again,
feet wide, balancing eadly de-spite the jolt and sway of the divric, his head turn-ing congtantly, side to
sde, then a glance over his shoulder; he was tensdy dert, his chatting inter-rupted by sudden direction
changes or muttered chants as he reached into one or another of the pouches dangling from his belt and
flung out pow-der ground from roots and leaves, adding to the pungency of arr. “There s aripple you can
see ... not directly ... from the corner of your eye. You have to learn to look for it ... and to name the
Tween once you see the Sgn. Since you've the Art, | expect you will be able to sndl who's what soon
enough. You jugt have to learn ... which is friendly ... which is going to bite you ... which you can
ignore....

>><<

By the ninth day, the trees were no longer iso-lated as on a savannah, but were a dense wood-lands.
Navarre began seeing strays from the herds of the yeyddi, the hill Kyatty’s deerlike herd-beasts whose
long slky hair had shifted already from Winter white to Spring beige striped with dark chocolate. It was
caving time and the trees were filled with that moo-aaah’s of the newborn and the bugling blats of their
mothers.

Now and then he caught glimpses of the herd-boys and herdgirls riding ther smal shaggy po-nies,
now and then adult men and women who were watching over the birthings, there to help any cow yeyddi
who was having trouble. Adults and children dike glanced at the divric, then turned and stared until it was
out of Sght. No one greeted the wizard or made any attempt to ap-proach—him.

In the middle of the afternoon when the heat was oppressive and the stench of the trees was so heavy
it weighed on Navarre like stone, making it hard to breathe, the wizard Sghed with rdief, dropped onto
the seat and sat once again, hunched over, hands between his knees, apparently half-adeep. Navarre
rubbed his thumbs dowly dong the stained leather of the confining belt, strug-gling to focus his hazed
mind. Home, he thought. HE s in his own holdland.

They rounded a huge boulder with vines grow-ing thickly over it, dipped abruptly down onto a dirt
road broader and better cared for than any other tracks they’d traveled previoudy. Stone wadls rose up



and cupped round a meadow with a stream running down the middle. Dome-shaped lesther dwdlings
were scattered on both sides of the stream, hobbled ponies wandered, about like family pets, nibbling at
dumps of grass. Smdl ydlow dogs nosed about, played with children, fought over bones or bits of
chewleather. In a cor-rd made from braided leether ropes and thin poles with the bark ill on them,
severd cow yey-ddi kept for thar milk stood with heads down, dozing in the afternoon heat Smdl blond
chil—dren played in the dugt, chased each other round the hutches, waded in the stream, none of them
older than four or five watching them and work-ing on bits of leather, knitting, twirling yeyedi wool into
yarn with hand held spindles, doing dl kinds of smdl ussful tasks, old men and women sat on legther
cushions sucking at long-stemmed pipes and blowing pungent smoke in twin streams from their nodrils,
smoke that rose dowly into the maotionless air and hovered about their heads.

Navarre drowsed as the wizard drove dong the road, nodding wordless gregtings to the elders,
whidling a sudden trill to warn off alittle boy who was rushing toward the mule while he looked behind
him at other boys dancing and ydling a him.

Cdving time, the Magus fetched up from the depths of his mind, his mouth spreading in a amile of
satisfaction as he finished the thought. The rest out with the herds.

They passed into the trees on the far Sde of the meadow, the road deteriorating as they moved,
stopped findly in a amdl glade with the stream curving dong one side. Another of the domed leather
dwdlings was erected on a base of carefully fitted stone, date, blue-gray and washed clean. Bedde it
was agnd| shdter of twigs and straw for the mule a large brindle cat came out of thet; it stretched, its
rear high, tail waving, its white forepaws reaching out, kneading the bark-littered earth. Then it sat on its
haunches, ditted ydlow eyes watching intently as the mule dowed to a stop and the wizard jumped
down.

As he hooked hisfingers in the mule€'s hdter and started leading him into the shelter, the cat waked
over to him, mewing a welcome, strop-ping itsdf againgt hisleg. He laughed. “Wi'ac,

Shishi. | brought us home a Bigous, go sniff at his knees, en?’

Leaving Navarre stting drug-chained on the dirty straw, he stripped the harness off, lad it away in a
wooden chest waterproofed by athick coat of wax. The cat jumped on the mule's back and rode there
with his paws tucked in as the beast wandered off, heading without hurry to-ward the stream.

For saverd more minutes the wizard puttered about, bending over to make marks in the ring of sand
about the dates, now and then dropping pinches of something from his belt pouches.

Dimly Navarre sensed the play of powerful magic, poufing up and then fading in an irregular rhythm.
Asthe wizard completed his aircuit, the Magus findly worked it out. The man was ,dis-arming the wards
he'd set in place when he went south.

The wizard bent down and pushed past the skin door of his house, came out again a moment later
with, aroll of leather wrapped about thin sticks.

He forced the gticks into the ground beside the flimsy mule shdlter, bent them over and tied them into
a sketch of a andl dome, then tossed the leather cover over them and began pegging it down. In less
then twenty minutes he had a smdl hutch ready for its new inhabitant.

Doghouse for the family pet, Navarre thought. The drugs were beginning to loose ther grip alittle,
ether because his body was growing accus-tomed to them or because the wizard had been careless here
on his home ground. He didn’t move, tried'to disguise his increasing dertness, but that proved useess.

Thewizard came griding over to the divric, looked a him with narrowed eyes, then blew a pinch of
powder into his face and the world dropped away.

>><<

When he woke, he heard whistling outside the hutch where he lay on a thick pad of woven straw, a
blanket drawn over him.

There was anip behind his ear, like a fleabite but hotter. The Wee was back. Say you'll serve me.
Hey hey, say it and I’ll tell you how to find what you need to burn the chilchil out of you. Once
agan he ignored it. He knew more about Wees than the wizard—or the Wee—guested, knew they were
tiny tricksters, irreponsible and often tainted with malice. The day might come when he'd take that offer,



but he couldn’t even walk yet and he knew far too little about locd pitfdls to chanceit.

The wizard pulled back the doorskin and thrust his head ingde. “Out, Bigous. It's time you started
earning your keep.”

The diffness on his throat had loosened a little, but he knew the wizard could choke him with a
gesture much as the apprentice spidznd Sik had done with a physcad noose. Carefully he shaped the
words. “Can’ wd.””

“You can crawl. You don't need to walk. If you want water, you have to go to the stream to get it. If
you want food, you have to finish your job firg.”

“Who' jo'?’

“Tdl you later.” He withdrew and went whistling off again.

After so many days of travel with no washing and only occasiona stops so he could rdieve him-sdif,
he fdt asif he had filth encrusted on his bones. It wasn't something he liked, nor some-thing he knew
wdl. Hisfamily weren't rich, his father was a slveramith with a andl shop, but they’d been comfortable,
clean and well-dressed, dl of them, his parents and his three brothers and two ssters. He hadn't seen
them for years, but he dways had a soothing sense that they were living much the same, quiet contented
lives His Tdent had taken him a long way from them, brought him suffering and pleasures they couldn’t
possbly imaging but he'd never fdt such degradation as he had these past ten days, the babbling
wegping worm on the table, then the dinking, crippled dave he was now.

It had taken such a short time to reduce him to this, such little things, a limber cane dgpping agangt
his soles, his own bodly filth.

He emerged from the doghouse on his hands and knees; it took him fifteen minutes to crawl to the
sream, then he rolled into it and let the icy mountain water wash round him. After a short while he
managed to raise himsdf on his knees and struggle out of his trousers and shirt. He scrubbed the worst of
the muck off them with sand and a twig of dry grass, then tossed them onto a gravd patch and began
deaning his body.

“You are a hary one”” The wizard stood with hands on hips, watching him. “Mayhap | shoul-d've
dubbed you Tibdab ingead.” He shook his head. “Bad Kwidd to change a cdling. Sh'ma, bi-gou
Bigous it's time to tdl you what name you'll give me, not my truename, certainly not, but my best
usename. | an cdled Sabuse because | am the spring from which good flows. You will cal me Sabuse
without honorific because | need none; | am not dependent on the will of others for my worth like you
peoplein the south.” He nodded, a swift jerk of his head. “For my nose's sake, | will give you dothing,
this morning and this morning only. You will keep it clean, which you can do after you've finished your
tasks for the day; you may use those....” He gtirred the wet pile of doth with his toe, alook of distaste on
hisface. “When you' re mucking out or washing the others.” He glanced at the sun, tossed a grayish waxy
ball to Navarre. “Soap. Don't be long.”

>><<

Sabust muttered under his breath as he tucked the ends of the copper wire under the elaborate knot
thet finished the binding of the gresat toe on his captive's left foot. Navarre winced as he fdt a sudden
surge of magic that burnt like acid as the knot melted together.

The wizard settled back on his hedls, satisfied with what he'd done. “WE Il start you off with little
things” he said. “You perceive power wher-ever it flows, cikoud? Yes, of course you do. For the past
severd years while going here, there, wherehaveyou, I've picked up bits of stone, popped them in my
whathaveyou sack and brought them home with me. What with one thing and another, | haven't had time,
Bigous, to sort them, to labe them and store them properly. Some, no doubt, broke and the virtue ran
out, others had it sucked out, who knows how. Throw them away, they can be gravd on the stream
bank, that's dl they’re worth now. As to the rest, sort them according to degree and kind, I'm talking
about the power in them, not the form. When you've finished sorting them, study them until you know
eech like the fingers on your hand. Don't try to be smart. It'll cost you your toe.”

>><<



It was a tedious job. Navarre had to take each one, close it in his hand to shelter it from other
influences, then tease out its secrets. Sow and tedious. He found himsdf enjoying it, which sur-prised him
congderably. He like the amdls and textures of the little stones, none of them larger than a bird's egg.
Some of them were veined quartz and rather pretty, some were dull gray lumps, but there were aspects
to please imin dl of them, except the wasted ones, of course. He found those annoying. He detested
wagte.

None was exactly like another which made clas-sification difficult; sometimes he shifted a frag—

ment of crysta or shard of obsdian haf a dozen times before he was satisfied enough to leave it for
the moment.

The piles grew dowly, but they did grow, both in number and sze.

He was startled when Sabuse cdled his name and he looked up to see an old woman holding a metal
pannikin of something that smelled won-derful. With the wizard danding ams crossed and eyes
narrowed, the old woman picked her way through the piles of stone and set the pannikin down beside
him, dong with a round of flatbread and a glass of herb tea. She léft as cautioudy and as slently as she'd
come, disgppearing into the trees as she went back to the Ky’ at village.

“You have worked wdl, Bigous” Sabuse told him. “You may take a sunfinger to eat and move
about, then you mugt return to your task.” He read the question in Navarre' s face, moved his shoulders
im-patiently. “It's obviousif you use your head alittle Thetime it takes for the sun to move the width of
afinger. We don't have your southerners: mechanisms here, we don't need them. Sun, moon and stars
tdl us dl we need to know.” He stalked off to do what-ever business it was that took up his daylight
hours.

Navarre shrugged and beg-an egting the yeyddi stew.

>><<

The days that followed passed the same way, Navarre absorbed in a smdl but pangaking task, the
wizard vanished somewhere.

Now and then children from the village came to the edge of the trees to stare a him, too gy to
venture out of shadow. And the brindle cat took to curling up againg his buttocks, purring when she
wasn't adeep.

Hisfeet hedled enough so he could get about with the aid of a crutch one of the old men whit-tled for
him.

The drugs Sabuse continued to feed him, the endless amd| tasks, the kindness of the old peo-ple, the
laughter of the children, the dean air, the peace—all of these things combined with his deep-seated dread
of confronting the curse to keep him where he was.

He had alot of heding to do, but he hadn’t forgotten how he got here and he wasn't about to Say a
dave ... he just needed time ... time and concentration ... ime and....

Time

CABAL

They met again, late at night, in the dusty, cob-webbed catacombs beneath the Temple,
gathered about a single candle flickering atop a stone coffin, four solid shadows in their black felt
robes.

The squat man watched the others with a mocking smile hidden In the shadow of his cow.
Leduzma Chusker, welcome nowhere, Ledus Cikston's bas-tard half brother, got on a mezhmerrai
dave, adopted into the Family by a doting father gone soft in the head, tolerated because he made
himself useful, in fact irreplaceable; Cikston knew, if the others didn't, that the Family wealth
floated on Chusker. What he'd done inside the Family, he was doing here and else-where; the time
would come when every breath drawn in Valdamaz would belong to him, when he would say tja
and one would live, neka and one would die. Only Nenova suspected the extent of his ambi-tion
and she' d say nothing, not out of loyalty, but out of self-interest.

Vocats Oirs was fidgeting nervoudly, his boots scraping on the gritty floor. “ Begarz is being
treated like a hero since the fake attack on him.” His voice was petulant, almost whining. “ He's



got men patting his back who'd never have gone near him a month ago.”

Nenova made an impatient moment with her arm. “ It's what we did it for, isn't it?”

Kreisits Lazdey snorted. “ What he means Is, it isn't him.”

“Laz, you don't need to sneer. I’ve seen you look-ing sour, yourself. He's stealing your fight;
you're the one who ‘saved’ him, but he pushes you back every time.”

Lazdey shrugged and turned his shoulder to Oirs. To Chusker, he said, “ Those rumors of
yours about Varney being the push behind this, they’re going down well with lots of folks.”

Laughing, Nenova shook her head. “ If women could vote,” she murmured, “he'd be in the
Seat tomorrow.”

“Nu, they can’'t and he's been in too many beds where he doesn’'t belong; he's made enemies.”

Oirs rubbed his gloved hands together. “1 heard Vicanal’s half crazy. He's found out
somehow, they say the Magus told him, that Varney's in the Divi-mezh. They say he's getting
ready a raiding force to go In and get him.”

Lazdey nodded, his wall-shadow moving hugely behind him. *“It's no rumor, | know men in
that lot. HE's going to move soon.”

Chusker let them speculate on this for several minutes longer, then he leaned farther into the
light, knocked his gloved knuckles on the lid of the coffin. When they stared at him, surprised, he
said, “ Lis-ten, there’s more to it than Vicanal making a fool of himself. You were worried about
the Magus, nu? I’ve taken care of him. Some truths. One, Vicanal found out about Varney from
him. Two, he never has liked Navarre, so It was easy to convince him the Magus was the one who
sold Varney. Nu, he seized him, put him to question, then passed him on to a Kyatty wizard. Three,
Navarre's in Kyatawat now, crippled and a slave. And | say to you, it's a good thing Vi-canal is
taking himself off,. he has friends, he won't be lining them up now, he'll be too busy. Laz, it's time
we dealt with Druz. He' s gaining strength at BegarZ expense. It's too obvious when you see them
together that he's what Begarz pretends to be.” He held up a hand. “ Neka, don’t play stupid, Laz,
| know you're not. We don’t kill him. No need. We Just persuade him to put his foot in his mouth a
few more times. He likes you. Get him where doing what comes naturally will appall the
weak-stomached and faint-hearted. I’ll set up some occasions, | leave the rest to you.”

Olrs sniffed petulantly. “ What about me? What about an attack on me? Won't it be suspicious
if there’s none?”

Chusker straightened. “ Not yet,” he said pa-tiently. “ Another missed hit so soon after Begarz
will stink like a beached whale after three days frying in the sun. We' Il beach Druz, and take out ..
.mm. .. Laro, | think, thenit'll be your turn.”

“Tiesh tas, aslong asit’s done.”

Chusker turned to Lazdey. “ How is Begarz doing in Ash Tupel ?”

“Lagging far behind Druz, even Varney has more on his spiesh. His numbers have gone up a
little since the attack, but they won't stay up.” Lazdey played a tune on his fingers, a help to
memory since he didn't dare write anything down. “ The Jeredarod of Tupells, five hundred for
Druz ..”

»<L

The voices went on as the candle burned lower and lower, numbers and dispositions, trends
and possibilities, arguing over strategies, arranging the next week’s activities.

It was nearly dawn before they |eft.

Chapter 10. Kitya on the Move

Kitya stood on the roof of the tower wetching Na-varre ride dong the Smithy Lane on his favorite
horse, a big chestnut geding with along stride. In the distance she could see the shadow againg the sky
that was Sawdlis, to her it looked omi-nous, a great beast in ambush waiting to eat him. She turned
away. She'd warned him, but he didn’t ligen, he never did. There was nothing more she could do. She
stopped, touched her long forefin-ger to her chouk, the eyespot between her brows. At least she could



know.

Teking the lamp Navarre dways Ieft burning in his workroom, its flame having acquired shunga from
its presence when he practiced his Art, she hurried down the stairs to the kitchen. Navarre laughed at her
ways, but they worked—at least, when he wasn't around, they did.

She searched out the black iron frying pan he'd made for her, with the Sx bent legs that kept it just
the proper distance from the coals, then she hurried to the forge, took charcod from the wicker basket
and returned with carefully counted steps, stretching out her long legs so the count wouldn't go too high;
that would wesken the pell. It didn’'t matter that this was before the beginning of the ato’'a, the ato’'a
knew wha was what on both sdes of its birth. In her mother’s toopa, the charcod was next to the
firehole and needed no steps a dl, so her mother’s say’i’vaho was very very strong and the ato’a was
as Oetailed as a Sheshintook’ s dream painting.

She counted the sticks and piled them in the proper manner, then lit them from Navarre' s lamp. “lka
nann ye, ikalek ye” she chanted as she blew the sticks dive, then set the pan over the fire and dropped
alump of butter init. “Chak-atuka 0o blahaha” She sprinkled sdt across the mdting lump. “Ayoon a go,
inaldeh. Takeh wharet ayoon a goheh.”

Keeping up the chant, she bent over the pan, watching the mdt intently.

At the proper moment, she snatched the pan from the fire, spilled the liquid butter and half-dissolved
dt across the floor, screaming, “Towt!”

Bresthing deeply, she bent over the spatter, eyes closed, the chouk between her narrow brows
throbbing strongly. The amdl of hot butter filled the kitchen, the only sounds were a fant Szzie and her
ragoing breaths.

“Not death,” she muttered, “bad time, shackles, faie srong, force, pain, gods interfering. Ah .
ayeed!” Shefdl to her knees, ams crossed over her breasts, hands dutching her shoulders, for severd
minutes she rocked from sde to side, then she Sghed and relaxed.

She got to her feet and dipped hot water from the stove's reservair into a bucket, added a dollop of
soft soap. Muttering to hersdlf, she mopped the floor, then wiped spatters from cabinets and wals. When
the room was clean again, she went outside and hoisted a flag on the pole, asmdl triangle of green fdlt.

She stood looking up at it for a moment, watch-ing it shift duggishly in the light wind. “Not that it will
do any good,” she said and went insde.

>><<

Three days later Kaundar hadn’'t come, nor had Navarre. Kitya stood atop the tower once again,
daing at the sain of Savvdis. He was gone, caught in his enemy’s trap. She'd read it in the butter and
his absence proved it. And he was wrong again, wrong about the mezhmerrai, the absence of Kaundar
proved thet.

When her father died, her mother grieved, but she didn't liein the dark sobbing like some might have,
She' d had her children, the herd, and her toopa to take care of. She wept for a day and and night, then
ghe got to work. Kitya touched the tip of her forefinger lightly againg the chouk, fdt it tremble dightly.
“Keo, the strike was s, theill is done. | will not tremble here like a fledgling peggil inits hole.”

She hurried to the bedroom on the second floor, gathered a few things she'd brought from her
mother’ s toopa when she came away with Na-varre, and set them on the dressing table—a thin curved
skinning knife, the linked bone rings with the claws on them that she wore on her Ieft hand when a raid
was due or she was out done with the kuneag herd, the little bone phids of poison, and some other
things of the same nature. She frowned &t them, then looked down &t the long dress she was wearing, a
dark green shift fdling sraight from the shoulders with a dit up one side; he liked her in it. After she
finished her work, she'd put it on every day since the day he'd left. She ran her hand down the front, the
soft velvet dinging to her fingers. Then she took it off, hung it carefully in the wardrobe, and brought out
one of Navarre' s wool shirts. She used the knife to cut off dl but a handspan of the deeves, then dipped
it on. It was far too big for her, hung nearly to her knees, but she found a chain she used for a belt,
clipped it round her waig, then inspected hersdf in the mirror. The shirt covered her ade-quately; with
leggings to protect her thighs she could ride in it. She' d have to make the leggings, but that wouldn't take



long.

She took the shirt off, draped it over the chair at the dressang table, lad the bet on it. She'd need
food and she'd better raid Navarre' s stash for emergency coin. Then craft a karetka to point him—she'd
need hairs from Navarre' s brush, some things he'd worn againg his skin, and a piece of clean bone. She
stood a moment with her hand resting lightly across the bronze chain and the black wool, eyes closed,
mouth compressed in a thin ling, then she pulled on a work shift and went down to get started with her
preparations. In the end there was only one path for her, and there were things she had to do before she
took it.

>><<

In the last watch of the night, Kitya saddled the spotted dun Navarre cdled Tiggley, put a hdter on
hm rather than a bridle, she didiked the idea of the bit; it seemed to her disrespectful to push a bar of
iron into a horse’' s mouth, an admission of feebleness and ignorance. One shouldn’t need such a thing to
control the beast; she never had. She looked around alagt time, then rode away from the smithy.

When she reached the crossing, she took out the karetka and held it in front of her face, dangling free
a the end of its filament, one of her long black hairs. It was a pointed shard chipped from the leg bone of
abird, bound round and round with the curly brown hair of the Magus, strips of lesther from his dippers,
awool swatch cut froin his favorite robe dangling from it, sewed in place with specid knots. It fluttered in
the predawn breeze that teased the wigps of hair that escaped her travel knot and crept like icy fingers
through every crevice in her cdothing. For a moment it Smply swayed eraticdly and her somach
clenched, then the sway settled and it pointed north.

He was dive. The painting was proof of it. She sat a moment, head bowed, eyes closed, then tucked
the karetka away and turned onto the Highroad.

>><<

When she reached the cluster of soddies outside the Southgate, she stopped Tiggley and sat with
hands crossed on the horn. Maybe he was in there and maybe he was't. She didn't want to go indde
those walls unless she had to. “O Tiggley, O horse, shdl we go round and try the karetka again by the
Northgate?’ She laughed as his ears twitched and he snuffled when he heard her voice, as if he were
actudly answering her.

>><<

When they reached the double bridges across the Dze skri, she stopped Tiggley beside the Highroad
which was crowded with long lines of cresking wains coming to early market heaped with produce from
the rich farmlands of the northern figtas. The horse dipped his head and snatched mouthfuls of river grass
while she took out the karetka, held it up and waited for it to steady.

It pointed north. He was't in the city. She tucked the karetka away, then she dapped Tig-gley on
his shoulder with the ends of the reins, eased him into the traffic and took him at a canter across the
bridge, his hooves dattering musicaly on the hard wood.

