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The Sorcery Within

Book One of

The War of the Dragons

Under the sword lifted high
Thereis hell making you tremble;
But go ahead

And you have the land of bliss.

Musashi Miyamoto (1582-1645)

T HE WATER HOLE WASA TINY POOL virtudly hidden in the rocks, an unexpected blessing in the middle
of tracts of scoured hardpan and powder-dry arroyos. The lichen growing on the stone at the water’s
edge was the only green growth they had seen for two days. In the far west, barely visble as early
morning sun illuminated their dopes, the Ahrahikte Mountainslay acrosstheir rearward trail.

Alemar dipped hisfingersinto the water and brushed them tentatively againgt hislips. Thefed of liquid
was amogt adien, acool, soft sensation that vanished amost immediately, absorbed into the cracks and
dust on hisskin. Hetook asmdl sip. 1t was gone within moments, without ever reaching his throat.

“It'sgood,” he said hoarsdly.

Elenya stooped beside her brother, away from her sentry position. Leaning to the water’ s surface, she
relieved her swollen lips. Alemar sprinkled drops on hisface and stayed back, as there was no room for
two. Anywhere ese, the water would have been brackish and unworthy of consuming. Hedidn't
complain. Elenyafilled her mouth, held it, and sat back. She pulled the cowl and vell around her face
again, blocking out the glare.

They drank by turns, relearning how to swallow. After asmal amount, Alemar felt dizzy, and lay back
against the rock that shadowed the pool. As his head settled onto the rough surface, he felt vibrations.

Hoofbesats.

Herolled to the sde. Two daggerslanded heavily on the spot he had just vacated. Elenyaflipped over
the water hole, aready reaching for her rapier. Another knife narrowly missed her.

The attackers were three desart riders, clad in loose white robes and veils much the same as the twins
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own, mounted on oetkani. They bore down at agdlop, drawing long, dightly curved blades.

Alemar flung himself flat. A blade snipped aseam in hiscowl, just touching hishair. A second rider was
on him before he could draw awegpon. He sprang to the bals of hisfeet, and asthe scimitar came
down, he sidestepped it, grabbed the man’ swrist, and pulled down. The oetkani galloped past, whileits
surprised rider plunged headlong into the rock, uttering a sharp expletive in an unfamiliar tongue. Alemar
kept his grip on the arm through the tumble, hearing and fegling it snap. Hetook the weapon.

Heglanced to theside. Elenyawas ducking thethird rider. The man diced vicioudy, contemptuous of
her thin blade. The cut would have killed adower opponent, but it missed her entirely, and Alemar saw
the glint of metal from her return blow. Therider continued on for severd paces, and abruptly fel from
the oelkani. A dark stain spread across hismidsection. He didn’'t move again.

Thefirgt rider, having circled, plunged toward Alemar in adightly less headlong fashion. He pulled up,
parried Alemar’ sthrust, and harassed him from his superior position. As Elenyaturned toward them, the
rider pressed, hoping for aquick victory. Alemar avoided the oelkani’ s hooves, dipped his dagger out of
his belt with hisleft hand, and flung it. Therider blocked the dagger with asmall shield bound to his
empty hand, but was't fast enough to catch the thrust that followed. Hefdl from his mount, partialy
disembowelled.

The moaning of the man with the broken arm turned their attention toward the east. There, twenty riders
waited at a standdtill only fifty paces away, where moments before there had been none. Their robes and
the markings on their oeikani were the same asthe three attackers. Asagroup, they raised their
scimitars and lifted reinsto whip their animals forward. One man in the center held back.

“Natet,” he shouted. Abruptly, the other men lowered their wegpons. He gave afew moreterse
commands, and the group rode quickly forward to surround the twins.

When the circle was complete, its center well within range of the throwing daggersthat al the warriors
bore, the leader spoke again. “ Ai natt dor kem?”

“We use the High Speech,” Alemar answered.

The man regarded them. He wastaller than most of the group, abronzed, handsome forehead showing
abovethevel. He bore himsdf like aman accustomed to authority.

“Thetongue of the Cdininis sddom spoken here,” he said. Hisinflection waswrong, but his
congtruction was excdllent. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?’

“| am Tebec.”
“And your brother?’

Before Elenya could answer, Alemar said, “Heis Y etem. We come from Cilendrodd on our father's
busness”

“You have comealongway.” Theleader pointed to the water hole. “Here, among Zyraii lands, the
pendty for steding water is degth.”

“We are not dead.”

To Alemar’ ssurprise, the leader smiled, the expression visiblein the creases around hiseyes. “That is
true. And you say you came from the west?”’



“ YS,”

“God has indeed been merciful to bring you through the eret-Zyraii.” He waved at thewastdland. “Even
we do not go there.”

Thelast two days had not seemed merciful to Alemar.
“Foreignersarerarein the steppes. Where are you bound?’
“Setan.”

An animated murmur spread immediately through theriders. The leader laughed momentarily without
amusement. “You and every bastard child of ten nations. At least you' re honest about it.”

Alemar hestated.

Theleader said, “1 am Lond, and these are my brothers. We are of the T'lil tribe. 'Y ou have taken our
water without permisson.” Hetoyed with hisknife hilt, but his expression seemed to soften, the
aggressiveness replaced by curiosity. “Neverthdess, | offer you an dternative to deeth.”

He gestured toward the dead and wounded. “1 have never seen anyone deal with mounted attackers
quite so efficiently.”

Alemar inclined his head at the compliment, for he could see that this was the appropriate response.

Lond did not seem overtly angry that hismen had suffered. He pointed to the two riderless oeikani that
had been rounded up during the conversation. The man from whom Alemar had stolen the scimitar was
being shoved onto his saddle, arm tucked in front of him. “Thelaws of the So-de’ esalow meto use my
discretion in certain cases. 'Y ou have taken our water,” — he shrugged — " but the rains have been good
thisyear. TheT'lil need dl our fighting men, and you have deprived us. If you will take their places, and
become our brothers, holy law may yet be observed, without requiring your deaths.”

Alemar searched the leader’ s face three times over, wishing the vell didn’t hide half of it. He had dready
begun to detach himsdlf, preparing to die, and it was difficult to shake the mood. He hadn't expected
this. Therewere hidden motives at work, but if it were atrap, Alemar couldn’t fathom it — their lives
were dready in the hands of the desert men.

“How many of them understand the High Speech?’ Alemar asked of Lond’ scompanions. “Do they
know what you propose?’

“lamLond,” theleader said smply. “They will doas| say.”
“What of Setan?’

Lond scowled. “Doesgreed dull your wits? Y ou were rationa enough to wear Zyraii robes asyou tried
to passour borders.” Hefingered hisown garment. “Foreignersare not dlowed in Setan.”

“It' snot treasure we're after.”

“Now you mock me. Areyou going to accept my offer or not? Thesunclimbs....” Already sincethe
fight, the temperature had increased.

Abruptly Elenya dipped her rapier into its scabbard and climbed into the saddle of one of the oeikani.
Alemar paused amoment longer. Hewas not angry a her impulsiveness; it merely meant that she had
dready thought of what hewasjust realizing— in their circumstances, they shouldn’t question luck.



Lond traded words with his companions after Alemar had mounted. Two of them asked short
guestions, which the leader answered even more briefly. Hetold the twins, “Forget whatever life you
had in theworld that isoutsde Zyraii. Thisland will never let you live unlessyou are committed toit, and
to itspeople. The sooner you accept this, the sooner you profit.” It was hard to tell if thiswere advice,
or acommand. He ordered them to the middle of a double column, and the group set out.

As soon asthey were away, carrion birds began circling the bodies of the two dead men. Alemar
looked back at one point. Lonal noticed the hesitation.

“Those who diein battle need no ceremony,” he said. “God will carefor them.”

T HE FOREST OFCILENDRODEL Stretched entirely across the northern edge of the Dragon Sea. Thevillage
of Eruth hid within the silent giants that made up the wood, buildings interspersed between the boles of
the largest trees, the underbrush and smaller trunks removed to make way for the community. Even then
the forest attempted to reclaim its own; many of the house yards were swvamped in berry bushes and
decorated with vines that sometimes concedled al but the windows and doors. The late hour had doused
the lights of most of the houses, but lantern glow paraded out of the larger of the town’ stwo taverns, full
of belly laughs and the scent of rich woodland ae.

The main room contained heavy beams of wood set high and many rough-hewn tables and chairs.
Approximately haf were occupied by villagers wearing brightly colored clothing made of the durable

quarn slk for which this part of Cilendroddl wasfamous. They took little notice of Keron as he entered,

dressed as he was in an identical manner. Eruth was on the trade road and accustomed to newcomers,
He strode to the bar, and the barkeeper recognized him.

“Hello, Ampet,” Keron said.

If the man was surprised, he hid it. He gestured toward adoor just to the Side of the bar. “Wait in there.
Haveyou esten?’

“Not recently.”
“I'll seethat something issent in. He' Il be with you when we close— it shouldn’'t be very long.”

Keron did ashewastold. Theroom behind the bar was small, containing atable, four chairs, and a
narrow bed. A rear door led to the compost pile, outhouse, and forest. A stairway from theinn onthe
second story ended just to theleft. Even next to the building, the overhead foliage was thick, and stole
the garlight.

Keron stood in the rear portal and whistled — asingle, quick note. Soon the same note, sounded twice,
came from somewhere in the nearby underbrush. Satisfied, Keron reentered and secured the door with
aheavy bar.

The decor was wooden — extremely so. Except for asmall carpet near the bed and the straw tick
mattress, everything was hard and uninviting. A large cask of ale stood in one corner, and every wall
contained shelves or racks of steins, bowls, and other utensils. Keron lifted the carpet and inspected the
planks of thefloor to be certain they wereimmobile.

A boy brought adab of cold mest, vegetables, and aloaf of bread. The bread was stale, and the



vegetables had smmered to the point of formlessness, but it hardly mattered. As soon as hewas sure
that the boy would not return, Keron disposed of the entire meal on the compost pile, leaving only
enough scrapsto make it seem asif he had eaten it. Then he drew astein of de and sipped tiny amounts
to passthetime.

Presently the noise of the drinking room stilled. Not long after, an obese man wearing an evening suit
embroidered with slver walked in, done, and closed the door behind him. Their gazes met, the
sraightforward glances of men who havelearned to lie.

“Good evening, Master Luo,” Keron said.
“I’ve been expecting you, Captain.”
“I'll wager you have.”

“It was afinetrick, capturing the Dragon’ sfrigate like that.” He drew himsdlf an ale and sat down across
from hisguest.

“One getsinspired when one' s own ship is sinking out from beneath one' sfeet.”
“Indeed.”

Keron leaned forward. “1 don't likelosing my ship, Luo.”

“Isthat an accusation?’

“Let’sjust say I'm suspiciousthat it happened so soon after we had last done business.”

Luo cleared histhroat. “1 am the biggest silk producer in this province, and you Elandri roydists are my
best customers. What motive would | have to betray you to the Dragon?’

“I haven't solved that oneyet. Y et there was a betrayd.”
“If you think I’ m the one responsible, why are you here?’

“My people need sillk. Thelast shipment is blanketing crabs and octopi off thereef.” Keron stroked his
close-cropped beard. “That'saproblem. | can't let the smuggling be hamstrung, but | can’t proceed
blindly, either. We both know it was unlikely that the Worm’ s ship was there by coincidence. Either you
Or your men gave me away, or one of my own men hasturned traitor.”

Luo folded hishandsfirmly around hisstein. “Agreed,” he said presently. “But may | point out thet |
didn’t know the drop point until that very night?’

“I"vetaken that into account.”
“And what have you decided?’
Keron shrugged. “I’ve decided to buy somesilk.”

Luo spped hisde, feigning disnterest. He cleared histhroat. “I’m not sure | dare, Captain. If your
security has been breached, my own is endangered.”

Keron frowned. “How much to soothe your fears?’

Luo shrugged. “Sixty-six drogls per bolt.”



“That’ s expensve insurance.”

“The Dragon’ s blockade is becoming tighter al thetime. | would have had to ask for an increase soon
ayway.”

“Sixty-four drods”

“Captain...”

Keron drew out asmall pouch and poured several large pearls out on the table. Luo picked one up and
examined it, ahungry look in hisstare.

“Currency isaproblem. Thesewill havetodo. I'm sureyou'll be satisfied with the qudity.”
“Theseareamath, aren't they?’ Luo said reverently.
13 Y$11

“Sixty-four, then.” With the blockade in force, amath pearlswere hard to come by in Cilendrodel. The
exchange rate improved dmost weekly against oyster pearls and gold. Oddswere Luo could redizea
subgtantial gain smply by holding them for ashort time. “But two morefor the violet.”

143 E,]?’

“Y ou know we make violet dyes from wendruil root. Weimport that from the Syril Mountains. Either
we pay the Dragon his new tariff or pay more for overland shipment.”

“Very well. Canyou haveit ready by the fourth of Three Moons?’

Luo calculated absently with hisfingertips. “Yes. The green and blue are ill being dyed, but the timing
should be no problem. I'll have the wagons ready.”

“ DG,EH

Luorose, asif well aware of the intimidation vaue of the movement of so much weight, and set hisstein
back onits perch. He clutched the pouch of jewelstightly in hispadm. “I am sad that it cameto this,
Captain. Perhaps, if the Dragon dlowsit, wewon't have such...srained times....inthefuture” He
glanced toward the rear of theroom. “You'll beleaving immediately, | trust.”

“Yes It'sbest.”

“True. Good night, sir. Pleasant journey.” Luo reached for the door back into the tavern.
“A moment,” Keron called.

“Hmmm?’

“The password isfaernak. “

Luo grunted. “Ah. Of course. May the rythni keep you well.”

“Good night,” Keron said.

AsKeron listened to Luo’' s footsteps recede, the uneasiness that had possessed him ever sSince arriving at
thetavernintensified. Luo wasnot aforgetful person. But the conversation had reveded nothing
untoward. Keron stepped over to the outer door and whistled as he had before.



Two long heartbests |ater, a double whistle came from just on the other sde of thewall.

The signal was correct. Keron lifted the bar off its cradles and began to open the door. Only then did he
remember that his men were supposed to remain in the forest, not next to the building.

Too late.

The door dammed inward, knocking him to the floor before he could let go of the bar. Threemen
surged ingde. A heavy blue glint reflected off the sted in their hands.

Keron kicked, catching the first man in the groin, sending him crashing into the ceiling. A rafter cracked
open theman’sskull. The body, however, landed on Keron, thwarting his attempt to rise. The other
two assassinsclosed in.

Keron fet the knives pierce him. One peeled loose a section of hisscap. Another did dong hisribs.
Hetook astab in the thigh. Only the interference of the corpse prevented afata blow.

By then, Keron had agrip on the ankle of one of his attackers. He yanked, pulling the man’ s knee out of
its socket. The man screamed and fell to the sde. The effort had left Keron exposed. 1t cost him a
knifein the back, closeto the heart. He nearly fainted from the pain. He struck blindly. Hiselbow
connected with something that caved in likeamelon.

After that, neither of the assassnslasted very long.

Keron collapsed against awall. He could sense the blood spurting from the wound in hisback. Hetried
to control his breathing, staving off the shock that would doom him. A few seconds. If he could just last

long enough. ..

He felt the sorcery kiss him, soothing and strong. It worked quickly. Theriver in his back was slemmed.
Histissues begin to knit.

Assuddenly asit had come, it left. The magic, ashe had feared, had itslimit. Hisdistant doctor had
donewhat he could. He had areprieve, but only the most severe damage had been dedlt with. He might
dill die. Thepainwas4ill intense. For atime, he could only shake. He would have made apassive
victim for afourth assassn.

Helooked at the lithe, dark-cloaked figures of the men he had killed. He recognized the insgniaon their
vests. The Claw. Worm’'s men.

They were good. The Dragon’sbest. They had almost been good enough.
Stumbling outside, he searched through the underbrush. Soon he saw the crumpled bodies.

Both had been stabbed from behind. Faces of men that he had shared the decks with on long sea
voyages stared up empty, dack-jawed and puffy in death. But he had expected no better from the
moment he had been attacked.

“Good wind and clear sky,” he murmured, and closed their eyes.

The brawling of oelkani disrupted hismourning. The noise came from the stables next to the tavern.
Spurred with afina reserve of energy, he limped around the perimeter of the building, arriving at the
stable doors just as they swung open.

L uo whipped his anima when he saw Keron, but the Elandri stepped aside, grasped an antler in his good



hand, and yanked downward. The oeikani squedled and plunged into the dirt, flipping itsrider to a
landing so heavy asto dent the roadway. Luo emitted the sick wheeze of someone who haslost dl the

ar hislungs have ever possessed.

“Going somewhere?’ Keron asked.

“How?’ the silk trader squeaked, when he could breathe.

“I’'m strong,” Keron replied.

“It wasn't my doing! They forced me!” Luo whined.

“Who forced you? Give me names!”

“I don’'t know.” Luo managed to roll on hisside, lifting one hand in supplication.

Keron waked unsteadily forward and picked up the sword that had broken free of Luo’s belt on impact.
Clothing soaked with blood, skin an unhedlthy pallor, he advanced toward the merchant.

“Ligten, Elandri! We can bargain!”

Keron chopped through Luo’s neck like an executioner. He wiped the stedl off on the fine quarn suit of
the deceased.

“The best bargain we' ve ever struck,” Keron muttered. He paused only long enough to search the body.
Hefound the pearls he had given Luo earlier, dong with another small sack. It contained only five
objects. Four were gems of the highest qudity. The fifth was another amath pearl. Had the latter not
contained aflaw, it would have been fit for aking. Asitwas, it wastill extremdy valuable. Keron had
rarely seen aspecimen thislarge.

Shouts came from the inn above. Keron glanced up and saw Ampet silhouetted in awindow frame. He
heard running feet. Hisravaged body threatened to buckle, but he had to find safety, aplaceto hedl.
The neck of the beast he had downed was broken, so he seized another from the stables, not stopping
to look for asaddle. He knocked an oil lamp into straw fodder on hisway out and |eft Eruth blazing with
two kinds of fire.

ALEMARANDELENYA SPENT THE HEATOf the day resting in one of the arroyos common to the region.
The banks of the ancient streambed cut deeply and suddenly into the plain, invisble from only ashort
distance away, atrick characteristic of the land and one that had alowed the T il to appear so suddenly
at the water hole. The desert riders used canopies to augment the natural shade. Tothetwins, itwasa
shock to be free of the burden of sunlight.

The group stretched out on either side of theminalong line. The oeikani were gathered together at a
spot where the stream’ s course widened, where they could be easily guarded. The twins scooted into a
shdlow fissure, left to themselves, but not enough so that they couldn’t be seen a all times. Elenyabarely
managed to smooth the sand benesth her before shefell adeep.

When she awoke, the sun occupied the opposite quarter of the sky. High above, a huge black bird
circled, probably avulture. For amoment, still haf dreaming, she pictured it as adragon, waiting to dive
upon her, flame spouting from itsthroat. An unlikely fantasy — Gloroc, the Dragon of Elandris, wasthe



only living example of hisrace within the civilized world, and he wasn't old enough to fly yet.

She heard the snores of napping Zyraii. Other members of the tribe were engaged in games of chance
played with three twelve-sided dice. One or two honed their weapons. She uncurled herself, groaned,
and noticed that Alemar was awake.

“Haven't you dept?’
“No. Couldn’t.”

“If you fal off your animal later, don’t expect meto pick you up,” she said, noting his bloodshot eyes and
the heaviness of hislids. Shedidn’t need to ask how hefelt; they had been through the eret-Zyraii
together.

“Have some sdlt,” he said, handing her their precious supply. She sprinkled some on her tongue and
followed it with several swallows of water.

“What now?" She spoke quietly and used the Low Speech of the Cilendri for extrameasure, but none of
the strangers gave any sign that they were interested in the twins' conversation.

“They know where Setanis. Wedon't.”
“That doesn’t help us much if we're prisoners.”

They both felt the dert eyesthat pretended not to look at them and noted the smooth, feline gait of a
warrior walking by. Intheir state of exhaustion, they couldn’t even think to escape. Thefight at the
water hole had taken what scant reservesthey had.

Not far away, aZyraii rdieved himsdf. Elenyafet nolongingsfrom her own bladder, despite the time
snceshe'd last emptied it, but she began thinking.

“Dol look likeaman?’ she asked, gesturing down at her body. Like her brother, she was short and
dender. Although fair-skinned, the sun had tanned them almost to the swarthiness of the Zyraii, and
shoulder-length, jet-black hair occasionaly peeked out of elther of their cowls. The clothing hung so
loosdly asto completely conced her small breasts unless she pressed the cloth againgt herself, and the
veil hid the fact that she had no beard.

Alemar squinted a her, asif trying to place himsdlf in an objective viewpoint. “No. But neither do you
appear not to be. One would see what one expected to see.”

“They made the mistake very easly.”

“I know. That'swhy | didn’t correct Lonal. Maybe there' sagood reason why you should be aman.”
“But they’ll know I’'m awoman before very long, one way or another.”

Hefrowned. “Yes. You'reright. I’d keep my voice down if | wereyou.”

She checked hersdf. “What happens when they find out we ve lied?’

“I don’'t know.”

They rested awhilelonger. More and more of the party stirred asthe heat began to wane. They felt
caresses from the faithful afternoon breeze. A haf dozen Zyraii began practicing knifethrowing. Elenya
had recognized the short daggers carried by dl of theriders. They performed demonblade. The name



was taken from the Demon Steppes, alabd Zyraii territory was known by outside the Eastern Deserts.

Legend had it that Zyraii boys learned to throw knives before they could hold the weapons with one
hand. Thetwinscarried knives of their own, weighted for throwing, and knew how to use them, but they
had never before had the opportunity to watch the skill performed by itstraditional masters.