She turned into a waystop an hour after sun-rise, gave Tiggley grain from the saddlebag and water
from the well, squatted beside him with stolid patience while he ate, drank, then grazed awhile.

When he was rested, she mounted and contin-ued north on a Highroad increesingly deserted.

>><<

She could see the watchtower of the border post nearly an hour-before she reached it; there was
plenty of time for thinking what she was going to do; a woman done out here, a foreigner—she'd seen
the mixture of distaste and lugt too oftenin Varney’s eyes to have any illusons about what soldiers so far
from home could get up to, given opportunity.

Tiggley was a hunter, used to rough travel and trickier obstacles than that weighted bar blocking the
road. On the far side of the bar, the Highroad was fla and straight with grassy hillocks like hay-stacks on
both sides of it. Not much cover, but enough, provided there were no riders coming af-ter her.



She held the horse to a canter as they ap-proached the post, shifted her weight dightly as one of the
border guards opened a door and came out, carrying his clipboard.

Nearer she came, nearer—then she dapped the reins on Tiggley's shoulder, shouted in his ear, and
sent him gdloping toward the bar. He took off, cleared it easily, and thundered into Kyatawat.

She heard an angry shout as she pulled Tiggley down to a walk, turned him off the road and into the
hillocks so that she was hidden from the tower and the soldiersinit. In a few breaths she was sure they
weren't going to chase her into Kyata-wat, and hidden as she was, they couldn’t skewer her with arrows
from the tower. Breathing more rgpidly than usud, she leaned forward, patted the dun’s shoulder, then
took him at a cautious walk through the hillocks on a route pardlding the road.

As s00n as she could, she returned to the road.

>><<

When the sun dipped below the horizon, she made a dry camp beside the road. She was ner-vous
now, tautly aert; Kyatawat was as chancy a place as her homdand, maybe more so. She un-folded the
horse's lesther bucket, hdf-filled it from the water skin and held it for im while he drank. Afterward, she
moistened her own mouth with afew swalows, then ate bread and dried meat a mezhmerrit had brought
in exchange for an arrowpoint.

When she was finished, she pulled the bone claw-rings over her fingers, set the knife on the ground
beside the pad of grass she'd collected, then wrapped hersdf in a blanket and lay a while saring up a
the stars. Navarre was dive; the kar-etka only pointed live things. That was good. It was aso good to be
out here, senses dert, nerves srung taut. She'd forgotten what it was like, when you dozed with eyes
ditted, ears set for any strange noise, with the amdl of grass and dung in your nose.

After awhile she dept.

>><<

In the morning, the karetka showed that Na-varre' s direction had changed from full north to north by
west.

She scowled at the rutted track; it rambled off toward the northeast, diverging farther and far-ther
from where she had to go. Chewing her lip, she tucked the karetka away and considered her options.

She could leave the road and ride directly for him, counting on Tiggley's speed and her cunning to
keep them out of trouble. After consdering what she knew of Kyatawat—not much, but enough to make
her go warily—she didn't think thet had much chance of working. Besides, her chouk was throbbing
agan, reacting to the amdl of power dl around her, and her pum (the rudi-mentary tal encysted at the
end of her spine) was vibrating ingde its sac, itching and twitching.

Roads had their attendant perils, but traces like thisin her homeand were made by people who knew
the safest ways about. No doubt it was the same here. She scratched her toe in one of the ruts. Its Sdes
were chewed and crumbly, there was no grass growing in it. Used often by whedled carts and ... she
dropped to one knee, inspected the macerated surface ... shod hooves, a few split hooves. It had rained
here recently and she found prints of sandaed feet in a stretch of dried mud.

“Nu, Tiggley. We |l stay with the road for awhile” She swung into the saddle, dug her heds into his
Sdes, and sttled into a comfortable dump as he loped adong.

After hdf an hour of this, she pulled him to a walk. Navarre was dive. There was no hurry right
now;—Dbetter to conserve strength and keep onesdf out of traps.

The road rambled on, shifting from Sde to Sde, never wandering very far from the generd trend
northward.

At sunhigh she came to a waystop, an area sur-rounded by lumps of blue-gray date, with a wel and
a stone drinking trough. She amiled, patted Tiggley's shoulder. “I'm a smart niya am | not? Rest stop
time. It's been awarm morning, that water will be ahhhh “ Humming one of her mother’s songs, she did
off his back and led himinto the circle.

>><<



Night brought her to another waystop. She put the hobbles on Tiggley and turned him out to graze,
worked the wdl sweep and filled the water trough, then ate a round of waybread and a strip of dried
meet. She dropped into a deep deep as soon as she rolled up in her blanket.

She woke to the intent gaze of hdf a dozen pairs of bright blue eyes.

She sat up, startled, surrounded by children who couldn’'t have been more than five or 9x years old.
Boys and girls both, dressed much dike, the girls having long blonde braids with ribbons woven in the
strands.

Her sudden movement didn’t bother them at dl. She twisted her head round. A group of adults were
ganding by the wel watching, when they decided she was harmless, they went back to working the well
sweep, Jlashing the water into a ditch beyond the boundstones. Others were St-ting on horseback,
moving dowly about the edge of a herd of antlered beasts that spread in a broad blotch across the grassy
hillocks

The children poked at each other, giggled; the tdlest, oldest, and most daring (who happened to be a
gr much like Kitya remembered hersdlf be-ing at that age) set her hands on her hips, shushed the others
and spoke gravely, respongibility heavy on her shoulders. “Wi’ ac kakoobikoo. Loolaboota adalap?’

She wrinkled her nose, then grinned as Kitya stared blankly at her. She poked the boy next to her,
waggled her thumb at. Kitya “Rrikku rrik-kuu. Saaa. Bekabeka, en?” She bent down, ran the tip of her
thumb dong Kitya's face very quickly then snatched her hand back, diding her eyes under a fringe of
white lashes toward the wel and the adults busy there, knowing she'd gone beyond courtesy. When
there was no reac-tion from them, she wiggled one arm in a vivid mime of a serpent. “Bekabeka,” she
chanted and the others followed her lead, chanting * Bekabeka, bekabeka,” and dancing in a circle about
Kitya

“Akhu’'day.” It was one of the men at the wdl cdling to the children. “ Akhu’ day dau’ kx!”

The oldest girl cut off the dance in mid-slamp and went rushing to the well, the youngers trot-ting
after her.

Leaving the other men taking turns on the sweep and dumping the bucket, the man who'd spoken
walked toward Kitya

She stood, pushing at the tangle of black hair thet fel across her face, bothered because she'd been
S0 deeply adeep she hadn't heard the noises of the gpproaching herd—and because she'd Igft the bone
clawsin the saddlebag dong with her knife.

He bowed his head and offered a gregting. “Wi’ac, Kakubic.” When he draightened, he wag-gled
hishand as he brought his arm through an arc, taking in the herd and the people. He ended the gesture
with his padm laid across his chest, roughly heart levd. “Ky’at Tektaya” Hand dill on heart, he waited.

She touched her brow with the tip of her thumb. “I am Kitya of the Moug’ akkin.”

He drew his brows together, thin brows so pae they dmost vanished into his face, then spoke dowly
asif he had to dredge each word from old memory.. “Why come....” He pulled his arm through another
arc, a broader one. “Kyatawat?’

“Need.” Her angularity was an asset for once. They weren't going to saize her; she'd be adis—

ruptionin the Ky’at. A raiding party would have been different, but their families were here and the
herd; she had a strong feding that, like her own people, they would do noiill in the face of the herd.

He didn’'t push the inquiry further, either be-cause he didn’t have the words for it, or because it was
agang Ky'at courtesy to throw too many questions a strangers. “Keep road,” he said with another of
his eloquent hand gestures, this one scribing the road ahead, hinting at hidden perils. Then he touched his
chest. “Grass be of Ky'at.” A flicker of his hand at the herd. “Sa of tattak-ulbiyoot.” Hand didng
through the air. “Saof Qddoots.” He frowned. “You say Pow ah as”

“l hear, virs” She fitted pdm to pam, bowed. When she straightened, he was waking back to his
folk, ahint of a gtrut in his stride.

She got hersdf together as best she could with dozens of eyes daring obliqudy a her, the men
working a the well sweep, the women dropping water skins a the end of ropes, hauling them up again,
gving them to older children to carry off to the wagons Kitya could just see on the far sde of a hillock.
The children stared more openly at her, gigdling as she combed her long black hair, then wound it into its



travel knot and pinned it in place. She rolled up the blanket, set it on the sad-dle, then looked around for
Tiggley.

He was atop one of the grassy knalls, nipping placidly at the tips of the tdl grass. She circled wide
around the men at the wel and climbed the knall, whiglling to the gelding so she wouldn't spook him and
have to go chadng after him.

She clipped alead to his hdter, dipped off the hobbles, and led him back to the waystop where she
found that the Kyatty women had filled her water skin for her and left it, beside the saddle, dong with a
Seaming mug of tea and some hot bread. She touched pam to pam and bowed to them, then dropped
onto the saddle and began eeting.

>><<

Someone was fallowing her. Her pum was tin-gling, but only a little. Whoever it was, he was a long
way back and keeping his distance. He was focusng on her, though; otherwise her pum wouldn’'t have
taken notice of him. A cockerel af-ter her spurs, no doulbt.

As the morning passed, he stayed roughly the same distance behind her, out of sght and hear-ing,
riding his luck since the wind was blowing in his face which meant Tiggley wouldn't whiff his mount and
gt nervous.

Once again she had plenty of time for thinking. She couldn’t kill him. Blood was bad business,
whaever Land you were in. HE'd be young and strong and accustomed to handling rope and struggling
beasts. Nu, her mother had taught her a thing or two about cooling cockerels and Na-varre had added
flourishes. He won't come in sun-light ... unless there' s more than one. Ch'! One | can handle, a flock of
them....

Brooding, irritated by this complication in an aready knotty problem, she rode a while, then trotted
dong beside Tiggley. After the past sev-erd days she was sore in every inch, but aready her body was
hardening. Too long she'd lived soft. Sweating and panting, she ran a while longer, then swung back in
the saddle.

She didn't stop a sunhigh; there was no shdter around and she saw a fant line of darker green
between grass and sky, enough promised init to judify pushing Tiggley alittle harder than she liked.

>><<

The green was a duggish stream with trees on both sdes, reflected in turgid water, pointed
heart-shaped |eaves fluttering in the hot breezes that wandered across the grass. The trees were wider
then they were tal, with heavy limbs that curved down to rest on the earth; the trunks had thick rough
bark with deep crevicesinit, bark that smoothed out asit got farther from the roots. She tethered Tiggley
to one of the low limbs, giving him enough of a lead to let him drink from the stream and nibble a the
grass, then she ran up the limb and climbed as high in the tree as she could.

She waited.

It wasn't along wait.

One rider. Only one.

He lé&ft the track after he'd been inview less than five minutes, rode into the grass. After that she saw
hm intermittently as he crossed the hill-ocks and findly vanished into the trees by the stream, a
consderable distance east of her.

She climbed down and ate a cold med, nervous as a kuneag a yeaning time with a pack of mo’ho
on the prowl.

Tonight, she thought. He's coming tonight Late. When he thinks I’ m adleep.

She fed Tiggley the last of the grain, rubbed him down, then pegged him out in the grass so he could
get hmsdf a good bdlyful before she started on. After this, no tdling when she was going to find peace,
grass and water, dl in the same place.

>><<

The hair was grass, the body under the blanket was more grass. When he bent over it, she landed on



his back, the length of cord dapped about his neck, and pulled tight

When he surfaced, she'd bound him like a frac-tious cdf. She was kneding over him, one hand
reing flat on his chest. As she'd thought, he was young, couldn’t have been more than Sxteen, a pimple
on his bony nose and a few graggling reddish-blond hairs under it, trying to be a mous-tache. “ Ssssaaa,”
ghe hissed a him, curled her lip when she saw him shiver. “Nu, little cockerel, take a look at this” She
closed her Ieft fig and set the points of the claws againg his cheek. “I doubt you can understand the
words, but the pain will be clear enough.” She pushed the tips of the daws into his skin, drew them
dowly down his face, lifted them after about a thumbwidth of scratch-ing, then she got to her feet and
dragged him out of the dry camp into the grass.

“You can work yoursdf loose in a few hours. Go back home and boast the conquest you haven't
made. Won't hurt me. | don’t care what your lot think of me.”

There was awhisper from the grass, barely louder than the sou-ffaa of the wind.

A cat the 9ze of a cdf flowed into the open, eyes of ydlow fire, short deek har; the power reek
around it was stronger than the musky, mor-dant catstink than the wind blew to her. The crea-ture
squatted on the other side of the youth, put alarge paw on his chest, and extruded claws that shone ivory
inthe moonlight. It seemed to nod a gregting at her, then turned its massve head and snarled & the youth.

“Fishbadlarr,” he whispered, his voice hoarse with fear. It was a power name, the name of one of the
Tweens that wandered fredy about Kya-tawat.

The Tweencat stepped across the Tektayain, stropped itsdf againg Kitya, absurdly like a kitchen
moggie feding affectionate, then glided away into the grass, slent as the wind.

Kitya stood, her knees aching, acid in her throat. “I hope you got the message, little man.” Her mouth
twitched into a brief amile 1 hope | did.”

She left him there, fetched in Tiggley, got the gear on him, then dternately rode and waked until the
aun came up and the track widened into another waystop. Now and then she thought she saw a long low
shadow gliding dong the road ahead of her, but never dearly enough to know if she was imegining it or
not.

>><<

Asif the business with the cockerel had broken some kind of spell, she began mesting people on the
road. Solitary women, modly witches who greeted her sgter-toesister. Solitary men, outcasts from the
Ky'ats, or foreigners with their own rea-sons for being where they were. Traders with their wans.
Peddlers with their packponies—she stopped one and bought food and grain from him with coin she'd
taken from Navarre's stash, pay-ing an exorbitant price, of course, but not dis-turbed by that; it was
worth the cost to vary her medis alittle and keep Tiggley strong.

The waystops were crowded at times, but no one bothered her after Fishbadlarr came from the dark
and curled up beside her, warm and purring, the vibration traveling through her with a kind of tenderness,
asif the Tweencat had gathered her inits arms and was rocking her to deep.

>><<

The karetka pointed directly west.

Kitya scowled at the cloudpiles that seemed to dimb for miles into the empty western sky. The road
behind her had become a narrow track, an-gling more acutely toward the mountainsin the east that were
just vishble when she turned, a blue scrawl againg the lighter blue of the sky.

This waystop was a muddy waterhole in the tangle of dowly Sraghtening grass, there' d been a herd
here recently, a day or two before; it'd gone on to the east and left a mire behind.

She tied on the water skin, swung into the sad-dle. For a moment she held Tiggley dill, then she
leaned forward, patted him on the shoulder. “Here we go,” she said.

She tapped him with her hedls; he snorted and started round the waterhole, his hooves dipping on the
gelatinous mud.

Pishbadlarr flowed suddenly from the grass and snarled at them.

Tiggley had grown used to the Tweencat, but this was too much. He reared, screamed rage and fear.



Before hisfeet came down, Kitya shifted her weight to throw him off baance, yanked hard on one of
the reins to wrench his head around. She didn't have as much leverage as she would have with a bitted
bridle, but her timing was on point and she had the mud working for her. He dipped, fdl on his sde. She
was off him, at his head as he struggled up.

As she soothed him with voice and hand, he stood trembling and whuffling, sheking his head. When
he was quieter, she pulled up a handful of dry grass and began deaning off the mud. His ears were up
and he was looking nervoudy around, but Pishbadlarr had vanished and taken its odor with it. “Nu,
Tiggley, looks like we don't turn right here. We Il go on a bit and try again, see what happens. O horse,
don't let Fish spook you. | think it's for us, not againg. | think there was some danger there and it was
warning us. | should' ve been ligening to chouk and pum, but there's so much power here, they’re dways
twitching and itching. Nu nu, that’'s the best | can do.” She sghed and swung up, turned him onto the
road.

>><<

Hdf an hour later, Pishbadlarr stepped from the grass and stood between the ruts fifty yards ahead of
them.

Tiggley shied, snorted nervoudy.

Kitya patted his shoulder, murmured soothing nonsense to him while she waited to see what the
Tweenca was going to do.

Pishbadlarr strolled toward the grass, turning its head to stare at Kitya until it passed out of Sght.

She sat without moving, stroking Tiggley’s neck, waiting.

Pishbadlarr strolled out again, tal switching. 1t mewed, then said impatiently (the words scralling
across her mind's eye, rather than sounding in her ears): What are you war ing fOr? You want to go west,
croon you? Kitya grimaced. “About time” she said doud. She heded Tiggley forward.

Between pum and chouk, she was dl itches and twitches as she followed Pishbadlarr on a wind-ing,
convoluted path through the trackless grass.

They circled an area where there was nothing visble but alow fog dashed through with jag af-ter jag
of lightning, another area where the ar glittered with flies, flywings like shards of mica caiching the
aunlight, another where the grass had turned black and the stink was extraordinary.

All thiswhile the Tweencat waked before them, pacing patiently dong, never looking back.

On the tenth day the land began to lift into low hills the grass thinned to an occasond dump and
Pishbadlarr vanished, never having spoken. again.

Kitya sat leening on the horn, nearly as weary as the horse. “Navarre said the gods were mixing in
this Tig. That he had to do what he was doing. | thought he was just panting after that girl. 1 don’t know
now. | look out there, and | think what could ve happened to me, and | think about Pish-badlarr coming
to guide us, and | don’t know. Maybe he was right. Or maybe it was caprice and nothing more. | don't
know. Nu, horse. It doesn't matter, does it.” She turned him and took him & a dow wak toward a
dump of trees with birds fluttering about them; her chouk was cool, that meant water and the trees meant
respite from the heat and the sun.

>><<

In the morning, the karetka pointed west, deeper into the mountains
She looked at Tiggley, his coat rough, his bones garting to show; she looked down at hersdf, then
around at the shade and the clean cool water. “Not today,” she said. “Today we rest.”

Chapter 11. The Magus Weaves a Dream Snare

There you are, pretty little dave, you' ve settled so tamely into your thrall, |1 begin to wonder if
you lied when you called yourself a Magus. Not a Mage, no indeed, a tailless dog wagging his
hindquarters to beg a meal. The Wee was angry a him for ignoring it, taking ddight in tormenting him,
mosguito whine in his ear day and night, rushing to Sabuse to tattle whenever it thought it sasw Navarre
doing something that would persuade the wizard to punish him. You like it, don’t you, no more prickly



decisions, you were born a save and have been pretending to be a man since, but it never was
real, was it? On and on it went, giving im no peace.

He turned his head suddenly, driking like aliz-ard & a bug, snapped up the Wee and swallowed it,
dissolving it and drawing its speck of power into his blood. And went back to grating the tuber into the
wooden cup.

As the Wizard loosened the spellbonds and de-creased the drength of the drugs he was feeding
Navarre 0 the Magus could use his “nosg’ to amdl the threads of power, his hands to knot them,
Navarre pushed cautioudy againg the lim-itations lad on him and worked out a sketchy map of what
Sabuseé did and didn’t understand about the Art of a Magus. As dowly and carefully as he added to his
knowledge, so dowly, so carefully, did he draw into himsdf infinitesmd trickles of power from the
objects he handled for Sabuse, watching aways to make sure the wizard didn't sniff out what he was
doing. Suspicion was as dangerous as knowledge in his weakened state, for if Sabuse began to fear him,
he' d burn avay Navarre's knowledge, his intdlect, dl the things about himsdf that he cherished most.
He d be, a-most as ussful if Sabusé made a golem of him, a flesh automaton with his gift intact and mind
gone. And alot safer to handle. It was only the wizard's pride that had left him intact thus far.

So he was careful. Very careful.

The stolen power was diffuse, scattered about his body, never Hill, flowing in his skin like an ameba' s
substance, shifting, coiling, dimbing, fdl-ing, disguised by the heat of his body, by the res-ident exuvia of
the wizard's own dedlings.

With the contribution of the Wee, he had enough to begin weaving his own smdl web, a gossamer
trap of dreams. It was exhauding work, with a mind dulled and dow from the drugs, a body withering,
0ft as the mush Sabusé fed him morning and night. During the day one thing was dl he could hold in his
mind in addition to the Smple tasks the wizard set him. But hiswill to be free was strong and the rage that
he was not permitted to fed ate at him beneath the masking numbness. And there was the fear that was
greater than both.

He was undisturbed in his gpinning.

Secure in his homespace, truding his drugs, truding the tether spells hed spun about Navarre,
Sabuse saw none of this

>><<
Night.

Navarre lay in a quiet that was deeper than deep. He was ligening. Not acting, only ligening,
absorbing into himsdf the wizard' s dreams.

scraps distorted images snippets of memory fragments from the day before
vaying impressons Sabuse had of himsdf mood-determined views of bits of his body words,
phrases, visons dredged from his studies and experiments terrors shame-making moments
desires

All this was accompanied by a symphony of emotive refuse that sometimes jarred with the im-ages,
sometimes reinforced them.

That night and the next Navarre did nothing, smply absorbed what came.

It was quieter in the daytime, with the Wee dis-solved and the children no longer coming to gig-gle

a him because Sabuse complained to their parents, saying they distracted Bigous/Navarre from his
tasks. Children being the same every-where, now and then they sneaked back and had to be led off by a
scolding mother or dlent, irate father. But it was only now and then they came, doing it on a dare or
because they were angry with ther parents, and they were quiet about it, peering from the trees,
whispering and giggling.
>><<

On the third night, Navarre touched a dream and changed it.

>><<



On the fourth night, Navarre nudged bits and pieces from Sabuse's memories and fitted them
together in a brief but coherent play of images.

>><<

On the fifth night Navarre did nothing. He had not yet completed the penultimate dream, the bait for
the snare.

>><<

On the sixth and seventh, again nothing.

Night and day Navarre worked at the tasks Sabuse heaped on him, forang his dull and
unre-sponsive mind to prepare the patterns and lay down the mix of image, emotion, and spdl that would
draw the wizard into the dream that would hold him immobile night and day, day and night until the
gpdlltrance faded.

On the eghth night Navarre began the bait.

>><<

In the morning, Sabusé emerged from his house heavy eyed and morose. Navarre got to his fedt,
stood with shoulders rounded, eyes on the ground, waiting for Sabuse to set him his day’s task. He was
shouting indde, celebrating the triumph of his bait, but he kept his head down, his body soft.

“Fetch the offering,” the wizard growled at him. “1 would eat.”

Each morning village women brought a hot porridge made from boiled grass seeds and ground nuts
aong with a dollop of yogurt, a pot of tea and a pile of the flat chewy bread they made from nutflour.
They brought the food on a tray covered with a clean white cloth, I€ft it at the edge of the glade.
Sometimes the wizard collected the tray himsdlf, but more often he made Navarre bring it to him, made
the Magus crouch and watch him est, then eat his leavings. It was a lesson meant to grind the dave's
hel plessness more deeply into him. And it worked.

>><<

When Navarre had rinsed out the bowls and returned the tray to the road, Sabuse set a spelled
leather leash about his neck. “You'll be my pack-pony this day, Bigous. No need for agility of hand or
thought.” He laughed, the wrinkles dancing in his face, then cast a handful of dust in Navarre' s eyes.

>><<

Sabuse thrus Navarre's am through the han-dle of a heavy trug, then led him down the road,
whidling and swinging the leash like a man tak-ing a dog for awalk.

The Ky’ at children giggled, tossed sticks and bits of sone a Navarre.

The elders looked a him, looked away, embar-rassed. And frightened, a fear so srong that it
penetrated the numbness that had seized his brain. Their wizard was their jewd and their terror. He
tamed the Powers for them, gave them certainty and peace, but dways there was the posshility he'd
sour on them, turn from protector to tyrant. And now they saw him making a dog of a man. A sranger,
but a man nonetheless. How long a step would it be to making them his dogs?

Sabuse and his dave waked adong the beaten earth of the road, passed out of the canyon and
climbed the dopes beyond.

Navarre's mind was wooden, his body dumsy as he lumbered after the wizard. He was sunk in
revulson, loathing himsdf; the dream, snare seemed a dream only, a fantasy crafted to assuage his
despair. He knew it wasn't so, that the snare was in place, waiting for night to close about the wizard and
immohilize him. Still....

Humming a monotonous drone, Sabuse squat—

ted, scratched in the earth with a heavy wooden knife, bringing up odd plants that grew whally or
amaost whally underground. He tossed hisfinds into the trug that Navarre was holding, jumped to his feet
and snuffled dong, his nose twitching, his shoulders hunched, his eyes fixed on the dry red earth.



A long lean shadow flashing up from the ground, Kitya did a knife between the wizard's ribs. At the
sametime her left hand dapped a poisoned thorn into his carotid, then she set her knee in his back and
wrenched his head around. There was an audible crack. She kicked away from him, then squatted
beside him, pulling the skinning knife from his side, wiping it on his shirt. “Kill a wizard three times to be
aure” she said, her voice filled with satisfaction.

Navarre kndt with his hand outstretched, his mouth open. The drug had dulled him, his tongue was
tied, the shout that had welled up in him was caught in his throat. He strained to move, to howl at her to
get avay before....

The ar shook.

The Tween Power Tiyulwabarr came rushing to destroy the deathdeder who' d killed its vassdl.

Navarre fought againg the hold of the drug, drove himsdf into a dumsy leap, closed his ams about
Kitya, and held her hard againgt him. His Art paralyzed, it was dl he could do to protect her. If a Great
God was udng Faan and him with Faan, even a Power couldn't destroy him ... and that being so, his
gmdl immunity might shield her, too.

Tiyulwabarr yowled round them, throwing them to the ground, lifting them and damming them againgt
trees.

The trees turned to rubber and bounced them off, the ground softened and eased their fdl.

It lasted forever, or seemed to, then the Power caught them high into the ar and flung them in an
immense roaring arc out over the grass.

They dropped in mud, hard enough to drive the breath out of them, but that was all.

Kitya struggled in his arms. “What....” He moved his mouth futildy, dung to her. “V'ret, let me go.
What are you doing? Abruptly she was a red-eyed serpent dithering from his grip.

And he ... he stood on four sturdy limbs and snarled.

It was the beginning, only the beginning.

The moment he began to find his feet and work his brain, he mdted into a dug walowing in the mud
... and Kitya was a red-eyed cat.

They oozed from shape to shape, drowning in the chaos of thelr ever-changing senses. In one of his
momentary incamnations Navarre managed to remember name and attribute and know where he
was—the landhold of the Wieldy Hugwuhpady who transformed things as itswhim directed.

There was never time to grow accustomed to one form before they took another, snaling at each
other or coupling in a heat that turned to revulson as they changed in mid-coitus. Roaring with soundless
laughter, Hugwuhpady repeated that scene over and over in endless variation.

Sometime later ... he was never sure how long thet fird phase lasted ... he fdt an agony in one paw
then arush of energy.

He looked down, saw a thorn in his knobby green skin and a moist tentacle withdrawing toward a
shapeless red-eyed thing that crouched over a leather sack that he dimly remembered Kitya carrying.

An excitant on the thorn, something to give him strength. Kityal She....

He gtarted to change again and rejected it. Strength flowed into him.

He heard Hugwuhpady grumble but ignored it.

He whirled a time-sac about himsdlf, withdrew from the landhold into the shapeless esewhere where
the timelines flowed, where Hugwuhpady couldn’t reach him. Clumdly at firg, then more ess-ily, he did
back through the transformations until he came to the point of fird arriva. He hovered there, reshaping
himsdf, the image of what he was stretched out before him, frozen in that ingtant.

When his body was finished and right, he sat cross-legged in midair, hauoming and emptying his mind
of rancor and fear.

Time passed and did not pass.

The hauom filled the sac.

He breathed and did not bresthe.

Slencefilled the sac.

>><<



He cycled back, snatched Kityathing into the sack and took her to her true-image, wrought on her
until she was hersdf again.

She blinked dark red eyes a him, brushed a ddicatdly scaled hand across her face. “What....”

“Hush. It's not wise to speak here,” he mur-mured. “Hold tight to me”

He returned to the now/moment, sucked in a breath, gathered himsdf, dissolved the sac and lespt
before Hugwuhpady could seize him.... .... and whirled in a vortex beyond his contral .... winds howling
ahm

..... words he couldn’t understand echoing hol-lowly, metdlicaly about him

... forces twisting and contorting him, threat-ening to tear him into bits so amdl the wind could blow
him like dust

... mouth wide, he screamed and made no sound

.... THE WRY STRIKE, THE WRY Sttzunke. . . . . he fdt nothing, not even pain

.... he was done, torn from Kitya

... the roaring, wrenching flight went on .... and on

... and

.. ON

Chapter 12. Honeychild in Chaos

Leaning heavily on Varney's crude staff, Faan sumbled through the dark after the knot of wild-ings
she'd charged with finding shelter for her—and with taking her dong ways that she could manage. They
were doing the best they could, bul. every root, every rock in her path bruised her, caught a her feet,
threatened to trip, her. Her mis-ery was complete, or so she thought, but she struggled on, knowing that
if Varney followed her and tried to take her back, she'd probably end up killing him and she didn’t want
to. She no longer saw him shimmering in a golden haze, but she didn’'t hate him; her anger had died with
the fad-ing of the light from the little fire. He was't clever, nor a deep thinker, but a good enough man in
his own terms, honoring his word to other men, brave, skilled in things his peers vaued. The trou-ble
was, hone of that applied to her. All she could do was get away and stay away. When this busness is
done, | HAVE to find a teacher, she told hersdf over and over, | HAVE to find a middle ground
between killing and surrender.

“Thet lump of misary, that's your Shenda? Tsa”

The acerbic amdl voice diced into her cloud of woe; she jerked to a stop and stared up & thetree
ahead of her, blinking to clear her eyes. “Ailiki?’

A glow sat on alow branch with the mahsar shuggled up againg it, looking sated and drowsy. Alliki
yawned, scratched at the fur on her chest. “Fafa”

Faan pushed a the harr fdling across her eyes, scowled at the glow, gradudly meking out the form
contained within it, a form something like Ailiki but with an aura of maeness about it, she didn’t know
why she thought that, but she fdt it grongly. “Who....”

“You can cdl me Heeyall, Shenda”

“What's Shenda?’

His glow ghifting with his movements, Heayail spread long thin arms, asif to say there was no way he
could explain the fullness of his meaning.

Alliki produced her flight skins and came glid ing to the ground, landing negtly by Faan’s fedt.

The wildings fluttered back, ther fires tainted with stains of blue and green. Like rooks mobbing an
intruder, they flew at the glow, screeching in their highest, most piercing voices.

Faan clutched at her head. “Don't” she cried. Don't. Please.

Honey Chickee, you need we not he.

| need whatever help | can get. It doesn’t mean | value you less, but | am in deep trouble, little
ones. | don't know how I’m going to get out of this, don’t make things worse for me.

We hear thee, honey chickee, but don’t trust he. Seem to mean then fly the scene. We see we
see.



| hear and understand WE' Il see what happens. Ailiki ismy friend and ... she smiled down at the
mahsar who was ignoring dl this and combing out the fine white ruff that flowed down her chest. And my
family.

Thewildings gathered in their cluster again, then went floating off, looping back over and over to see
if she was fallowing.

Heeyal sniffed sarcagtically, then wrapped his arms about his narrow body and walked dong a tree
limb above her head, fallowing her with an ease that made a mockery a her sumbling, limp-ing progress.
In his peculiar way, he was a hdlp; his attendant glow was stronger than the moon-light and helped her
move with more sureness because she could see where she was going.

She struggled dong for another hour, then heard a loud dull roar, a noise that gradudly swa-lowed
dl others, when she emerged from the shadow into the light of the descending crescent moon, she
understood.

A smdl river dancing with whitewater emerged from a canyon and danced over boulders, racing past
her feet, Soraying her, drowning her in the noise of its progress; a the back of the canyon she could see a
great waterfdl, plunging down a diff that seemed hdf a mile high, though when she thought about it a
moment, she knew it couldn’t be.

Mig began riang from the river. The noise got louder and louder, the gravel under her cold feet
seemed to twist and shimmy—and she was fdl-ing....

Fdling hedls over head through a chill seething mist....

Gripping the gaff so hard her hand hurt, be-cause it was the only solid thing she touched....

Screaming as the cries of the wildings pierced her head like needles....

Alliki bleating and dutching a her legs, claws snegging in her skin....

Heeyal roaring his dismay and reding in a drunken spird around her, skinny arms and legs spread
wide, hisglow amog torn from him....

>><<

They landed in a pool of liquid, warm and thick as blood.

>><<

Buoyant as puffbdls, the three of them who were more or less solid popped to the surface and
floated there while the—wildings surged about in drunken loops until they, too, regained their bal-ance.

The pool wasfarly shdlow; Faan used the g&ff to push hersdf to the edge, then give her purchase as
she gruggled up the bank. As she straightened and tried to look around, she was Sartled by the ease
with which she moved; whatever other vir-tues that pool had, it had certainly heded even her amdlest
aches.

Fog thicker than any she'd seen before swirled round. her. The ground fet spongy under her feet.
Unnaturd.

“Where isthis place? What happened?’

Alliki emerged from the cottony swirls, sat on her haunches pressed up agangt Faan's leg. Hee-yall
followed her and crouched on the unsteedy ground, arms wrapped about his knees.

“What? I'll tdl you what,” he said. “It's Y sga-rod’ s Closet.”

“Who's Ysgarod?' She sniffed. “Or what? A god? | thought Meggzatevoc was the End-dl around
here”

He shivered; he looked like a wet cat, though the pond hadn’t wetted any of them; she was dry as
she'd started out. “Not a god. Worse. A god you can argue with. Sometimes. Ysgarod | don't know
how you'd even tak with it. It's the Divimezh. I'm a piece of Ysgarod. They are” He pointed at the
heavily bobbing wildings then pulled himsdf in, grew weightier as Ailiki began grooming him, her amdl
black fingers working through his shimmering, ghodly fur. “You are, now. As long as you day in the
trees. Y ou were meking problems for it, so it tucked you away till it decides what to do with you. And us
with you.”

Faan lowered hersdf to the ground, sat with legs crossed as she poked at the hdf-immaterid ground



with an exploring finger. “Anybody ever get out of here?’

Heeyall shrugged. “Not that | heard of .”

“How long does that cover?’

“Since before the Vada came”

“Nu, that is not a happy thought.” She scratched a her nose. “Obvioudy you haven't been here
yoursdlf.”

“Obvioudy.”

“Jauk! One jegging god after another pulling my strings.”

“Not agod.”

“Same thing. | refuse to let it happen again.”

“So what do you plan doing about it?’

After aminute she laughed, shook her head. “I haven't a clue, Heeyall.”

>><<

Time passed oddly; she fdt it tripping over her in a series of hiccups as she focused on the
sub-stance on which she sat, usng wha she knew of transformation to try discovering its essence.
There was nothing there to her othersght, though she could fed the spongy, mois resstance againg her
hands. She concentrated hard, sruggling to grasp whet it was that held her up.

After savera more of those jolting hiccups, she began to get a sense of flowing forces.

She couldn’'t manipulate them yet, but she had hopes.

Alliki came and went, exploring in her own way. Heeyail sulked for a while, got bored with that, and
drifted off after the mahsar.

Frightened by their surroundings, the wildings had fled to her; they dung to her, haf buried in her
flesh.

She blinked, suddenly ravenous. Without think—

ing about it, she waded into the pool and crouched there, eyes closed.

When she fdt sated, she went back to her in-vestigations.

>><<

“NU?

Alliki blinked at her, then chattered to Heeyal.

He was denser, hisglow thickened to aydlow soup; his acerbity was blunted and he seemed deepy.
He twisted his rubbery face into a comic grimace, then dropped his hand on Ailiki’s back, fingers moving
oftly dowly in her fur. “She says there are walls dl round, a few hundred yards out, fog everywhere.
What you see iswhat you get.”

Faan rubbed her fingers up and down the sha-dowline between her nose and the corner of her
mouth, stared blankly at the rolling fog.

“Wadls” she sad findly, dragging out the word then Idtting it die; the wildings tirred uneesily, then
sank deeper into her.

“Yggarod's Closet,” he said.

“Tsar She got to her feet, the vigor of the movement a regjection of everything about her. Without
sying anything more, she charged through the mist until her hand dapped againg the wall.

She leaned into it, tagting it as she had the stone she'd transformed. As she'd suspected, though it
seemed s0lid and immovable, it was much like the “ground” here. She looked over her shoulder and
down, her eyes on Ailiki and Heeyall. “Feed me” she said.

Heeyall hung back until Ailiki pinched him and drove him toward Faan.

She crouched, drew her hands down the wal as she lowered hersdf. Ailiki and Heeyall pressed up
agang her, both of them dinging to her, their hands wrapped in her tattered shirt.

She focused on the wdl and began forcing atransform on it.

The “ground” beneath her convulsed wildly, the fog boiled. The wdl throbbed and tried to draw
away from her. She pushed harder, drawing power from the wildings and her two smdl com-panions.



Ysgarod's. Closet everted suddenly, vomited her and the others onto a sandy dant with thornbush
and dumps of dead grass scattered over it, di-rectly in the path of a hundred menriding a the forest.

When Faan hit the sand, her feet shot from un-der her and she was on her back again, diding down
the dope, scratched by the thorns, stung by nettles and other aggressve weeds. The horse rac-ing a her
squeded, did a quick dance with his four feet and dmost missed her completely, one back hoof grazing
her arm, pinching the skin againg the ground.

She staggered to her feet in the middle of the confusion and noise, knocked slly but not redly hurt.

A man with wild eyebrows, a drooping mus-tache, and a purple face was ydling at her.

She ignored him as she rubbed her hands down her sides, then ground the heds into her eyes; the
attack on the Closet wdl had drained her, the abrupt change of place had unsattled her.

There was a sudden weight on her feet.

She dropped her hands, looked down.

Heeyall and Alliki were crouched there, back to back. She amiled. “Nu, that was a....”

A riding crop dashed across her face. Pain. Sudden. Sharp.

Her attendant flandets flared high, started to arc.

Horses squealed in terror, men swore.

“Nayo!” she cried, “I won't have it.” She reached into the fire, closed her hands into fids as if she
could hold them that way.

Oddly enough it seemed to work. The fires sub-sided, only danced excitedly on her shoulders,
whispering pleasin her ears, Let us go, let us have him, O dearling, O honey.

“Nayo,” she said. “Behave yoursdves. Thisisno time or place for killing” She sghed, loosed them,
brushed again at her eyes, then touched gin-gerly at the whip-cut on her cheek.

The riders had their mounts under control again; they were clustered together a short dis-tance off,
two of them holding onto the arms of a third, the man with the purple face who seemed to be in a steady
date of rage.

She brushed at her tattered deeves, then walked dowly toward him, the twin fires like wings on her
shoulders.

They stood their ground, controlled their horses, though there was some eye ralling and hafhearted
bucking.

She stopped a horsdength away from them and frowned at the old man. “Why did you hurt me?’

He spat, the glob of spittle landing near her toes. “Foreign bitch.”

She raised her thin black brows. “Any of the rest of you more sensible than the crazy man there?’

“You try anything, Witch, and you're full of holes” The long, lean type beside the old man made a
quick, diang gesture with his hand.

She looked past him. Severd of the riders had arrows flocked, bows drawn. She snorted. “Hadn't |
hed back, you'd dl be ash. Ligen, if you've got the sense to, | didn’t pop down among you by my own
will, I have no mdice toward you, no intent to harm. At the moment. But don't push me, I’ve had a bad
week and I’'m not in a tolerant mood.”

“Tadn! Get over here” the old man howled.

The man who'd been talking to her edged his horse closer to the old crazy and talked to himin a low
urgent voice.

She couldn’'t make out the words and she didn’'t try. She was 0 tired she could' ve mdted into a
soupy puddle without even naticing the change.

Tasn backed his horse afew steps, then brought him around until he was facing her again. “Forgive
the Lielskadrav’s hasty act, O Witch; heisdriven by fear for his son.”

“\Varmey?

His pae brown brows drew together. “Y ou know him?’

“Tja You don't need to worry about him, he was dive and feding good the lagt time | saw him.”

“You saw him”

“We were taken together.” She pushed wearily at her hair. “Y ou're going after hm?’

“Tia



“Why you bothering about me, then? Go.”

“Whereishe?’

“In the Mezh. Otherwise, | don't know and | don’'t care.” She hesitated, looked dowly from face to
face. Reyna and Ta had raised her with love and taught her with tenderness; every day of her life—at
leadt that she could remember—she d watched them caring for hurts and doing thelr best to make hard
lives a little easer—and they never asked that anyone deserve what they did. It wasn't something you
forgot, even when a god made a destroyer out of you. She was annoyed, she hurt, she didn’'t know these
men, they stank of blood and anger, but in the end she couldn’t let them go unwarned. “Gaing in there,
that's a bad idea. The Mezh is roused. Y ou won't come out again.”

There was a commoation behind Taisn; heig—

nored it. “Show us where Varney is Take us there”

There was an odd chirring sound and she trem-bled as hesat built up around her, a heat the man didn’t
seem to fed. The amdl of magic intengfied until she was panting, the Mezh was there, Srain-ing to get a
her, Meggzatevoc was there some-where, raging, yet curioudy restrained. Heeyall and Ailiki pressed
hard againgt her legs, curling round her, in their own way protecting her.

She heard arudtlein the dead grass behind her.

Shetried to turn.

Something crashed into her head.

She dropped into fire.

Then darkness.

Chapter 13. Ferment

1. Navarre

Navarre stopped whirling and landed feather light on a dusty dim red-brown plain that stretched
endlesdy on every sde mdting into a sky whaose color was nameless but tending toward gray. He stood
flatfooted and empty for atime, drained of everything induding thought.

After awhile he turned, dowly; the only way he knew he was turning was by the scrape of his bare
soles on the ground, whatever it was, one? concrete? It was the same everywhere he looked.

He stopped turning.

He was nather hungry nor thirsty; he couldn’t tdll if he were breathing or not.

His physcd body was there, but it was in a curioudy quiescent dtate, asif his flesh were dreaming
adong with hismind.

He garted waking. He didn’t bother usng his Art to find a direction to wak in. It was the
Wry-gtrike that sent im here, how could he trust any-thing except what came in through his five ordinary
senses? And what did direction, mean here where every place was like every other?

Each step seemed to be miles long. The dull red-brown floor fled beneath him. It made him fed
oddly breethle-ss—though he il didn’t know if he was bregthing.

He walked on and on.

After some indeterminate time, he saw a dark lump rigng, ahead of him. A amdl lump, a person
gtting there.

A few steps and he reached it.

He edged around it, found himsdf dmog to the horizon beyond it. He had to back and fill for a
frudrating time before he was actudly sanding before the slent Stter.

She lifted her head and looked a him, a big woman with an ancient wrinkled face, iron black and
collapsed on the bone; the smdll of age hung about her, mugty and intimidating. She sat there, wrapped in
layers of wool and sk, rlaxed, amused, her oncesbeautiful hands curled over her knees, a jewd on her
thumb shimering blue and green and crimson, a black opa that echoed the bright lightsin her black eyes.

He sad: Wheream 1?

She laughed slently, the wrinkles shifting, her livdy black eyes narrowed to dits.



She said: Oh, vain man, only concerned with yoursdlf. Isthat dl you can think to ask? He said: Who
areyou?

Shesad: | am Shyl.

He said: Faan's teacher?

She said: One aspect was.

Hesad: Wheream 1?

She sad: Otherwhere.

He sad: Why am | here?

She sad: | may not speak on that subject. He said: How may | leave?

She sad: Any time you desire.

He sad: That is not what | asked.

She said: Contemplate the Wrydtrike.

He sad: | have for years contemplated the Wry-strike.

She said: And you have learned nothing. He said: Nothing.

She said: Contemplate the Wrydtrike.

And she vanished.

He sat where she' d been stting and did what she said to do.

All his life learning had meant control and clar-ity. He'd sought that with the Wrystrike, trying to
understand its degrees of deviation; once he knew that, he could adjust and ignore it thereafter. For years
he' d experimented with the Great Art, watched how it went wrong—and learned noth-ing, found no
perceptible pattern. Now and then he was troubled by the harm he caused, yet he never stopped testing
himsdf no matter what it did to the folk around him, pushing away the rub-ble he d made of ther
lives—or running from it as he’ d run from Kitya s people.

Always he sought control.

Sitting in the warmth the Sibyl left behind, he had a new thought. For the firg time he won-dered
what would happen if he let go and amply rode the wave of the Strike.

Rode?

Before this moment and this idea—which had appeared suddenly and without precedent—he’ d seen
the Art as a kind of machine, one incagpable of independent acts, the same pattern producing the same
result dways and inevitably; even the Wrystrike shared this qudity, despite its random-ness; it was the
randomness he couldn’t penetrate, not the curse itsdf.

He'd seen the forces he manipulated as inani-mate and infinitdy malesble. Every teacher he'd
known, every Magus he' d intersected, they thought that way. It was the naturd way for them. And him.
It was the reason their Tdent took them into Magery.

What if he thought of it as a beast to be trained but not broken?

As a amith he/'d had to learn how to handle horses and he'd watched good trainers teeching the
beests, they gentled them, understood their natures. With time and patience, they got what they wanted,
guiding naturd behaviors until they had mounts so responsive that they worked to lit-tle more than the
rider’ s thought.

What if he did that with himsdf?

Could he endure that eternd uncertainty, that posshbility thet like a beast the Power would as-sert
itdf and go astray”?

He contemplated the Wrydtrike and his Art.