The men aimed at awooden shield, the same type that could be found strapped to each rider’s
nonthrowing hand. Like the demonblades, the shields were cherished articles, wood oiled for protection

from the weather, leather straps sewn tight. Wood, not metal. Metd became too hot in the sun.
Likewise, wood dowed a blade' s momentum in cases where metd only deflected.

Thetarget piece, however, was worn and cracked and covered with severd layers of hide to protect the
points of the knivesthat struck it. Though it was barely wider across than the span of an adult’ s thumb
and middle finger, the throwers rarely missed.

“They'regood,” Elenyasad.
“Yes” Alemar answered. “Better than we.”
“Better than you,” Elenyasaid. Alemar didn't dispute her.

“The good onesaren’t practicing,” she continued. “Like the two on the |ft there. | can smell others.
Andisn'tit funny how our view is seldom blocked?” Feigning disinterest, members of the tribe stole
glancesin thedirection of thetwins. Elenya stared them down.

Eventudly she pointedto Lond. “Heisthe best. He' snot even on the same scale.” The war-leader
scarcely watched the proceedings. Even at rest, he projected confidence. When he did move, each
action had its place, nothing wasted.

“Better than you?’ Alemar asked.

She paused. “1 would like to spar with him someday.”

At dusk, they mounted their oetkani and proceeded swiftly toward the east. Theterrain became more
varied. Desert flowers, cacti, and sparse brush appeared. After solong in utter desert, Alemar smelled
theincrease of water inthear. He shrugged this off as delusion born of exhaustion and nurtured by the
knowledge that asthey travelled east, they approached the Ahloorm, Zyraii’ sonly mgor river.

The sun’ s tifling brilliance gave way to the cool, muted light of Motherworld. The Sister had dreedy
climbed high in the sky, her glow no longer dwarfed by the day. Shadows diffused and broadened.

Hints of life scurried next to the path. Occasiondlly arider would swing out from the group, smal bow in
hand, to return with a sagecrawler or asmdl mammal. Tiny ferd soundsincreased as the darkness
deepened. 1t wouldn’'t grow beyond twilight until near morning, as Motherworld was in agibbous phase,
bold with her bands of ochre and beige.

At lagt, theland seemed to live. Inthe west, the eret-Zyraii, the best that could be hoped for wasthe
rare water hole such asthe twins had found that morning. Nature was a bad enemy. It was better here,
among human adversaries. People were vulnerable.

They reached the Zyraii camp during midevening. It was asubgtantial settlement — three concentric
rings of goat-hide tents, the largest and best toward the center. A small ritual fire burned at the hub, an
areathat also contained a spacious, undecorated tent of actua cloth, aswell asasmith’sforge and the
livestock corrals. Thefirgt thing Alemar noticed about the place was the scarcity of fire— only the



central flame and afew scattered oil cooking braziers. He saw figures bustling to and fro. Sentries had
derted the inhabitants, and children rushed out to greet the incoming warriors. Women hurried in other
directions to prepare the reception.

The group rode immediately to the oeikani corra, through atwisting aide between the tentsjust wide
enough to accommodeate their doublefile. Alemar deduced at once the significance of placing the corrds
in the center — the valuable oeikani, sheep, and goats stood less chance of being lost inaraid. Boys
cameforward to tend to the mounts, including one who trotted up without hesitation to take those of
Alemar and Elenya. He stopped short as soon as he saw them closdly. Thetwinsread his surprise as
they dismounted but, handicapped as they were by lack of language, could only stare back with equal

perplexity.
“Rol, yil tawakani!“ Lona told the boy, who blanched.

The oeikani shuffled impatiently, awaiting their feeding. The boy turned and quieted them by name,
glanced back at the twins one more time, and hurried away with his charges.

Alemar fdt the blood on hishands.

Lond ignored the questioning glances and led them through the tents. Asthey passed, women and
children stared at the twinsin amanner that the warriors had not, open-mouthed and shrinking back,
making ritud sgns. They woreno vells. The women dressed mainly inloose, flowing skirtswith
multilayered wraparound tops, seldom exposing more than head, hands, ankles, and feet. A few wore
leather sandals; most were barefoot. Infants and small children ran naked. Fabrics boasted many colors
and patterns, some quite plain, othersintricate in both the design and the weaving. Only grown men, and
not al of these, displayed the white robes of the group that they had ridden with. Eventudly, Alemar
noticed that those who wore white were the only ones who bore wegpons.

Lond spoke to them asthey ferreted their way through thewalls of hide. “These are the tents of my clan,
the T'krt, largest of dl the T’lil. Wejourney to the Ahloorm Basin. For tonight, you will be shown your
tent and introduced to the elders. We will decide what to do with you tomorrow. Y our adoption must
be recognized, and you will have to be educated in our ways.”

Lona seemed completely unperturbed that he was declaring the long-term fate of two people with a
handful of words. He drew off hisveil as he spoke and flipped back the cowl, revealing a handsome,
hawk-nosed face, much younger than Alemar had expected. Therewas energy in that face.

He ingtructed them to wait where they were for afew moments and disappeared into atent. Soon they
could hear him conversing with another man in the Zyraii language. When hereturned, ashort, lame
tribesman followed him.

“ThisisFumlok,” Lona said. Fumlok walked with alimp and stood dightly bent. Hewasthin and
leathery, agaunt face drawn with distinct contours dong the bone. His eyes seldom lit on any one spot
for long, and he smiled for no apparent reason at regular intervals. Unlike the warriors, he wore trousers
and aloose shirt reminiscent of the city dwellersto the south, though his features were unmistakably
netive.

“Few of my tribe spesk Cainin. Fumlok will be your mouth until you learn Zyraii. | will leaveyouin his
handsfor the moment. You areto stay near himat al times. Hewill show you your holdings, whilel
consult with the elders.”

“Qur holdings?’



Lona nodded. “I told you that you were to replace Am and Rodl, whom you killed today. They were
cousins, the last adult maes of their family. What wastheirsisyours.” He gestured to Fumlok and said
firmly, “Hewill answer your questionsnow.” He marched away, soon to be obscured behind the tents.

Alemar turned and found Fumlok smiling at him. When the twinsfailed to respond, the trandator’s
happiness vanished.

“So you know the High Speech?” Alemar asked.

“I speak many tongues,” Fumlok said awkwardly. Hiseyesdarted from Elenyato Alemar to the ground.
“It' swhat I'm good for.”

Alemar wasn't sureif Fumlok genuinely meant to judge himsdlf that way or not; the man stressed his
gyllables oddly and clearly was no magter of thelanguage. But perhapsit wastrue. The nomads might
not tolerate a cripple anong them if he couldn’t be of someuse. Alemar didn't like the little man.
Fumlok reminded him of fawning courtiers. But if keeping him near would alow them to communicate,
they would put up with him. The sooner they gathered some knowledge, the better.

“Come, come,” Fumlok said, leading them toward a modest-sized tent in the second ring. Asthey
walked, observers began to gather, including warriors who had not been on the excursion. Three or four
well-armed, well-dressed men followed most closdly of al, keeping adistance barely casudl.

Five people came out of the tent as the twins approached. All of them prostrated themselves, touching
noses to the ground, and waited on their knees with eyes downcast. Four were women; one was the
boy who had taken their oeikani from them at the corral, and thereby drew their attention first. He was
strong-featured, dert, just short of puberty. There had been membersin the party with whom they had
ridden who had been only dightly older. Alemar saw alittle of himsdlf seven or eight years gone.

Thetwo plain, thirtyish women lifted hands, palms down and fingers limp, heads till tilted toward the
earth. “Theseareyour wives” Fumlok said. “They are caled Omi and Peyri.”

“Wives?’

Fumlok nodded, smiling. “Lona tell you about it dready. Am and Roel are dead. Now Omi and Peyri
areyours”

“Y ou mean they’ re property ?’
“What is property?’ Fumlok asked.
Alemar wasn't sure whether Fumlok didn’t know the word or didn’t know the concept. “Like daves?’

Fumlok recoiled. “No! Only foreign women aredavest A man must look after the women of hisown
tribe. Itishisduty to God.”

Alemar looked at the strange women' s faces, and at the home behind them, which they had shared with
the men he and Elenyahad killed. Peyri glanced up at him, met his eyes, and quickly looked back down,
trembling at her own audacity. Alemar sickened — both at the sheer wretchedness of the women and a

the guilt they inspired.
“What if we don’t want them?’ Alemar suggested.

Fumlok’s small eyeswent round. “Not want?’ He stepped over to Omi and dapped her belly and made
her open her mouth to show her teeth. She had most of them. “They both young. Healthy. Still bear



good sons.” He continued on toward Peyri.

“| wasraised by different cusoms,” Alemar explained. 1t was darming enough to have been involuntarily
adopted into the clan. To be suddenly burdened with afamily compounded the disaster. “Ask them if
they want us”

“It doesn’'t matter,” Fumlok said. “What they think not important.”
“As it anyway.”

Fumlok muttered afew wordsto thewomen. They, aswell asthe two younger girls behind them,
suddenly cowered and prostrated themselves again. The boy scowled.

Alemar was confused. “Wheat exactly did you tell them?”
“I say you don’t want wives, maybe.”
“Why arethey afrad?’

Fumlok shuffled nervoudy away from the gradually increasing group of spectators. “\Women who are not
wives, not daughters, not mothers, not ssters— they are...”

He struggled to find the right word, asif the one he would have used were ingppropriate. “They are
what?" Alemar demanded.

“Avalade”

Fumlok shrugged, eyes darting meaningfully back at the men standing not far away. Absent of velils, too
many of the faces betrayed the hard lives behind them. Alemar grimaced. Now he understood. The
offer of wiveswas not areward for victory in combat; it assured that Am and Rod’ swidowswould
continue to have a source of physica protection and provender.

“WEe Il keep them,” hetold Fumlok.
“Areyou crazy?’ Elenyawhispered.
“I won't let them be turned into whores,” he argued.

As soon as Fumlok trandated Alemar’ s acceptance, the women tried to crawl forward and kissthe
twins feet. Elenyadanced away. “Ask them to go insde and prepareamed,” Alemar said, merely to
free himsdlf of the embarrassment. He needed a moment to meditate on this state of affairs. Theincident
had shaken him more than the attack at the water hole. He could understand laws requiring desth for
geding water. Thiscustomwasingdious.

Omi and Peyri complied immediady, but Alemar had the younger women wait long enough to be
introduced. Sesheer was an unappedling, somewhat pudgy teenager, timorous and ungainly. Meyr was
about the same age asthe boy, Ral, in the midst of her growth spurt. She was dender, sharp-featured,
with plenty of nervous energy.

“Where arethe small children?” Alemar asked. “| thought you said Omi and Peyri were till good
childbearers.”

Fumlok shrugged. “The desert isnot kind to them. Omi loselast young one two seasonsago.” His
manner was offhand. Alemar sensed that it was not entirely callousness. To lose severd children was
amply theway of the desert. Although parentsregularly saw infantsdiein hishomeand, Alemar



preferred not to think of it asinevitable.
“Don’t you have hedlershere?’ he asked.

Fumlok seemed surprised. “The Hab-no-ken arerare. Sometimesthey visit aclan only once or twicea
year.”

“The Hab-no-ken?’

Fumlok paused. “There arefour ken. Y ou learn when you are taught the laws of the So-de'es.” He
wouldn’t elaborate.

The two girls dipped insde the flaps, but the boy stayed. He stood gtiffly, and shook when the twins
turned toward him.

“ Elique pertoh va nagt Po-no-fa!” the boy said. “ Oi soh.” He spun on hishedl and ducked into the
tent.

“Why isheangry?’ Alemar asked, though, in truth, he understood the reaction better than he had those
of thewomen.

“He say that in one year he rides with the Po-no-pha, thewarriors. Thenthistentishis. But you kill Am
and Rod too soon. Now Rol must listen to you. If he disobeys, you can throw him out.”

Abruptly, Alemar heard a degp voice spesking to himin Zyraii. The words meant nothing, but the tone
implied agreat deal. Heturned around to face aburly, barrel-chested man.

Elenya shifted her stlance meaningfully. Alemar tensed. Their training would serve them again, if need be,
but after the disorientation and physicd trids of the day, he wanted only to lie down for avery long time.

“Trandate,” Alemar ordered Fumlok.

“Shigmur say that it not polite to wear veil among your brothers, ingde the camp. He say takeit off.”
Fumlok’ s demeanor hinted that the suggestion was agood one.

Alemar could tell Shigmur was going to pressthe matter. But weary as he was, he couldn’t submit so
smply.

“What if we don’t want to take them off?” Alemar asked. Fumlok gulped and trand ated.
Shigmur’ sreply sounded both cam and ominous.

“Shigmur say no reason to cover the head and face among one' sbrothers. Itisinsult. Shigmur does not
likeit. Of course, avery great warrior do as he please, if he beat oneswho disagree. He say you are
being avery gresat fighter to insult so openly.”

Alemar pondered the situation for afew moments, then flipped back his cowl and dropped his vell.
Shigmur frowned.

“My brother is better,” Alemar said softly.

Alemar stepped back, and Elenyareplaced him. “Do asyouwill,” hetold her. “I’ve had enough of
customsand laws for one day.”

Elenya stood where she was.



Shigmur said something gruff.

“Take off your veil,” Fumlok repeated.
“No,” shesad.

“Na,” Fumlok told Shigmur.

The crowd immediately began to clear awvay from the front of thetent. Fumlok pressed Alemar back.
Soon Elenyaand Shigmur were in the center of aring some ten paces wide.

“Shigmur duelsyou. Theloser admitsheiswrong,” Fumlok said.
“What aretherules?’ Elenyaasked.

Fumlok blinked. It wasthefirgt time Elenyahad spoken clearly, betraying her voice shigh pitch. After a
moment’ s hesitation, he said, “First blood or surrender.” Hastily he added, “Killing isnot permitted in the
camp.”

Alemar wasrdlieved. On the other hand, his sster was often only hampered by rules. Shewasbest in
andl-out fight.

“Y our choice of wegpons, or none,” Fumlok said.

Shedrew her rapier.

Shigmur stared at the insubstantidity of the blade and furrowed his eyebrows. He spoke to Fumlok.
“We have no swords like that here,” Fumlok explained.

“Let himuse hisscimitar,” shesaid. She motioned to Alemar, who loaned her his saber. Though less
curved than the Zyraii weapon, it was Smilar in weight and length.

Shigmur nodded and drew his weapon.
“Thisisvery bad for your brother,” Fumlok told Alemar under his bresth.

Alemar agreed. Shigmur towered over Elenya, so wide that he appeared overweight, though his grace
denied it. Hisbulk hinted at endurance, rather than ponderousness. Asdid the other warriors, Shigmur
wore only white, but in contrast to many of the clan, the clothing was well-tailored, the materia superior,
the embroidery intricate and lovingly crafted. The other members of the crowd gave him aclear berth.

Shigmur didn’t smile as Elenyaassumed her stance. That, too, was bad. Apparently, he had more sense
than to scoff at unknown antagonists.

He made the first move, asudden thrust. Elenyashifted her hips abruptly, turning her torso away. The
point jabbed empty space just in front of her breasts. She held her own wegpon upright in front of
hersdf, so that the man’ s sword edge brushed her own, but it was only a precautionary measure. Her
body movement had been enough.

The spectators murmured, impressed, as Elenyawove from sideto side. She dashed threetimes, an
irregular rhythm aimed at three different points. The man countered easily, the last time opening atiny dit
in her deeve above the left ebow.

Hetested her again. Elenyaparried hisblow but lost ground. Though more than twice her weight, he



waslight on hisfest.

The crowd noise grew stronger off to one side. People made room for Lona and an authoritative group
of men, older than most of thewarriors. The duellists were oblivious, and the newcomers did not attempt
tointerrupt. They took placesin the forefront of the spectators.

Elenya had clipped a shoulder seam on Shigmur’ srobe, but it had been awild stroke. She was forced
back another step. Alemar wiped hispamsdry. Shigmur was neither impulsive nor unskilled, asthe
attackers at the water hole had been. The crowd' s opinion of him was clear in the way they anticipated
hisvictory each time he moved.

Hethrust again. Elenyatwisted away, but less gracefully than the previoustime. Alemar noted the tenor
of the thrust — aimed precisely at her shoulder, where the muscle was thick and risk of afata injury
smaller and pulled so that penetration would not be deep if the strike succeeded. Shigmur’ s control was

superb.

Not so Elenya. Wheezing, she made another reckless swipe. Alemar began to worry. Shewas
exhausted from the trip through the eret-Zyraii, and though she knew the saber dmost aswell asthe
rapier, her skill could be just deficient enough to make her question hersdf. She was getting impulsive.

Don't kill him, sister, hethought. The humiliation was written in her posture, and he knew what she
was capable of in such agtate.

The dudlists continued to circle and feint. They had engaged eight times now, far more often than an
ordinary contest — certainly much longer than afight to the death. It was achdlengeto be ableto score
agangt awe|-matched opponent without causing seriousharm. A definitive move duded them. Alemar
had to conscioudy remember to bresthe.

Elenya svell quivered from the action of her lungs. Worn, aswell as unused to the climate, she had no
gamina Shefatered dightly. Immediately, Shigmur rushed forward with a series of power dashesthat
kept her backing up as fast as she could, each impact threatening to snap her saber. His movements
were sunning, most of them hidden withinablur. All eyes seemed riveted to his scimitar.

Alemar, however, watched hissister. He stopped worrying.

Abruptly, the man’ s sword flew through the air, flipped out of hishand by atiny but accurate movement
of Elenya swrid.

Children’seyesbulged. The men in the foreground grunted in surprise. Shigmur wielded hisimaginary
weapon for asplit moment after he had been disarmed. He cried out and stared disbelieving at hisown
hand.

The sword splashed into the sand behind him.

Alemar sighed. Shigmur had pressed too soon. Thanksto her size, Elenyahad rarely trained with
anyone weaker than hersalf. Aslong as she had any strength |eft, she was capable of tricking a power
fencer.

Elenya stretched her siwordpoint forward and made atiny nick on the back of her challenger’ s hand,
which he offered to her, his expression amixture of surprise and respect. Hedidn’t seem angry.

A flood of words poured through the crowd, cut short by an elder’ s sharp command. Another order
followed, and Shigmur bowed deferentialy to the source and walked back to his origina companions.
Elenyaremained in the center of acircle of highly intrigued Zyraii.



Fumlok was called to the elders and questioned briefly. The cripple was especialy meek, blending into
the audience as soon as permitted. The elderstraded afew comments among themselves, and Lonal
cameforward into thecircle.

Elenyawaited, saber lowered but till drawn. Lona stopped afew paces away.

“Y ou areagood fighter, which | had aready seen. Thismorning you had causeto fight. But thisistoo
smal athing,” and heflicked the cloth of hisown lowered veil. “You doinsult to al present by refusing
to reveal your face. | cannot demand it of you by law, but if you pers<t, you will dudl every warrior in
this camp, one by one.”

Something in histonetold Alemar that Lond would be the first one Elenyawould haveto battle. He saw
her fingerstwitch. If Lond had physicaly threatened her, shewould have dedt withit. But he had
approached with undrawn weapon, so close that he could not have escaped a critical wound should she
careto ddliver one. He stood within her power, yet told her what to do.

Alemar knew that part of hissster would have been glad to fight every man of thetribe. Shewould have
known her measure against such atask. She was not defeated, yet she had won little beyond passing
admiration. Andin order to have her way, she would have to go through Lona. They both knew that
her victory over Shigmur had been acombination of surprise and luck.

The war-leader remained as he was, supple armslax at his sides, breath easy and regular.
Elenyatook off the vell.

The crowd was silent. She shook loose thethick black hair framing her ddlicate features. The children
of the clan were thefirgt to expresstheir astonishment.

“Reimi!” asmal boy shouted.

Thetribe chattered. The stern, stultified visages of the elders melted in shock. And Lonal, after having
so tranquilly dedlt with the Situation, suddenly looked very young and, so it seemed to Alemar, abit
frightened.

Lond stared at Elenya s chest and crotch. “Isit true? Areyou afemae?’
“Of course”

Lonal looked asif he had been betrayed. Heturned to Alemar, asif to double-check that he were, in
fact,amde.

“Fumlok!” heydled.
Fumlok limped forward.

Lond didn’t look at the cripple but said fiercdly, “Explain to these two what this means efter | leave” To
the twins he added, “ Go to your tent, and do not come out until bidden.” To Elenyahe said, “Y ou have
destroyed me.”

The war-leader, no longer the confident figure they had known up to that point, strode off, the block of
eldersin hiswake. Thetwinswereleft to the stares of women and children and soon dipped into their
tent to escape them.

“What happened?’ Alemar asked Fumlok.



Thelittle man kept gulping and opening hismouth like afish. At first, Alemar worried that the
discomfiture concerned Elenya s gender; then he redlized that Fumlok had been terrified to have been so
closeto Lond’sanger. When he could finally spesak, his answver was tentetive.

“Itisardigious question. Toltac, most high of the Bo-no-ken, must judge.”
“I don't understand.”

Fumlok pointed to Elenya. “ Shewearswhite. She playstheju-moh-kai , thedud. And shekillsaman
in combat. WWomen cannot do this.”

“Why not?’ Elenya demanded.

When Fumlok replied, he spoke only to Alemar. “Because women have no souls.”

IV

L ERINA PLUNGED INTO THE WATERfedling the tug of drenched fabric against her body. The warmth of
the Dragon Seaenveloped her, familiar asalover. She surfaced, flung the salt water from her hair, and
waded, waist-deep, toward one of the many small idetsthat dotted this section of Cilendrodd’ s coast.
Fishermen and smugglersfeared the reef offshore, providing Lerinawith a privacy broken only rarely by
vidgtors combing the tidewaters for shellfish. Theisolation pleased her, the beach and theidetsarefuge
to which she would escape whenever possible, often spending entire days sunbathing or diving. Her
favorite place of al was atooth of land about a hundred lengths out. From the coastal side it appeared
to be steep and rocky — inhospitable — but the far sde had been worn by the agesinto aminuscule
beach, atreasured place she had never shown even to her lovers. Asnow, she went to it when she
needed rdief from the uninspired existence of Garthmorron Hold.