“It won't come a once,” he said aoud. “Habits are hard to break. I'll dip into the old way ... and
destroy ... and try again. And run from the souls whose lives I’ ve ruined. And try again....”

Time passed.

He could fed Timelike awind.

It grew duggish and thickened, flowing firs like water, then like grud, then dowing yet further.

And dill he sat, brooding on the Wrystrike and his Art.



2. Pargats Velams

Vdams frowned at the Diviner. “Every one of them?’

She pushed the hair back from her face, long blonde hair, so far it was dmost white. “Yes. Every
one. In one bed or another when Dinots Laro fdl off the roof.”

He took her hand in his, rubbed his thumb across her pam. “Payanin, you're sure of that?’

“They were degping the deep of the unwor-ried, V’la. You know | wouldn't lieto you.”

He leaned across the table, touched her cheek. “I know.”

“I"ve had a thought, though.” She closed her fingers about his hand, kissed it and set on the table, her
own regting lightly on it. “If any of them are involved, they must have met with the other plotters. There
hes to be more than one. You see that, don't you?’

A musde twitched a the corner of his mouth. “They’d have those megtings smoked so thickly
nothing could break through.”

“Thet ign't what | mean.” She leaned forward, her eyes on his “Think about it, V’la Unless the
leader isvery clever indeed, one or more of them will vanish from my vison for an hour or two. It isn't
the medting I’ m &fter, it'sthat absence. Or rather, a pattern of absences.”

“Nu, that isathought.” He pulled his hand free, got to hisfeet and started pacing back forth. Over his
shoulder he said, “How long would that take, Payanin?’ He threw out his arms, groaned as he stretched
his spine. “ Since they’re dead, their in-nocence panfully proved, you can forget Apsis and Laro. And
Varney, of course. | know my brother. With only Druz, Begarz, and Steidz to trace, it shouldn’t be too
difficult.”

“You indude Begarz? Wasn't he attacked as0?’

“He sdive” He sniffed. “One asks onesdf why.”

“How long? Three days, perhaps. Perhaps lon-ger.” She heditated, dragged the corner of her mouth
down. “You'll haveto pay for my time, V'la I'd giveit fredy, but I'm not free”

“I know. I'll send the coin tomorrow.” He stopped a the window, stood looking out at the flickering
dark. Thee was another name he could give her. Leduzma Chusker with his Devil mother. Forest Devils
hed taken his brother. Who ese would they ligen to? But he respected that man’s brain too much to go
near im yet, even by proxy. A step at atime. He couldn’t help his father and his brother if he were dead
or tangled in a blood feud with Family Ledus. He sghed. Vicand had probably killed Varney's best hope
with his obsti-nacy and twisted hates, but he couldn’t abandon his father to his supidities. He couldn’t
abandon his brother.

>><<

On hisway out of the Temple he stopped to light a candle to Jah'takash to ward off ugly sur-prises
for hisfamily and himsdlf.

3. Pargats Varney

Waving the torch in awide arc, Varney charged at the darkness where yelow eyes glimmered a him
and seemed to be getting bolder; he heard snarls and grumbling threets as the unseen beasts backed off.

He added more wood to the fire, bresking it into easy bits with the axe he'd solen from a For-est
Devil village, dropped to a squat, and waited as the night hours crawled past. « Severd times more he
charged at the darkness as the beasts grew bolder. They wouldn't let im deep. They wouldn't come
into the firdight so he could see them, but they made noises out in the dark that told him they were there
and he could see thair eyes gleaming, ydlow eyes, green eyes, eyes as red with hate as his were from
lack of deep.

The light gradudly grayed, then brightened to true morning. He put out the fire, gathered the wood
that was left and bound it on a bundle he could carry on his shoulders. There was a binding on him too,
as the old Devil had said that firg day. He wouldn't leave the trees. He hadn’t be—

lieved it then, but he did now. Whatever direction he took, he ended up deeper in the Mezh. They
gole Faan from him to make sure of that, stole his chance away from him. Nu, they were going to pay,



for that as wdl as the rest. The firgt village he’ d found, he' d only taken the axe and some food. That was
supid, he should have hdd the Devils hostage till they let him out of here. The next village, it would be
different. Sooner or later, he'd find another one, and then they’d see.

4. Kitya of the Moug'’ aikkin

Torn from Navarre and flung into a red no-where, taut with rage but with nothing to fight, Kitya
whirled away and dammed down into the kitchen at the amithy.

“Koo'mak!” She dammed her fig into the wdl. “Circled It's dl to do agan.” She looked down at
hersdf. She was stripped naked, scratched, bruised, filthy from that ooze they’d walowed in—and in
spite of everything, ill dinging to the leather pouch; somehow she'd hdd onto it through dl that mess,
maybe because it had init just about everything that remained of her—ties to her mother.

Thinking about her mother made Kitya laugh. Burning your fat for a nonsense, she'd say. What did ‘I
tdl you, ligik, hai-yah? When you fed good, your head’s good. Make a mess of yoursdf, make a mess
of aught else. Kitya scrubbed her hand across her face, sghed, and began pulling the pins from her
filth-encrusted hair.

>><<

After abath and ahot med, she settled hersdf in front of the fire in Navarre's parlor, rubbed ail on
her hands and arms, then her legs, then buffed her nails, pampering hersdf until she fdt relaxed and at
ease once more within her skin. She lifted her feet onto a hassock and lay back in the chair, watching the
dance of the flames, Spping at the ruby wine she' d brought up from the cdllar.

“Wrydtrike,” she murmured. “ Took him who knows where. It's Varney’ s doing, getting him mixed up
inthis ooyik, poor old Magus, he can't say no. Ts. Nu,” she took asp of the wine, let it trickle down her
throat, a warmth burning down her middle, “I have to find that girl. I'm not strong enough by mysdf.” She
wrinkled her nose, dragged down the corners of her mouth. “Much as | loathe the thought. Hai-yah, |
hope Tiggley’s dl right. The Kyattys must have found him by now. Do | ride tomorrow or do | wak?
The mezhrmerral eat horses. But if | walk, it could take for-ever. | suppose | should cast another a'to’a.
And spin a kechkech to point the girl, Snce there's no way | can make a karetka for her. Faan. Tja,
that’s her name. Slly name” She yawned, emptied the glass. “I'll need fresh mazhru and ashera for the
kechkech. And fishbone.” She ran her tongue across her lower lip. “None of it here, that means Savvdis.
| am forsworn for sure, hai-yah.” She yawned again. “Seep now, let the hard things wait.”

>><<

Kityadmog forgot her votg; she had to dig into her trash drawer where she'd thrown it the lagt time
ghe returned from Savvdis, s0 incensed she swore she'd never go back. Navarre had laughed at her and
gone off to the amithy, leaving her to put away the dop she’'d been forced to buy to keep peace and get
away from the market with awhole skin.

She wrinkled her nose, dipped the thong over her head, counted on her fingers the things she needed
and didn’'t have so she could convince her-sdf once more that this trip was necessary. Her mother said,
better be ready than sorry. It wasn't one of her more trenchant pronouncements, but no one could be a
the top dl thetime.

>><<

Morning dawned gray with a thick blanket of clouds obscuring the sun; when she Ieft the house it
waan't raining yet, but it would be soon. She swung into the saddle, dapped the reins againg the black’s
shoulders and laughed as he surged into a gdlop and clattered hdf-wild from the smithy court. She let
him run down the long hill, but when they reached the flat she brought him to an easy canter and they
rocked dong while she looked about her, astonished to find the land as it dways had been. So much had
happened to her, it seemed to her that everything should reflect that upheava, but it wasn't so.

>><<



Thecavid looked a the votgj, looked up at her, eyes squinted, rain dripping from his nose and chin.
“It' s near expired,” he sad.

Kitya s eyes narrowed to crimson dits. “But it's dill good.”

“Tja...” He drew the word out until it was an inault, then he tossed her the bronze square. “Get it
replaced before you leave” He stepped away from her, thumped the weight so the bar svung up. Once
she was through, he went trudging back to the shelter, muitering loud enough for her to hear the sound if
not the words.

No doubt curgng foreigners who brought him out on a day like this, she told hersdlf.

Despite his earlier run, the black was restless and ready to play theidiot at the firg excuse. She used
body and voice to keep himin hand and had little attention Ieft for what was hgppening around her.

She did note a few children playing in front gardens, splashing happily in puddles and chasing each
other across swatches of grass, and she passed a woman or two trudging aong with mar-ket baskets
draped in aildoth. Otherwise the street was empty, the houses slent behind half-open shutters.

She frowned. There was something wrong in Ash Pargat; more than the rain was kesping peo-ple
indde. She could smdl fear, fed eyes fallow-ing her. Ooyik tripled! Varney in the middle of it, she was
aure of that. She'd never liked him, didn't like the way he looked at her, didn't like that ar-rogance that
assumed every woman was avalable to hmif he decided he wanted her. Kowt.

She glanced toward Pargats House, ducked to the black. The sooner she Ieft this Ash, the better
she'd likeit.

A group of menin blue tabards trotted into the street ahead of her, spreading in an arc that blocked
her. A glance over her shoulder showed her another line behind her.

A burly old men stepped in front of her. “Y ou will come with me.”

“Why should I? Who are you?’

“Pargamaz Teiklids, woman. Pargats Velams wants to see you.”

She crossed her hands on the horn, scowled down a him, conddering this turn in her lifeway.
“Why?

“That’s the Heir’ s business, not mine. Y ou can go on your feet or on your back, up to you.”

“And do | come out agan?’

He shrugged. “That’ s the Heir' s business, not mine” he repeated and stepped back.

Swearing under her breath, she swung down. “The horse belongs to Magus Navarre. On pain of his
displeasure take good care of it.” She dropped the reins and stalked toward the street that led to the
entrance arch of Pargats House.

>><<

When Kitya walked into Pargats Veams study, he stood a a window, looking into the garden
beyond. He turned, nodded a Teklids, and stood without spesking until the head guard withdrew.
“Your nameis Kitya, | believe”

Nodtrils flaring, mouth compressed, she nod-ded.

“St down, Kitya You needn’t worry about this, | merdy wish to talk to you.”

She ran her eyes over him, dowly, insolently, getting some of her anger out—suddenly dis-armed
when he grinned a her, eyes crinkling, a dightly discolored tooth and a hook at the right end of the grin
gving him a skewed charm that was far more effective than his brother’s flavless beauty. She came
forward and lowered hersdf into the chair by the amdl round table. “Nu, what isit?’

He smiled more sedately, settled across the ta-ble from her, rang asmdl siver bell. A moment later a
g came in carrying a tray heaped with cakes and delicate sandwiches. A second brought in a smdler
tray with cups and a Seaming pot.

“My father....” Hefilled a cup, pushed it across to her. “You have to understand, he's a man of great
heart and ... Hisamile turned wry. “Though he loves dl his sons, Varney is espe-cidly dear to him.” He
paused, gazed at her asif he expected some kind of comment.

She sipped a the tea and waited for the Heir to go on. What she knew or didn't know was her
busness and she wasn't gifting it to anyone, d-though ... his eyes were green, not blue like his brother’s



... and shrewd ... she had afeding that her pose wasn't fooling him much. She set the cup down, folded
her hands. Her mother said, what doesn’t come out your mouth won't get you in trouble.

Vdams sghed. “Why are you here?’ he said, bresking a panful slence.

“I'm housekeeper and cook; there are herbs | need.”

“Then Navarre has returned.”

“Neka.”

“Do you know where heis?’

She pressed her lips together and stared past him at the rain coiling down the window. “Neka,” she
sad findly.

He was annoyed but controlled it. What he wanted from her, she didn't know, but he was certainly
wiser than Varney. “More tea?” he said.

“Tja, patcha.”

He filled her cup and pushed it across to her, sat back in the chair and laced his hands over his
somach. “Do you know where he was?’

She hesitated, then she nodded. “Tja” She couldn’t think of any reason not to answer, other than her
own reluctance to tdl him anything. He seemed a sensible man—of course, that could change in the blink
of an eye and she could dis-appear with no one to wonder about her. One of the quiet ones, but a man
accustomed to getting what he wanted, that was what Varney said. You don’t want to cross him, Varney
sad. | don't know what he'd do, Vaney said, but | guarantee it would be suffident and effective. She
st hersdf to give him the least possible response, watching to see how he took her answers.

“And that was?’

“Kyatawat.”

“But he's no longer there?’

“Neka.”

“He escaped?’

“Tia”

“How do you know?’

“l went there.”

“You say you don't know where heis now.”

“Tja” She chewed her lip, spoke again after a moment. “Do you know his curse?’

“The Wrystrike?’

“Tja It took him, shed me. | don’t know where he landed.”

“But you' re working to find him.”

“Tia"

“How?"

“l am of the Moug’ aikkin. We have our ways.”

“When you find him, say to him this Y ou have reason for anger, Magus, but not a my brother. Or
me. | ask you to forgive an old man hisfally. It would be benegth you to vent your fury on him and unjust
to harm my brother and me for what we could not help. 1 know you understand this. | count on your
good heart.” He stood. “Will you do this?’

“Tja” She stood aso. “Not for you or your brother. For him.”

“That is enough.” He rang the bdl again. “Is there anything | can do to further your search?’

“Thedvid ordered meto replace my votg. Will you take care of that for me?’

He looked dtartled, then amiled. “With plea—

aure. You' d best wait here, Kitya of the Moug-*aikkin.”

>><<

Despite the ran Tirdza Street was swvarming with people; there were hdf a dozen new ships
offloading aong the wharfs, hundreds of shoppers had come from the other Ashes, cart trains cresked
aong, heading for the market area near the North end of the street, cadets in varioudy colored tabards
jostled each other, ydling insults, a few fights broke out, black-tabarded dvids shoving between the



youths, sending off one group, then the other, only to have them trickle back once the cvids had moved
on to dedl with another lot.

The noise was desfening, the crowd thicker than she'd expected after the emptiness and S-lence of
Adh Pargat. She did down from the sad-dle and led the black into one of the Sde streets until she came
to an inn where she negotiated the use of a g4l for afew hours.

>><<

The herbaigt was a dark little man as wrinkled and shaggy as the roots in his bins, he'd drifted. here
from some land so far to the east that Kitya hadn't even heard of it. She'd dedlt with him a few times the
fird years she'd lived in this place, found him irritatingly vague but skilled a squeez-ing coin from his
customers—and gossip, Shelo—

cated a crock of ashera, crushed alesf, sniffed at it, wrinkled her nose. “Picked the wrong time, I'm
aure of it, nearly spoiled. Hunh. Nu, | won't be needing much so | suppose | can use it. Four nidjes for a
quarter spoon, and I'm being generous &t that.”

“Two chelk. Word' s around Vicand took agin Magus, had him shipped out.”

“Ts Dream on. One chelk. Word ... you know what word's worth. Magus doesn’t get shipped out.
Magus goes where he feds like”

“One chelk seven. Word can be right, can be wrong. Don't matter, trouble's there. A person might
be wise to stay short and keep low.”

“One chelk five. A person might give blessngs for atimdy aert. A wise person will follow a pointed
tral.”

“One chelk sx. Word is too that Magus is caught in a godweb, that who strikes at him will miss, the
grike coming home on him who made it. There is a postern door here. A person could leave by tha
door and avoid wetching eyes.”

“Done. A person could do that, when a person’s business is completed.” She watched him wrap the
gmdl hegp of ashera leaves, said, “I'd like a quarterspoon of grated mazhru and some fresh fishbone.
Headsif you have them.”

>><<

When Kitya had the herbs and bone tucked into into her pouch, she followed the slent shadowy little
men through the odorous storerooms at the back of his shop and stepped into the dley that ran behind
the row of houses. It was empty of dl movement and sound except for the gentle patter of the rain. She
nodded to the herbaist and hur-ried away.

>><<

As she turned into the Sideway that led to the stable where the black waited, a hand dropped on her
am.

She swung around, eye narrowed, hand on her knife, saw a stocky, far woman with fine brown har
and sunspots sprayed across square cheek-bones and hooked nose.

The woman dropped her hand. “No need for that,” she said. “My name is Desantro. I'm a friend of
Faan's”

“Nu?’ Kitya sraightened; she recognized the name from what she'd heard of Faan’'s story. These
two were bound in a bloodsearch; she might be ahdpinlocating....

Desantro pointed with her chin to a man a few steps back. “Dreits says you're Navarre's woman.
She went to see him, didn't she? At the Gui Bazdt the innkeeper says she hired a mule and rode ouit.
Where is she? What happened to her?’

Kitya looked quickly around. No one seemed to be interested in them, but one could never tdl who
might be watching with dl these houses hemming one in. “We can't talk here”

“Tiesh tas, that's true. The Gul Bazdt has adin—

ing room, we could st over a cup of tea and seem no different than hdf the others there.”

Kityasmiled. “You fdl very naurdly into ca-ba.”



Desantro shrugged. “1 was adave”

“Nu, | see” Kitya glanced a the servant. He was ganding relaxed, with a sureness in his cen-ter
ghe' d seen in no one, not even Navarre. “What about him?’

“Dretsis Faan's friend and will hdp if he can.”

“She seems to have a horde of friends.” Desantro shrugged. “Are you coming?’

“Nu, | am.”

>><<

Kitya stirred a drop of honey into her tea, watched it dissolve. “Navarre is ... | don't know ... in
difficulties ... lost, one might say. From what he said to me, he and your friend are bound in a....” She
couldn’t find the word, set the spoon down, and spread her hands.

Dreits nodded. “She has, said it also. She read it in Qelgdldit’s Pool.”

Desantro wrinkled her nose. “And in the Divi-ner’s dish. Thelagt time | saw her, she said she'd seen
something; she wouldn't say what it was, but as soon as Dreits told me about the Poal, | was sure she
saw the same thing in the dish and it had something to do with Navarre.”

Drets nodded. “And I. She wanted dl | could tel her about the Magus. As we discovered, she rode
out the same afternoon on a mule she hired from the stable here. Navarre brought it back the next day
and paid the fee. There's more that hap-pened thet day, I’'m sure of it, but the hogtler won't

Kitya sipped at the tea; the honey made it taste revolting,, but gave her a tiny boost of energy. “Fird,
you'd better know this. Varney clamed the right to escort your Faan back to the city; he was taken with
her and she with him.” Her mouth twitched. “Taken istheright word. Before they reached the Highroad,
aband of mezhmerral cap-tured them and carried them off.” She went on to tell them the rest of it.

>><<

Dreits 9ghed. “And Vicand didn’'t believe him. Of course he wouldn't, he hates Navarre. Every-one
knows that.”

Kitya spread her hands again. “Whatever. When | came up with him, he was a dave to a Kyatty
wizard.” She grimaced. “I killed the wizard and things happened, ts He's trapped somewhere and |
can't find him. So | need that girl. Faan.” She draightened, fixed her crimson eyes on Desantro. “You
know her wdl?’

“Wel enough. Why?’

“Among the Moug'aikkin, there are ways of pointing. They work best when one knows wel the
person one searches for. | know Faan dmogt not a dl. Come with me. Hep mefind her.”

Desantro’ s fingers tapped erdicdly at the ta—

bletop while she stared past Kitya's shoulder at something only she could see. “Faan is more than
able to take care of hersdf,” she murmured. “Sooner or later shéll come out on her own.” She blinked,
sghed. “I'll do you a ded, Kitya I'll help you anyway | can to find Faan and pry your Ma-gus loose
from wherever heis; in return, you seeif you can point my brother for me. And you do that firdt, before
anything else”

Drets coughed. “May | add, what binds Na-varre to the girl isthis quest for Desantro’s kin, so if you
hep Desantro, you'll be heping your-sdf.”

“Nu, let it be so. | will do thething, | swear it, if you come now, without wait or hindrance.”

“Agreed. Dreits, tdl Tariko I’ ve found another route to our brother and have gone off to try it. Tdl
her to take care of my things ... and Faan's ... no, you hold those, that's better ... in case I'm gone a
while.... um ... but not to worry, I'll be back when I've finished this”

He got to hisfeet. “Tungjii’s blessing on the pair of you,” he said and limped out.

5. Honeychild burns

Faan sumbled dong in hissing hogtile shad-ows, bumped by the shoulder of Tasn's horse. Her
hands were tied behind her, there was a plug in her mouth, held there by legther straps, and there was a
choke chain about her neck. Taisn held the loop of the leash, drove her dong the trail. He didn't jerk her



about unnecessarily, but he gave her no dack at dl.

Hissing hostile shadow and trees that moved though there was no wind.

The horses were nervous, snorting, shying at shadows and dead leaves that blew suddenly be-fore
them.

Thear stank, a miasma that moved with them despite the lack of wind.

Small black biters swarming thicker and thicker until it was impossible to breathe without
snorting them in.

Birds flew overhead and splattered them.

With the stench, the pain, the congtant jerking of the choke chain, cutting off her breath until Taisn
shook it loose, Faan was very near the limvits of her srength.

Thorn canes snaking around tree trunks, dashing at her legs, wrapping like barbed wire about
the horses’ legs.

Shefdl.

Taign jerked the chain, dragged her up, chok-ing her painfully.

Shefdl again. Thistime she was out cold.

Sometime later she woke, baly down across his legs, jerking and twitching to the rall of his mount. A
lasstude heavy as a leaden cloak weighed her down, her mind seemed frozen. She closed her eyes and
let go.

>><<

“Strip the bitch.”

The words penetrated the haze in her brain and she tried to protest, but the gag held her tongue
down and the poison from the thorns that had torn her legs had spread through her, leaving her weak and
feverish. She way stretched flat on the ground in a amdl dearing; the sky was dark with a gibbous moon
gowing through a haze of cloud.

She whimpered as knives cut through her rags and hands wrenched them off her; the faces of the
men bent over her were intent, curioudy imper-sond. Thet frightened her more than al the rest.

When they were finished, ropes were tied to her ankles and wrists and jerked tight, spreading her
legs wide, nearly pulling her arms from her shoulders. The gag was cut from her mouth and tossed aside.

Vicand stepped over her left knee and stood between her legs, glaing down & her. “Whereis he?’

She stared up at him, licked her lips. When she tried to speak, her throat closed and the only sound
that came out was a harsh rattle, then she screamed as he brought the short whip down across her
somach.

“Whereishe?’

She tried again. “Don’ kno',” she managed to groan.

The whip came down again, thistime across her breasts.

“Whereishe?’

“Don’ kno', don'.. ..” She screamed agan as the whip cut down, crossing one of the firg splits.
“Whereishe?’

She writhed within the, limits alowed by the tether ropes, fought to find words to persuade him to
ligen to her; at the same time she knew that no words would convince him, that he didn’t want to believe
her.

Agan the whip whistled down.

“Whereishe?’

Shouting the question a her over and over, not even waiting for an answer, he whipped her bloody.

With one long endless scream, she loosed the fires and did into blackness.

>><<

When she surfaced, the earth around her was blackened; even the dirt had burned. The trees at the
edge of the clearing were charred skeletons.
She druggled up, pressed her hand againgt her mouth, the end of the tether rope fluttering from her



wrig, as she saw the contorted humps that had been men and horses, the white plotches where the bone
hed been burned clean.

“Shouldda let ‘em burn the firg time, saved yoursdlf this trouble.” Heeyail sat done on the limb on a
dead tree, hisglow gray as ash.

She gazed a him, blinking dowly, opened her mouth to say something—and found she couldn’t
speak. Her tongue was locked, her throat wouldn’'t move. She got dumsly to her feet and began picking
through the dead, going she didn’'t know where, going away from here.

CABAL

Vocats Oirs fidgeted restlesdy about the dusty tomb, his feet cracking the grit until Kreisitssev
Kreisits Nenova gave a small scream, closed her hand about his arm.

“ 9t down before you drive me crazy,” she whis-pered at him.

He let her lead him to one of the unsteady chairs, cleared his throat, whispered back, “Why
aren't they here?”

She shrugged, settled across the table from him. “Laz is getting above himsdf,” she
murmured, more to herself than to him. * | think he's close to pulling out on us.”

“Fool!”

“Maybe. If he thinks he can sdl Chusker. .. ."

Qirs snorted. He looked round, his pale eyes mov-ing restlessy over the dusty niches with their
rotting coffins. “ You bring some wine?”

“For later.” She lifted her head. “ Someone’s coming.”

QOirs paled, got hastily to his feet, knocking over his chair.

Leduzma Chusker came In, Kreisits Lazdey fol-lowing behind, his coml up, his hands tucked in
his sleeves.

Qirs picked up his chair, pulled his com forward and sat leaning heavily on the table, his
shoulders rounded, his hands clasped, the strain in them visi-ble even through the heavy gloves.

When Chusker spoke, his voice was cool and easy, ignoring the stolid resistance of Lazdey, the
skittishness of Qirs. “ It's going very well. Druz has put his foot in his mouth enough times to make
his supporters start thinking twice about what he'd do as Augstadievon. Laro’'s cousin istoo weak
and dithery to cause trouble. In addition, with Vicanal and Varney both out of reach, Varney's
support has plateaued—we’ ve got Velams to thank for holding it as high as It Is. Tsai that man’s
clever. By the way, word has come to me that Vicanal has gotten himself killed along with all his
men. A stu-pid man who died in a stupid way taking a hundred idiots with him. Where was |? Tja.
Begarz is pulling ahead farther every day.” He turned his cowl to-ward Lazdey, who nodded,
started tapping a gloved finger on the worn gray table. “ Nu, if the election were to be held
tomorrow, he'd have a convincing win. Tja, tja, Oirs. The attack on you is set and I’ ve arranged a
convincing save. I'm not going to tell you when or how it'll happen, it'll be more natural if you're
surprised and upset. Much more persuasive. Questions?”

Oirs grunted, pulled his hands off the table. Nenova rubbed her thumbs together, turned her
head to look from one to another. “ Velams,” she murmured.

“Leave Velams to me, in a few days he will cease to be a problem. With Vicanal and Velams
dead and Varney gone, Valdosh will hold the seat. Any of you know him?”

Lazdey nodded. “ When | was brought in to teach the cadets some strategy, he was in one of
my cad-res. Hothead and not very bright.”

Oirs snickered. “ A replica of his father, one would say.”

“Exactly.” Chusker leaned back. “Now, Oirs, this is important, | want you to stir up your
coterie and assemble them all at the next council meeting and | want you and them to agitate for
a commis-sion of investigation into these deaths. Mostly you. For one thing, that'll be a most
persuasive reason for the attack, for another, it'll bring you to peo-ple’'s attention in a most
positive way. I'll meet with you later, go over your speech so we can get It right. Nu?’

“Tiesh tas. It sounds good.” Qirs sighed and re-laxed.



“Nenova, can you get Turet there?”

“No problem.”

“Laz, about Begarz. | want him on his feet, sec-onding, the call loud as he can manage. You'll
have to prepare him, but do it as obliquely as you can, hmm?”

“No problem.” Lazdey's voice was dry, distant. “ Then let's have a drink and celebrate our
suc-cesses. Nena?”

She brought out the wine and the glasses, moved about the table filling their glasses.

“To the Seat,” Chusker said.

“To the Seat.”

Chapter 14. Search and Run

1. Kitya of the Moug' aikkin

Kitya dropped a pinch of ashera on the coals, passed the headbone of the fish through the thick
aromdtic smoke. She chanted:

[lleeyuga nah’ meh nam’ meh Rakil Rakil inalayyah Owha okanoah ana okah Desantroah

Keecha koh kai kanayeh

She threw a pinch of mazhru onto the dill bub-bling ashera, adding amugty acrid bite to the swestish
odor of the leaves. She chanted:

Naga ney a wham hey Ahey kuna Desantroa

Keech kaneeyeh owha koa Illeeyuga Rakilloa

Desantro held out her hand; Kitya used a sharp-ened edge of the headbone to cut a forefinger, then
rubbed the woman's blood over the bone. She chanted:

Owka owka otouka owka neeya illeeya kechkech kaneh eeya eeya

Asalas step in making the kech, she took the fine cord she'd braided from Desantro’s hair and tied
it through the eyehole of the headbone, passed the whole severa more times through the diminishing tralls
of smoke. She set the bone carefully on a bit of stone, took the amdl brazier to the door of the kitchen,
dumped the cods and the ash onto the flagging outside. She left the bra-zier by the door—it'd have to be
cleaned later, before she built the second kech, but she wasn't ready to work the purification right now.
She was tired, her throat was sore from the srain of shap-ing the words into the proper rhythms and
there was gill more to do before this tukkrum was wound up.

Desantro kndt on the tiles, sweat beading a pde face. Kitya had warned her not to speak before the
proper time, but her anxiety was apparent without need for speech.

Kitya lifted the kech with the tips of her two forefingers, let it drop lightly into Desantro’s cupped
pam. She chanted:

Ohla esshon a-oka

Neeya anna a-noka

She cracked her hands together as loudly as she could.

Desantro started, then she took the hair cord between thumb and forefinger, lifted the kech until it
hung free. “Pa-Rakil,” she said.

For a moment the kech swayed amlesdy with sheking of her hand, then it plunged about like a fish
on the hook, findly whipped around and froze, pointing west and allittle north.

Swesat beads popped out on Desantro’s face. “Tuzra” she said.

The gtrain went off the cord, the kech went dead.

“Pa-Rakil,” she sad.

Once again the fishhead pointed west. “Tuzra”

She took the clean linen square from Kitya, wrapped the kech in it. “Peatcha” she whispered.
“Evaythingwetried ... I'd dmogt given up....” She coughed. “What now? Anything you want, I'll do my

Kitya yawned, stretched. “Bath. A nap. Food. Then we talk. Y ou tdl me everything you know about



Faen.”

>><<

Three days later, Kitya stood beside the black with her hand on the saddle looking up at a tat-tered
green flag dill flapping againgt the pole. “You see that? She pointed.

Desantro twisted her head around and up. “Nu?’ She brought her atention quickly back to the beast
under her as the mare Sdled nervoudy, her hooves ringing on the flags

“That's awarning, Desa. Take it to heart. Who gave ustha was once a friend. Not now. The Mezh
ishogtile. We won't be welcome.”

Desantro leaned forward cautioudy, patted the chestnut mare on her shoulder. “What's new in that?’
She laughed suddenly, recklesdy. “Trees” she sad. “Mountains. Geddrin be blessed, how long's it
been?

Kitya frowned. “You do understand?’

“Oh, tja. Don't worry, I’ ve seen aforest angry. When the Hennermen burned us out and carried off
m kin.”

“The Divimezh ian't like other forests.”

“How many have you seen, Kat my friend? | thought not. All forests have have dangerous hearts.
Nu, if Geddrin will ligen to me and my memory holds, | can do athing on my side to smooth our passng.
Spedj-ne spedj-ja. Let'sgo.” She glanced a the lowering sky. “That's a mean sorm coming.”

>><<

Desantro drew in her breath as she saw the dark, forbidding line of trees bresking suddenly from the
sandy heath; it was more ominous than she'd expected. Wind whipping her har about her face, she
whidled to warn Kitya, pulled the mare to a nervous stop.

Kitya rode back to her. “What?’ she shouted, rasing her voice to break through the howl of the
wind.

“Give usaminute” Desantro did from the sad-dle, grunting loud enough when she hit the ground to
make Kityasmile

“Need me?’

“Neka. Jugt wait.” Desantro pulled off her boots, rolled up her trousers, kicked a clear spot in the
sand and dropped to St cross-legged, hands rest-ing lightly on her knees. She closed her eyes, her
childhood was very clear to her these days, Zens and Parraye were fascinated by it, pestered her
whenever they got a chance to tdl them more sto-ries. The old protect-rhyme was etched in her mind,
though she hadn't thought of it in decades.

She closed her eyes, cleared her throat, began snapping her thumbs againg her midfingers. “Go-hair
wa Pamu,” she sang, her voice cutting srongly through the wind. She let the sound fade, then added a
trandation into Vada speech.

Gohair wa Pamu, O Forest Groomer Auchair ki Mamu, | enter your heart Au Hem to Pina, |
honor your truth Au Mern ka Kina, | intend no harm Gomaung wa Pamu, O Mountain Comber,
Hakair awwama, hear me,

Matahai eMamu, Father of my heart.

She kept the dicking of her thumbs and fingers going as she fdt the wind like queding fingers
brushing over her. There was no acceptance in it, not yet. She started snging again, no rhyme this time,
nathing from memory, only a plea to be reemembered and restored to the family of the for-est. “ Geddrin
Groomer of Trees, | am your daughter. Hear me, Gentle Giant, take me to your bosom, a stranger
coming home. | and She who rides with me, we will take a festering thorn from the heart of the Mezh, do
not shut out us out, do not attack us. We mean no harm, only good. Give us passage, let usin and let us
leave”

She let her handsfdl, her head droop and dl the while she held in her mind's eye the image of Faan,
her intent to bring the girl out of the Mezh, her buried memories of the Whauraka and the trees of her
ancient homeplace, her deep joy a the times she' d seen the Mountain Groomer walk-ing his watch.



Immeterid fingers brushed through her once, then again, then they were gone.

Thewind dropped, the pressure on her soft-ened. It wasn't exactly a sanctioning of her intent, but a
wrathful semineutrdity that surrounded her and seemed to say: Very wel, come in, but stay drictly to
what you daim is your purpose; if you stray, except that we will crush you.

A raindrop splattered on her nose, gartling her into opening her eyes. With a groan of effort, she
caught hold of a gtirrup and pulled hersdf to her feet. More rain was garting to fal. She wiped her hand
across her face, bent to pick up her boots. Without waiting to pull them on, she sivung into the saddle.
“Let’'s get under the trees” she said. “It'll be dl right now, | think.”

>><<

They rode a a dow wak in the shadows, the ran dripping around them; the ar was heavy,
mo-tionless, a remnant of a stench hanging about. Now and then Kitya took out Faan's kech and set it
on the girl. By late afternoon the dight but con-stant shifting of the point told them that Faan was traveing
Seadily south, asif she meant to walk the length of the Divimezh.

Desantro glanced around at the thickening shadow, the growing chill. “It' s time we looked for a place
to camp,” she said. “Is there any way you can tdl from that thing how far off sheis?’

“Neka” Kitya scraped water from her face. “What about a fire? Will it mess things up if we build
one? It's going to be a cold, wet night and | don’t want to fool with pleurisy.”

A wind began to blow, suddenly, without warn-ing, coming at them from behind, pushing a them; the
trees on both sdes of them shuddered and shifted their branches, opening up one path, weaving together
to block dl the others.

The two women looked at each other, then Ki-tya kneed the black into a canter dong the open way.
Desantro followed; she wasn't that accus-tomed to riding and anything above a wak made her uneasy,
but she was even more uneasy about being left behind.

A few moments later, they rode into a charred clearing and stopped, sick, as they saw the lumps of
incinerated flesh, the fragile bones like lace wo-ven through and around the blackness, washed white by
the steady rain.

Desantro swallowed. “Faan,” she said.

Kitya s head whipped round. “What do you mean? What's the girl got to do with....”

“| told you. She dances with fire”

Hand pressed across her mouth, once more Kit-ya ingpected the clearing. Some of the lumps were
too big for men. Horses. Horses were terrified by fire. She fdt a surge of anger againg the girl, dropped
her hand. “Why did she have to burn the horses?’

“l don’t know. | doubt if she meant to, it'sjust she can't handle it, not redly. You think thisis Vicand
and hislot?

“It'd take a Diviner to tdl for sure. But tja, | think it's them. Let’s go, Desa, | stay here any longer,
I'm going to erp up every med I’'ve had the past ten years.” She clucked to the black, be-gan backing
him so she could ride round this place of horror.

Desantro hadn’t the kill to back her mare, but she brought the chestnut dowly around, the beast
sepping ddicady through the ugly debris asif she knew what it was.

She followed Kitya around the edge of the burn, shivered as the wind picked up again and began
pushing them away from the direct line to Faan. For a brief time, Kitya fought againg the push, but when
Desantro was about to protest, the younger woman muttered under her breath and let the wind guide her.

>><<

By the time the rain had diminished to a chill mig, they came to a stream that cut across a stretch of
black rock. Ther camp had been made ready for them there; they saw on a fla section of rock beside
the stream, a pile of wood under a hat of plaited straw, a dring of fish, a hegp of tubers on a wooden
platter, two loaves of bread.

Kitya laughed, a short sharp bark that had little humor in it. She eased hersdlf in the saddle, “ ked
over her shoulder at Desantro. “Petcha , eh, Desa. Nu, let’s not waste the light” She down, began



gripping the gear from the ck.

Desantro started to answer, then her mouth dropped open and she stared a the clouds that piled up
inthe west, sdlmon pink and liquid gold. “Geddrin,” she gulped.

An immense form filled with light—meade from light—came driding across the mountains. Curi-oudy
distorted, his bright shadow like rays of sun-light through a break in the clouds, Geidranay Groomer of
Mountains bent over, reached toward them; immense glowing fingers brushed through them, leaving a
warm tingle behind, an efferves-cent fountain of joy—that vanished as soon as the Great God passed
from Sght.

Desantro shivered, rubbed a her eyes. “I ...” She coughed, cleared her throat. “I've just come
home” she said. “1 ...” She shook hersdlf, did from the saddle; her knees threatened to give way, o0 she
dung to the skirt until she fdt strong enough to stand. She let go of the leather and leaned her face againgt
the deek chestnut hair a the mare' s withers, the movement of the large muscles and the strong horsey
andl comfortingly red as she watched Kitya fitting hobbles on the black. She closed her eyes and let the
warmth of the horse soothe her for a moment, then she stepped away, crossed her arms. “Nu,” she said,
her voice gone dry. “It's not me, it'swhat Faan did, wha she is. I've a strong feding the Mezh is itching
to rid itsdf of her. You ever come across boring ticks?’

Kitya draightened. “Tsal that | have. And cut them out of me” She tapped the black on his
hindquarters, watched him three-leg-it to the stream, then she turned. “Tdl you what, get the fire started
and I'll grip the mare.”

>><<

Theran stopped completely the moment De-santro took the cover off the wood.

>><<

Kitya came back from the stream, wiping her hands on atwigt of dry grass. She hdted at the edge of
the firdignt and stood watching the older woman a moment. Desantro was gazing into the fire with
something like the same look she' d had when Geidranay passed. She was nothing like Kit-ya s mother,
her face was too broad and bony, her body too square, but she had the same aura of strength and
senaudity and Kitya fdt a surge of affection for this stranger that surprised her with its strength. But after
al, why should it? They were two women aone, both along way from home in time and distance.

Kitya pulled a blanket around her shoulders and sat across the fire from Desantro. She took a
skinny, crooked branch from the woodpile, began poking gently at the fire, pushing the unburnt por-tions
of the gticks toward the center. The heset fdt good, moving from her face and hands into the rest of her.

After awhile she said, “What are you going to do after thisis over?’

Desantro blinked, pulled her blanket, closer about her. “Y ou mean thisright now? Or later after | find
my brother?’

“Both, | suppose. No, after. What will you do when you find your brother?’

“Go home” Desantro looked dtartled. “I hadn’t thought about it before, but seeing Geddrin like
that....”

“What if your brother’s happy where he is and wants you to live with him?’

“I"d have to think about it, but it'salong time snce | was a child, Kat. | think ... I'm dmogt sure, I'd
just go home. | find I’'ve a hunger to see Kappawhay the Cloud Breaker, Rawhero the Sun Spesr;
Whentigka the Land Guard.”

“Hmm?’

“The mountains round where | was born. | didn't want to think of them while | was a dave, |
couldn’t bear it. It was hot where | was, hot dl the time. Made your blood thick, your head, too. Safer to
think in the body and the moment, leave what happened to chance. Sometimes, though, I’'d see the ugly
black peaks outside the garden and remember my own.... | want to go home, Kat. | want the andls the
fed, | want the cold and the hest, | want to hear speech | was born hearing.” She touched her fingers to
her mouth, dropped her hand. “I have to be sure Rakil’s not hurting, but after that....” The fire deepened
the creases in her face, darkened the sunspots and painted a red film across her pae skin. “And you? If



you don’t mind my asking, are you going to stay with the Magus?’

“I'min no hurry to breed, if that's what you mean, and my homeplace is ... closed to me, until the
whed turns for a certain person and he goes to wait his rebirth.” She drew back her lips to expose
pointed eyeteeth. “And. I’'m not about to move aside for some itchy little virgin.”

“Faan’'s agood child”

“Who'sjud killed asmdl amy.”

Desantro giggled. “Nobody’ s perfect.”

Kitya opened her eyes wide. “Tsar Then she started giggling aso.

They laughed until they were exhausted, then stretched out and dept beside the fire, content to leave
thelr safety to the forces that seemed ready to tolerate, even help themin their search.

2. Pargats Velams

Vdams waked into the garden late in the af-ternoon; the grass was wet from the rain that had
stopped for the moment, the dark rich smdl of the earth in the flowerbeds mixed with the sweeter
perfume from the blooms. He lingered a moment, enjoying the freshness, then crossed to the
summerhouse and went indde.

Payanin moved the kettle onto the brazier and stood. She dipped into alow curtsy and stayed down,
eyes on the floor, waiting for him to speak.

Vdams closed his eyes, closed his hands into figs. HE'd been expecting this, but expecting was
different from knowing. It was a moment before he could speak, and when he did, his easy tenor had
turned rough with the control he was putting on himsdf. “This means he's dead, doesn't it. When does
the word come?’ Moving dowly, care-fully, he settled himsdlf into the rustic chair. “That’s enough officid
decorum, Nestrazma Pay-anin. Sit. Tak to me eye to eye.”

She rose with the easy grace that he loved to watch, took the char across the table from him. “The
High Holy Nestrats Turet had demanded an Officd Lazushet from the Diviner Primars. It will be handed
to him tomorrow. You will be sum-moned to the Temple a sundown and informed of your coming
invediture”

“Decorum dill, Payanin?

“Thisis your unoffidd offidd notification, V’la. Tja, your father's dead. Do you want the details?
They’re not pretty.”

“I've never considered ignorance ether a strength or a virtue, not like some of my peers.” He looked
down at his hands, straightened his fin-gers, hed them steady on histhighs “Tdl me.”

She did so, with a quiet neutraity that made no judgment of Vicand’s acts or of the girl who was
responsible for his horrible death. “1t was after a cut across her face,” she finished. “The gifl screamed ...
something ... it wasn't alanguage any of us knew. Her eyes rolled back and her body went limp. At that
moment fire demons rose from her shoulders and raced around the dearing, the sounds they made were
like laughter, they burned to cinders every living thing except the girl, then they raced upward in a crimson
hdlix, into the clouds, into the sky, then they were gone. Com-pletely gone.”

“And the girl?’

“We don't know. Most times we can't penetrate the Shadow under the trees. Y'sgarod the Mezh let
ussee what IT wanted us to see, then IT shut againg us. IT was saying. see what happened, now day

“And Varney?’

“Nothing.”

The water began to rall indde the kettle, the lid to dance with a metdlic rattle. While Payanin busied
hersdf with the ritud of tea making, Ve-lams rubbed &t the crease between his thin blond brows and
stared at a knot in a floorboard with-out actudly seeing it. “I loved my father,” he mut-tered. “He wasn't
an easy man or even agood one, but | loved him. | want her dead, that stupid girl. Why did she have to
come here?’

“V’la...” Payanin spoke hestantly. “There s something you have to know. Primars made us swear
not to speak of this, not even whisper it to our mogt trusted friends. I'll be counted forsworn when |



confess, but perhaps I'll be forgiven when | explain. The girl....”

He jerked his head up; his face was pale, his eyes shdlow and shiny as if a shutter had been closed
behind them. “That wasn't for your ears.”

“l know. Thisisimportant. Listen to me. You can't kill the girl,”

“At whose orders?’ His voice was very soft, his body rigid,

“l didn't say you were forbidden to kill her. | said you can’'t. No one can kill her until she fin-ishes
what she's baing shaped to do.”

“Maybe she won't die, but she can hurt.” A whisper nearly logt in the soughing of the wind. “You
saw that. She can hurt.”

“Tja And we saw what, happens to those who hurt her.”

He closed his eyes, banged hisfis againg the arm of his chair urttil it began to bleed.

She sat and watched. There was nothing she could do but wait until the rage had cooled enough to
let reason surface.

>><<

He leaned back in the chair with his eyes closed, one hand rubbing the other, his face shut againgt
her.

She poured histea, lifted the cup and saucer across the table and set them down with a amdl click.
“The gifl was only an indrument,” she said, spesking in a murmur so he could hear her or not as he
chose. “An unknowing tool. If you want the ones who used her....”

“NU?

“| finished the scan two nights ago. Whoever is the leader, he's dmogt as clever as he thinks. All of
them vanished from view, induding Varney and the dead ones.”

Vdams cracked his eyes; after amoment he sat up, reached for the cup. “ So that line's dead.”

“Not quite”

“NU?

“After the Augstadievon died, it was like that. On the last night of the scan, | had another thought and
read the month before the poisoning. And | included Oirs and Samaz, along with Kreigts Iz-varits, Ledus
Undl and Tupdis Celabirs because they're next in line. They were dl in plain sght the whole month, V’la.
All but one. Oirs. He van-ished not once but five times”

“That fool. Who would trug....” He blinked. “No one. They're not working to put himin the sest, it's
someone e se, someone they think they can use. Druz, Begarz, or Steidz » . and I'd say Begarz, why dse
thet fraudulent attack? It fits. Oh, tja, it fits”

“What are you going to do?’

“I think you'd better not know that, Payan.” She shrugged, said nathing.

A corner of hismouth curled up, the hard lines of his face relaxed. “I owe you more than | can ever
Reassured, she reached across the table and touched his hand. “Y ou owe me peace in the land and
pleasure in my bed, nothing more.”