The water degpened; she swam thelast of theway. The sun and the Sister both shonein acloudless
sky. Lerinadipped off her only item of clothing, abrief overtunic, and Ift it on an eroded chunk of stone
abovetideleve to dry. Asshereclined on the sand, she purred at the warmth penetrating her skin. Her
jet-black hair curled asit dried; her nipples, enlivened by the swim, flattened with the effects of the
sunshine. She was a petite woman, flushed with youth. As she created patterns with the salt crusting on
her abdomen, she wondered how her figure compared to those of the fine ladies of the Calinin courts.

Lost inreverie, shedmos didn’t notice the first moan.

Therising surf lapped at her ankles, eroding her drowsiness. She sat bolt upright. Faint sounds of
torment came from the cave at the head of the beach, ordinarily her ultimate retreat. Heart racing, she
inched her way toward the rock on which she had laid her garment.

Assheput it on, she discovered abloodstain onitsfront. Not hers. She heard another moan. Holding
the wet spot away from her breasts with one hand, she examined her surroundings.

Fresh blood on the rock had soaked into the fabric. Other drops marred the sand nearer the cave. The
spoor of dragging footsteps was clear now that she was paying attention.

Abruptly she rushed forward, pausing briefly at the cave entrance to alow her pupilsto adjust to the
shadows. Now that the thunder of the surf no longer muted her hearing, she distinctly detected strained
breething.



He sat, body leaning against the far wall of the cave, eyes open and glazed. Sickly anemic skin peeked
through the rentsin his clothing, coughed blood brightening older, darker stains on the front of hisjacket,
clotted areas on his scalp and thigh betraying recent seepage. Hishair hung in disarrayed, fevered
Strands.

“Oh, no...,” she whispered.

He didn’t respond when she squatted beside him. She brushed him on the cheek.

“Who areyou? How did you get here?’

Hiseyesfocused briefly on her hand. A croak emerged from histhroat.

“What?’ she coaxed, leaning her ear to hismouth.

“Water...”

Heclosed hiseydids. “I'll get help,” she said, gently squeezing his unwounded shoulder. Sherose.
“No,” hesaid, and tried to lean forward. He madeit only the width of afinger. He sagged back.
“But...” Hisexpression contained apleashe didn’'t understand. “You'll die without care.”

Hedidn't speak again but continued to stare at her. Shewastrandfixed. The fear and helplessnesson
the surface couldn’t hide the life of chalenge and courage benesth. No men such asthislivedin
Garthmorron.

Findly, he closed hislids and dumped into unconsciousness. She had to do something. She arranged
him more comfortably, leaving his upper body against the cave wall to ease his bresthing. He would be
dead by the time shereturned. But then, he should have been dead areedy.

Sheran, she swam, and she climbed. By the time she had gained the mainland, mounted the bluff, and
navigated the forest trails between the shore and the hold, the wind of her passage had dried her apparel
once again. She used the back entrance, through the vegetable gardens, and entered the central grounds
without being seen.

Cooking smells wafted from the kitchens near the main house, stablemen groomed oeikani, and Lerina's
great-uncle conversed with two serious-faced townsmen in the courtyard. She stoleinto her father’'s
cottage and cast off the overtunic, choosing a blouse and skirt to replaceit. Locating awatertight
satchd, she stuffed it with tights, leggings, blankets, acape, and sundry articles.

Next she dipped into the pantry while Brienna, the old cook, was busy in the kitchen. Lerinagrabbed a
large wicker basket and filled it with food, particularly that easy to consume in aweakened condition.
Then she hid both basket and satchel behind a dilapidated, abandoned outhouse.

No longer concerned about concealment, she removed two large flasks from the tack room, and filled
them at the well in the middle of the courtyard. The stablemaster greeted her.

“Good morning, young mistress,” he said.
“Morning, Rictane.”

Rictane limped to the other side of the oeikani he was grooming and regpplied the brush. “Y ou must be
very thirsty today.”



She smiled. “I’'m planning on staying at the beach dl day. | thought I'd make sure | had enough.”

Rictane waved an aged hand toward the main house. “Best ask your uncle about that. There' s been
sometroublein Eruth. He may want you close to home, especidly with your father gone with Lord
Dran.”

“Trouble? What kind?’

“Can't say. Two riderspulled up ashort time ago. They’re talking with the chamberlain now. | don’t
liketo repeat rumors until I’ ve had the sory straight.”

“| see” shesaid thoughtfully. “All right. I'll wait.”

The old manwinked. She smiled and went to vist her favorite oeikani in hisstal. The buck snorted and
lowered his head so that she could scratch the bases of his knobby antlers. She patted him, checked his
mane for burrs and the gap between his cloven hooves for lodged gravel. Rictane or a stableboy had
besten her toit. He shuffled impatiently.

“I’'m sorry,” shewhispered into one of itsears. “Wewon't beriding today, much as!’d liketo.”

She returned to the tack room and itsfamiliar, leathery smell. The shelveslost aquantity of bandages,
needle and thread, ointments, cotton, and alcohol. Not so large an amount, however, that it would be
missed among the supply needed to maintain alord' s stable.

A loose board at the rear of the stable permitted Lerinato squeeze out. She madeit to the old outhouse
and added her new booty to the satchdl.

With the satchel looped over head and |eft shoulder, the flasks on the opposite side, and the basket
cradled in arms, she dmost bore more than she could manage. She had wanted to carry themon a
saddle, but didn’t dare risk taking an anima now. Even burdened so, she knew the grounds and made it
to the forest without being discovered.

She had to stop frequently to rest her arms. Once, a gamekeeper happened dong the path. Shehidin
the undergrowth until he had passed. The scent of st spray increased. Her journey down the bluff was
thedowest leg of al. With the extraweight, she didn’t want to devel op dangerous momentum.

She checked for observers before venturing into the ocean. The current dug away sand from beneath
her feet, but she kept her balance. She set the basket on her head as the water deepened. Thetide was
near itslowest ebb, dlowing her to wade the entire way, though she had to hold her breath for the fina
distance.

She emerged soaked, but the basket stayed dry, and the other items were sedled. Gratefully she
lowered the basket to the sand, dropped the satchel, and entered the cave.

Helived.

He opened his eyes, and she saw recognition there, though he didn’t attempt to speak. Without
preamble, she uncorked one of the flasks and brought it to hislips. He drank one sip only, waited for it
to flow down histhroat, then sSipped again. He stopped after afew swallows, but Lerinaleft the cork
out, patient.

“Thou art the queen of dl women,” he said softly.

Something in theway he used the High Speech told her it was his native language. Of dl the landswhere



the Cdinin had ruled, only the Elandri used the pure form. Lerinaknew it from her childhood tutors,
though she, like most Cilendri, tended to use the lower form.

“You'reasmuggler,” shesad.

He nodded, and gestured for more water. She gaveit to him.
“What were you after in Cilendroddl ?”’

“Slk.”

Of course. “How did you get through the Dragon’ s blockade?’
“I swam under it.”

He seemed serious. She scoffed. “I suppose you intend to swim back with bolts of silk tied to your belt,
through the reef?”

He amiled, tilting his head seaward. “My shipisout there. A boat waswaiting for me, but I’'m afraid
I'vemissedit.”

“What happened to you?’
“| was ambushed by Dragon’smen in Eruth.”
“Isthere any way to contact your people?’

“No. | can't reach the rendezvous point likethis. If | live, the boat will be there next month, or the one
after.”

Taking appeared to exhaust him. Shelet him have more water, then retrieved the other suppliesfrom the
beach. When she returned, he had |ost consciousness.

She examined hiswounds briefly. Withdrawing arag from the basket, she applied antiseptic to the gash
inhisscap.

He groaned, and woke up.

“The oeikani don't likethiseither,” shesaid. “But it sthe strongest thereis, and you need it. It numbs
after awhile”

“I wouldn't have guessed you were ahedler.”

“My lord' s stablemaster made me learn everything about caring for my anima. | know how to clean and
ditch wounds.”

“Who are you?’
“I am LerinaElb-Aratule. My father is head gamekeeper of Garthmorron Hold.”
“Thy presence honorsme.”

She started to retort but considered his condition. Certainly her father was worth the pride, but perhaps
she had spoken too vainly, as her elders frequently accused.

“Who areyou?’ she asked.



“Cdl me Ethmurl,” hesaid.

“Isthat your name?’

“Doesit matter?’

She shrugged. “I suppose you have your reasons.”

He dlowed her to finish working on hishead. Theinjury therewas not critical, but Lerinaneeded to
compose herself before she could face the prospect of the more serious spots. Aslong asthey weren't
bleeding, shewould postpone it momentarily.

“I'mafraid thiswill leaveascar,” she said.

“I know.”

“Why haven't you bled to death yet?”’

He coughed. “A spdll cast upon me dows my blood loss”
Shelooked at him oddly. “I’m going to get my threed.”

Hedidn't wince asthe needlewent in. By that time it must have been only asmal agony on top of many
large ones, sheimagined. He fainted before she completed titching but she guessed that this wasfatigue,
and wondered how he could remain awake even for the short periods he managed. She moved to his
chest. The cloth had adhered to the open flesh, despite the dunking in the ocean he must have taken in
order to reach theidet. She had to ped it carefully free.

She sucked in her breath. The stabbing had been worse than she thought. He shouldn’t be dive. She
cleaned the long gash that ran along hisribs and got out the needle again. He woke at the first stroke.

“I'msorry.”
“No, it'snot your fault. You haveagentletouch.” Still, tearswelled in hiseyes.

“I’ve never seen wounds this size stop bleeding by themsdlves. I’ ve heard of this spell you mentioned.
It's beyond the reach of most magicians. The kings of the Calinin nations pay dearly for the service”

“You'rewd| educated.”

“I canread and write. Don’t change the subject. The spell we' re talking about is even harder to
maintain from adistance— how isit that your life isworth so much?’

“I'mtheking of Elandris”

She tugged the thread harder than she had to. Y ou have agreat dedl of nerve for someonewhoselifeis
being saved.”

Helost the smile. He said evenly, “Lering, it’s best that you don’t know who | am, for both our sakes.”
His expression softened. “1 don’t mean to seem ungrateful. I’ d rather my enemies not know how |
died.”

Shedtarted. “What about the spell?”

“Spells can only do so much. Y ou can only do so much.”



“You aren't going to die,” she said strongly. “And you don’t believeit either, or you wouldn't have
lated thislong.”

“I cameheretodie” Abruptly, he contorted in pain. Lerinahestated.
“Am | doing thiswrong?’

“No, it comesand goes.” Hiseydids seded shut. Quickly Lerinacrawled to the basket and withdrew a
amal vid. Sheplaced it directly in front of hisnogtrils and uncorked it.

“Bresthethis” shesad.

He obeyed. Within moments, he dumped. He would deep for several hours. She recapped the via and
put it away. She had wanted to get more food and water into him before she did that, not to mention her
reluctance to move him by hersdlf to get at the wound in his back, but perhapsit was better thisway.

She had gtitched and bandaged dl of hisinjuries by midday, but he till rested tranquilly. She created an
acceptable bed out of sand with some of the blankets she' d brought, to which she gingerly moved him.

She a so removed his weapons and the remnants of his upper-body clothing, and swabbed away the
crusted blood from hisskin. For the first time, she was ébleto tell what he actualy looked like. Hewas
younger than she had guessed — no more than thirty. He was short of stature, but lean and powerful,
black-haired, deeply tanned. She stroked hisbeard idly. Hisface contained a peace that hid when he
was awake. He was a handsome man.

Who was he? Theking of Elandris? King Pranter, she knew, had reigned for dmogt fifty years and was
now over eighty years of age. Hissonwasmiddle-aged. Y et whoever Ethmurl might be, he was
important.

She checked his pulse, found it stable, and covered him with ablanket. Would he die and |eave her with
the mystery? Shewent outside. Thetidewas higher, leaving adiver of beach between hersdlf and the
limit of the strongest breakers. The noise from the reef dmost drowned her thoughts as she Stared
southward, toward Elandris.

Later she returned to the cave and lay down beside her patient. What did it matter who hewas? She
put the question away and dozed off.

The chill of late afternoon fog violated her dumber. A mass of formidable grey billows boiled dightly
offshore, preparing to envelop the coast.

Ethmurl waswatching her. Shefelt it and turned hisway. He shook.

“You have afever,” she said, touching hisneck. It was damp.

“yYes”

“I haveto go. Thefogwill bein soon. You should let me bring back help.”
“They would hang me. | killed one of your countrymen.”

She remembered the townsmen at the hold. “Did he deserveit?’

He seemed surprised by the question. “Yes”



“Then that may saveyou,” shesaid.

Hesmiled kindly. “Y ou areyoung, after al. | was beginning to wonder.”
“Y ou'retoo used to war, Elandri,” she answered stiffly.

“Yes,” headmitted. Shelet the matter drop.

They said nothing as shefed himin smdl bits. He had little appetite. Shedidn’t forceit, trusting the
body’ swisdom. Beforelong, the greyness crept forward.

“I haveto leave before I’'m missed,” sherepeated. “I’ll return tomorrow.” Shelaid the water and
anything e'se he might require within reach, worried again by histrembling, and rose.

“Lering?

“YS’?’

“Why areyou doing this? Why help me?’
She smiled gently. “Because | want to.” Then she turned and |eft the cave.

“Thank you,” she heard him say.

Asit often did, the fog clung to the land with honeylike tenacity. Lerinaascended into it as she climbed
the bluff, immediately losing sight of the tree she had passed ten paces earlier. Asshereached level
ground, she heard the crunch of snails being squashed underfoot somewhere behind her.

Shelistened. The ground murmured under the impact of footsteps. Heavy ones.

Shewaked fagter. A stream of fog flowed just above the mulch of the forest, hiding potholes and roots.
Tendrilsthrust out of the earth every other step to snatch at her. By thethird stumble, she could taste
the bile of panic on her tongue.

The footsteps behind her quickened.

Not far ahead, two great trees stood adjacent to each other, so closaly placed that some of their upper
branches, fifty feet higher, had united. The gap between the trunks permitted asmall person such as
Lerinato fit through without difficulty but would block the passage of anyone larger. She plunged into the
gpace. Chill sweat stained her blouse. She ducked down, trying to quiet the heavy panting of her lungs.

A man hurried past, an opague outline. Shewaited. Hisfootstepsfaded. Sighing, she began to catch
her breath.

Two hands closed on her shoulders.
Her heart legpt into her throat.
“MigressLering” afamiliar voice said. “What are you doing here?’

She turned and recognized the ruddy face of Barr, agamekeeper, one of her father’ smen. The pounding
of her heart eased.

The sounds on the path returned.



“Ascot!” Barr shouted.

“Ho?”

“I’'vefound her.”

Soon the heavy figure of Barr’s son emerged out of thefog. Lerinarecognized the shape of her pursuer.
“Thank the rythni you're safe, miss. 'Y our uncle has been very worried.”

“Come,” Barr said, squeezing through the trees onto the path. “Let’ s be on to the hold.”

The bearlike form of Ossatch Elb-Aratule loomed above her. Though Lerinahad reached her adult
height, she dtill felt child-size when confronted by him, especialy when he assumed amood of
disapprova or anger, which was most of thetime. As her family’seldest mae, he was accustomed to
obedience. Shetried to draw hersdf up tall, earnestly missing the presence of her father, her first, and
best, dly. Anember cracked loudly in the fireplace of Garthmorron Hold' s great hall, where Barr and
Ascot had escorted her as soon asthey had arrived. Ossatch was the chamberlain and virtua lord of the
manor when Lord Dran was absent.

Her great-uncle held forward her overtunic. Thedip in the ocean hadn’t quite washed out the bloodstain.
“Wheredid this come from?’

“What were you doing in my room?’

“Don’t beimpertinent. If your mother were dive, she would have been frantic with worry — you gone
al day with amurderer ontheloose. You are my kin— | should know where you are a such times.”

“I pricked my breast this morning with akitchen knife. Would you liketo see?’
Ossatch' s expression blackened. “Answer my question. Where were you?’
“At the beach. I’m old enough to look after mysdlf, Uncle.” They had had argumentslike this before.

“The oeikani the man rode was found not far from the hold. I’ [l not have my niece about until I'm
convinced it' ssafe. You'll remain in the cottage tomorrow.”

1] Bljt_ ”

“No, Lerina. | have spoken.” Heturned and stalked off, the echo of hisfootsteps measuring the sinking
of her heart.

V

OwmI ANDPEYR SERvEDthe twins a porridge made principaly of millet and goat’ s milk, together with a
smal platter of dates; to drink, achoice of very strong coffee or elther of two wines, one of the grape,
the other of the pomegranate. The meal seemed Strangely soft, but the twins did not complain. They
were grateful not to have to ded with heavy foodsyet. They ate only alittle of the porridge, but over a
long period of time made generous use of theliquids. Plain water, for some reason, wastotally absent.

“Maybe tomorrow an animd is daughtered to honor new husbands,” Fumlok suggested, asif to excuse



thefare. “No timetonight. And to butcher isman’sjob.”

The wives served the med and remained unobtrusive, usualy conceded behind a cloth purdah that
segregated the tent into rough halves. The younger members of the family appeared not at dl. For the
moment, thissocid distance comforted the twins. The language barrier preserved them from the
embarrassment of communication.

Fumlok stayed with them but didn’t eat. Alemar suspected sharing food would create some sort of
socia debt the trandator was reluctant to incur. Fumlok utilized the time to explain the implications of
Elenya slack of soul, aprocess hampered once again by his difficulty with the High Speech. He seemed
unable to gpply the subjunctive case, impeding his ability to convey abstract concepts. He tended to use
the present tense regardless of what the context required. After most of an hour, however, the twins
managed to ditill out arudimentary understanding of Zyraii mythology.

For aslong as the tribe remembered, their dominant religious order, the Bo-no-ken, had taught that God
created men and gave them souls as stakes in the Bu, the great game of life. A man sharpened and
advanced his soul by conducting himsdlf with honor, by contributing to the tribe’ swelfare, and/or by
using hiswisdom effectively. If he played the game well enough, after degth his soul would passto anew
body to play the game again. If he dishonored or wasted alifetime, he would return asaworm, animd,
or other creature and endure whatever punishment in these formsthat God willed, until he could become
aman again. Warriorswho died in battle, before they had lived enough of their livesfor fair judgment,
would automatically be reincarnated into a newborn of the same socia status and Smilar physica abilities.

Asfor women, they were created merely to produce more men and to raise the children so that men, the
playersin the Bu, would be spared this burden, which might distract them from the redl tasks. Femaes
had no souls, and it was not appropriate that women should participate in any activities that would
interferein the Bu, and inadvertently lessen aman’ s chance for agood incarnation.

Thus, the Ah-no-ken, the religious order responsible for the daily affairs and conduct of the people,
forbade to women the teachings of history, the pursuit of theology, and professiond crafts not associated
with homemaking. Mot of al, they were forbidden to be warriors.

“So, amae spider hasasoul, but | do not,” Elenya stated wryly.

“| dwaysthought something was missing,” Alemar said.

She poked himintheribs.

Rubbing hissde, Alemar asked Fumlok, “What happensto awoman if she doeskill aman in combat?’
Fumlok licked hislips. *Such athing never happen before. But...they think of something.”

“I'm surethey will,” Alemar said. “But | don’t understand the reasoning. Why should aman be any less
awarrior because hissister carries asword?’

Fumlok scratched hisear asif he couldn’'t believe what he had heard. He attempted to answer the
guestion from adifferent angle. “Men are given agreet chalenge by God, but He a so provides uswith
giftsto help us. For sake of man, woman is created — to soothe, to feed, to propagate. WWomen are
given only the onelife. They are not knowing the completeness of being. Men must remember thisand
be grateful to Him. A woman’slife must not be wasted — sheis the seed of more life and the measure
of aman’ssuccess. To let awoman die before her timeisto spit at God. Zyraii know that women are
sacred, so women do not need to carry weaponsto protect themsalves. This cannot change. Women
must not be endangered inraids.” For Fumlok, the speech was el oquent; Alemar suspected he was



paraphrasing.
Alemar sghed. “Thisisnot what peoplein my homeand believe.”

“Y our people arewrong,” Fumlok replied. It wasthefirst time the little man had seemed certain of
anything. “They know itintheir hearts. Do you make soldiers of your women?’

“Not often,” Alemar admitted. “But they are permitted to protect themsaves. My sister would have
died before now otherwise — today, in fact.”

“That wasamistake. |f she dress as awoman, sheis not attacked.”

“What doesit matter who'sright?’ Elenyasaid sharply. “We rein trouble, and it stoo late to do athing
about it.”

“No, you are safe, maybe.”

Eyebrowsraised on both twins faces. “What do you mean?’ Elenyaasked. The comment had seemed
al the moreintriguing because, at last, Fumlok had addressed Elenyato her person.

“Thismorning, Lond saveyou by invokingniutap . Itisadoptionritua. War-leaders haveright to do
this. If awidow ismadein battle, the killer should take care of her. Niutapa so brings new blood to
Tl

“How can you trust us?’ Elenyainterjected.

Fumlok held hisfinger up. “War-leader takesrisk. Heisresponsible until elders accept his choice.
Later, you are educated, and you are blamed if you disobey. For now, Lona isembarrassed if you
offend the laws of the So-de’ es. Hishonor isdirtied. Thisisbad to happen at thistime.”