“Wereit possible....”

“Neka, love, | know. But I'm half-blood and Temple-bound.” She amiled; it was painful at fird, then
easer. “Inany case, | don't think I’d make a good wife, V' la, my mind would be elsewhere dl too often
and you' d be left making excuses for my absence. It’'s probably better the way things are.”

She stood, again with that indinctive utter grace, came round the table, kissed the wrinkle between
his brows, and swept out.

He spped at his tea and ligened to the dimintishing rustle of her robes, the patter of drops on the
roof as the rain began again. After a few mo-ments, though, he dammed the cup down so hard it broke
and sat himsdf to plotting ways of get-ting Oirsinto the question chamber deep below the House without
bringing a blood feud on Par-gat :louse or derting Leduzma Chusker. With-out a wisp of evidence, only
from what he knew of the man, he was dmogt sure Chusker was the driving force behind these degths.



>><<

When it was too dark to see the far Sde of the room, he got to his fegt, the beginnings of a scheme
worked out. Grief hit him suddenly. Body shaking with gusts of rage and anguish, he clutched the back of
the chair and wept for his father.

The eruption was as brief as it was wrenching. In a moment he had himsdf together. He rubbed his
deeve across his eyes and went into the Heir’s wing to await the summons of the High Holy Nes-trats
Turet.

3. Navarre

Navarre stirred. His musings had begun turning in on themsdves, the paths he took were paths he'd
taken before. The only thing that led to was sdf-flagdlation, and a more usdess activity he couldn’t
imagine

He got to hisfedt, ran his hands through his hair, scratched vigoroudy at his scalp, as if he meant to
scratch away the futility he'd started diding into. He laughed, the sound booming out, ddighting him. He
laughed some more, just to hear the rumble of it. “I AM 1,” he cried, his deep voice magnified, filling the
vad space under that leaden sky. “1 DENY YOU,” he cried.

The sky wrinkled and ripped apart, the hard reddish stone beneath his feet melted to powder and
blew in awild vortex about him.

>><<

When he could see again what was beyond his nose, he found himsdf in a place of ... what?

Streams of light, painted light asiif it had passed through a stained-glass window like those he'd seen
somewhere, he couldn’t remember where right now, rays crossng and mingling with each other, color
mdting into color, emerging pure again. Nothing solid there but him. He looked down a hands like
pinkish-brown glass and lost even the certainty of his own weight.

“What isthis?’ he shouted—and saw his words stream away, little shimmers of black edged gold ...
little shimmers ... his words were diminished here to fleas running through the light lattice.

Light flickered around him; the beams shifted, changed, took on a shape vagudy familiar ... with him
alitle dark beetle in the center ... a hand so huge the fingers were longer than rivers, the thumb a tower
asimmense as ... he couldn’t think of anything thet big....

He bent his neck and looked up. A face was sketched out above him, hinted at by shifting planes of
light and color. The mouth opened. Words dropped like golden rain, he fdt them rather than heard them.
“GO BACK. ACT. BOAST NOT.”

The hand dipped from under him and he fdl through a chaos of nameless, shapeless forces that flung
hm erraticaly about until he was com-pletely disoriented, until he could only ding to that irreducible,
indescribable essence of who and what he was, that hard center of himsdf which he never thought of but
which was dways there undergirding every act, every thought, every re-sponse.

Twiging and turning, swooping and tumbling, he fdl through chaos, he fdl and fdll....

>><<

A long-fingered white hand came from the fog and cupped under him, holding him as gently as he'd
seen Kitya hold a mouse on her padm before she let it go. A huge but eerily beautiful face loomed over
him, grest green eyes with dit pupils like a cat gazed down & him. More of her took shape, firm breasts
with pale green nipples, along supple tail with fishscales like dices of green jade, flukes that flipped about
with an insouciance that made him amile despite his terror.

“Goddau,” he said and saw the word risng from himin a bubble, dong with the other bub-bles of his
bresth.

Tudijii emerged from the weedy tresses tha floated free about her head. Heesh sat on her pae
shoulder, comic little figure, with hisser heavy breasts and fringe of hair about a shiny bald head. Heesh
dipped a strap from hisser shoulder, pulled a wineskin into view, tossed it down to Navarre. “Have a



drink,” heesh said. “After Perran-a-Perran you NEED adrink.” Hisser's words emerged as bubbles that
burgt one by onein Na-varre's face.

He drank and was filled with warmth and laughter and nothing seemed tragic any longer. He wanted
to drink again, more and more, but he knew better so he shoved the stopple home and tossed the skin
back.

The Goddau pursed her perfect lips as—if she blew him a kiss,_then she took her hand from un-der
him and melted in the fog.

And hefdl again.

Endlexdy.

But he didn’'t care any more.

He was content to wait until this journey found its end.

After awhile he dept.

4. Honeywild

Faan walked without stopping, sustained by the rain and the sun like the plants around her.

Her mind was turned off. She nather thought nor remembered, dl she knew was wha came dmly
through her senses, dl she fdt was the urge to get avay—she didn’'t know from what or to where, only
away.

A glow followed her through the trees. She was aware of it like everything ese around her. Now and
then a amdl gray-brown animd brushed againg her ankles.. She was aware of that. She put a name to
neither phenomenon and forgot each two seconds after she noticed them.

Sometimes mezhmera hunters followed her, daying carefully within shadow, waiching her,
whispering together, but they wouldn’'t go near her even when Y sgarod the Mezh roared at them to drive
her east and out of the trees.

When the sun dropped away, she dowed and groped aong, but she never stopped. Day and night,
night and day she moved south through the

Forest, dways indde its bounds though sometimes she had to turn asde to go aound an
im-passable ravine or find a place where she could ford a creek. There were times when Y sgarod the
Mezh Itsdf tried to push her to the east and out of it, when trees fdl over in front of her, thorn canes
whipped at her, but she scarcely noticed Its efforts, dways returning to her southline and her blind forge
forward.

>><<

On the seventh night she stepped into one of the larger meadows and began trudging acrossit.

Two smugglers were camped beside a trickle that ran dong one edge of the meadow, their train of
packponies unloaded and grazing free since the little beasts were too afraid of the trees to leave the open.

They'd dug ahole and built afireinit to cook their supper, afire reduced to cods and invisble a few
yards away; one man was bending over the hole, the glow reddening his face, his eyes squint-ing againgt
the threads of smoke as he thrust a twig into the cods to give him alight for his pipe. The other grunted
and got to hisfeet. “I dunnawhat it is, Marsh, but since | drunk that brew Stort was passing out, I’ ve had
the runs some-thing fierce.”

“Hunh. So you keep tdling me” He waved the twig, checked the cod at the end, then settled on his
heds and gpplied it to the weed in his pipe-bowl, sucking vigoroudy on the curving stem.

“Running a both ends,” he muttered as he watched his temporary partner push through the brush to
the sump they’d dug for the purpose.

“Sa!l Marsh. C'm ‘ere. Hurry.”

“What is‘t thistime, Tre¥?" he called.

“You gotta see ‘t for y'sef. Cmon.”

Marsh st his pipe on a flat sone and got to his feet. “Lagt time | take a greener this trek,” he
growled and pushed through the brush.

Trev was crouched by a scraggly bush, saring across the meadow. When he heard Marsh drop



beside him, he pinched his partner’s arm. “ See that there” He pointed to the pae naked form plodding
across the grass. “Pretty thing. Y’ think o’ Mezh it'sgi'ing us a present?’ He Started to get to hisfeet.

Marsh clamped his hand on the younger man's shoulder, shoved him down. “Don’'t y' ever ligen,
foal! | told y’, don’'t touch anything insde the Mezh.”

“Y’ say don't touch merrys. That's no merry.”

“Don’ matter, fool. Look’t her. She's a crazy. Mezh mad”

As she got closer, they could see the bruises on the pale body, the whip cuts, the bloody scratches,
the wild matted hair, sticks and leaves threaded through it. A smdl beast walked a her heds, a glow
rode her shoulder.

When she came even with them, she stared a them from white-ringed eyes that seemed to see only
horror, then she walked on.

Trg shuddered, then cursed and fdt at his crotch. “ Shat m’ sef, merdenn femme”

Marsh sniffed, pinched his nose. “Ya so, go dump y' s&f in stream, cool y' off lotsa ways” He got to
hisfeet and went back to the fire.

>><<

Faan saw them dimly, but paid them no more attention than she had the mezhmerra who fol-lowed
her. Sunk in horror, running from a pain she could no longer bear, she continued her flight south.

Chapter 15. Returns

1. In the Divimezh

Navarre woke.

He was plummeting through clouds, moonlight shimmering around him.

He willed himsdf to dow and was gratified to note that the amal powershift worked without the heat
that usudly marked the dirring of the Wry-strike. Cloudstuff curled about him, cool and di-gphanous, as
illusory as the chaos of Otherwhere; gudts of wind tugged at him, vanished as he dropped into another
dratum.

When he glided through the lagt of the clouds, he saw the Divimezh below him like dark wool
soreading across the rounded mountains of the coast range.

He landed eeslly at the edge of a meadow flat and stood in the shadow of a tree wondering why he'd
been brought here.

Hdf a dozen ponies were scattered across the grass, grazing placidly, undisturbed by his sudden
ariva. On the far Sde of the meadow where a thready stream ran through brush and rocky out—

crops, he heard men taking in short staccato phrases, he couldn't make out the words, but the
ponies were evidence enough to tdl him a pair of smugglers were moving north dong the Green-way.
The breeze brought him the pungent amdl of pipe ledf; it jolted his body to life again, his somach
clenched, sdiva flooded his mouth, and he remembered how long it'd been since he'd had anything to
edt.

He dtarted to step into the moonlight, stopped when he saw a pae form emerge from the trees on the
far Sde of the meadow.

Naked and battered, black har wild, a glow rid-ing one shoulder, the mahsar running slent a her
ankle, Faan trod toward him with a heavy wear iness, hands moving as if she groped her way through a
fog only she could see.

He was distracted for a moment by a dirring in the brush by the stream. The smugglers? He took a
step forward, raised his hands, ready to protect her.

Nothing happened. Faan turned her head and gazed blindly toward the brush, then continued
dogging dong.

Navarre waited for her.

When she came even with him, she turned her head and looked at him, then looked away and went



on waking south. Her eyes were empty. She must have seen him, but what it meant to her was
impossble to read.

“Sh'dug,” he whispered, “What happened to you, child?’

He followed her, frowning.

Rulling her out of this looked more complicated than he'd expected ... as tha thought struck him, he
laughed aoud. Complicated! That was an un-derstatement worthy of Kitya a her tartest.

Alliki came trotting back to aniff at his ankles. For a moment, the mahsar paced beside him, looking
up a him, gpeculation gleaming in her eyes, then she ran ahead, took her place beside the girl.

This Stuation was as inchoate and disturbing as the soup, he' d been fdling through; it was some-thing
he had to change as soon as he could, but he needed an open area, rdaivey free of trees and other
thregts.

He could fed Y sgarod the Mezh cringing from her, continudly trying to deflect her without touching
her, to turn her east so she'd pass out of It.

In the shadow under the trees he caught glimpses of mezhmerral gliding pardle to her, keeping well
away; he could amdl the fear in them, and akind of dreadful expectation.

She walked through dl this, untouched and-perhaps—unaware.

>><<

When the Wounded Moon'’s fatening crescent was low in the west, Faan came to a burn that was
severd years old. The regrowth was as yet bardly shoulder high and the dead trees had modlly falen with
here and there a skeletd rem-nant rising black and angular above the thickets.

He closed in on her until he was waking a her heds, and when they reached a rockdide with a
mudflat beyond it, he caught hold of her arm and held onto it though she tried to pull avay. “Faan,” he
sad. “It's Navarre. Ligen to me. It's Navarre.” A flicker of memory—he thought he knew how to reach
her. “Masaulit. Remember? The sapphire with the star at its heart? I've got to tak to you about
Masaulit.”

She stared a him, her mouth drooping open; there was nothing in her eyes, neither fear nor anger, no
recognition of him or the words he wasflinging & her.

He'd forgotten how strange her eyes were; even in the leaching moonlight, the difference in ther
color was apparent. It gave him an oddly disori-ented feding as if he saw two girls before him, the one
imperfectly merged with the other. “Faan,” he said more softly, making a croon from her name, thinking
of her a that moment as a young wild thing, wondering adant if that was the origin of her name.

As that thought flitted through his mind, heat suddenly glowed round them.

A form began taking shape over hers, a white doe with bi-colored eyes, tranducent, growing more
s0lid the longer he looked &t it.

He wrenched his eyes away, tried to shake her loose, fought againg the heat and dl it meant.... Then
he froze, unable to move.

Wrydtrike had him, he knew it and despaired for both of them.

“l am the White Hind,” she sang, in a voice that was amog fa setto, far from her usud deep tones.

| am the White Hind

Blind and fleet

My feet read the night My flight is silence

My silence summons to me Free and bold

The Gold Hart.

“l am the Gold Hart,” he sang, the words forced from him.

| am the Gold Hart Artful and fierce

| pierce the night *J

My flight is wildfire Desire consumes me She looms beside me Fleet and unconfined The White
Hind.

His words ended in a chdlenging bugle. He thrust his cold black nose againg her neck, nuz-zled at
her.



>><<

The hart with the coat of rough, raw gold and the great rack of antlers trotted beside the dainty hind
with the bicolored eyes. The Mezh heaved a great Sgh and the forces that had been concen-trated here
melted away.

2. Pargats Varney (1)

A piercing squed and a steady bump bump bump brought Varney groaning into awareness. He
started to St up and the world tilted. He rolled againgt bars and stabilized enough to look around. He was
in a cage of green sgplings bound together by braided grass ropes, a grid on the bottom, a grid on the
top, vertica bars around the sides with ropes knotted about them and woven between them. He caught
hold of the bottom grid, pulled himsdf back into the middle, the cage sraight-ening as he did so. He
looked up.

The cave was hanging from athick cable that came over the top of adiff within armreach if he chose
to thrugt his arm between the bars. He looked down, snapped his eyes shut.

There was nothing between him and the ground but the grid he was stting on and the ground was a
leest a hundred yards straight down, and worse, it was covered with sharp-edged rocks and dumps of
thornbrush.

Eyes ill shut, he eased himsdf around and set cross-legged in the middle of the grid, trying to figure
out how he' d gotten there.

The lagt thing he could remember, he was in the middle of a Forest Devil village, holding the loca
shaman by the hair with one hand, the axe raised in the other, ydling a them to lead him out of the. Mezh
or he'd chop the man’s head off and start on the rest of them. He had his shoul-ders againg one of their
huts, they couldn’'t have gotten at him that way ... he dragged his fingers across the back of his head, fet
agmd| sore place like a bug bite, and swore.

They'd pricked him through the wal with one of those darts.

He fumbled a his chest, fdt the lump of the azar stone; weren't for that, hed be dead. He
con-templated his surroundings and wondered if that was such a bleccing after dl.

A smdl gray bird came swooping into the cage, drove its beak into his face, nearly piercing his eye. It
was gone before he could react. There was a flock of them outside the cage now, squawking and
skreeing.

He turned his head cautioudy, saw litter and feathers on ledges and poking from holes in the stone.
Nesting range. He cursed again, the Devils mugt have dropped him here deliberately.

Another bird came at him.

This time he caught it and wrung its neck. About to throw it away, he stopped and looked at the
ardl gray fragment. His ssomach turned over, but he tucked the dead bird into the front of his shirt and
set himsdf to catch as many more as he could.

3. Pargats Velarns

In the Krontzd| of the Alkazd, the Invedtiture was beginning.

Smmering with resentment, Leduzma Chusker sat on the back bench in the Leduz Sector among
lesser coudns, a cear space on each dde of him. The only reason he was here was because his hdf
brother didn’t have the face to order him to stay away or the intdligence to create a believable dif-ficulty
that would keep him busy elsewhere. Chusker knew the true basis of his hdf brother’s disquiet—though
his eyes were his mother’s, Devil black, his hair a red so dark it, too, was dmog black, his skin a
greenish ocher asif I1sayana had worked a compromise between Devil and Vada, his face was an exact
duplicate of Cikston’s. Old lentules put his samp on dl his sons, legitimate and otherwise. Cikston
couldn’'t bear to be in the same room with himif there was anyone e se about to see that likeness.

Face impassive, he watched Vdams pace dong the golden way, an degant white figure reflected as
in a shdlow pool by the polished metd. White tunic, white trousers, woven from winter yeyeldi wool,
virgin shearing. Around his neck, the Heir's Chain, plates of chased gold an inch square ater-nating with



half-goheres of dark jasper. Red dip-pers on his feet, embroidered with gold and pearls. White, gold and
red, the Heir's Colors. Col-ors Chusker would never wear, though he was lentules’ firs born son. Nor
would he ever wear his House's equivaent of what Velams was going to receive, the Pargats Ring
(which Vicand mug have left behind when he went chasing off into the woods) and the ancient Pargats
Pectord.

He watched Veams with reluctant admiration; the man knew how to make the most of an occa—

sion, waking with afirm step, head high, face grave.

He saw House Daughters turn ther heads to falow Veams, speculation and amhbition plain in ther
eyes, Veams had left the womanizing to his beautiful brother, taking to himsdf a sngle lover, the Diviner
Payanin, gaying true to her from the night he firs brought her to bed. Chusker had heard his hdf sgters,
their maids, and other dlly girls Sghing over this “tragic’ love and yearning for a paramour of their own
who'd be as true and as handsome,

The High Holy Nestrats Turet stood on thetdl, round dais a the east end of the Hdl, there in double
guise as Caretaker and Priest; while the Temple Glitodj intoned their forma chants from the curved stand
behind him, he waited for the Heir, the Objects on a table beside him, his ringed hands crossed on the
heavily embroidered front pands of his best robe.

As the ceremony commenced, Chusker rested his back againg the pilagter, his face in shadow, his
eyes hdf closed, his wide mouth curling at the corners as he waited for the surprise he'd crafted to
enliven the occasion.

>><<

The chorus swelled for the third time, the ques-tions were asked and answered....

Who are you who come before me with the Chain of Pargats?

|. am Pargats Velams mtya Nestrats, Valda of the pure blood for fifty generations. What is
your rank?

| am Heir to the Pargats Lielskadray. What is it you desire?

It has been declared and certified that my father is dead, that the Pargats Lielskadrav is no
more. | ask that the House continue undis-turbed. | ask to be declared and certified Liel-skadrav
of Pargats House, swearing homage to He-Who-Commands-the-Land, the Great and Caring
Meggzatevoc.

Do you so swear?

| kneel before his representative and place my hands between his and | say, | will serve the
god Meggzatevoc in sadness and in joy, through all the turns of my life.

Let it be heard in the Akazal and the Ashes, I, the High Holy Nestrats Turet, Caretaker of the
Valda and of all Valdamaz do declare that here before you is Pargats Velams mtya Nes-trats,
Valda of the pure blood for fifty gen-erations, now Lielskadrav of the House of Pargats.

The voices of the Temple Glitodj soared again as Veams kndt and bowed his head. Nestrats Turet
lifted high the heavy square pectora with its crugting of jewds catching the light from the lamps, glinting
red, green, and blue. When he was through posturing, he reversed it and lad the chan on Veams
shoulders, then placed the Ring on his left thumb and lifted him so he could stand before the Vada and
accept ther gpplause in the form of a gormy clatter of wood on wood from the claguers brought for the
occasion.

Vdams stood, arms outstretched, head high....

Chusker concentrated on keeping his face re-laxed, his hands 4ill ... now, he thought, get on with it,
now!

High over the rest of the Hal a pane in one of the clerestory windows had been eased from its lead
canes. At the opening crouched a shaman-shrouded crossbowman from the Mezh, a specid bolt in the
dot, shaman-cursed to bring it home without fall; Chusker found it a delicious irony that the iron point had
been crafted by Navarre with his own magic wrought into it, the magic that was supposed to whisper the
point home to its target.

He done heard the twang of the cord, and then only because he was ligening so hard for it; the



claguers were 4ill going, drowning most other noises, even the chant of the chair.

Helet his eyes droop haf-shut and forced his mouth to stay relaxed as he caught sght of a yd-low
streak, the bolt darting for Veams....

Then with everyone ese he was on his feet, saring.

A Kyatty wizard appeared in midarr, caught the bolt, and came crashing down with it to land on his
knees before the dai's, the deadly missle held flat on an outstretched palm.

Vdams plunged down the steps to the kneding man, shouldering aside the Vdda who'd come
pouring off the benches, bellowing, “Get back, get back! The man just saved my life Druz! Get them
avay.”

Druz grinned at him, large square teeth gleam+ing between a dark gold mustache and beard, then he
spread his powerful arms and began sweeping the others back.

Behind Velams, on the dai's, Turet was turning from side to side, looking for someone he could order
to do something, his face wrinkling sourly as he was ignored by Veams and everyone else.

Vdams took the bolt; looked a the wicked edges of the triangular point, then at the Kyatty wizard.
Around him Vada men muttered, but he scarcely noticed that because he recognized the face and form
of the man Vicand had bought to smoke his more dubious acts.

“Sabuse” he sad.

Thewizard got to hisfeet. “Vicand’s son,” he said.

“Petchafor my life Where did this come from?’

Sabuse pointed, hislong bony arm danting up at the clerestory on the Ift. “He s gone now.”

“Who?’

“I may not say.”

“How do you come here?’

Sabuse shrugged, brought his hand around in an expressive curve. “Not in this place.”

Vdams took a deep breath. “Nu, you're right.” He svung round, bowed to the High Holy Nes-trats
Turet, graightened. “Pardon, High Holy, for this disruption. If you will cdl for the sounding of the gong
and st the garidj to dearing out the Hdl,” he added tactfully, “you can fed free to have your sardzin
search the roof for traces of the n.”

>><<

Vdams cameinto the room tucking in his olive-brown workshirt, his feet in worn sandds, a lock of
light yelow hair fdling across his forehead. He nodded to the wizard perched uncomfortably on a
straight-backed chair. “It's stopped raining. Let's St in the summerhouse. The servants will have made
tea for us and we won't be disturbed there. Not until it's time for my sedling. You under-stand, we've
only an hour to talk. After that | must remain slent and done for the next two days. It's our custom.” He
amiled suddenly, one end of his mouth hooking up higher than the other. “Meant to induce the habit of
thinking before we _act. It works sometimes.” Without waiting for—a re-sponse, he crossed to the long
windows, pushed one open and stepped onto the date wakway out-side.

>><<

Vdamsfilled a cup for himsdf, then poised the spout over another, lifted a brow.

“Naught for me, Vicand’s son.”

Vdams frowned. He took a moment to set the ddlicate porcelain pot on the tray, then lifted his cup,
spped from it and set it down. “Poison in these circumstances would be a supidity hard to excuse.”

“You could not poison me; this body is not mine, only taken for the moment.”

Vdans sat very dill, bresth caught behind his teeth, then he rdaxed. “Whoever you are, be
wel-come. Sabusg or not, you saved my lifeand | pay my debts. What do you want?’

“One entered my domain and injured me. | seek a proper redress.”

“From me?’

“Neka. | will do dl that is necessary. What | ask from you is housng for the body while the spirit
roves.”



“In search of whom?’

“That ismy business.”

“Neka, Power—as | assume you are. You are in Vddamaz now, you are in my House. | am
Lid-skadrav, Father to my Blood and Vassal to Meggzatevoc. If your quarry is kin to me or sub-ject to
Him, we have something to talk about.”

The wrinkled lids of the wizard lifted and Ve-larns found himsdf garing into an abyss, black and
whirling, depth upon depth, sucking....

He blinked and turned pale, but he refused to look away.

Thelids lowered again. The wizard's hands lifted and lay flat on the table, pams up. “Not your kin.
Not anyone's kin. Nor That On€e's vassal. By the Coign of Yah'du which is the heart of my being, |
swvear it

Vdams lips twitched, the humor that lay so close benesth his skin tickled by this oath and its futility.
Coign of Yah'du. It meant nothing to him. Whether it meant anything to the Power....

“Thet being s0, | give you the freedom of the House” His face hardened. * Perhaps we can make a
further bargain after the Retreat is over.” He rang the bdl without waiting for an answer. “If you'll follow
the maidsarvant, € Il show you to a room where you can stay undisturbed while you do what it is you
have to do.”

The pseudo Sabuse stood. “I know what you want, Lielskadray. | will consider my price.”

4. Kitya of the Moug’ aikkin (1)

Kitya pushed her thumb through the loop a the end of the kech’'s dangle cord, lifted it so both of
them could seeit. “Pa-Faan,” she said.

The kech jerked and pointed south.

“Tsa, haa't changed for three days now. Tuzra” She tucked the kech back in he? belt pouch, drew
her hand across her brow, wiping away for the moment the sweat beads collecting there. There was no
breeze, even though they kept moving, and it was very hot.

Desantro yawned. “Never thought 1'd get tired of trees,” she grumbled, “but this lot....” With those
words they rode into sunlight, leaving the heaviest part of the canopy behind; they were en-tering the
mouth of a sony canyon where there were few trees but alot of thornbrush and rock-piles.

Desantro rubbed the back of her neck and twisted her body about to ease sore muscles, then she
blinked. “Kat, do you see tha?’ She pointed.

Kitya, wiped a her face again. “I don't see how you can stand this. | fed like | can't breathe” She
followed the line of Desantro’s arm, frowned. “Looks like a cage hanging off the top of the wall.”

“Something iniit, too. | can’t tdl from here, but the way those birds are acting....”

Kitya's mouth tightened, then she shook her head. “Not our business, Desa. | wouldn't say it's
something | like to see, but....”

“But we' re here on sufferance.”

“Nu, you know it.”

Desantro shrugged. “1've seen worse,” she said and clucked to the mare to make her move fadter.

>><<

When they were dmost even with the cage, Kitya, looked up, sartled, as she heard her name cadled.

“Kitya, it's Varney. Give me a hand. Help me get out of this”

In spite of the conciliatory words, there was a rage and violence in the voice that made her shiver.
She looked a Desantro.

The older woman eased in the saddle, folded her hands on the horn. “Up to you, Kat.”

“You're abig hdp. Tiesh tas, | can’t ignore him, he's Navarre's friend.” She tilted her head back,
fronning up at the cage. All she could see was a particolored blotch on the bottom grill. “He' s d-ways
making trouble, that twok.”

“Nu, what do we do?’

“Asllittle as possible” Kitya jerked the thongs loose that held the long thin rope she'd tied to the



saddle. “Find me a skinny rock, will you? | need it for a weight, but it'll have to go through those bars.”
She unsnapped the saddle knife, diced off alength of rope and recoiled the rest, then began knotting the
cut end of the shorter piece about the hilt and guards.

Desa nodded and did from the saddle. In a min-ute she was back with a stone the Sze of two fids
which some accident of weathering had given a narrow wais. “This do?’

Kityasiffed. “Varney's Luck. Like it was made for it.” She measured wrist to elbow from the knife,
tied the stone to the rope. “Nu, let’s seeif my arm'’s il good. | used to be able to chunk a mo'h in the
head halfway round the herd....” She did from the saddle. “Desa, take the horses on a ways, | don't
want to chance hitting them with this”

>><<

She waved when she thought Desantro was far enough from her, then began swinging the stone and
knifein a circle, gradudly lengthening the rope, turning it faster and faster until the two weights blurred as
they whished through the dill ar. When she fdt ready, she released the rope.

The stone flew up, curving jugt a little it struck againg the bars, but it didn't have a chance to
rebound. Varney was waiting and caught hold of the rope. “Patcha you, Kitya,” he ydled down to her as
he began drawing the knife and stone into the cage. “Won't take long now. Wait for me.”

“You can hope” she muttered and trotted for the horses. A moment later she was in the saddle.
“Let’s go. He can rescue himsdf.”

Desantraraised a brow, atwinklein her light brown eyes. “You don't like im much.” She heded the
mare into a fast walk, matching the black’ s gait.

Kitya snorted. “He's misery in a pretty skin. Thinks the sun shines out his dangle” She stood in the
dirrups, shook hersdlf and settled back more comfortably. “I'll be glad when Navarre's had enough of
him and this place.”

5. Pargats Varney (2)

Varney watched Kitya swing into the saddle and ride off with the other woman. “Whore” he
mut-tered. “Scales on your hide, snake in your soul.” He blinked. “What's she doing out here anyway?
She mixed up inthis?” He looked after her until she vanished around a bend in the canyon, swore again
when he redlized that the bit of rope she'd tossed to him wouldn’t reach a fraction of the way down.
“Have to go up.” He ingpected the grid overhead. “If | can get through that without col-lapsing the
cage....”

He settled himsdf in the center, waited until the swinging stabilized, then began working on the knots
about the stone weight; after getting rid of that, he' d have to make some sort of ding for pthe knife so he
could use both hands without fear of dropping it.

>><<

It didn’t take him long to cut through severd of the branches that formed the top grid; the knife had
the edge of a razor and stayed sharp despite use and misuse, probably one of Navarre's mak-ing. He
was careful not to touch the cording near the edge; once it started unraveling, there was no tdling where
it'd stop. When he was finished, he checked to see the knife was firmly attached to the loop of rope
about his neck, then pulled off his boots and shoved them out of the cage. There was no point in hauling
them about; he could a-ways retrieve them if he didn’t kill himsdlf dimb-ing out of thisthing.

Caefully not looking down, moving in amdl, controlled increments so he wouldn't start the cage
tipping or swinging, he pulled himsdf through the hole he'd made and stood with a foot on each Sde of
the cable. He flexed hisfingers and tried not to think how far he’'d fdl if he missed his grip.

Alarmed by this new manifestation, the little gray birds launched themselves from their nests and flew
about squawking and swirling, working up courage to come at him again.

He shouted at them and they went whirling away. There was no time to waste. Gripping the cable in
both hands, he svung his feet up until they hit the stone, then waking and hauling him-sdf hand over
hand, he began the dimb.



>><<

He gave alagt shove, flung himsdf up and over the lip, and rolled away from it until he crashed into a
tree. He lay there, dinging to the tree until the shaking stopped, sobbing with the sudden re-laxation of
the terror that had consumed him.

>><<

As he used the gnarled trunk to pull himsdf to his feet, he heard a crashing not far from where he
stood. He froze, rlaxed a breath later as more sounds told him it was some large beast lumber. ing off,
nathing to do with him. Not Devils come to mock his weakness.

Anger put diffening into his body. “Boots,” he said! doud. “I'd better get my boots. More than one
kind of snake inthis sawer.”

He began waking east, stubbornly, obsessvely, curang Kitya as a treacherous bitch, cursng the
Forest Devils, cursang the murdering plotters in Vadamaz, curang Navarre ... even Navarre. Haf starved
and more than hdf mad, he suspected his friend of sdling him, why else would that whore dare ride off
and leave him? Friend, piestl Da was right, can’t trust anyone but the Blood. He dapped at the trees with
the rope ends, the sound as wel as the fed of the rebound draining off toxins dumped into him by fear
and anger 0 he was findly able to dow down and think more coher-ently.

He cdled Faan to mind and smiled. Sweet child, slly thing, too softhearted to survive long ... what a
woman should be ... tender and ... he Sghed. Nu, too bad, but by the time he saw her next ... if he ever
did ... she'd be over the shine and prob-ably annoyed a him. That happened lots of times. Never mind,
there was aways another one....

His heart jolted as he saw three dark figures gliding through the trees. He turned to face them.

Black eyes stared into his, opened wider till they were ringed with white, then the Devils howled with
terror and ran from him.

He threw back his head and roared with laugh-ter. “The Man-you-can't-kill, isit?’ he bellowed after
them. “That’sit, run, you Devils, run; You filthy savages.” He clicked his teeth togeiher. “Run or this ol’
man isgoing to eat you raw!”

He stood staring into the shadow under the trees until the last sounds of their flight had faded into the
ordinary noises of the Forest, then he sghed with satisfaction and grolled dong, keep-ing an eye on the
aun, sure that it was only a matter of time before he was in his own rooms, resting in his own bed,
luxuriating in the smell of clean sheets and the herbs from the hot bath he'd soaked in for a full hour urtil
evarything that had happened in here was steamed out of him and he could fed dean and whole again.

Midmorning on the third day, when his confi-dence had begun to wear thin and his bdly was
wrapped round his backbone snce he' d had noth-ing in it but water for who knows how long, the earth
beneeth his feet jumped as if the mountain had hiccuped and the ar seemed to blink—and he found
himsdf on the coarse sand of the wasteland beyond the rim of the Divimezh. When he looked north, he
could see the Smithy compound atop Djestradjin Hill risng black againg a cloudless blue sky.

6. Kitya of the Moug' aikkin (2)
Kitya s chouk throbbed and her pum tingled more and more as the days did, by, five, X, seven....

On the seventh night they made a dry camp in a smdl dearing with no hep this time from the
hovering mezhmerral.

>><<

Kitya poked at the fire, scowling. “ Something's building up to blow,” she muttered.

“l don't know magic...” Desa drank the last bitter swalow in her mug, set it asde. “But maybe it
dready has. The trees fed different.”

Kityalooked up quickly. “How?’

“Hard to say. Kind of like they’ve relaxed; they're ill nervous but not so afraid as they were. Same
time, they’ re madder’ n ever.” She coughed, looked around. “I don't know. It's been a long time away. |



could be wrong.”

“l don't think so. My pum’ s dill giving mefits. Ever had an itch you couldn’t possibly scratch? We'd
better find Faan soon or I’'m gaing to turn into a hoop trying to bite nv sdf in the backside.”

A huge gold hart raced from the darkness, legpt the fire, and vanished into the darkness again.

“What was tha?’ Desantro rolled up from the sprawl she'd thrown hersdf into when the beast
charged them.

Kitya was dready on her feet again, hand on the hilt of her skinning knife, her eyes searching the
dark, the ova swdling between them throb-bing vigbly. She turned dowly toward Desantro, her mouth
open, her eyes shining a molten crim-son as they caught the firdight. “Navarre....

“Huh?’

Kitya touched her cheek, licked her fingertip. “It was. That was Navarre.”

“Thet was a deer. A dag.”

“It was dso Navarre. I'll show you. Look.” She dug into the pouch at her belt, brought out a thing
both like and unlike the kech Desantro was used to seeing. “This is the karetka | made to find him.
Watch.”

Without hestation the karetka pointed after the hart. It was drawn so srongly, it strained againg the
har cord like a puppy on aleash, pulling it out sraight from Kitya' s fingers. She wrapped her other hand
around it, holding it gently as one would a baby bird that had been shoved from its nest, blew on it, then
put it back in the pouch. “Y ou see?’

“So what do we do now?’

“I follow him.”

“And Faan?’

Once more Kitya dipped into her pouch. Thistime she brought out the kech. “Like you said, she can
take care of hersdf. And you don’t need her any more. Y ou have the Rakil-kech. Follow her, follow me,
whichever you prefer.” She tossed the Faan-kech to Desantro.

In mid arc the charm swung about and went darting after the hart, making atiny keening asit flew.

Desantro chuckled. “Problem solved,” she said. “Looks like they’ re together.”

>><<

The next three days, the gold hart—and a white hind they saw the second night—ran circles round
them, teasing them in an exasperating game of tag the deer never log.

On the third night, Kitya scrubbed down the weary black before she fed him the last of the grain,
swearing in three languages with every stroke of the brush. She turned him loose to browse on the twig
ends, weeds, and the tufts of wiry grass growing in the samdl clearing.

“I'mafoal.” She threw hersdf down beside the fire, watched Desantro girring their improvised soup
ina pot precarioudy balanced on three small stones.

“Why say that now?’

“l just discovered it.” She pulled her legs up, wrapped her arms about them. “1 keep thinking that
dag's Navarre, but it isn't, it's a beast, mind and body. It'll play with us until Something dis-tractsit and it
goes off where we'll never find it. They'll go off, | should say, because hell take her wherever he goes.”

“So what do we do?’

“Dowhat | did from the day | was born.” She pulled a pin from her travel knot, used it to scratch her
head. “| rode to herds from my firg breath. Neka, it's true. | came a the wrong time, Spring instead of
Winter; the kuneag were cav-ing and every hand was needed. My mother bur-ied the afterbirth,
wrapped mein wool, suffed me into a ding next her skin, and went to do what she could. She was a
wonder, ha-yah.”

“She's dead?’

“Neka.” Kitya chuckled. “She dways said it'd take an axe to kill her, cold wouldn't do it, or work,
and certainly not me.” She passed her hand across her mouth, closed her eyes a moment. “The was, that
was for me, for the years | haven't seen her. Navarre tdls me she's dive and wdl. When | ask. What
was | ah tja, we have to drive them before us. Herd them out of the Mezh. A chase is no good,, well



just wear out the horses and get nowhere.”

“I won't be much hdlp, Kat. | know plants and earth, but they stay where you put them.”

“Nu, I'll tdl you what to do. No problem there. But we won't do it tomorrow. There's grass here
and water. WE Il rest tomorrow. Come the next day, though....” A sharp nod and a sngp of her fingers,
then she sniffed. “Is that burning?

Hadtily, Desantro pulled the pot from the fire.

>><<

On the moming of the second day, the chase began as soon as the hart appeared, the hind run-ning
a hissde

Kitya snapped the end of her rope under his nose, rode a him, shouting. Desantro angled away from
her and between them they drove the two deer eastward toward the edge of the Mezh. With rope and
shouts and Kitya' s handling of the black, they kept the pair running in a panic, plunging through brush and
thickets, driving them in blind flight....

Until the trees thinned and dl four of them broke from the Mezh into the wasteland be-yond....

The gold hart and the white hind stopped. Abruptly. Asif full sunlight had turned them to stone.

The forms began to sublime like mis when a morning hesats up.

In moments two bodies were sprawled on the coarse sand, Faan curved to the right, Navarre to the
|eft.

Kitya swung down, ran to the Magus and pushed her fingers up under his chin. Then she sank onto
her heds and squatted with eyes closed, breathing hard.

When she looked up, Desantro was getting to her feet. “Her, too?’

The older woman nodded. “Alive, but out.” She glanced around. “Any idea where we are?”

Kitya stood. “Highroad should be that way.” She pointed east. “It runs north and south the length of
Vddamaz. We can make a dry camp here and get some rest. If they don’'t wake by morning, we'd
better load them on the horses and start walking. It's dl | can think of to do. Once we get back to the
amithy, maybe then... .” She didn't bother finishing, but turned to the black and began working on the
anch buckle.

CABAL

“What happened? What went wrong?” Oirs was still pulling his robe about him as he rushed
into the crypt; he was pale and sweating, close to panic. “ What about me? You said. . . .”

Chusker brought his hand down flat on the stone lid of the sarcophagus, the dap echoing
through the low irregular chamber. “ St down. Se quiet. There's nothing to panic about.—

Nenova closed her hand about Oirs arm. “Hush, friend. He' s right. It's a small glitch, that’s
al. It hap-pens. You should know that. There's no danger, the bowman got away without a
trace.”

Oirs dropped Into a chair, wiped his deeve across his face, his arm shaking, his breath
unsteady. He pulled the hood over his head and huddled in the black folds, staring gloomily at the
dusty stone of the sarcophagus they were using for a table. The figures carved into cartouches
were so worn as to be unrecognizable and what was left of the inscrip-tion was in old Valda, with
even less meaning.

Nenova traced one of the enigmatic letters, scratching at the traces of lichen in the grooves.
“Lazislate,” she murmured.

“Lazis busy with something | asked him to do,” Chusker said.

Her hood shifted; he could fed her eyes moving from his hands to what she could see of his
face. She didn't say anything, but he knew she didn’'t be-lieve him. That didn’'t matter so much, It
was Oirs he had to calm back to a reasonable state; that was the major purpose for this
meeting—and it was working. Oirs hands emerged from his sleeves, his shoulders straightened,
his head lifted.

“| suppose Velams doesn't matter that much,” he said. “He wasn’t one of the original
targets.” He leaned forward. “ Chusker, when's my attack going to happen? It should be soon.



Turet’s issued a call to set up the commission, he pulled me aside, con-gratulated me on having
the wisdom to suggest It and said he was going to suggest | chair it.” There was more than a
touch of self-satisfaction in Oirs voice, his panic retreating before his vanity.

“ FPlendid. Couldn’'t be better. Listen, Qirs, you're ill young and vigorous, you can start
building support now, twelve years from now the Seat moves on and It could be I’'m looking at the
new Augstadievon. It's just as well Laz is busy, we can keep this between ourselves, mh? Your
attack, it'll come in a few days. We want to ride the wave. You understand? Good. You should get
back now. You have to keep yourself on view as much as pos-sible.”

When Oirs was gone, Chusker pushed his hood back, pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the
sweat from his face.

“Nu, what happened, Chus? The truth this time.”

“The truth is, | don't know. Rumor Is that there was some connection between Vicanal and
that wiz-ard, but you know what that’s worth.”

“Turet was fussing about it last night, trying to convince himself to call Velams to explain his
traf-ficking with foreign magic. | doubt he will. Velams scares him. In case you're interested,
Master Ze-biesko kept his sardzin poking about all night and harrying the Diviners, but none of
them got so much as a smell, so you're clear on that. We're clear.”

“You too, Nenova?”

She shrugged. “ I’'m with you to the end, Chusker. Have | any choice? Don't answer that,
threats would make me itchy and | might do something I'd deeply regret until the Hangman's
Noose cut that off. “ She got to her feet. “ Oirs will be steady for a while now. There's no more
point to this, isthere?”

In the doorway, she turned her head so he could see her delicate profile cut cleanly from the
dark-ness. “ Don't forget Laz, my friend, or underesti-mate him. He's not dangerous yet, but. . . “
She didn’t bother finishing, Just pulled the door shut and walked away, her steps quick and light.

He sat for several minutes watching the candle stub flicker in the drafts that wandered about
the room, then he blew it out and |eft.

Chapter 16. SpellsWound Up

1. Sawalis

“Oirs? Just because he vanished for an hour or two?’" Nestrats Turet scowled. “He was the one
ydling loudest for an invegtigation; more than that, he was attacked yesterday, nearly killed. You should
know about that, Veams, seeing what hap-pened to you.”

Vdams glanced at Master Zebiesko who stood a pace behind the Chair; it was him he'd have to
convince. The head sardzin's face was expresson: less. The balance hadn't tipped yet. “I don't dam
I’ve got hard proof of his guilt” he said patiently, “only that there's reason to question him. It wasn't
once he vanished, it was five times and nothing in his days or nights to explain why.” He drew a roll of
parchment from his deeve, tapped it, lightly againg his thigh. “Nu, I'm sure enough he's in it that I'll
chance that I'm wrong.” He hdd up therall. “Thisis .a seded, and sworn agreement to, life-exile if Qirs
doesn't confess.”

Nestrats Turet leaned forward. “Already drawn up?’

“Tja All it needsisyour sed and sgnature, High Holy.” He drew in along breath. “I ask two things
before | giveit over. One You hold your Hand above. Pargats House againg the vengeance of Vocats
Jum when | saize Oirs and put him to Question. Two: You provide Fairwitnesses from among your
sardzin. If the confession is made and is convincing, you'll have in your hands the true murderers of your
brother and you will return this document to me.”

Turet rubbed his thumbs dong and dong the edges of his hands; his eyes flickered uneesly about,
avoiding Veams, resting briefly on Master Zebiesko, dhifting to the tapestry banners rippling gently on the
wdls



The slence dtretched out—uneasy, aching min-utes dicking inexorably on.

Veams waited, knowing that Turet would be pushed to a decison when he couldn’'t endure the
glence any longer. Yes or no, the chances were even.

Turet closed his hands over the ams of the Chair, turned to Master Zebiesko. “Nu, wha do you
y?

“If Oirs confesses, you're covered.” Mader Ze-biesko's voice was husky, indnuaing. “If not,
Velams is kicked out and dill you're covered. You might take some darts from Jdum, but he gets
distracted easy; find him a girl and things|l cool down. Up to you, High Holy, but I don’'t see how you
could lose”

Turet chewed on hislip, then he nodded. “Let me read what you' ve writ, Pargats Veams. If it's what
you say, then we're agreed.” His hand shook as he reached for the rall.

He pulled it open and read dowly, hislips mov-ing, stopping, moving again as if he tasted as wdl as
viewed the words; he was going to be sure that he knew what he sgned. Findly he nodded, reached for
the bell.

Master Zebiesko spoke quickly. “High Holy, better not. I'll fetch what you need and witness the
sding; the fewer who know, the safer wé ll dl be.”

“Nu, do it, then.”

>><<

Turet tapped restlesdy at the Chair ams. Abruptly he turned to Vdams. “It seems a wispy sort of
evidence”

“Indirect perhaps, but | find the Diviner's re-port suffidently convincing to wager my Place onit.”

“Tja..”

>><<

Master Zebiesko returned with two of his men. “Witnesses” he said to Veams. “Take them with you
when you leave”

When the document had the last Sgnature, the last sed dffixed, Vdams hurried out, the sardzin
following slent behind him. Varney and Teiklids should have Oirs by now; the sooner the Question
began, the less chance there was for the other plotters to smdl atrap.

2. Smithy

Kitya diced through the rope thet tied Na-varre's legs to the saddle, cadled to Desantro to help her.
“He s atough shrik, but I'd rather not bounce him off the tiles”

Together they got him down, then brought Faan to lie beside him.

The horses stood with heads down and ribs showing. Kitya stroked the black’s neck. “Poor old boy,
you've had a hard week. Now it's stable time and you can rest till you're feding deek and sassy.” She
looked up at the sky. “When we could have used some shade, there' s not a cloud.” she said, dicking her
tongue at the vibrant blue. “Nu nu, my mother said you can aways count on the weether to do the wrong
thing.”