Alemar sucked a contemplative mouthful of wine. “Areyou saying that Lona will be punished for Elenya
being awoman? And that shewon't be?’

Fumlok gave one of hisnervous smiles. “If Lond ispunished, sheis punished, too. Both. But...maybe
Lond isnot punished. Maybe hishonor issaved.”

“How?’
A cloud covered the Zyraii’ sexpression. “I don’t know.”

Thetwinstried to draw him out, but Fumlok wouldn't say more. If anything, he seemed anxiousthat he
had spoken in thefirst place. Wine and dates bridged the awkward moments until Alemar thought of
more questions.

“We're not redly members of thetribeyet,” Alemar stated.

Fumlok drew his glance back from the stitches of the tent walls. “No. Y ou must learn laws and rituas.
And you must endure the rite of manhood. Thenyou are T'lil warriors. And if you prove your honor,
then maybe you arehai-Zyraii .”

“If wedid dl this, could my Sster and | go to Setan?’
Fumlok stared back. “No. | don’t think s0.”

“Why not?’



“Setanisholy. Itisasacred ground reserved for the training of the ken. The Bo-no-ken, the
Zee-no-ken, and the Hab-no-ken go there to be tested. Warriors must have a special reason to vist,
and must get permission.”

“How arethe ken tested?’ Elenyasaid suddenly.
“That isfor the kento know. | only know that those with weak wills do not survive.”

More hewould not reved. His demeanor turned morose, and shortly thereafter he left them for the night,
warning them that they must not leave the tent.

“We should have come to the country dressed as priests,” Alemar said glumly, after their interpreter had
gone.

“We should have come as dune eagles,” Elenya suggested. “Then we could have flown above these
madmen.” She rose and opened the flaps of the entrance. A heavyset Zyraii warrior stood afew paces
away. Elenyadidn’t bother to step out. “We could have flown out of this camp, too.”

Omi entered to remove the clay bowls, timorous face constantly pointed toward the ground, except for
an ingant when she met Elenya s gaze and looked away immediately. She hurried off, asif stung.

Elenyashuddered. “If | have to become like her to live among these people, | won't live among these
people.”

“I have afeding we may belucky if we' realowedtoliveat dl. We seem to be committing al sorts of
morta snsjust by existing.”

“We'retrapped,” she murmured. Shedrew arapier, asif to skewer her invisible captor. Omi glanced
out around the partition and ducked away again, eyeswide. “I fed like trying to escape now, and damn
the chances.”

Wigtfully she sheethed her weapon. She was more impulsive than her brother, but sheliked redistic
chdlenges. Time might bethe only thing ontheir sde.

“Tdl me, isthiswhatyou expected?’ she asked.
“No.”

Further conversation was equally pointless. Soon Alemar was sagging, eyelids hel pless againgt the tug of
gravity. Thehard daysin the eret-Zyraii, and now this evening, had exhausted him. She sat behind him,
placing hishead on her lap. Hefell adeep rapidly, and would not wake, she guessed, until the night died.
She gtroked his hair pengvely, unableto equa histranquility.

Eventudly, Peyri emerged with agoatskin flask, and gestured inquisitively to Elenya, who shook her
head. Alemar had started to snore softly. Peyri disappeared, to return amoment later, taper in hand,
and cross the room to open curtains Elenya had not previoudy seen pagt, revealing deeping
compartments. It took little imagination to redlize whose they had been and whose they were now.

Peyri returned to the women' s Side of the tent. Thiswas a section forbidden to men, asthe twins had
discovered when Alemar tried to enter. The boy shared that Sde. Soon the glow of the lamps through
the woolen drapes was extinguished, and not long after the rustle of waking activity faded away.

Elenyaignored the offer of the bed. Not only did her skin crawl to think of deeping in those blankets,



but the woven straw mats that served as mattresses for the Zyraii seemed much too luxuriousto her, after
the desert’ s bosom.

Shewasligening to Alemar’ s serene breathing when she heard a deep, threatening boom. Shefdt it
through the sand under the hides. It set her heart to pumping loudly. But no noise came from the
women' s side, and the camp beyond thewallsraised no darm. Gradually her uneasy meditation
resumed.

Sheimagined idands and coastlines, awarm, shalow, beckoning sea. Shipsplied itswaters, buildings
rose around its harbors, and benegath the surface, men lived. Mgestic edifices and an empire without
peer stood in homage to one man’ s power and dream.

And in the sky above, adragon hovered, patient and amused.

“Oh, my father, we havefaled you,” Elenyamurmured.

VI

T HE TRIBESVMIEN OVERFLOWEDthe great tent even before all of those permitted to enter had done so, and
many had to be content to listen at the flgps. In the inner circle, the clan’ sten Ah-no-ken ringed the
traditional slver brazier, which glowed with alow, dmost heatless flame of ibsinthe oil. Toltac and
Jathmir, the two Bo-no-ken, conducted the gathering. Lona stood across the brazier from them. At the
tent walls, severad dozen Po-no-pha had managed to crowd within. The body odor inthe air waslike a
solidwall.

Lond’ssecond, R’ lar, had just finished recounting the story of how they had found Alemar and Elenya
The crowd maintained utter silence, not daring to murmur in front of the two high priests. A nod from
Jathmir allowed R'lar to Sit.

A long pausefollowed. The Bo-no-ken sat impassively, their austerity and authority settling over every
personintheroom. Lona waited obediently, feding the cloth under hisarms grow damp.

Eventudly Jathmir spoke, his voice soft yet easily audible throughout the tent. “ Simple mattersfirst. You
agreewith R'lar that Am, Rodl, and Quom acted upon their own decison?’

“They were on point, yes, and chose to attack by themselves, rather than wait for the support of the
entire patrol.”

Jathmir frowned. “The desert breeds both smart men and dead men. So beit. These strangers—
Tebec and Y etem — shall not be blamed for the casualties.”

Lona bowed his head, not to Jathmir, but to Toltac. Though the former acted as spokesman, the latter
had the final authority. Toltac wasthe opsib, high priest not smply of the clan but the entire tribe, and
deferred only to the High Scholar at Setan.

“I am puzzled, war-leader,” Jathmir continued dmost conversationaly. “It isobviousthat thekin of Am
and Roel needed to be cared for, but why invoke theniutap ? These were water-stealers, trespassers
who admitted they sought Setan. What inspired you to spare them?”’

“I wasimpressed.”

The Bo-no-ken stared back. Jathmir had asked his question not only to satisfy the curiosity of those



assembled, but to fulfill the requirements of law. By that time, the Bo-no-ken might already have made
their decision to support or deny the adoption, but ritual demanded that the war-leader be asked, and be
given the opportunity to formaly explain, why he had exercised hisprivilege. They waited.

Lona wondered, if he wereto stop there, whether these men, with their austere view of theworld, could
understand hisfedling. He was Po-no-pha, and war and its preparation defined his existence. If he were
not appreciative— no, even awed — & the performance of the strangers that morning, he would be no
more than one of hiscommon riders.

“I was moved by their mastery of the sword. | prevented their deaths to ask their names and country, so
that, should | kill them, perhaps one day their family would know that they had died aswarriors. | liked
the boldness of their answers. Furthermore, they had come across the eret-Zyraii.”

The audience mumbled. A few hadn’t heard thisyet. The priests deliberately assumed unastonished
poses. They had, of course, learned thisinformation soon after the riders returned to camp. Raised
handssgnalled quiet.

“Y ou weren't concerned for the holy grounds?’ Jathmir asked.

“No. If they had known where the citadel stood, they would have since turned north. | considered it,
and it seemed we had littleto lose. They were good warriors, certainly better than Am or Rodl. Why
not add them to our ranks? We will be needing fighters of exceptiona caliber soon.”

Jathmir nodded gradudly. “True, but it israre that theniutap isinvoked upon individuas not of the
Eagtern Deserts. They may not understand the irrevocability of theritual. We can't waste men
continudly guarding them.”

“No,” Lond conceded. “WEe I watch them only afew days, until the march to Ahloorm begins. |
believe | can convince them by then of the wisdom of staying. And if they try to escape, wherein the
desert could we of the T’ lil not track them? If they are too much trouble, they can be dedlt with at the
time”

When no further comment arose, Toltac and Jathmir leaned closer to each other and exchanged a handful
of wordsthat none but they two could hear. Jathmir straightened up and announced, “In that case, son
of Joren, the niutap is confirmed. 1t isup to you to do asyou' ve promised.”

The mood of the crowd grew moreintense. A bead of swesat formed at the end of Lonal’snose. The
first matter of the night, really no more than aformality, had been resolved. No one there had serioudy
believed the priesthood would embarrass their war-leader by failing to support him in a matter
traditionaly within his prerogative. Not so the next matter.

Toltac himsalf spoke. “War-leader, when you adopted these persons, did you suspect that one of
them...might not beaman?’

“No,” Lond said.

Toltac lowered his head, shadows thick under hisbrow. “I understand that they gave you mae names,
and to be sure, one would not guess that someone wearing the white would befemde. Still, if thisisthe
case, the laws of the So-de' esare explicit.” The aged Bo-no-ken’'seyesfixed onLona. On his
countenance the lines of desert wind and many years were prominent.

Despite himsdlf, Lond trembled.

Jathmir’ s voice dominated a somber tent. “The Po-no-phaand itsleader will retire from these walls.



The ken must deliberate privately.”

Sowly thewarriorsfiled out, leaving only the circle of the priesthood. The holy men dl looked like
workers preparing for hard labor.

Lona wandered to the centrd firepit, glad to be out under the open sky. Ashe stared at the embers,
severd of the Po-no-pha, mostly those whose ranks were only dightly below his, began to mill next to
him. A low babble of voicestravelled across the camp.

“Wdl, what are the chances?’ Lonal asked.

R'lar, alanky, desert-worn individua, and, asit happened, one of Lona’ suncles, said, “Femadesare
adwaystrouble”

This brought more laughter than it deserved, but it broke the tension.
“True” Lond said dryly.
Animposing form shifted to the forefront. “I’m sorry, war-leader,” Shigmur said.

Lona shrugged and draped an arm about the shoulders of his huskiest second. “No, my friend, you only
compounded the disaster. 'Y ou may have to offer up your robes and your testicles, but | have offended
God.” The payment for that was worse than ritua castration and loss of rank. He faced banishment, the
severest pendty of dl.

Shigmur stooped to stir the coa's and toss more oetkani dung on thefire. “It’sironic. After thedue, |
told mysdlf, * So now Lonal’ s not the only man of the T"krt who can best me with asword.” Then she
dropped the vell.”

Lona chuckled. “Sheused atrick. It wouldn’t have worked again. Nor would you have been so
polite”

“I only meant to discipline, not humiliate,” Shigmur said. “1 was afraid shewould fal over if | breathed
too hard.”

“Now it'sall theworse,” R'lar said. *Our war-leader has adopted awoman, and one of our best has
been beaten by her. The men of the Alyr will laugh at us. Such aloss of haiya as could have been
arranged by our enemies.”

“Now theré sanidea,” said Granyet, ayoung Po-no-pha. “Do you suppose?’

“No,” Lond answered. “Even the Buyul and the Fanke would not conceive of it. It would offend the
laws of God even more than what | have done.”

“Holy law could bewiser,” R’lar said forcefully, though not so loudly that thosein the greet tent would
have any chance of hearing.

“Ah, but Uncle, the other tribes will judge us by those laws, just aswe judge them. We are Zyraii, the
noble of God. If we areto ask thetribesto raly behind mein battle, | must not only fail to be banished, |
must be known as arighteous man. | must behai-Zyraii . | cannot be opshawithout the sanction of the
ken any more than without the respect of the common people.”

“But you must be opsha. Y ou are the son of Joren. Y ou' re the only one who could manageit. Eventhe
Alyr concedethat fact in their hearts”



“Thelegend of an opsha could be only another mirage of the desert. Perhaps our people are meant to
lose command of the trade routes.”

“Tocity-dwellers 7’ R'lar spat.

Lond withdrew into slence while R’ lar, Shigmur, and Granyet continued to debate, not so much because
they disagreed, but out of frugtration. They didn’t likefedling helpless. Like the mgority of adult males,
they were Po-no-pha. They herded, they raided, they conducted commerce. But on moral issues, they
relinquished al authority. The Bo-no-ken dictated what was right, the Ah-no-ken spread the word and
saw that it was heeded; and that was the way life was among the Zyraii.

“Priests and women — fah!” R’ lar muttered.

The ken did not call the Po-no-phaback into the great tent until nearly dawn. The time had passed
dowly, and Lona walked into the circle red-eyed and stiff-kneed. The expressions of the priests
mirrored hisown.

Toltac' swords were metered and precise. They were more than an announcement; they werea
command.

“The laws of the So-de’ es state that awoman may not wear white or carry weapons, nor shall any Zyraii
sanction such behavior upon peril of exile. And it has been seen by this clan that the strangers who call
themselves Tebec and Y etem have done these things. Therefore, both are men, whatever the
appearances may be, and from this day forth, no member of the tribe will say otherwise.”

Toltac’ svoice echoed dightly before the reaction arrived. The war-leader had been saved. At the same
time, it was difficult to believe what the price had been.

When the crowd had calmed themsel ves enough to listen again, the opsib continued, “Every member of
thetribeis caled upon to assst in the education of thispair. They will learn our language, be inducted
into the rituas of manhood and ordeal of the Po-no-pha. When they have completed these, the adoption
will befindized and, should they later earn it, they may be admitted to the rites of thehai-Zyraii . | have

spoken.”

Lond and Toltac exchanged stares, and the war-leader saw the revolution that had taken place within the
opsib to have permitted the decision. Toltac knew that without Lona, he risked becoming opsib of a
defeated people. Theword of God had been swayed by practical necessity. But the message was
blatant: No man, however important to the welfare and future of the tribe, would manage such afest
again. At thismoment, if they were dl to look up with the proper sort of vision, no doubt they would see
the foundations of Heaven trembling.

\A

KING SRANSOMLOLLED IN THE CALMWaters of f the Cilendri coast, sailsdack. At somedistanceto the
west, aketch and adoop of itsfleet tacked lazily, netsout. The fine wegather invited the men to indulgein
aswim, but despite the grime of shipboard life, none did so. Some sunned; still more dept; none strayed
far fromtheir posts. Thelookout was vigilant in the crow’ s nest, and unease wandered from face to face
among the crew.

Three figures occupied the smallest of the four cabins at the stern. A man about forty-five years of age,



and awoman near thirty, stood watching a much older man seated at asmall, finely wrought hardwood
table.

An unadorned pewter bowl rested in the center of the table, containing what appeared to be fresh blood.
The seated man’ s atention, like those of his companions, wasriveted toit. At random intervas, aswirl
or aripple appeared on the surface of theliquid. Once, it geysered, and the woman sucked in a sudden
breath.

Asshebit her lip, the geyser subsided. In amoment, the blood resumed a glassy-smooth texture,
affected only by the dight yaw of the ship. The man wiped off hisbading head and sighed, but never
took his gaze away from the bowl. Swest dripped off his chin and had dready stained the underarms of
his garment down to thewaist. Hiseyeswerered.

“Come, milady,” the other man said, “we' re doing no good here.”

Reuctantly the woman alowed hersdlf to be led from the little cabin to her own stateroom, where she
wandered across the chamber and stared out the broad grillworked windows at the ship’ swake.
Windless, the vessal’ s passage hardly disturbed the water’ s surface. Her escort waited just insgde the
portal.

“Will helive?’ she asked, afraid to speak up.

The man strode to her, while she kept her glance away, and lifted hands asif to embrace her, but he
stopped, close enough to have dreamed he felt the lace of her blouse.

“Oboistrying, Lady Nanth.”

“Obo has been without food or deep for two days. If Keron is so badly hurt asto require such an effort,
how can it be possible that he will live?” She bowed her head, bringing out her tendency for adouble
chin, one of the dight flawsthat chipped a her noble vanity.

“If wecould find him...” shemurmured. “How many men did you send?’
“Fivefromthe ship. Another five of our agents near Garthmorron will be joining them.”

“Y ou could send ten — twenty...” Sheturned and paced, looking everywhere but at her listener, though
hiseyes never |eft her.

“I could not,” hesaid firmly. “Anarmy of oursin thevicinity would only antagonize the Cilendri, if not
attract the Dragon’ sforces.”

“Y ou can’'t dandon him, Admiral Warnyre,” she said.

The man’sjaw tightened. “Lady Nanth, the only reason this ship remains near the coast is so Obo can
manage to work hisspell. And once heis done — whatever the outcome — we must sail south to open
waters. | amdoing al | can. Your husband would agree — he wouldn’t endanger the fleet for one

She pressed ahand againgt the grillwork and knotted it into afigt. “I hatethissea,” she said through
tears.

Warnyre shifted uncomfortably, feding the stiffness of muscles no longer honed to amilitary edge. “You
should deep.”



Her fist uncoiled; her shoulders drooped. “No. Obo needs my attention. He endangers himsdlf with this
effort.”

Out of her sght, hefrowned. “1 will send Lady Heormaphta and her maid to look after him, aswill |
mysdf when dutiesdlow.”

Nanth shook her head. “Thisisthecritical time. | must stay with Obo. Infact, | shouldn't have lft
now. | took thisupon mysdf when | married an ambitious man. We could have lived out our days at
court, in safety. But Keron wanted the chance to distinguish himsdlf, and | will be thefirst to know if he
hasfaled. Thank you for your consderation, Admird.”

“Yes, milady. Asyouwish,” Warnyre said tersaly. He stood such that, when she passed by, he could
catch the scent of her hair, then followed her out. Asthey parted ways, he muttered to himself.

Lady Nanth' sthoughts werefilled with visons of the civilized comforts of lifein the capital, where
feminine companionship consisted of more than ahandful of other officers wivesand maids. Once,
when she was single, anoted diplomat had asked for her hand — but she had wanted better. \When she
had caught Keron, she' d assumed, from his heritage, that she had obtained her goal.

Obo il gared at the bowl, eydids hdf-closed. Small shudders coursed over hiswizened body.
Without disturbing the wizard' s concentration, Nanth filled a dipper from the barrel near the hull and
rased it to hislips. He gave no sgn that he noticed her, other than to gradudly suck up amouthful.

After severd Sps, he seemed calmer. He spokefor thefirst timein days, though he did not seem to be
speaking to her.

“Take off the bdlt, youidiot.”

VI

ALEMAR COUGHED ASA cLouDof dugt hit himintheface. He wished for dunes again; the sand dowed
them down, but spared the lungs. He envied those at the front of the line. The caravan transformed the
road to powder long before the twins and those in their position passed by.

It was a crepuscular existence — up and moving before dawn, resting for hours at midday, active well
into the night. They moved dowly, the entire clan travelling asagroup. The men rode oelkani, if they
had them to spare. The women and children walked, carrying tent poles and whatever household goods
that could not be loaded onto pack animals. Elder boys ranged to either side, alowing the livestock to
graze. The pace never exceeded acommon wak. When forage was abundant, it dowed or stopped
dtogether.

Elenyarode just ahead, and dightly apart, from her brother and “their” family. Though her face was
cowled, her upper body was bare. She held her chest out, nipples forward, covering them only
incidentally when she brushed the grit off her breasts and shoulders. She stared straight ahead and spoke
to no one, not even Alemar.

Occasionally, one of the women in the caravan, but more often one of the smdll children, would starein
her direction, only to turn away suddenly if noticed. But no one spoke. Only once, when she had firgt
opened her robes earlier that day, had Fumlok tried.

“Istherealaw againgt it?’ she had asked.



The scenery shifted gradudly, but filled the senses. The region was high plateau. Though their road on
average remained at one eevation, the terrain frequently dipped into sudden, severdly eroded gullies,

rose into scarred mesas thousands of feet above the valley floor, and in odd, unexpected places,
supported life. A low-lying landmark could vanish behind them in less than an hour’ swalk, while ahead a
particularly prominent rock formation had not changed during two days of travel. They followed wadis
that opened out onto dry plains crusted with salts and minerass, but never to bodies of water.

The T'lil conssted of five clans— the T'krt, the T'lan, the Kal, the Ena, and the Hysic. At firg it
agtonished Alemar to learn how much territory these five families owned, until he grasped what
prodigious amounts of the sereland it took to support anindividual. The T’ krt numbered lessthan a
thousand, the entire T'lil nation less than three thousand, counting in Zyraii fashion: adult maesonly. For
the most part, they strung out over the land in small knots of immediate kin, often no more than three or
four adults, only to such density as could support their animals. They gathered for migration and raidson
neighbors. At the moment, the cause was the annud trek to the Ahloorm Basin, thelong plain split by the
only continuoudy running stream in the nation, the Ahloorm, which meant smply “theriver.” TheZyraii
controlled its upper portion, while the city-states of Surudain and Nyriya held the coast to ether side of
itsddta

“Isit likethisdl the way to the Demon Mountains?’ Alemar asked.

“One part of Zyrai isnever the same astherest,” Fumlok said, avoiding the chdlenge of describing his
country using the High Speech.

The twins had lived among the Zyraii for ten days, long enough that the curious no longer wandered in
their direction. Already teachers had taken them through myriad lessons on history, geology, weether,
theology, desertcraft, martid training, and, most of al, obedience. People had started to converse with
Alemar, encouraging, in their taciturn way, his sumbling attemptsto spesk Zyraii. Knowledge threstened
to ooze out of their pores. Y et they had only touched the surface. For the moment, the instructors
concentrated upon the language.

Elenyanoticed atent-maker observing her, so she deliberately scratched the bottom of one of her
breasts. The man looked away.

Fumlok occasionally tried to reason with her, but to no effect. 1t had aso been hewho had originaly
tried to explain to her that shewasredly aman. It had taken a substantial amount of time, considering
that his entire argument slemmed from one thesis— the laws of the So-de’ es must be obeyed.