Desantro wrinkled her nose. “Tja” she sad curtly. “Let’s get to it, eh? I’'m hungry enough I'd
barbeque the mare here if she hadn’t become part of me”

Kitya chuckled. “1 know what you mean. Tdl you what, you take care of the horses, I'll go light up
the bathhouse sdlamandrit so we can have our-salves along hot bath with herbsin it and plenty of soap.”

“What about them?’

“Nothing’s going to bother them for a while anyway; if you fed like worrying, drop a blanket over
them. WE Il carry them into the kitchen when

| get back.” Kitya strode off, scraiching a her am where a thorn cane had caught her; the petty
ir-ritation wouldn't hed until it was washed and salved. She gave amuffled hoot of laughter. Like a lot of
things, she thought. Like alot of things.



>><<

Faan dreamed she floated in melting yellow-white light, Navarre dark and secret beside her, a
golden cord joining them heart-to-heart.
There was no pain here, no choices that tore at flesh and soul, only the heat and the light.

>><<

Kitya eased Faan's shoulders down, clicked her tongue because she hadn’t noticed Navarre's braid.
She pulled it loose, tossed the frizzed end onto his chest and froze as she saw afant trace on the tiles, the
Sde of aman's boot printed with athin, dmog invisble film of mud. She sprang to her feet, the skinning
knife whigpering out as she turned, moving in dow arcs asif it too had eyes. “Someone's been here” she
breathed. “ Stay here. Don't Iet....” She darted from the room.

>><<

She sauntered back in a short time later, pull-ing pins from her hair and dropping them in the pouch at
her belt. One of Navarre's black wool houserobes was folded over her shoulder. “Had avistor, but he's
gone. He went through Navarre's bedroom like a band of kappits. Vaney, I'd say. Mezh mud *ve
popped him out like it did us but closer and sooner, so he came here to clean up before he rode into
Sawvdis. Pretty boy wouldn't want his stubble showing.” She tossed the robe over a chair, threw after it
the long blue dress that had been out of Sght under it. “Sdlamandrit won't have the bathwater hot for a
while yet, so we might ‘swell do some scrubbing on our babes here”

Desantro rose from her squat beside Faan. “What about something to est?’

“Nu, I'll do those honors, Desa. You're about as good a cook as you are a rider and | won't say
more than that.”

She set Desantro to pumping water into the stove's reservair, with indructions to get a fire going as
soon as she'd topped it off, then went to see what Varney had left in the pantry.

< <

Desantro was bending over her, washing her face, drawing the cloth gently along her arms,
putting salve on the cuts. . . it hurt alittle . . it was a good pain . . . it meant care and tenderness.

She began to worry dimly about the odd state she was in where she saw everything with
wonderful clarity, lines sharp as knife edges, the colors bright, every stain, every dent, as vivid as
if it were printed directly on her eyes—yet it was also far, oh so far away from her, as if she lay in
one world and looked into another. Looked through glass. She felt the soft-rough brush of the wet
soapy cloth, Desantro’s strong nervous fingers, and yet. . . .

>><<

“Why bother with sandals? He' s not going any-where.”

It was hot in the kitchen from the fire, the warter that was nearly boailing, the soup pot dowly cooling,
only a scraping left in it. Desantro wiped the sweat from her face, grimaced at the muddy film on her
hand.

Kitya glanced up, then went back to what she was doing. “My mother says do something, do it right
or it'll bounce back at you when it hurts mogt.”

“Your mother ever deep?’

Kitya grinned up at her. “Nu, | lived with her five ful hands of years and she was a determined
woman.”

“Evidently.”

Kitya pulled the strap through the last buckle and got to her feet. “Lovey pair of corpses, nu?’

The dark blue dress was too long for Faan, fdl-ing over her toes in graceful folds, the velvet changing
color with the shifts of light. It was tight over her shoulders and rather loose about the bosom, but the
texture of the cloth brought out the fineness of her golden skin and set blue lights in her black, black hair.
Desantro had lad the girl’s hands, one atop the other, on her dia-phragm; they were long, dim, and



lovely despite the battering they’ d endured.

Navarre was shaved; his hair was combed into a hao of light brown curls about his plessantly ugly
face, his braid brought forward to lie on his chest, the curving end like a quotation mark a hiswais.

Desantro frowned down at thm, shuddered. “Don't say that, Kat. Round here, words have a way of
coming true whether you mean them or not.”

“A little At will cancel that.” Kitya stepped across Navarre's legs to the chopping table; she took the
caniger of sdt that was stting there, turned with it in her hand, a wide grin on her face—a grin tha
changed to shock as the door crashed open and Sabuse stood there, glaring at her from eyes like dark
glass.

Kitya wrenched the lid off the canister and flung the salt at him, scattering some of it across Navarre
and Faan, then she legpt at him, knifein her hand, screaming, “1 killed you, oochiero, stay dead....”

The Revenant recoiled, the sdt eating at its flesh, then it roared and raised an am, black light whirling

inits open pam.
>><<

Agony ... burning ... fear ... hate.... POWER!

The glass that sealed Faan from the world shat-tered and she gasped as she fdt/saw Navarre come
awake at the same moment, surge up, grab Kit-ya's ankle, and send her sorawling.

Faan rolled onto her knees, got tangled in the dress as she tried to stand and at the same time keep
an eye on the Thing in the doorway .

Navarre rose camly, then stood brushing sat grains from his face. “Wrong place, Tiyulwabarr.” With
a gesture and a WORD that filled the kitchen with an enormous SOUND the mind couldn’'t hold, the
Magus killed the black fire and drove the Power back. Heat swirled round him. He ig-nored it, caught his
breath, said “Y ou’ ve done your worst and lost. Now get out of here”

“Neka, | will not.”

As Magus and Power began their battle, a battle of will agang will, of barrier pressing aganst
bar-rier, Faan grabbed at the dress, jerked up the heavy blue velvet and got her feet clear. She stood
beside Navarre, ddicate tongues of blue fire flickering dong her arms, her body aching with remembered
pain, her mind a stone regjecting the hybrid THING that was trying to inflicc more. Smdler fires danced
across her face and dress, burning away the flecks of salt. She looked around. Ailiki was nowhere about.
I’ve lost her, shewalled slently.

The Revenant sensed her anguish and struck at her.

She screamed. Blue fire roared from her, went whirling about the room, driving a the Power,
repulsed by it, returning to the attack....

>><<

Mouth set inagrim line, Desantro crawled away from the fight as fast as she could without drawing
atention to hersdlf. Her memories of that murderous Goddance of their last days in Bairroa Rili chilled
her to the bone despite the torrid tem-perature of the room. When Faan was like that, people got killed.

She kndt beside Kitya, clamped her hand on Kityas mouth when the younger woman's eyes
snapped open and she started to say something. “Quiet,” she whispered, “and keep your head down.
Thisisgoing to get nasty.” She took her hand away.

Kitya sat up; the skinning knife she clutched in her right hand made this more difficult, but she
wouldn’'t put it down or dide it back in its sheeth. Her long black har hanging loose, shining with blue
lights from Faan' s fire, she caught hold of Desantro’ s shoulder and squatted beside her, bal-anced on her
toes, ready to attack if the THING tried to come at her again.

>><<

“Give me the woman.” Sabuse's voice howled through the roar of the whirling fire, with echoing
overtones from the Power within.
“No.” Navare fdt Faan's hand close on his am, then gasped as her fire poured into



him—corrosve, caudtic, raw power that pushed him to the edge of his control. His flesh turning
trandu-cent, his body a lamp that glowed darkly, he lifted his hands, gave one las waning. “The
Wrystrike will take us dl if you force this”

“Give me the woman. She ismine. She killed my vassal and violated my space.”

“So beit” Navarre SHOUTED words that blew like icerain about the sweling Power, weaving a net
of cold and time about the animated body, freezing it while Navarre pried at the force within....

But only for a moment.

The Power needed the body to exig in Vadamaz despite the DENIAL of Meggzatevoc.
Main-taining Its roots within Sabuse, It extended Itsdf to its ful dimensons, burding the wals of the
house, scattering the fires, consuming the WORD-deet, enveloping Navarre and the others, drawing the
ar from them, smothering them....

Navarre shaped Faan's fire and seared a hale through the intangible; he couldn’t reach the body, not
yet, but he could discommode the Power and stop the smother....

The Power screamed, a soundless drill thet burst stones, turned them to dugt drifting on the wind....

Navarre muted the noise, began reweaving histime net, waiting for the Wrystrike, riding the wave of
itsrigng hedt....

>><<

Faan was rage and denid, was everything Va-damaz had shaped her to be, was cold and hot a
once, was Wegpon. She struck and the Power screamed....

>><<

NOOOQQOO ... THISIS NOT THE WAY

GO O O O GATHER....

Theimmense voice boomed through them, shaking them like terriers shake rats....

PERRAN-A-PERRAN, GOD OF

GODS

SPOKE

and

ACTED

The Power-in-Sabuse, Navarre, Faan, Kitya, De—

santro—

dl of them were caught in whirling wheding forces ... vortex ... the soundless voice of Perran a
Perran roaring commands that

Navarre and Faan ignored ... Tungjii’s laughter ...

andl of hisser wine ... intoxicating, srengthening ... Faan'’ s fire eddying about

Navarre

... her wild furious outcry echoingin his ears....

Immense immaterid hands reached, shoved....

The vortex swept across the land, through the city and plunged....

“Chusker, it was Chusker, he did every-thing....” Oirs screamed and writhed in the re-gtraints that
locked hiswrigts and ankles to the table as the spidznd cut another fine line across his chest, then began
to paint it with tincture of natri, an irritant without equdl.

Veams stood a his shoulder waiting until the spidznd had completed an inch of the cut, then held up
his hand. The apprentice dapped a wooden plug into Oirs mouth, held his head ill. “Nu, Chusker was
the lead. Who dse was in it? And don’'t waste time screaming, little Oirs. | might just get bored and go
away. The spidznd enjoys his work, too bad to deprive him of that pleasure” He nodded a the
gpprentice who pulled the plug out.

Behind him, Varney watched, grim-faced and golden, his beauty restored by deep and pamper-ing.
In the shadows beside him were two others, watching, lisening, the sardzin Fairwitnesses.

Panting, blinking, and squinting againg the sweat sreaming into his eyes, Oirs opened his mouth to



speak. Nothing came out but a blat like a sick caf. His mouth worked, his eyes darted from side to side,
then he gabbled, “Nenova, Laz-dey, tha's dl, that's dl, it was Chusker’s ideg, he did it, | didn't do
anything....” He broke off, whimpering.

“Tdl me about it,” Vdams murmured, “tdl me about it step by step. Who were you aming for the
Seat? You?’

“Neka neka, Begarz was the one, my fallowing wasn't big enough, besides, tha was why Lazdey
was in it, he could't be a Candidate with the smudge on his line, but he thought he could run Begarz ...
and ... and Nenova, she was Kreists married to Kreists and she had Begarz panting after her, his tongue
henging out, his second wife died in childbirth, she was going to wed him once he was Seated, even if she
was his close cousn. And Chusker explained it wasn't safe for one of us to go for it, not this time
anyway, as long as we kept back, no one would suspect us....” He laughed, laughter turning to hysteria

The spidznd lifted the brush where Oirs could see it; his laughter broke off ingantly and he was
whimpering again.

“Who did the killing?’

“l don't know, | redly don’'t, Chusker maybe ... he's dways been strange since he ran away when
he was twedve ... he doesn't talk about that....” Oirs voice was darting to trall off in the relaxa-tion that
comes after intense gtrain, his eyeids did down until he pushed them up again, fright-ened that he wasn't
sidying his tormenters, that if he didn’t keep taking the pain would start again. “He never told us how
he had them killed, he said it wasn't safe, not safe for him, he meant, we all knew that....”

“Describe your firg megting.”

“We wore masks and long robes, black fdt, gloves ... we didn't know who the others were, only
Chusker knew. Nobody said anything at first, except for him. None of us wanted to say anything that
could be used againg....”

4. The Final Moves

A roaring noise like a great wind swallowed his words ... the wals seemed to explode out-ward ...
forms hurtled at them ... swung away ... came round again ... blurred ... blue fire whedled about them ...
forces whirled about the chamber, currents of

RAGE HATE ANGUISH FEAR thick as warm honey glided through ev—

eryone watching ... on the table

Oirs was moaning and bab—

hbling though noone was ligening not even the torturer

... the roaring got louder and louder, rose in tone until it was a piercing squed. . . .

then POPPED!

Navarre hdf-fdl agang the table, Kitya dropped to a squat, hands over her eyes, Desantro sumbled
away from them, bumping into Velams, backing off again. Faan drew the blue fire back into hersdf. She
met Varney's eyes, her nodtrils flared, and she turned away.

He shrugged.

Sabuse screamed and flung himsdf at Navarre, but the Power inhabiting him had been contained and
he was thrown back againg the wadl, then forced down, his forehead pressed to the greasy ginking flags,
his hands clasped over the back of his neck. The body went dack. It was submisson.

Vdams looked from one weary face to another, finishing with Navarre. “What isthis?’

Navarre scowled a him. “You know exactly what it is, Liedlskadra¥.” He turned, contemplated the
quivering Oirs who lay where he' d been not so long ago. “For that, you were going to let this worm,” he
nodded at the crouching Sabuse, “take my companion.”

Veams didn't flinch from the accusation. “For the good of my House, for the good of my Land, for
the good of my brother, tja. A woman and a foreigner, she's nothing balanced againg dl that.”

“She' sworth the lot of you.” Navarre turned his head, listened to a muted boom that meant nothing
to the rest.

It was to the sardzin he looked when he spoke again. “The Caretaker sent you?’

The elder of the two men nodded. “He waitsin the Vertgjazall.”



“That one, he'staked?’

“Named the names”

“Say the names. | have a reason.”

“Leduzma Chusker, Kreidits Lazdey, Kreists-sev Kreists Nenova”

“Nu, let's get it finished.” To the soidznd he said, “Throw some water over that and get it on its feet.”
He prodded the prostrate Sabus8 with the toe of his boot. “You, take everyone here to the Vertgazal,
then bring those three named to join us. Good for good, | will loose you and give you leave to go.”

The body of Sabuse dirred, gave a resonant ee-rie growl, a sound that grew louder and more
powerful, shook the ar ... then they were seized and SHIFTED to a vaulted room, the banners on the
walls fluttering with the wind of thelr pas-sage.

Navarre spoke to the elder of the sardzin. “Bring the Caretaker.”

As the man turned to leave, Nenova appeared, fdl to her knees with the force of her landing. She got
to her feet, shook out her eaborate tea dress, and smoothed her har. “What is this?” she de-manded.
She paled as she saw Oirs cowering naked and battered beside the spidznd, but made no other
concession to the fear that had to be churning in her.

When the Caretaker came rushing in, followed by the sardzin witness and hdf a dozen others from
his guard, she swung round, her head up, a chdlengein her pae blue eyes. “What isthis, O Holy Turet?’

He stared at her, his mouth dropping open, a greenish tinge to his skin. He looked away from her
without spesking, marched to the tribund’s High Seat and settled himsdf. “Where are the others?’

Navarre amiled. “Coming.”

Lazdey was next. He looked swiftly around, saw Oirs, drew his sword. Vaney legpt & him; a
ham-mer blow to the neck, atwist of an am, and he had the man down and disarmed.

Chusker appeared, flung down on the flags be-fore the High Seat, the Power-in-Sabuse standing
beside him.

Navarre spoke, a soundless WORD that shook the air.

Sabuse' s body crumbled to dust, the Power fled with a high keening of fear and rage.

“Bring them to me” Turet screamed. “ Set them on their knees before me”

Nenova moved with dignity to kned beside Chusker. Oirs went weeping and cringing, hardly able to
walk, sinking from his own wastes, his sphincters having opened early in his torment. Lazdey struggled,
curgng the sardzin, cdling Ve-lams and Varney caumniators who should be on their knees not him. He
hed to be forced down and even then he didn’'t stop talking.

“Where' s your proof? Word of aworm like that? He hates me because I'm aman and he a sniveing
zurk. | demand atrid. | demand a judge without prejudice. | demand....”

“Shut the trumkaz up.” Turet’s hands clutched the chair arms so hard, his knuckles were white. There
were white patches beside his nose, sweat on his forehead as he moved his eyes dowly from face to
face. He lingered on Nenova. “Why?’

She amiled. “Because it pleased me” she said. “Because men were dying and | had a hand in it.
Because your brother forced me when | was little more than a child, then he arranged my marriage to that
pig S0 he could keep on having me. Be-cause he infected me and I'm dead anyway.” She logt her cdm
with the last words, spat them out.

“Y ou’ ve been with your brother’s whore, High Holy, you've lain with your brother’s death. How do
you like that?’

It was he who looked away.

Lazdey jumped to his feet, backed away from the others and the sardzin. “1 don’'t care what these
launggs say, | wasn't iniit, | didn't do anything, it was me saved Begarz's life from them when they hit
him. Don't ligen to them, they lie....”

Nenova turned to gaze at him, nogtrils flaring. “Laz the brave soldier, ligen, to him whine. Wasn't
even tortured like little Oirs there. Tsaaaa. Chus-ker’s the only one with nerve, the only real man among
youdl.”

“Be quiet, you whore!”

She laughed at him, but paled again when a sardzin caught her by the hair and jerked her head back,



showing her the blade of hislong knife.

“Chusker,” Turet said hadtily. “You were re-spected, powerful, your House was in your hands.
Why?'

Leduzma Chusker amiled. “Why riot?’ he said. He bowed, straightened. “I curse you; by curse of
my mother and the power that liveswithin me, | curse you and your kind. My blood is on your heads, my
ghogt shdl haunt you howling through your nights and days, nothing you do will be un-known, nothing
you say, nothing you think.” He brought his hand up and with the blade concedled in his pam, he dashed
his throat, the blood spurt-ing to spread across Turet’s feet and legs before he crumpled, his veins dmost
emptied, dill acam amile on his dackened face.

>><<

As the blood hditus filled the room, a head pushed up through the largest pool, followed by
shoulders, a pudgy body. A plump baby of a man stood on the tiles looking around a them, har the
color of moonlight, eyes the clear green-brown of a mountain tarn, flickering with shadow like the dapple
of blowing leaves. Huge eyes. Owl eyes. Meggzatevoc' s Speskingform.

It stepped from the blood and stared at Faan.

Faan looked back, her bicolored eyes colder than stones. God or not, she paid the Spesking-form
no reverence.

It let her chdlenge fal unanswered and amiled, the archaic amile that curled the lips and left the eyes
untouched. “I am the Answer and the End,” It said. “I am the god in the lagt act of the play who brings.
Order out of Disorder.”

It turned a degree further, put out its hand, touched Varney on the brow, leaving him with a round,
ridged red mark. “Smadl things fird. Par-gats Varney, | dam you. Light man, you will learn weight.
Fifteen years sarvice to the Temple and ME. You can shorten the time by growing char-acter, but |
doubt you will. No Augstadievon you. You would destroy the Land and | will not have that. Be glent
until | give you leave to speak.”

Red in the face, swedting with sudden fear, Var-ney opened his mouth.... And closed it again when
no sound emerged.

Ancther shift, owl eyeslighting on Velams.

“You, Pargats Velams, you have dlied yoursdf with an intruding Power. For this Pargats House mugt
forgo having a Candidate in this dection. Since the wrong is smdl, the punishment is lim-ited. Rejoice that
| ask no more of you and be very careful to serve ME wdl.”

A third dhift and It faced the plotters, living and dead. “I confirm the guilt of these agents of
Dis-order. Hang them high and throw ther bodies to the sea. | will not have them in MY Land.” Agan
that eerie amile “High and Holy Nestrats Turet. You have not faled to serve ME, but you might have. |
will not alow this. A Eunuch you hence-forth, your Holiness enforced.”

It made one lagt turn. “You flouted ME, Magus, because you knew you could. | may not touch you
or yours, but | can cast you out, which I d00000 ... dl of youuuuu... .”

The room dissolved about the Four-who-were-Linked, the Ouuuu of the last word be-came
vortex winds whirling them away. . . .

Epilogue

If they flew across land or seg, they did not know it, east, west, north or south, they didn’t know
where they were being swept, they could ne—

ther escape the vortex nor change direction.

Round and round, endlesdy wheding through a roaring chaos, Navarre, Faan, Desantro and Kitya,
round and round, facing each other with their backs to the howling gyrating gray wind....

which set them down on a bleak and barren shore, icy pray lashing them, sand driven by the north
wind scouring thelr faces.

They had nothing but the clothes on their bodies—except for Kitya who had her belt pouch with its



gmdl treasures, her skinning knife, and the lethd hairpins Navarre had crafted for her.

Curling her arm across her brow to keep her har out of her eyes, Faan turned a hdf circle, ingoecting
fird the ragged chalk diffs with the straggling patches of wiry grass like fringe dong the fla tops, then the
seashore and the sea For an ingant she thought someone was watching her, but the feding blew away
before it was more than a shiver in the spine.

Fire burned through her body, heds to head, but she ignored it, usng her free hand to haul up the
overlong skirt as she kicked at the sand, send-ing a samdl crab into a desperate scuttle for shel-ter.
“Gonna gonna kick and scratch,” she sang. “An't gonna catch me ee” When she saw the tan grains
flashed to glass by the hest in her toes, she changed the words. “ Gonna gonna kick and burn. An't gonna
cach me ee”

Her voice was logt in the wind, so she let the song die and went back to looking around. Out in the
tossed gray water she thought she saw the flukes of a jade green fishtal. She jumped back, caught her
foot in the dress and nearly fell. “Potz!” She hauled up the heavy blue velvet, twisted around so she could
see down her back, draight-ened with a litle bounce. “Kitya, loan me your knife, huh? I'm going to
break my neck if | don't get rid of this extra cloth.”

Kityaraised her thin brows, pinched her mouth together. Slently she handed over the knife, then dug
in her pouch for a comb and began dressing her long black hair into its travel knot.

Faan wrinkled her nose, popped her lipsin a mock kiss a the woman's back. You put it on me, it
wasn't my choice. She dashed at the skirt of the dress, shortening it to mid-caf so she could wak
without tripping.

Alliki the mahsar appeared on the beach south of them and came picking her way fastidioudy dong
the shore, avoiding the fingers of the ad-vancing tide, the dead fish, and sprawled sea weed. “Aili my
Liki,” Faan called, sudden happi-ness bubbling up through her as she saw the one creature who'd been
with her dl her life, the one who'd never gone away for more than a litle while. “My wandering sster,
welcome back.”

Alliki sat up, waved her pawhands, then re-turned to her leisurdy groll.

Holding her har again, kicking the ragged cir-cle of blue velvet away from her, Faan ran dong the
sand to meet the mahsar.