“Who makesthelaws?’ she had demanded.

“God, of course” It had astonished Fumlok that in other countries, men had the audacity to decide their
own laws.

“What happens when alaw isno longer needed? What if one needs to be changed?’
“God'’ s laws do not need to be changed.”

“What would happen if alaw were not clear? Who would interpret it?’

“Wemust ask God.”

She had made rude noises. “How does one talk to God?’

“The Zee-no-ken talk to God,” he had answered matter-of-factly. “They St donein the hillsand
meditate. If they aretrue of spirit and do not fater, they hear God' svoice. Inthisway God passes



down Hisword. If the need is urgent, we call upon the High Scholar a Setan, and he journeysto God's

“Then I'd like aword with God,” she had announced.

Fumlok had sighed. It was clear that Elenyawas not going to make avery good man.

Thefirg cricket of evening chirped, and in the west the sun settled into its bower behind the mountains.
The front end of the caravan looped around and coupled with the rear, forming aprotective circle. The
animasflowed to theinsde, sheep bleating, while the people moved to the edges. Soon boys took small

clusters of pack animds, freed from their burdens, out to brief grazing.

Lona weaved casudly through the throng, occasondly offering suggestions to the camp-makersthat
would increase the impregnability of the defenses. He approached the twins.

“Nannon abat se,” hesaid.
“ Se, gomo,” Alemar answered. Elenyalooked the other way.

Lond regarded her in afriendly manner, staring frankly at her bust. “You'll get sunburned that way,” he
sad.

“I’'mtrying to wither them so I ll look like a proper mae.”

Henodded. “That'sagoodidea. | hadn’t thought of that.” He nudged his oeikani with hiskneesand
resumed histour.

Elenya stared after him with agaze too cold to suit the climate.

“Tonight,” shetold Alemar.

They dept in the open, under acanopy of moons. Small tents and partidly erected larger ones
surrounded them, whatever was necessary to screen private activities. The tribe wouldn’t remain more
than one night here.

Sentries paced the perimeter. Insects and small creatures of the night became bolder, encouraged by
lack of human noise. The stars of the clear, arid sky daunted illusions of significance.

Elenyaturned toward Alemar. Hewas staring at the void.
“Ready?’
Hedrew off the coverlet from hisfully clothed body.

They rose. Thewivesand children dept soundly. Hastily they re-created their bedrolls such that it
appeared they Hill occupied them. Darting from tent to tent, they filtered their way to the edge of the
camp, dipping out behind a sentry.

They glided into open desert, the night consuming them. They went eadt, the least likely direction.
Ahead lay adope gnawed by nature, where the land climbed into a series of rugged hills, full of cover,
with plenty of rock to hide spoor.



In between remained two leagues of flat ground, where they could easily be overtaken. At first they
moved dowly, hugging the earth, stopping behind brush or mounds of grass. Oncethey had travelled
beyond the range of even sharp-eared sentries, they paused.

They reached insdetheir collars, and withdrew identical gold necklaces, each adorned with asinglelarge
emerald. Standing close to one another, they touched the jewel s together and concentrated. First one
amulet, then the other, flashed with ajubilant green light, aternating more and more rapidly until the glow
became congtant. Alemar and Elenya stepped away, satisfied.

Now let the Zyraii dareto give chase.

Moonlight gave them aclear view of theterrain. Sure-footed, swift, and well rested from the ten days
with the tribe, they no longer had to pace themsalves or hide what they could do. Elenya set the speed,
her lean legs thrusting the sand and soil behind with each step.

Alemar smelled the clean desert wind, fdlt it caress hishair. Although there were no trees to dodge nor
logsto legp, hewas at home. No distance or change of nations had taken away hislegs, nor thejewe at
histhroat.

Dawn would soon pale the silhouettes that dipped past them every few strides. Elenya, her initid,
exultant burst of energy spent, had let Alemar lead for the long-term jog. Asthe flush of excitement
leaked away, they no longer dreamed so fredly of avoiding pursuers who knew the land and
outnumbered them by many dozens, but no sounds of pursuit had reached them.

Stll, therewas apeculiar sense of uneaseintheair. It had becomeincreasingly distinct within the past
hour. Finaly, Elenyacommented on it, and Alemar pulled out hisamulet to check it.

It glowed now not smply with the pleasant forest green of their own spell, but with the deep tones that
warned of foreign magic being cast upon them.

They turned worried facestoward their trail, but still could detect nothing.
“They have asorcerer,” Elenyasad grimly.
“They must,” Alemar agreed. They heightened their speed.

The amulets were now hot with warning, yet the twins could hear no one behind them. A new shadow
grew on the path. It emerged low and square, only the regularity of its shape distinguishing it from the
increasing number of rocky knollsthat pimpled theregion. Alemar and Elenyadowed but retained their
route, sraight toward the feeture. They were quite near before the light of the moonsfinaly alowed
them to identify it.

They stopped.

Bereft of the cooling wind of his passage, Alemar could now fed the heet radiate from hisskin. The
meditation born of steady exertion dissolved.

They faced amound of stone set, without mortar, dightly higher than they could reach, and about fifteen
paces dong each square side. They could see no openings. Marks of weather indicated considerable
age. Itssurface gave no hint of recent use.



They redlized their error. The source of the magic was not the Zyraii behind them, but the object in front
of them.

“Let’'sgo,” Elenyasad in anxioustones.

Only then did they seethat they had entered avaguely defined circle, its bordersindicated by crumbling
marker sones. They could guess its meaning, but nevertheless they tried to step back.

They could not. Their heds and toeswould not lift from the earth. Elenya’ s obscenities blistered the air,
voicetinged with panic. Alemar struggled harder, findly dragging hisfoot painfully across the ground —
afew inches, no more. The effort made him pant. Worse, the heavinessin his soles spread to his caves,
then histhighs. He heard animpact behind him. Elenyahad falen. Shelay in an unnatura posture,
unfolding dowly, asif incapable of controlling her muscles. Numb now from the waist down, he svayed
like ababy oeikani moments after its birth.

They heard the sound of stone diding againgt sone. A section rose from the top of the sepulcher,
emitting the stench of air long confined, accompanied by the rustle of dry cloth.

Alemar sank to hisknees, fighting for consciousness. Dread kept his eyes open, watching asabluish,
glowing specter flowed out of the opening. Manlike arms reached out toward them as the wight issued
itsgrencal.

Each thought took far too long to circuit through hisbrain. He was crawling toward the cairn before he
could, at last, put away his shock and conceive of ameansto fight. Elenyawrithed, snakelike, spittle on
her lips, though managing for the moment to retain her distance from the wight and its sorcery.

“Eclutinacht. Jindrenneo lieul...” Thewords creaked out of Alemar’ sthroat, each syllable more
painful than thelast. Thewight hesitated.

Tingles coursed over Alemar’ s neck and face, returning remnants of human sensation. * Monacht abba
Poseth!” heydlled.

The specter wavered. Itscry thrust agony into Alemar’ stemples.
“ Poseth!” Elenyacried.
“ Poseth, lama ti Poseth!” the twins shouted in unison.

Thewight exploded, splintering into shards of blue radiance. The psychic impact pounded the twinsinto

thedirt. Eachflicker of blue flame sped up asit went, circling the others, somersaulting, broadcasting the
ecdasy of release. A hundred souls grown small from centuries of captivity and domination expanded to
their full glory. For amoment, it was daylight.

But the dread did not |eave.

Weak with exhaustion beyond the physicad, Alemar and Elenyaraised onto their elbows, but their relief
was smothered. Another wight floated out of the vault’ sinterior, its azure fire dwarfing thet of its
predecessor, the maevolence of its spell mocking the earlier failure.

But it held back, unable to prematurely calm the psychic chaos caused by thetwins counterattack,
shrinking from the odor of exorcism. It laid the heaviness on the bones of its prey, draining al but the
strength to remain awake, and waited.

Alemar heard hoofbeats.



The phantom acted abruptly. It roused, flowing foglike down the surface of the cairn to reassemble at
the base, not ten feet from wherethetwinslay. Thereit hesitated amoment, reluctant to leave the source
of itspower. It proceeded forward gradually, opening its noncorpored lips and uttering a strident, potent
cdl of invitation.

The hands and knees of the twins responded, grudgingly, closing the gap.

A snglerider and his oelkani galloped forward into the faint, early dawn illumination. Thewight reared,
facing the newcomer.

“Haiii-yahhh!” the rider shouted, drawing his scimitar. The wight opened itsarmsand grew until it was as
tall and as wide asthe mount, the glitter of its eyes betokening its hunger.

The man flung himsdf from the oelkani at the last moment, landing so suddenly and with such poor
preparation that he knocked himself out. The oelkani passed through the wight and collapsed, its
momentum tumbling it over threetimes. The creature keened with joy, the blue of its shape momentarily

deepening.

Asit turned back toward its human victims, ten more Zyraii rode into the site, beasts flecked with foam.
Fear immediately contorted their faces. They shrank back. Lonal thundered between them onan
exhausted buck.

“Dismount! Surround them!” heyelled.

They obeyed ingantly, two men automaticaly rounding up the animas, which warbled their nervousness
and would have scattered if not prevented. The wight screamed at them, but athough knees shook, the
tribesmen remained upright, keeping just outside the markers of the circle. They drew scimitars.

“Forget the stedl! Get torches!” Lond cried.

Thewight held its ground, eval uating its opponents, while the men holding the oeikani retrieved
resin-soaked shafts of bound sage from the saddlebags and threw them to the others. Alemar and
Elenyadtirred. Another ghostly scream shook the initiative out of their attempt. The specter advanced.

Lond lit historch. Rapidly the othersfollowed suit.

The wight bellowed, fading asthe light blared, becoming little more than a blue tinge on thewalls of the
mound. The Zyraii held the torches above their heads, the palor of their faces reveaed.

The creature began to whirl itsarmsin circles, spinning until it lost al human configuration. Currents of air
rose, awhirlwind with ablue, stationary core. Thesiren cdl increased. Thetwinsmoaned. The
tribesmen fought back the urge to step into the circle and had difficulty keeping their eyes open. One of
them fell down.

A gust doused the torches.

Angrily the wight flowed outward in order to envelop Alemar and Elenya. Lond lit historch again with
one stroke of theflint and flung it straight at the thing. The flame snuffed out, but the advance was halted.
The wight screeched and spat blue tendrilsat Lonal.

Lond shuddered asif arrows of ice had pierced him. By now, most of his men had relit their brands.
They waved them again, causing the wight to retreat toward its mound. It coadesced once againinto
human outlines. For amoment it amost possessed atrue visage, that of an ancient, weary man, but other
countenances coruscated within and upon the first, reflections of the soulsheld insde.



It glared at the men, hatred fervent. It hissed at their torches, and at theincreasing light inthe east. The
men were grim, but they waited resolutely.

Ten interminable moments later, the wight retreated, dimelike, up the surface of the vault. 1t disgppeared
insde, drawing the stone cover back over the opening.

When they were sure it wouldn't return, the men sank to their knees. Threetimesthey touched their
foreheads to the ground toward the point where the sun would soon rise. The oeikani ceased to struggle
againgt the grip on their reins. Murmured prayers came from many lips.

Alemar lay dill, awake but unwilling to move. Heached. It humbled himto think how little his physical
resistance had accomplished. Elenya groaned, not completely aware of her surroundings even now,
struggling to stay conscious out of terror of falling adeep while ill inthat place.

Lond and his Po-no-phadid not attempt to enter the circle until after the orb of Achird had risen above
theline of the hills, and direct light hit the mound &t last. The piled stoneslogt alittle of their Sinister
aspect, though the sensation of dread continued to permeate the vicinity. By that time, Alemar had risen
to agtting position, and Elenyalay comfortably. The man who had legped from his oetkani woke up.

At Lond’ sterse command, only two of hismen and he himself entered the unholy ground. They gripped
their bruised comrade and each of the Cilendri by the armpits and dragged them past the marker stones
asquickly asfeasible.

“Y ou do us honor, Kulam,” Lond told the recovering Zyraii. Kulam stared about uncertainly.
“Isit gone?’ hewhispered.

Lond nodded. “The power of God proved more than it could defy. But it wasaclosething.” Hefilled
in the man quickly, but did not elaborate. None of them cared to Stay in the areaany longer than
necessary. Thetwins stood, shaky but on their own power. He ordered them onto the backs of two
oeikani. They hung onto the Zyraii riders asif frightened of the height. Kulam glanced once at his dead
anima and pursed hislips. Then he climbed behind one of hisfellows.

“Y ou will be compensated,” Lona told Kulam, and glared at thetwins. “1 know some people who will
be glad to see that you receive two oeikani for your one.”

| X

T WONAKED BREASTS.
They were petite, but firm and well-proportioned, light pink nipples untouched by motherhood.

Keron blinked, not redlly sure that he had opened hiseyes. The sensation of relief had awakened him.
Lerinawas leaning over him. One of her hands held an abalone shell between hislegs, the other directed
his penistoward the shell while his bladder emptied.

Hetried to rise, but hisbody was astatue. Even the most insgnificant musclefaled him.
“Reax,” Lerinasaid.

Hedid. Vague memoriestold him thiswas not thefirst time she had tended him so. Infact, by now it
seemed naturdl.



“You'reredly awake,” shesad, shaking him perfunctorily. Shelifted the shell away.
“I think s0,” he murmured.

“Y our fever broke afew hours ago.”

“How long hasit been?’

“Threedays.”

Sherose and left momentarily to dump the urine. He glanced around. The cave had logt its uninhabited
aspect. His mattress was alarge blanket stretched across the smooth sand at the rear of the chamber, a
gentle bed laid down by once-a-year extreme high tides. Along the tunne to the outside, niches and
natural stone shelves had been filled with small items such as blankets, flasks, and in oneinstance, a
book. A basket of considerable size stood against awall next to his clothing, hisweaponsand beltina
neet pile atop the garments. There was a depression in the sand next to him.

Lerinareturned, a soothing, nude presence.
“Have you stayed with me the entiretime?’ he asked.

“I had to. It seemsthat some barbarian murdered people in Eruth, and my uncle forbade meto leave the
house. | had to dip out in the night, and had | returned, | would have been closely watched. | managed
to bring enough suppliesfor thetime being.”

“Y our pardon. I've made trouble for you.”
“It' snothing. Drink somewater,” she said, and handed him aflask.
Hespped. Some of hisdizzinesswent awvay.

L erina pointed to thewound on hisside. “I amost gave up on you. But once the infection was defeated,
you began healing so quickly | could see the changes over the course of hours.”

He sensed the unspoken query. Poor Obo. The old man was probably half-dead. He was a greater
mage than the king suspected.

“Comeon,” shesad. “If you canwalk, it' stimeto give you abath. You stink.”

Again hetried to rise but bardly sat up. Lerinahad to wrestle him to hisfeet. Securing hersdf under his
uninjured shoulder, she walked him toward the cave mouth. The sand floor gave way to water-scul pted,
convoluted folds of rock. Keron navigated the irregular surface cautioudy, hisfeet relearning their
function. Although Lerinagrunted under the burden of hisweight, Keron thought he would float away.
Thefever had purged him of dl tenson. He had never felt so insubgtantial.

Under the blinding light of day, they labored to atidepool. Clouds splattered the sky, decorations
without promise of rain. They couldn’t see the mainland from their location, but could fed itsbulk.
Keron stopped, caf-deep in the ocean, and stared to the south. He remained there for some time.

“What isit?’ Lerinaasked eventualy. He had forgotten she wasthere.
“Thesea”

Perhaps she understood. In any case, she asked nothing more until he returned to the here and now.



She had to help him to squat. He bellowed as the salt water struck histhigh, but she shoved him down
and proceeded to wet and scrub vigoroudy at his undamaged areas. The stinging gave way to the luxury
of being cleaned. Histhick scabs softened and tugged lessvindictively.

Helived.

He knew Obo was only part of the reason. Helet Lerinawork for afew moments, gathering his
thoughts.

“I oweyou my life”

The cake of sogp was a coarse concoction common to the region, and she handled it enthusiasticaly.
She paused only amoment. “That’snot true,” she said.

“I'm serious. Thespell could only...”
“I know what | did. But it wasn’t ajob, so you don't owe me anything.”

She lifted one of hislegs as he balanced on a submerged rock, and began meticuloudy washing histoes.
“Asamatter of fact, | would have been lesslikely to helpyouif I'd felt | had to. | don’t like having to
do what peopletell meto.”

Keron had to smile. “Still, if you hadn’'t helped me, | would have ended up like my companionsin Eruth.
| won't forget.”

The memory troubled him, but she didn’t alow him to dwell onit. Her handsworked with the skill of a
masseuse, seducing hisbody to relax. 1t hardly startled him when she became intimate with the soap, or
that shedid it with the platonic disregard of anurse.

“I takeit that your sympathies lie with theroyalists,” he added, “or I'd bein acell manacled to my
sickbed, if not dead.”

“My sympathies are with Cilendrodd. | don’'t care to be on either sde of your war.”

He coughed up asmdl amount of phlegm. “ Still, if it becomes known that you aided me, that will serve
asadeclaration in itsalf.”

“Then best it not become known,” she said demurely.

She gingerly rubbed at the edges of the stitches on histhigh, more of an examination than acleansing.
“It'samazing. Thiswas obvioudy infected yesterday.” As she rinsed the sogp off hiswaist, she added,
“Do you dways wear abdlt under your pants?’

He clutched his hips suddenly, then reddened as he recalled seeing the belt inthe cave. “I’'m sorry. It
feels odd to be without it.”

“It s;emed vauable”

“Itis. A family heirloom. | try to keep it out of common sight. When did you take it off?’

“Yesterday. It seemed so cold, and you were shivering.”

“Thank you.”

She hurried through the rest of the cleaning, and helped him back to the beach. Then she soaped herself



down in the shallows and waded out to dunk. She vanished, leaving swirls of foam, which she
obliterated as she burst back up through them, spouting like adolphin. Shejoined aswell asit gathered
and died againgt the beach and walked the last short distance to him with rivulets dripping from her
breadts, chin, elbows, and fingers.

It made him hungry to watch her.

“Let’seat,” shesad, asif reading his mind, and headed for the cave. She brought out the entire food
basket.

Food, Keron thought. Y es, he remembered what that was.

She cut up amosh, astaple of the Cilendri forest. Full of fluid and soft enough to chew with gumsaone,
it struck Keron's strained system lightly, a satisfactory choice for the transition between water and solid

food. Lerinadiced each piece only the width of her smdl finger, amost so thin that the flesh folded over
itself, and fed them to him one by one. It took a considerable amount of time to consume the single fruit.

“Enjoy it. It'sthelast of the fresh stuff,” she warned.
“Am| complaining?’ He smiled.
Twice sheleft her finger near hislips even after he had taken the dices.

Cold porridge followed the mosh, which they ae slently, enjoying the sun. Asit grew warmer, they
moved into the cave again, Keron preferring to crawl on his own power for the exercise. Waking made
his head resent being up so high.

The cave till smdled of human perspiration, tempered by sdlt drafts. He noted bits of micain thewalls.
Though humble, it seemed to him more secure than any number of luxurious accommodationsin which
he had found himsdif.

“Rest,” Lerinacommanded as he refused to lay back on his blanket.

“I haverested,” he said. But to humor her, he put his head down and closed his eyes.

A moment later, he opened them, and fdlt the fog-breath of |ate afternoon.
He heard soft snoresbesde him. Lerinawas curled in alittle-girl bundle, obliviousto theworld.
“My company’ sthat boring, en?” he murmured. Shedidn’t respond.

Before long, he noticed hisbelt just beyond the end of their feet. He dragged himself iffly inits
direction, took it, and caressed it in hisgrip. It was an impressive piece— astrap of dragon hide
embroidered in gold, the symbol of adragonin flight set in rubies on the buckle. 1t ill showed no wesr,
though he had worn it for years now, to say nothing of the others who must have owned it.

Without attempting to rouse Lerina, he crawled toward the opening, clutching the belt. In places, he
could dmost walk, bracing againgt acave wal with hisfree hand to compensate for histhigh. The act
provided asmdl bit of self-sufficiency he needed a that moment.

The searumbled afew steps away, beckoning, but he deliberately ignored it. Findly, he secured the belt
around hiswaist.



The power came on him likefire, afiercejolt unlike the sensation he had always known. He swest and
shook asif hisfever had returned. But the strength wasthere. He stood up straight, thewound in his
thigh only anagging itch. Hetook afew firm steps, stooped, and tore a section of stone from the
outcropping at hisfeet. Hethrew it asforcefully ashe could, watching it arc and land at sea many
hundred yards away, so distant the splash was hidden in the swells.

Satisfied, he removed the belt. The moment the buckle parted, Keron fell onto his good knee — the
other leg had given way. It took him several momentsto control the shuddering of his musclesand the
agitated state of hislungs.

So she'd saved hislifeagain. Ah, what afool hewas. Of course Obo wouldn't have been able to work
his spell when the talisman sapped the energy for itsown use. Keron stuck the belt between histeeth
and crawled, somewhat meekly, back toward his sickbed.

He replaced the belt and began to climb onto the blanket, only then noticing the marksin the sand in front
of the spot where Lerinaliked to sit. Curious, he leaned over and was able, after some guessing, to see
that she had sketched the figure of a deeping man with her finger.

He spent sometime just looking at hissmall, naked, dightly overwhelming nurse. Histhoughtstried to
wander leagues away, but they kept coming back to the present moment, location, and companion.

What did destiny havein mind for him now?

“FoLLow ME” LONAL SAID.

The sun was kind, though it was midafternoon. The twins did asthey were told, abandoning the erection
of their tent. Around them, the tribe prepared to settlein for aday or more. Good forage had been
found.

The war-leader followed the track of the sheep out of the camp, occasiondly glancing ahead where the
preemptive whistles of the shepherds originated, as the latter endeavored to keep their animals orderly.

Soon Lond diverged, leading them into open desert, which in this region abounded in short shrubsand
cacti, crisscrossed by snake tracks or the spoor of small mammals. When they approached a stand of

spiny plantsthat stood like trees, columns often as high as aman, he stopped and faced them.

“I trust you are both feding miserable?”’

Alemar and Elenyalooked worse than they had when they had first arrived. Crimson websfilled the
whites of their eyes, dark lines beneath, and their hair was matted and disarrayed. Elenyahad to endure
the sting of her sunburn, aswdl asthe exhaustion of her battle with the wights. She now wore her full
complement of clothing. They had not been permitted to rest all day, asthe tribe had been setting out as
they returned that morning. Lond was only alittle better off.

“Youdon't likelifeamong the T'il?’ the war-leader asked.
“Would you?’ Elenyareplied coldly. “Inmy postion?’

“It isnot often that God sees fit to change someone sgender,” he answered. “But if | guess correctly,
you would not have been happy in our land asawoman. The solution of the ken saved us both.”



“Thanks”
“But the solution isonly afirst step. Thetribe can't continue to coddle the two of you.”
“Why bother?’ Elenya asked, and threw up her arms. “Why not let us go our way?’

“I' have my respongibilities,” Lond said firmly. “Inthisinstance, | must act to protect the holy relic, to
which you will go should | set you free, and thereis the matter of Am and Rod’ sfamily. Do not forget
the duties you have assumed. For the moment, they give you your only worth among the T'lil.”

“I am honored,” Elenyasaid sarcadtically.

“It istime you redized the seriousness of your position. Y ou, Y etemn, have mocked the lessons our
Ah-no-ken have tried to teach you.”

“Oh, redly?

He gestured at the landscape. “ Ho koso quell ka kem?”

She pursed her lips. Lona sighed. “Well? What' sthe answer?’

Shedidn’t spesk.

“Tebec?’ Lond asked. “Can you answer the question?’

Alemar glanced a hissigter. Abruptly, irritably, he said,” Quell ka rhyme koso.”

“Your brother at least learns out of politeness. Yes. Thisisflat country. Not adifficult question, Y etem.
But no — we're barbarians, and our tongue is beneath you. | seeit in your upturned nose.”

She pointed her face toward one of the mesasin thewest. “Will | losemy soul if | don't learn to speak
God' slanguage?’

“Perhgps. You will certainly loseyour life. Itisnot normaly my duty, but I’ m going to give you three
lessons before we walk back to the camp. For your sake, pay attention.” He stepped over to the stand
of cacti and drew his dagger, with which he tapped the thick mesh of bristles covering the closest

specimen.
“Thisistheboro . Itisvery common tothisregion. Its name means succor.”

Theboro infront of Lonal stood ashigh ashiswaist. The war-leader plunged the dagger into the crown
and efficiently carved out acircular piece. Using the blade as a skewer, he lifted the section out,
exposing arind similar to the melons of thetwins homeland, but much thicker. Alemar and Elenya
peered in. The core of the plant wasfilled with liquid.

Lond produced atiff, hollow reed from his scabbard, inserted it into theboro , and sucked.
Swallowing, he handed the reed to Elenya. She and Alemar each sipped some of thejuice.

“It'svery good,” Alemar said.

“Given the choice between water andboro-ra , | would drinkboro-ra,” Lond said. “But one must not
abuse God' ssmall charities” He pointed to the wound he had created. “This plant isendangered.” He
replaced the plug in the exact position it had formerly occupied.

“Theboro ‘sskinisvirtually impregnableto its native enemies. But once breached, parasites may attack



it, or the sun evaporate its cache, and kill it from dehydration. Thisindividua, hopefully, will sed its
damage and survive.”

He then removed asmdll cloth pouch from the goatskin satchel he carried and poured the chalkish medl it
contained in a continuous circle around the base of the boro. “Thismed poisonspicteor bestles, the
worst parasite.”

He cinched the drawstrings of the sack. “Thisisthefirst lesson, which you have perhaps guessed
already: Water isnever to betaken for granted. Learn itssources, and do al within your power to see
that they are preserved againgt future need.”

For once, Elenyawas not irreverent.

They continued deeper into the wasteland. Lona wandered in no specific direction, or so it seemed to
them. Eventudly they redlized he wasfollowing apeculiar type of mark in the sand.

He stopped next to amound of earth pocked with holes, each about the diameter of ahuman wrist.

Motioning them to stay, hetiptoed up to the Site. Leaning closeto severa of the holes, he examined the
traces|eft in the loose soil surrounding each opening. He nodded to himself and reached within his
satchel once more. He withdrew amouse.

The creature tried to scurry between Lond’ sfingers, but the war-leader thwarted it. He produced a coil
of twine, ametal barb resembling afish hook a one end. He plunged the point into the mouse's
abdomen, made sure it had anchored firmly, and let the rodent free & the lip of the hole he had sdlected.

The mouse hobbled painfully, but swiftly, out of sight, trailing the twine. Lond alowed the coil to unravel
without resistance; soon it went dack.

They waited. Gradudly, Lond nurtured the strand back into acail, finger by finger. It grew taut. Lond
jerked.

The twine shuddered, thrashed. The man pulled asfast as he could.

When it emerged, the end of the twine seemed to have grown thicker. Lona stood, holding up asnake
half aslong as he, anarrow, ddicate specimen with aswollen gullet, the point of the barb protruding
entirdy through itsskinin the middle of the bulge.

He hdd the snakein front of Alemar. “Cut it intwo,” he ordered.

Alemar drew his saber and halved Lona’ s catch. The hind section flopped to the ground, where it
writhed.

Lond cut off the end of histwine and flung the head of the snake, mouse and all, past themound. The
blood pouring from the severed end splattered the burrows. They could hear the muffled thrashing of its
death throes through the sage for several seconds.

Lond picked up thetail and held its markings up to the sunlight. “Thisisaniltrekal-hasha-sor , the
moonsnake, the most venomousthing inal Zyraii. If one should bite you, you will diein lessthan an
hour. Only oncein our history has aman survived it — Umar, the greatest Hab-no-ken ever to have
lived, who hedled himsdlf. Fortunately, they prefer to remain in anima burrows such as thishussa mound
or other underground tunnels. They only come out at night, and they do not bother crestures aslarge as
men, unless you bother them. Never pitch your tent in open desert without checking for their traces.”

He shoved his supply of twineinto the satchel. “Thisisthe second lesson — the desert has athousand



waysto kill you, large and small. God did not place us here asareward, but asatest. If youwould
chdlenge this land, know the magnitude of what you do.”

As he spoke, Lond’ s hands had drifted to his Sides, to rest on hiswaist, just above the sword bdlt.

Before either Alemar or Elenya could move, he had drawn demonblades from duplicate scabbards and
flung them smultaneoudly at their chests. Both landed hard a midtorso level, buit first, and flopped to the
ground even asthe targets dodged.

Elenyadrew her rapier. Lona folded hisarmsand smiled. Alemar, winded from the impact to his solar
plexus, merely dropped hisjaw, literdly breathless at the thought that anyone could control two throwing
kniveswith either hand at the sametime.

“What wasthat for?’ Elenyademanded.

“May |7’ Lond asked, gesturing toward hisknives. Two wary observers alowed him to retrieve them,
wipe off the dirt, and dide them into their scabbards. Elenya sheathed her rapier only after he had
looped the flgps shut over the handles.

“Lesson threg,” the war-leader observed camly, “isthat people must help each other. God gave us
challenges, and he gave usthe socid qudlitiesthat bring ustogether to meet those hurdles. When oneis
offered help, one should takeit. Don't tempt good fortune. | could have killed you just now, but | have
hopes that you will be valuableto me, giventime. Out there” — he swept hisarms acrossthe arid tracts
of chaparra and ruptured stone — "are nigh twenty thousand other sons of Cadra, thirsty for foreign
blood. We are not atolerant people. If you are welcomed by us, consider it an advantage not to be
wasted. | am the son of Joren, but even my father’ sfame and my own reputation will not protect you
should you stray from the embrace of the T'lil.”

Elenya seemed ready to retort, so he held up ahand. Y ou aren’t reconciled to stay. Otherwiseyou
would listen to your teachers, Y etem, and cooperate with them. Belike your brother, with his natural
desireto study regardiess of the conditions. Perhapsyou will succeed in your escape next time, and it
could beyour ruin. Thewights should serve asawarning. Those crypts are old, and they litter our
landscape in odd places, away from the common routes. Lost children have been attracted to them from
milesaway. Y ou were drawn to that particular site because you couldn't recognize the taint in the air.
Any adult born in thisland would have been in no danger.”

“Wedidn't thank you for our rescue,” Alemar said.

“No, youdidn't. 1 am, in asense, offering you the chance to show your gratitude. | won’'t ask how you
ran so fast — your bedrolls till held warmth when we discovered you missing. Nor will | ask how you
possessed the sorcery to destroy awight and set its captive soulsfree. It isenough that we riders saw
the aura of your magic and could locate you in time. 'Y ou are more than you seem. So beit. Remember
that you arein my debt.”

Thefirg bat of evening whisked overhead, though the sun hung clear of the horizon. Lond turned and
headed back toward camp. Helet the twinsfollow asthey might. The war-leader’ s confidence was
overwheming, Alemar thought. Soon he and hissister weretrailing close behind, mulling over the
war-leader’ s advice.

Only oncedid Lonal stop and speak to them again, just before they entered the camp. He seemed
deeply intrigued.

“Doyou believein auguries?’ he asked.



Xl

T HESNAKEBACK HILLSHAD EARNEDtheir name. They twisted with serpentine abruptness, jagged S
curves asrugged asthe Ahrahikte Mountains hanging over theminthewest. The T'lil ssldom ranged so
far, but Joren and his clan needed the pasturage to be found on their dopes. Furthermore, Setan was
nearby, and Joren reasoned that it was an auspicious place to be with the child due.

By hiscaculation, shewasin |abor dready.

Alone, he climbed over a precarious section of screetoward firmer ground near theridgeline. Sofar he
had crossed the back of the snake three times, though it was early in the day, and would probably
continue his destinationlesstrek until the light failed. Here, it was said, an ordinary man could be closer
to God than any spot in al Zyraii. From any high point, God' s Peak could be seen chalenging the sky,
S0 near that the glow of the moons could be seen on its snowfieldsin winter.

Would God consider his prayers? Was he worthy?

As he stopped at the crest to view the mountain again, hisfoot didodged alarge stone, sending it
crashing down the grade he had just vanquished, into the scree. It created asmal but noisy avalanche.

“Help! Hep!”
Joren barely heard the voice asthe din of the dide diminished. “Whereareyou?’ heydled.
“Thisway! Inthehole!”

Joren searched the hilltop. Guided by continuing cries, hefinadly located an opening in the ground ashort
way down the other side of the hill.

“Don't get near! 1t crumbled”

Thewarning camejust intime. Though the earth gppeared to be granite, near the hole it had cracked,
and some pieces at thelip wereloose. Two chunksfell. Dust billowed up out of the pit.

“Thanks”
“Sorry. How did you get in there?’
“Theholewasn't hereuntil | waked by. The mountain must like to eat holy men.”

Joren shifted to aboulder securely attached to one side of the opening, from which he could manage to
peer within. The sun’sanglefavored him. He could see adusty Zyraii in the grey robes of ahada
Zee-no-ken, standing in the center of a near-perfect spherical chamber within the ground. 1t was hard to
imagine what had made the cavity. Joren could only guessthat the upheava that had built the hills
themselves had |eft a giant bubble within the rock, trapped until the Zee-no-ken's misfortune exposed it
tothelight of day. It wasjust alittle too deep to alow the man to jump out. Moreover, the geometry of
the chamber made scrambling out impossible.

“I don’'t suppose you have arope with you?’ the Zee-no-ken asked.

Naturaly Joren had arope; he wouldn’t have gone wandering in the Snakeback Hills without one.
Before long he had anchored it to the boulder and thrown the free end to the trapped man. Soon wiry,



middle-aged hands emerged, followed by the gaunt, but obvioudy strong, figure of the priest.

“Thank you,” the Zee-no-ken said. Hisrobesweretorn, exposing apair of scrapes, but the vigor of his
climb out and the ease with which he handed the rope back to Joren belied any seriousinjury.

“How long were you in there?’
“Asof dawn, two days.”
“Would you like some water?’ Joren asked, noting that the other had none.

The man accepted the goatskin without hesitation, and drank one long, fulfilling swalow. He seemed
entirely satisfied with that. As Joren knew, Zee-no-ken had control over their bodies in ways that
mystified other human beings. Two dayswithout weter in thisland often killed.

“l am Esdio. | aminyour debt, Po-no-pha.”
“I am Joren, war-leader of the T’lil. 'Y ou'rewelcome.”

Esidio seemed surprised. “1 assumed you to be searching for alost goat, but aman of your station would
not do so. God must have designs to send such arescuer.”

“I would have no idea about that,” Joren said. They prudently put alittle more distance between
themsalves and the pit.

“Surely you're here for some reason?’ Esidio smiled gently.

Joren paused long enough to coil hisrope. Could it be that God had heard him? “1 came seeking
counsd withmysdf. My wifewill soon give birth.”

The priest had probably not seen ababy in decades, but he nodded understandingly. “Your first?’
“Yes, if dl goeswdl. The other threetimes| have been given girls”

“Ah. Have you consdered another wife?’

“Sheismy other wife”

“| s

Joren nodded, and they sat down together to view God's Peak. Near midday the currents of the heat in
the air made the mountain’s contours shimmer, asif it were melting into the heavens.

“Youdon't seem at dl disturbed that you might have starved to death in that hole,” Joren wondered out
loud.

“| was disturbed while | wasin there. Now that I’ m saved, it doesn’t make any senseto fray my nerves
worrying about what would have happened if you hadn’t comeaong. | don’t mean to seem indifferent.
Infact, | would fed much better if therewere away | could express my gratitude.”

“Wadll,” Joren began. “| seeyou wear thegrey...”

Esidio smiled paterndly. “I know your mind, but your question would no doubt be answered smply by
walking back to your camp. My talents can be of better useto you. Ask me a question whose answer
means as much to you as my life did to me, then accountswill be squared. But have caution. If the Sight



were sraightforward, one such as | would not fall into holesin the ground.”
“You'reright. Givemealittletime.”
“No hurry. | hadn’t planned on going anywhere today.”

Joren struggled with opposing moods. On the one hand, he could hardly contain his eagerness. On the
other, heworried that he might choose afrivolous query, or one whose reply would be indecipherable.
To passthetime, he offered Esidio food from hispack. The Zee-no-ken readily accepted, selecting a
modest quantity of dates, which he ate promptly, taking care to collect the seeds and return them to the
pack. Rummaging further, he uttered acry of ddlight.

“Locusts!” He held the open sack up and poured severa of the salt-roasted insectsout. “I had forgotten
it wasthe swarm year. They haven’t reached the hillsyet.”

Joren pressed the sack toward his companion. “Enjoy. Not quite the same as getting them hot from the
fire, but good nonetheless.”

“And coffee!” Esidio cried. Joren had to grin. Zee-no-ken were so different from the phlegmatic

Ah-no-ken and Bo-no-ken. Though they were considered highest ranked among the priesthood, he had

never yet encountered a Zee-no-ken who sought to conceal hisemotions. “Let ustakeit to my camp.
It'snot far. I'll heat some water, and we will share adrink while you ponder.”

“Y ou seem poorly supplied. How isit that you survive up here?’

Esdio shrugged. “I have lived donein these hillsfor twenty years, and it' s never seemed hard to me.
But | missthethingstheland can't provide. | vist Setan so seldom.”

They descended, Esidio ingtinctively sdecting a path that taxed their endurance the least. Joren could see
no trail. Though unhurried, the pace swallowed the distance. Before long they entered agorge, steep
dopes of rock rising on either side. Joren automatically checked the sky above the Ahrahikte to be sure
no clouds hung there. They followed the stream bed deeper into the hills.

Findly Joren heard the trickle of water, asound he found impossible to ignore. They rounded a bend,
and in the shade on the south sde in front of them, he saw arivulet working itsway down from far
above, filling atiny pool and diffusing into the cobbles downstream, where dl sgn of dampness quickly

disappeared.
“Fill your waterskin,” Esidio suggested.

Joren did so, cupping ahandful and tasting it. Hesighed. Unlikethat of the casesin the steppes, this
water didn’t have to be made into coffees, teas, or winesto be paatable. Perhaps the priest was not so
deprived after al.

They |€eft the pool and immediately mounted the opposite bank. There, sheltered by steep dabs of
granite, and high enough to be safe from flash floods, Esidio had crested aliving space. Kindling was
neetly piled to oneside. A grassmat covered aflat spot beneath an overhang, and deeper within the
cleft, Joren spotted casks of wine and urns of wheat and other dry goods, with alattice of sturdy limbsto
protect them from foraging animals. Thefirepit wasin the center of the area, under the open sky.

“My home,” ESdio sad, “though | am more often out among the hills.”

Joren grunted his approval and began to pile sicksto art thefire. Esidio got out the coffee beansand
dropped ahandful into a stone mortar. While the war-leader coaxed the tinder, the Zee-no-ken ground



the beans with the pestle. The flame caught, and Joren nursed it into atruefire.
“How long hasit been since you spoke to anyone?” Joren asked.

Esdio chuckled. “I visited Setan only three months ago. But in my younger days, | once spent eight
yearswithout seeing another living soul.”

“Didn’t you miss company?’

“Of course. But the solitude suited my purpose.”

“But 0 long without awoman...”

“I have yet to believe that a man can keep God and awoman in his heart at the sametime.”

In duetime, the water boiled. The priest Sretched his coffee cloth over the hoop and poured the
grounds onto it. Joren helped pour water through into aclay pot. Esdio filled two mugs and placed the
pot on the hearthstones.

“Torope” Eddio toasted, and they sucked in noisy, sudden swalowsin the manner of the Zyraii.
“Thisisan excedlent brew,” the priest continued. “I can't recall that I’ ve ever had acoffee so fine”
“There are some advantages to being awar-leader. Thisisolom.”

“Ah. Thetraders best. My unclesused to speak of it. It used to be more plentiful, before the tributes
became so small.” Esdioinhaled another Sp. “How isit these days?’

“Thereistak again that Azurgen will try to build afort in Zyraii lands.”
“Morework for you.”

“Morethan | carefor. But at the moment, thetribes till hold the trade routes. 1 worry most what will
occur in the next generation.” Hisface suddenly became pensive.

“Y ou have found your question,” ESidio said presently.
“Yes” Joren said firmly. “I have. Areyou ready?’
“At your convenience.”

Joren chose hiswords carefully. “What may | do to help this new child of mine dedl with the threet of the
traders, that | would not ordinarily think to do?’

“Evenif it sagirl?
Joren paused. “Yes. Eventhen.”

Esdio set down hismug. “Itisaworthy question. The T'lil’ staste in war-leadersisimproving. What
wasthe name of that last fellow?’

“Storith.”

“Yes. Rash sort. Made me glad to have been of the Alyr.” Standing and dusting himself off, he pointed
to Joren’ sjust-emptied mug. “Y ou can use that to masturbate into if you'd like.”



“I beg your pardon?”

Esdio chuckled. “Thisisno casud procedure. If the topic had concerned yoursdlf, | would have asked
for your blood. If about your enemies, your spit. Sinceit dedlswith your offspring...”

“I see.” Joren passed the mug from hand to hand. “1 don’t have to do thisin front of you, do 17?7’

“Of coursenot. I'll start my preparations here. Come back when you're done. My only requirement is
thet it be fresh.”

“All right.” Joren picked himsdlf up and |eft before he could doubt the Situation too much.

When hereturned, abitter taint filled the air. Esdio wasleaning over atiny brazier from which thick,
viscous smoke coiled. Tendrils vanished up the priest’ s nostrils, never seeming to be exhded. Hiseyes
were half-closed, showing only the whites. Over thefire another pot warmed, asmall onefilled with
greenliquid.

Esdio’ sback straightened as he heard Joren’ sfeet scuffle on the granite. His hand reached for the mug.
“Quickly, beforeit cools”

Joren gave himthemug. Esdio inverted it over the pot, letting the semen drip out. It dissolved
immediately, leaving no trace, though the consstencies of the fluids had seemed so disparate. Soon after
the mixture became as transparent as water.

“Good. The question can be answered,” Esidio announced. “Thiswill only take amoment. Please

don’t speak.”

Joren chose a pot a dozen paces away, where his back could rest against stone, and waited. Esidio
dready acted asif nothing existed but the clear liquid into which he stared, lids drooping again, but this
time more naturaly. The brazier continued to smoke, surrounding the vicinity with more of its noxious
fumes. Esdio was unperturbed, but Joren blew away traces that wandered hisway. Soon the coals
consumed whatever substance had been placed upon them, and the air began to clear. The priest was
gtill except for the subtle sgns of hislung action, and the more obvious, rhythmic tremor each time his
heart best.

Then, abruptly, he picked up the pot and dumped it on the ground.
Joren nearly bit histongue to keep from asking what was wrong.

Esdio sighed very deeply, and Joren noticed beads of sweset on hisforehead. The priest didn’t answer,
only crawled deep into his storage niche. Joren heard aheavy lid being lifted and set down. Soon Esidio
crawled out carrying ascrall, itsfindy wrought container incongruous among the Zee-no-ken’shumble
possessions. He opened the roll and searched, dl the whileignoring Joren. Finally he stopped a a
specific passage and recited fromiit.

They, of dragonkiller’s blood
Will the Eastern Deserts wander
In search of ancient weapons
Against an ancient enemy



“ESdio?’ Joren asked softly.

He seemed camer. He closed the scroll and said solemnly, “1 must end my hermitage and return to
Setan.” Then, more confidently, he looked at Joren and said, “ And you must prepare yoursdlf for a
lifetime of challenges. This” he said as he held up the parchment, “ismy copy of the prophecies of
Shahera, the greatest master of the Sight ever to have lived. Sheforetold the waning of the Calinin
Empire, for which she was executed.”

“What doesthis have to do with my question?’

“Everything. Yourswasthat question which 1, likeal my kind, wait for — in dread or longing,
depending on the circumstances. One never knowswhen it will arrive. Today the Sight reached out and
showed me strands of time and chance that may affect the life and history of half the continent. | saw the
Zyrai that may be; | saw the Zyraii that would have been had you not asked me to make thisaugury.”

“All in afew moments?’

“Yes. And | will livewithit for therest of my days. | can’t revea moreto you. Y ou aretoo near the
crux of events, and the cloth is il in theloom. We both have our partsto play — you will be the one
who acts, without knowing the outcome; | will know the outcome, but do nothing. Each with one

exception.”
“What ismy exception?’

“The answer to your question: Seethat your son istaught the High Speech of the Cdinin. He must be
ready when the prophecy of Shaheraisfulfilled.” Hisvoicelowered. “Asmust | be”

“The High Speech?” Joren repeated, mystified.

Esidio stood, holding the scroll and gazing in the direction of Setan, turning his back to Joren. “Go, my
friend. Wewill hear of each other again, though we shdl not meet. Remember what | have said, but tell
no man saveyour child.”

Joren was dready far away, the priest’ singtructions etched absently like an ancient childhood lesson.
Your son. Like Esdio, he had been answered more completely than he had anticipated. The journey
out of the hillswas short.

X1l

ASLONAL AND HISCOMPANIONWatched, the riders whedled and charged toward the target again. The
westerner, as usud, seized the lead, her cowl flapping wildly, spilling some of her dark tresses. Shelet
go of thereins, guiding the oetkani with her knees, and reached toward her quiver. In one motion she
pulled an arrow free, cocked it back, and fired. The bundle of hide jerked on its pole asthe arrow
struck. The other archers were only amoment behind. The bundle spun and flopped, bristling likeapin
cushion from thisand previous passes. The ground nearby was littered with spent shafts, both those that
had missed and those that had been flung free by subsequent impacts. The target nearly shredded, the
riders pulled up, dismounted, and began to sort their arrows from the rest.

“Impressive,” Lond’ s companion said, nodding toward the stranger. They watched as she tucked her
hair back into her cowl. The clan of T'krt had been joined by the T’ lan and the Ena during the past day,
and forma wear was necessary. In fact, Lona and Ulnam, war-leader of the Ena, had never seen each



other’ sfaces, though Lona was betrothed to marry Ulnam’ s daughter when she came of age. “Isthe
other one that good?’

“Possibly, but Tebec doesn't show off like that.”
“Four hitsout of ten,” Ulnam added. “He must have started young.”

“No,” Lond said. “Actudly, Y etem tellsmethat in his country, they only usethelong bow. Itisforest
country. They hunt large animals, which they gpproach in stedlth, and need the extra power to bring them
down. Not like us, who haveto hit, from oeikani-back, the small creaturesthat scurry from rock to

rock. He neglected to learn the bow until he arrived here; thosein his land required too much

upper-body strength.”
“He does have narrow shouldersfor awarrior,” Ulnam admitted.

“Where they come from, it is the men who have teats and nurse the babies after the women give birth,”
Lond sad gravely.

Ulnam held his composure for dmost the count of five, then the facade cracked. They shared a hearty
guffaw. It did Lond goodtojoke. Too many within the recently arrived clans had been displeased to
hear the story of Tebec and Y etem. Outside of the T"krt clan, loyalty to Lona was not as entrenched,
and afew voices dared to speak of heresy. None, of course, would challenge Toltac’ sword, for he was
opsib over them dl, but people muttered dl the same. Ulnam and Lona had aways been on good terms;
it was gratifying to see that this had not changed.

In someways, it was easier for Lond than for the westerners themselves, who were once more the
center of atention. All the T’ lan and the Enawanted to view firsthand this
man-who-didn'’ t-look-like-a-man.

The contest was over, and the participants | eft to join their families. The reunion celebrations that had

taken up the past day would haveto yield to the necessity of movement. The most desolate, most

dangerous portion of the migration lay just ahead of them — the journey through the Pass of Hattyre.
Lond and Ulnam surveyed the low, blistered hillsto the eest.

“When do you expect it? Aswe enter, or at the fork?’
“I never know what to expect where the Buyul are concerned.”
1] TrLB.”

Grim, they parted, each off to their respongbilities as war-leader, Ulnam looking after his clan, Lond the
authority over dl three. Lona rode back to therear of the clan. Hiswar-seconds could handle the front
well enough; his greatest worry wasthe stragglers. A dragging end could put the caravan in danger,
should the raid happen at the wrong time. They had to make speed over Hattyre.

Thingswere proceeding well. Soon virtualy every member of the clan was under way. Theonly
exceptions were two women, one e derly, the other in late youth, who stood several hundred paces
behind the departing end of the caravan. The old one was removing her clothes and handing them to the
other. When she was naked, she sat her frail body down in the dirt beside thetrail. The younger woman
bundled the clothing in her arms and headed back toward the caravan. The old woman bowed her head
and did not look up again.

Lonal watched respectfully, as he had done many times. The old woman left behind was Mada s
grandmother. He had foreseen this. She had barely kept up in the flat; she couldn’t be expected to



maintain the pace needed through the pass. He nodded to Mada s wife, the woman carrying the clothes,
as she reached his position.

Lond turned back to hisduties, inevitably thinking of the time when he might bein the old woman's
place. Of course, asaPo-no-pha, he would keep his garments — hisweapons, too, if he were selfish
— and would hear the high Ah-no-ken recite the hour-long rite of death, but he would wait in the desert
al thesame. Thefact that he would return one day to the world, and the woman would not, was dight
comfort. He couldn’t decide which was better — a sudden degth in battle or, like Mada s grandmother,
to be able to choose the time and place.

Heworked hisway gradually through the processon. The broad, amorphous columns of the earlier part
of thejourney were consolidating toward the gap in the hills ahead. Soon they would be ableto travel
only two or three abreast. Then they would be vulnerable.

Shigmur joined him.
“Thefirgt night’ s watch has been assigned,” the war-second reported. “What about them?”’

He pointed not far ahead. There, Tebec and Y etem walked beside Fumlok, their wives and children
following. Having logt their oeikani to Kulam, the twins had to travel onfoot. They owned two other
animals, but they were of the drelb breed and suitable only as pack animals. 'Y etem had dready returned
the mount she had borrowed for the contest.

“I want them to participate, but | want eyes on them. Put Tebec on guard at the pensfor thefirst watch,
the samefor Y etem, late watch. I’ll think of something €lse tomorrow.”

“Yes, war-leader.”

Tonight's camp should be secure, Lond calculated, but there was no certainty. He prepared himsdlf for
thefirst of severa degplessnights. When would the Buyul strike?

Therewas no incident. They reached the first campsite and, unlike previous stopovers, staked out the
tents before nightfall. Lona was pleased. Thelocation waslarge enough for everyone, and dl
approacheswere plainly visble. He stood beside thefirepit, where theritud flame had yet to be built,
and stared farther up into the hills, wondering whet threatsthey held. Hisfirst wife brought him some
broth.

Tebec soon strolled up.
“Nannon abat se,” Lond sad.

The other replied smoothly in Zyraii, then reverted to the High Speech. “Fumlok has explained that we
arein danger of attack by another Zyraii tribe.”

“Yes. TheBuyul.”

“Each time hetriesto explain why they would want to attack us, | don’t understand.”
“It sample. TheBuyul don't likeus”

“Why not?’

Lond shrugged. “Before | became war-leader, this pass was Buyul territory.”



Tebec nodded dowly. “Then wouldn't another way be safer?”
“Thisisthe best route. | wouldn't havetakenitif | didn’'t intend to keep it.”

Lond began to gtir the cods of the long-dead campfire. He frightened asmall scorpion fromitslair inthe
shade of one of the hearthstones. Itsbrood clung to itsback. He flipped the creature over with a
charred faggot, dumping off the little ones, and swiftly picked it up by thetail, holding it just short of the
dinger.

He waved the arthropod in front of Tebec, swaying it so that it would not crawl up hisfingers. Hisfree
hand indicated the orange markings spotting an otherwise dull yellow body.

“Not poisonous,” he explained, and threw it back onto the charcoa. The offspring, grey asthe sand and
rock of the area, swiftly crawled back aboard. “It is cdled dukham, after the greatest snner of al Zyraii.
As punishment for hisgodlesslife, Dukham was reincarnated into the first of this particular species of
scorpion, acreature o lowly it is denied even the luxury of a powerful venom.”

Tebec, however, was not going to let the earlier topic be dropped.
“Why did you take the pass from the Buyul ?’

Lona consdered telling him, but that would take far too long, and there were more important tasks for
the moment. He settled for the smplest reply.

“Because | don't likethem.”

The apprehension thickened throughout the next day, asthe three clans of the T’ lil made their dow
progress up the hills. Theway was not difficult; it was smply impossibleto hurry. Each Stray noise
brought palmsto the hilts of demonblades. They stopped only when the heat was fiercest and continued
onin spite of the sweat and the taxing climb. They saw apair of the rare wild sheep of theregion,
severd hawks, many snakes— but no hostile Po-no-pha

“Do you supposethey’velogt their bals?” Ulnam asked Lond, after one of many patrols had returned
with the same news: the Buyul were not to be found, nor were there any fresh traces.

“They haven't forgiven meyet,” Lona answered, and sent out more scouts.

The war-leader was near the westerners as they travelled through the pass. Asthey topped the crest,
their view of theland suddenly expanded eastward. Ahead, the relatively easy road they had followed
up the western dopes transformed into atwisting, double-backed aide, cutting through a gradually
receding series of parched ridges. Somewherein that desolation the road forked, one way heading
south, toward Buyul lands, the other east, to T'lil ground. That was the point of greatest danger. Lona
stared at the peaksthat conceded it.

But the twinslooked farther, past the hillsto the incongruous sght near the horizon.
“Norym,” Y etem gasped.

It took Lona amoment to trand ate from the High Speech. “Trees,” he corrected. Small wonder that
the Ah-no-ken had not yet taught them the Zyraii word. In thisland, the term only had true meaningin
thevaley beyond the hills. They were so far away that any hint of green was distorted by the
atmosphere into akind of blue-grey, but the westerners obviousdly knew they were viewing aforest. The



foliage meandered from north to south, alanguoroudy winding track aleague or more wide, occasionaly
thickening or narrowing, with severd idands. Had Lond not been preoccupied with his duties, he might
have shared their awe. They werewitnessing thelifdine of Zyraii.

“Ahloorm,” Lond sad.
“How long until we get there?” Tebec asked.
“Fvedays.”

They continued to gaze at the river, transfixed, until their family had left them well behind and they had to
hurry to catch up. Lond remained at the crest, where he could reconnoiter. Soon Shigmur cameto

report.

“We have been up and down the hillswell past the border, and the odor of the Buyul is exceptionaly
fant. 1 don’'t understand it.”

“Neither do1,” Lond answered, checking thelow suninthewest. “Assoon ascampismade, | will go
to Toltac. It istimeto undertake the Trance of the Searcher.”

Toltac’ swords were ameasured drone. Lonal was no longer conscioudy aware of their content. He
bresthed deeply, and then more deeply till, the oxygen stimulating therashemi in hislungs. Herelaxed
each muscle group, one by one, unsure whether thiswas at the Bo-no-ken’s command or hisown idea,
and not caring which. Hisbody felt heavy; it wastoo much effort to moveit. Hewent numb.

And hewas out.

Bdow him, he saw his own body, with Toltac hovering dutifully over it, sill uttering hismonologue. The
haze of smoke from the brazier made the tent hazy and ill-defined. Helifted farther up and found he was
outsde. The camp lay below him, on ashdf of land amile east of the pass, dotted with cooking fires and
filled with the bustle of early evening activity. Though it was night, he could see the people, tents, and
hillsasif the sun weretill up.

Hebeganto float. Suddenly, the camp was no longer below. In rapid succession, his ethered eyes
sought out and found the places of his concern. He scanned the ridgetops that overlooked the road,
checked the woodless dells and nullahs where groups of men might hide. Time meant nothing; it seemed
to him asif he arrived at each new spot the instant he left the previous one. He recrossed the ground his
scouts had patrolled the past two days and cast deeply into Buyul land. He followed the route the
caravan would teke out of the hillsal theway toitsend. And findly, hefdt thetuginthesmal of his
back. He had to return. 1nwhat seemed to be the next moment, he opened his eyes.

Toltac leaned over him, looking concerned.
“How long?’ Lonal asked.

“Four hours” the high priest stated. “Most of the camp isadegp. Y ou should get somerest. Any
luck?’

“None” Lond said in answer to Ulnam the next morning.

“Wherearethey? Why arethey invisble?’



“I don't know.”
“Perhgps they are waiting Smply to make us nervous.”

Lond took out his demonblade and applied the whetstone. “The longer they wait, the less advantage
they have. Wewill reach the fork before noon.”

“What | wouldn’'t give to be riding through this pass with nothing but my best Po-no-pha” Ulnam
sghed, glancing at the ranks of women, children, animals, and goods. “We could clear the hillsin one
forced galop.”

“Under those circumstances, the Buyul wouldn’t be interested in attacking.”
“That’ sthetrouble with enemies.”

The war-leader of the T'lan joined them. He had nothing moreto report. Where are they?Lond
thought. He mistrusted the evidence of the trance, though it merely corroborated the physical
reconnaissance of hisscouts. He knew the unpredictability of travel inthe astral form. He might have
been viewing some strange parald world, or perhapsit was the actua Pass of Hattyre he had seen, but
in some other time. Perhaps the Buyul had clouded hisvision, in the unlikely event that they had found a
sorcerer S0 powerful. He wished they had the services of the Zee-no-ken. Though Toltac was
well-schooled, the Zee-no-ken were the only true magicians of Zyraii. But the Zee-no-ken rarely
devoted themsel ves to such mundane matters as military spying.

TheBuyulhad to be out there.

For the most part, they made good speed. Much of the way was downhill, and at each high place they
were spurred to new hope by the tantalizing sight of the Ahloorm. Soon they reached the fork. The road
split, passing to either side of an eroded mountain. Massive piles of rocks and three shallow box
canyons provided plenty of placesfor ambush. The caravan took the left fork, continuing east. Each
step adong that route took them farther from Buyul territory.

Lond hovered near a T’ krt family asthey transferred gear from a pack animal that had caught itsleg
between two rocks and brokenit. One of the ownerswas already honing his butcher knife. Though
infrequent, each such small delay rasped on Lond’ s nerves. Each time, the war-leader expected to hear
the cry of Buyul raiders. Thistime, asbefore, he worried for nothing. The anima was cut into large
sections, most of the mest bartered to other families, and the caravan crawled onward. They made camp
that night well down thefork. Lona dept poorly for the third night.

They poured out onto the valey floor in the afternoon of the next day, having forsaken the midday rest in
order to gain speed. They could no longer see the river on the horizon — their elevation wastoo low —
but they were now well within traditiona T'lil holdings. To ether Side, promontoriesthrust out into the
flatland; once beyond these, they could see an enemy coming for miles. Lond waited at the rear of the
column, alert for any pursuit from the pass behind, but the last of his people had reached the plain and the
anxiety waslifting off hisshoulders. They were safe.

Then, directly ahead, where no scouts had thought to patrol, a horde of white-robed men rose from
behind shrubs or out of the trenches they had dug, brought their oeikani out of concealment, mounted,
and charged the front of the caravan at full galop.

“Torovet!” Lond cried. Hecursed. Almost dl of his Po-no-pha, like himsdlf, were toward the rear or
along the sdes, guarding from attack from the promontories. The front was exposed. They hadn’t
expected attack from their own land. T'lil demonblades whisked into palms and the warriors sped to



mext the assaullt.

They weretoo late. The Buyul line splayed out into singles, each rider plunging between the retresting
ranks of women, children, and elderly, toward the locations where livestock were gathered. Hails
struck, shouts rang out, and soon sheep, goats, and oeikani panicked and began to bolt. Just as quickly,
the Buyul disengaged and, though driving the animals farther from the caravan whenever the opportunity
arose, drew weapons and prepared to meet the warriors.

The invaders separated aswidely as possible, likewise the defenders. The raid fractured into dozens of
individual contests. Demonbladesflew. Some went wild. Some were blocked by shields. Blood
splattered thefidd, part of aBuyul ear faling withit. ThenaT’lil went down. Asthe demonbladeswere
exhausted, scimitars replaced them.

Lond hurried forward in vain. He wastoo far to the rear to make a difference. Hereined up. He could
spend histime more effectively being awar-leader, and organizing his peopl€e s disrupted defense.

But now, the Buyul werein full retreat. If forced, they traded dashes, but in the main, they sought to
escape. Theraid evolved: now the objective of the Buyul wasto drive livestock further afield, and that
of the T'lil to prevent it.

Lona got the women and old men into tight formation, keeping the animal s that remained securely in tow
to thwart apossible second wave. Those of his Po-no-phawho, like himsalf, had been caught at the far
rear, he ordered back to position, suspecting that a contingent of raiders might appear there yet. Then he
scanned the conflict once more.

He saw it immediately. Six choice purebred oelkani, unsaddled and fleet as the wind, had been driven by
their fear far from the caravan. Riders of both tribes pursued them, the Buyul in thelead. However, well
ahead of ether group of riders, actudly gaining on the oeikani, were two lithe figureson foot .

Elenyanarrowed her eyesto keep out the grit kicked up by the oeikani. She and Alemar were only a
few body lengths behind the panicked animals. Her lungswere on fire, her legs throbbing, and her amulet
fiercdly radiant, but they had the momentum. She sidestepped a shrub that appeared abruptly out of the
dust. Alemar split away, gpproaching the oelkani from theright side. She took the left.

She was even now with the rearmost animal, but sheignored it, asdid Alemar. One by one, they caught
up with the others. Asthe lead beast veered to the I €ft, she legped onto its back and seized it by the
mane,

For severa moments, al she could do was hold on. The run had winded her; she had no strength left to
dedl with aterror-stricken mount. Shelet it run fredy, alowing it to become accustomed to her
presence. When she dared, she glanced back and saw that Alemar had successfully landed on the
second oeikani.

Findly she gripped the mane and tugged. All sx animasveered. She pointed them back toward the
caravan.

Immediatdy, the party of Buyul pursuing them began to close the gap. Elenyatried to circle, to buy time.
The Buyul were themsdlves being chased by T'lil warriors.

Inevitably, the Buyul bore down. But theraiders mounts were not as fresh asthose they chased. Elenya
and Alemar started to pull away. Thelead Buyul flung his demonblade, forcing Alemar to duck. Ina
few more moments, however, the Buyul were too far behind, and were forced to break off in order to



avoid their own pursuit.

Elenyaand Alemar raced for the caravan, only to be blocked by two more Buyul who had |eft the main
battle. Thelatter waited. Elenyaknew there was no point in trying to circlethem. Insteed, the twins
charged straight ahead. The Buyul spurred their oetkani and met them at full run, scimitars extended.

Elenyadrew her rapier. Asthewarrior thrust out with hiswegpon, she jabbed himin the forearm. He
dropped hisweapon. She quickly glanced back. Alemar smply blocked his opponent’sdash. The
Buyul did not attempt to engage again. Liketherest of their tribe, they retreated southward. Thetwins
reached the lines before other enemies could bother them, the six oeltkani rescued.

Only when they were safe did Elenyafed the pain in her shoulder. She had beentoo dow. TheBuyul’s
scimitar had bitten her. She clapped her hand over the cut and forgot about it. Therewas still afight

going on.

Lond had watched most of thetwins adventure, though occupied with hisresponsibilities. Theraid was
nearly over. A Buyul leaned far down from his saddle and scooped up alamb. Another had lassoed a
oeikani and was pulling it intow. The others either had their prizes or werein full flight. Lona shouted
orders, sending the warriors whose animas were the fleetest out to the pursuit, keeping the othersin
reserve to protect the women and goods. Then he saw Y etem riding out, the cloth against her shoulder
stained adark crimson, with aquiver on her back and abow aready strung.

“Natet!” heydled at her, but shewas oblivious, dready racing to catch up with the Buyul.

Lona heard Tebec shout also. The westerner started after her, but stopped amost immediately and
reached within hiscollar. Lona saw him withdraw something attached to agold chain, the actual object
hiddenin hisfist. Hepressed it to hisforehead. Green light flickered through hisfingers.

Y etem suddenly relaxed her arm, even asit had been drawing back an arrow, and reined up. She stared
back at Tebec. Heheld hisfist to hisforehead for amoment more. Strangely subdued, she started back
toward the tribe.

Lond, eyesriveted to Tebec, waited until the latter had restored the chain inside his garments. He
hurried to check the status of histribe.

All told, three of his Po-no-phawere dead, several more wounded, one mortaly. The Buyul had left five
on thefield, and as many more had hung limply from their beasts asthey fled. More dead than there
should have been, had he not been taken unaware by Buyul guile. His mood was black as he rode over
to thetwins. Tebec was bandaging the wound near his sister’ s collarbone.

“Do you want to start avendetta?’ he asked sternly.

“Isthisawar or not?” she demanded, equdly sharp. “We could have quadrupled our effectivenesswith
arrows!”

“So could theBuyul. Thisistorovet . We must conduct ourselves with honor.”
“They attacked usl How honorableisthat?’

“If the Buyul had let us by unmolested, they would have had to concede that the pass belonged to the
Tlil.”



“I don't believeit. Thiswholefight happened just so you could dl prove your manhood.”

Lona was s0 angry he could barely continue to use the High Speech. “I should have redlized one such
as you would not understand.”

She started to retort.

“No,” hesaid. “If you are without honor, you aren't freeto judge us. Until you learn the laws of battle,
keep out of it. Stay with the women.”

Hedidn't permit her to respond. Tebec prevented her from following, pressing her down firmly in order
to finish tending her wound. Lonal wanted the tribe mobile. They would make aforced march into the
valley, deeper into T'lil territory, where they could lick their wounds and he endure his shame in peace.

X111

T HE BOTTOM OF THE FISHING BOAT passed over, three fathoms up, barnacles plainly visible on her hull
through the crystdl water. Lerinagiggled, creating bubbles. She and Ethmurl were safely camouflaged
among the cora and kelp of the ocean floor. If Lerinaguessed correctly, the men in the boat were

searching for her and/or the murderer of Luo of Eruth, never dreaming they were so closeto their goal.

She was breathing normally, though she occasionaly succumbed to the urge to reach up to her face and
fed the membrane of the airmaker. It was strange to think that she could actualy bresthe more easily
underwater than could afish. Fish, after al, had to keep swimming at least dightly in order to keep water
— and oxygen — flowing through their gills. She watched the bubbles of her exhdation race one
another upward.

Ethmurl nudged her. The boat was out of sight. They set out, keeping just above the profuse life of the
bottom, she afew strokes behind to hisright. So much to see. Anemones, crustaceans, cord, fish, silt
richwith flickers of color. She had caught glimpses of al of these on her many dives over the years but
had never been ableto float next to the thing she waslooking at and examineit a her leisure. Air had
aways been the limitation, driving her inevitably back to the surface. Now, with the magic of the artificia
lung, shewasfree.

But old habits died hard. She redlized that she was holding her breath. She quickly exhaled. It caused
her to snk afew inches, until her vest absorbed more air from the surrounding water and returned her to
weightlessness. Thevedt, too, wasajoy: no more energy wasted smply trying to maintain a specific
depth. Moreover, at the surface she could keep her head above water without being forced to tread.

Shetickled an anemone with a pebble and watched it close. A tiny squid rewarded her with asquirt of
ink and an arrow-quick dash into acrevice. She delighted to watch crabs dragging their stolen shells
acrossthe sediment. She was getting used to everything seeming larger than it actualy was.

Andthenoise! She had never redized how pervasiveit was. Inthe kelp, the shrimp rattled their sngle
clawvsendlesdy, calling to her with their aguatic voices. Though it was difficult to determinewhich
direction sounds came from, the variety never diminished.

All too soon it wastimeto stop.

She didn’t want to, but neither did she want to tax Ethmurl. He was much better, but he till had agreat
ded of recuperating to do. No sensein endangering his progress by tiring him out swimming. Whatever



advantages the healing spell had provided now seemed entirely gone; he mended like anorma man. Ina
way, that was reassuring.

As he had ingtructed her, they rose dowly, never exceeding the pace of the smallest of the bubbles they
exhaled. She had never heard of the strange pain and desth experienced when divers who used the
airmaker surfaced too quickly, but she doubted Ethmurl would invent such astory. He had admitted they
were not going to be deegp enough to worry about it today; it was Smply agood habit to maintain.

Before very long they were topside.

“That was wonderful!” she exclaimed as soon as she had removed her mask.

Ethmurl was pensive. He scanned in the direction that the boat had gone. It wasnot in sight. He
rechecked their beach. They had been careful to cover their sgns, and the cave entrance was smal,
seeming to be only ashadow intherock. Apparently the men in the boat had ignored the idet.

“Oh, you fret too much,” she said.
He shrugged and hel ped her unbuckle the straps of her vest. “I don’t think | can change at thisage.”

As she held her equipment, Lerinamarvelled again at the workmanship. The headgear seemed so
delicate, only aframework of goldlike metal acrosswhich stretched the transparent membranes, one for
breathing, onefor vison. The vestswere more substantia, heavy out of the water, shaped so asto
collect air in front of the chest and upper abdomen, with ahole for the head and a buckle behind the
gmall of the back. Herswas blue; Ethmurl’ swas black.

“ Should we give these back to thefaernak now?’ Lerina asked.

“Yes,” hereplied. “No one knows how to make these anymore, except the straps, soit’s best not to
take chances.” At the back of the headgear, two shark-hide straps could be adjusted to customize the
fit.

While she held everything, he waded deeper and removed an engraved ring from hisfinger, lifted it to his
mouth, and whistled through it. He had not waited long before a man-size tentacled shape brushed
againg hisleg. Lerinahanded him the airmakers and vests, which he gave to the creature. They watched
it put everything into a pouch at the base of one of its many-suckered arms, after which it returned
quickly to deeper waters.

“I ill can't believeit found you,” Lerinasaid, not nearly as startled as she had been when she had first
glimpsad thefaernak earlier that day.

“It knowswherethering is, and never wandersfar.”
“Aren’'t you afraid it will damage the airmakers?’

Hesmiled. “They'refar safer there than any place| can think of. Thething iswell-trained, and
long-lived, and | wouldn’t careto try and forcibly take anything from afaernak under any circumstances.
Infact, they were specificaly bred for thisfunction.”

“Who bred them?’
“Alemar.”

“Alemar Dragondayer, the great wizard?’



Henodded. “The founder of Elandris. In order to build and maintain the cities benesth the sea, he made
hundreds of thousands of airmakers. Or, to betruthful, hissster Mirandadid. However, neither of them
cared to share the secret of their manufacture, so it became vital to protect each one. They bred the
faernaks to caretake the devices whenever the owners had to make journeys away from Elandris. In

our own dwellings, of course, we have specid troughsto keep them secure. It s surprising how few have
been lost over the centuries since the great wizard vanished.”

“Y ou mean no one haslearned how to make them since?’

“Alemar and Miranda were the greatest sorcerersin history. There sagreat ded they could do that no
one ese hasbeen ableto. Killing dragons, for example.”

The sun had nearly dried them dready. They sought refuge fromits heet in the cave. Ethmurl lay down
immediately. Thishad been thefirst day he had tried anything strenuous; it had clearly taken agreat ded
out of him. Lerinaleaned back againgt the cavewall.

“Do you supposeit’ strue, that the Dragon of our day isthe child of the pair that Alemar killed?’

Ethmurl brushed away aninsect. “It'spossible. Dragonslive thousands of years. Gloroc could have
been an infant of severa centuries at the time that Faroc and Trisswere defeated. 1t would explain why
he wants to conquer Elandris. He can't have revenge on Alemar himsdlf, so the next best thing isto stedl
the empire away from his descendants.”

“He seemsto be succeeding.”

Ethmurl made awry face. “Not entirdy. Weroydists have kept nearly haf the kingdom free for dmost
ahundred years. It'sasif the Worm were waiting to make hismove. In any case, he seems nowhere
near asformidable as his parents.”

“And where do you fit in, Ethmurl ?’
Hemet her glance. “I servemy liege”

Shedidn’t pressthe matter. Soon she flipped up the lid of their food basket. It settled back down with
ahallowpud . “We haveto leavetonight. Y ou seemed to bedl right in the water today. Do you think
you can makethetrip?’

“Wemight aswdl try.”

“Good,” shesad. “Get somerest.”

Night had closed in by the time she woke him up, darkness muted by Urthey, the smalest moon. Lerina
felt odd to think of wearing clothes again, and it would be stranger till to see Ethmurl covered. It
seemed ashame.

“We can leave dmost everything,” she said, taking only her garments and the water flasks. “I'll get it
another time.”

“My bet,” Ethmurl said, and picked it up.
“Why not just wesar it?" she asked.

“No,” he said, sounding strangely determined.



The wistfulness of departure strengthened. The cave had dways been afavorite place, but with Ethmurl
present, it had become very specia indeed. Shefdt safe here.

Sheled. Thewater put vigor back in her body. They dripped dry in the shadow of the bluff and put on
their clothes, shethe blouse and skirt she had comein, he histrousers and a quarn shirt she had taken
from her father’ swardrobe. Actualy, he wore clotheswell, she thought. She suggested that he proceed
ahead of her up the bluff. She knew the terrain and could support him should he dip. He agreed.

The forest welcomed her as they merged into the underbrush. 1ts fecund odor had never seemed quite
S0 precious. She had dways had plenty of the forest and less than she wanted of the beach; now finaly
the Stuation wasreversed. Herested. The bluff had been dmost too much for hiswounded thigh.
Severa times she had been forced to brace him to keep him from losing hisbaance. Shefound a
broken branch and gave it to him to use asawalking stick. Shewalked on his other side, holding his
hand.

The leafy canopy above reduced the night to velvet blackness. She guided them by ingtinct. “Watch
out,” she murmured as they found and stepped over ahuge root.

His grip was strong and reassuring. He was not the invaid she had discovered many daysbefore. Ina
way she was disappointed that he was no longer utterly dependent on her, but it also excited her. She
queezed tighter.

Progresswasdow. Though Ethmurl didn’t complain, she heard his sucked-in breath whenever he
stumbled and periodicdly shefelt twinges of pressurein her hand. She deliberatdly paced hersdf as
dowly as she dared, and made him stop frequently. He would wait, Sp some water, and stoicaly trudge
on. Heassured her hisdiscomfort was only the stiffness of his muscles, but she worried nevertheess.

Hours of thisfindly brought them to the rear of Garthmorron Hold, well after midnight. They heard an
owl chitter asit flew overhead and oeikani shufflein the stables, but no human noise. All thelightswere
out inthe buildings. They decided to walk openly through the vegetable gardens. Not only could they
move more quickly, but if their silhouettes were seen, they would look like they had every reason to be
there.

A dog barked.
Lerinastopped, heart thundering. Ethmurl was ill.

The windows of the hold remained black. The barking came from the far side of the grounds, and soon
tapered off. Eventudly Lerinaremembered to exhde.

She was s0 nervous that she nearly tripped on asguash. They continued on at ameasured pace, and
before long they had reached the copse in which her father’ s cottage nestled, tucked in a private spot not
far from the centra courtyard. Shelifted the latch and pushed. The door creaked, asit dwaysdid, but
an ingtant later they were both insde.

Shefélt little prickles of perspiration over her neck and throat. Making sure all the curtains were drawn,
shelitacandle. Theroom opened out. The chamber they had entered wasthe only largeroom. It
contained a cooking hearth, adining table, stools, an armchair, and some crates and chests. To oneside
was asmall bedroom, to the rear the door to the outhouse. A loft was above, the only accesstoit a
steep ladder in acorner.

Home. Safe. Many times she had told hersalf otherwise, but now it was a palace— at least until the
end of the month, when her father would return. She savored the sight of it, then, for one of the few



timesin her life, barred the doors.
“Youdidit!” shetold Ethmurl.

He swayed, set his belt down on the table, and sagged onto one of the stools. “1 wasn't sure I’ d make
it”

Shegiggled. “Now wewon't have to worry about food or water or being discovered. They’ll never
look under their own noses.”

“If it sdl right, could | not worry about it tomorrow?’ he asked wezrily.

It was hard to suppress her enthusiasm, but she knew Ethmurl well enough by now to know that he
wouldn't complain unless his need was genuine. “Here,” she said, pushing the door of the ground-floor
bedroom wider. “Thisismy father’sroom. Theloft smine.”

He stood once more, with effort, and headed toward the door. Lerina helped him onto the tick and
removed his bootsfor him. He didn't bother to undress or get under the blankets. Seeing his exhaustion,
she left as soon as he was seitled, bidding him agood night.

She practicaly shook with adrendine, and used some of it checking the cottage. Nothing seemed
disturbed, though it smelled of being closed up for alength of time. She hid Ethmurl’ sbdlt in achest and
paced. But there redlly was nothing to do, and she knew that the morning would bring an early
confrontation with adisapproving great-uncle. She automaticaly started up the ladder to theloft.

And paused.
“No.” She smiled, turned around, and headed back to the bedroom.

X1V

| TWAS A FOREST.

Asthey approached, parrots glided from tree to tree, their bright colors amost shocking to behold after
the drab country the tribe had just covered. Jungle was more accurate a description than forest. Life
abounded. Thetreeswere high, broad hardwoods, their shade the parent of climbing vines, elephant
grass, shrubs, giant ferns— al without exception vibrant with the green born of plentiful water. The
racket of birds, insects, and small animals never ceased.

Mogt of dl, it smelled likelife, Alemar decided. Strange that his senses were so attuned to the scent after
only amonth in the desert.

The caravan did not enter the jungle. Theroad from the Pass of Hattyre to the Ahloorm had run amost
due east acrossthe valey, but now that the river had been reached, the long line of men and livestock
turned north, travelling parallel to the heavy growth, dong adeeply cut track that ran to either horizon.

Occasiona stone markers demarcated the road boundaries and measured the distance. Periodically
trails merged with the main highway, but dways from thewest. The only ways heading into the jungle
were no more than footpaths.

The shepherds et their flocks range fredly in the wide grass ands extending toward the | eft, which they
had first reached the previous day. However, the animas were prevented from feeding on the eastern
sde, beyond what they could nibble from the fringe of the road as they passed.



“Theforest of Ahloormissacred,” Fumlok explained. “Do not let sheep and goatsinsde. Do not cut
livingwood.”

Po-no-phaof the three clans disappeared periodicaly into the foliage to hunt, observed with envy by the
twins. The hunters brought back al manner of game, particularly birds, though the most heraded prize
waswild boar. Women, including Peyri and Omi, were alowed to enter and pick berries and melons.
Thefirst evening, Shigmur invited the twins and their family to share the pork hiswomen had roasted.

On the second day, the T'lan split from the group, heading back toward the west. The twins could see
an oasis on the horizon, one of many fed by the Ahloorm’ s subterranean branches. The parting provided
an excuse for celebration — the dangers of the migration were behind them, and now they had reached
the richest of their many pasturage regions, in ayear of good rains. Thefedtivities|asted an entire night
and day, the T’ lan familiesleaving one by onefor different sections of the range, with alarge assembly
accompanying the ken directly to the oasis.

Two days later, the Ena copied the pattern, leaving the T’ krt to continue north.

Elenya sat on the ground with her back to one of the magnificenthoeanaou trees around which the clan
had camped. She stared at theforest. The sun filtered through small open patchesin the canopy but had
yet to climb above the tops of the trees and shine directly on thetents. Alemar still dept, and the women
wereignoring their odd husband.

“Good morning.”

She recognized his boots out of the corner of her eye but continued to meditate on the distant leaves.
“So — the war-leader deignsto converse with someone who doesn’t know the laws of battle.”

“I even converse with children and infidels,” he said. “How isyour wound?’

Shegmiledimpishly. “What wound?’

“Inyour shoulder,” hesaid. She enjoyed his puzzled expresson. *Y ou were hurt in the Buyul raid.”
“Was1?’

“Yes. | saw the cut mysdlf. Your robeistill stained.” He pointed to the brown section of cloth. But in
dlent dispute, Elenya pulled open the top of her garment. Where the cut should have been, Lond could
see only ascar, aready healed.

Lond’ sface clouded. “Have there been Hab-no-ken in the camp without my knowledge?’
“No. Asamatter of fact, my brother and | have never seen one since coming to this country.”
“Then how did you hed so0 quickly?’

Againthesmile. “It pleasesme not to tell you,” shesaid. “Now, do you have business here? | was
enjoying theview done”

“Do you want to seethe forest?’ he asked.

Shelooked at him. He carried aquiver and bow, toward which he gestured. “Bring your own and
follow me.” Heturned and headed straight for theriver.

His abruptness caught her off guard, but by the time he vanished from view of the tribe, she was one step
behind him.



Almost from thefirg, the soil was spongy. Asit became even lessfirm, Elenyaredized they were not
walking on ground at al, but on anetwork of plant growth. She had wondered wheretheriver was. At
no point in their journey had they seen an open flow. Now she knew that the forestwas theriver. The
plants were the banks; if not for their roots, the water would spread over the plain and evaporate, never
even coming closetothesea. They had to travel single file most of the time, sometimes cutting their way
through vines and brambles. Lona didn’t speak, and Elenyawas far too distracted by the scenery to
initiate conversation hersdf.

They penetrated deep into the area, until the land grew so swamplike it threatened to swallow them
unlessthey placed every foot with extreme care. The surroundings opened up, the ubiquitous shrubs
unable to find permanent foundations from which to grow, leaving aswath of territory to the water
grasses and trees. The whole place hummed with insect life.

“| propose acontest,” Lond said. He strung his bow, indicating that Elenya should do the same. They
had found a comfortable spot to rest on asmall idand of solid ground.

“I' will shoot abird. Seeif you can hit the same bird with your own arrow, before | can hit it a second
tirre”

He hardly had the words out of his mouth before he grabbed an arrow and let fly. A parrot above
screamed and began to flutter earthward. Aningtant later, it jerked with the impact of another arrow.
Beforeit landed, two more shafts had knocked it thisway and thet in the air.

Lond got hislegswet up to the shinsin order to retrieve the bird. It bristled with dl four arrows, every
onefirmly lodged inits plump torso. There probably wouldn't have been room for another.

“Not bad,” hesaid. Two of the arrows were his own, marked with ared line down the side of the shaft;
two were Elenya s, with adouble yellow band just short of the nock. “Now it’syour turn.”

Shesmiled. Unlike him, she nocked her arrow serenely and waited, with bow relaxed, for asuitable
target. Sheignored threelikely choices. Then aqueeble launched from alow branch. She waited until
just before it passed behind atree, then let loose. The trunk obscured the resuilt.

A moment later, Lond fired. The arrow caught the queeble just asit regppeared, only amoment before
it nose-dived into the grass.

Elenyafound it. Her own point had struck the hindquarters. Lond’s shot had gone through one eye and
out the other.

“You liketo cheat, don't you?’ Lond said.

“Always” Elenyasmiled, gracioudy acknowledging that thistime it hadn’t worked. “That was asuperb
shot.”

“I have had alot of practice. Y ou were introduced to this weapon only a month ago.”
“I learn quickly.”
“Let ushope so,” he said.

They sat onalog. Lond held up thefirst bird and pulled out abloody arrow tip. “Imagine that thiswas
aman.”

“I don't follow you,” she said.



Lona removed all the arrows, gave Elenya her own to wipe off, and dropped the carcass between them.
It was little more than amass of blood, feathers, and ruptured meat. “We did thisfrom adistance, ina
matter of moments. Suppose we had been shooting at aman. Better yet, at four different men. It'snot
hard to imagine four corpsesin as many seconds.”

“Maybe not. What if they had bows, too?’
“Then makeit six corpses,” he said sadly.
Elenya decided not to be flippant.

Lond continued, forcefully. “Pictureafield of men. They are Po-no-pha. Thereisno greater glory for

them than to meet an enemy, oneto one, and prove themsaves the greater warrior — the best shot with
adagger, the best rider, the most daring. They have digtinguished themselvesin raid after raid. They go
forth with courage and ability.

“And they are mowed down by men who wait within stone bunkers, from afar. Often they never seethe
men who kill them. They fal and rot on the rocks, their many kinswomen abandoned to fate. Their land
isgolen.”

He stood up, braced his bow against the log, and unstrung it. “I condemned you last week more strongly
than | should have. | was reminded of matterswhich do little to help my temper. | wasangry not so
much at you, asa mysdf. | let thetribe svigilance go dack just when the Buyul could take advantage of
it. | brought you hereto try to amend my lack of judgment.”

“| don't need an gpology.”

“Thisisn't one. | wasright to chastiseyou. My error wasin not being prepared. 1tismy responsibility
aswar-leader to see that, when my expertiseis next called upon, | will better meet thetest. I’ ve thought
of onething | might do.”

He held up ared-striped arrow. “The Zyraii are all sonsof Cadra. We understand each other. Our
warriorswagetorovet . Wefight, we steal from our enemies, werisk our lives, and, if need be, we take
lives. But taking lifeisnot our objective. Raidsare away to win honor and materia gain, not to murder.
Wehaveasaying: ‘The desert kills enough.’

“But now, more and more often we face the armies of the traders. They have no conception oftorovet .
They wagewar .” Lond plunged the arrow symbolically back into the body of the ruined bird. “They
do not careif the blood of Cadrais completely wiped from the surface of al Tanagaran.”

Lond sighed. “My father waskilled by traders. And | have been unableto fulfill my vendetta. Over the
past few years| have redlized the root of the problem — we Zyraii do notthink like our invaders. We
don’t understand their rules, if they have any, and therefore we do not anticipate their actions. | have
been waiting for someone like you.

“I will befrank. | need you. | have seen your skill and your nature. Y ou and your brother have clearly
received long and hard training in the military arts. 'Y ou understand the type of fighting which my people
must now learn. Am | right?’

“Yes” Elenyasad.

“I have yet to win your loydty, but | can hope. | offer you an opportunity, at least. | don’t know what
god you cameto Zyraii with, but | can provide another of depth and honor. Help our nation remain
free”



“Do | have achoice?’ she asked.

“God givesusour rolesto play. You lost your lifeyour first day in our country by steding water. | gave
it back to you. Now you owe me, and you owe the family of Am and Rod. Until that debt is
discharged, you are not free. If you decideto leave, | must order my Po-no-phato hunt you down and
kill you. But whether you cooperate with me or not is another matter.”

His tone became dmost confessiona. “My father was once given an augury concerning my life and the
threat of thetraders. Because of it, | had to learn the High Speech. Hewould never tell mewhy. |
never needed to use the language until you and your brother arrived. | suspect you are somehow part of
the answer to this challenge. Why ese would God have put me through al the trouble you' ve caused?’

She watched asquirrel race from branch to branch, automatically calculating the lead and force needed
to shoot it down. “If | agree, when do we start?’

“Everything hasto wait until you are an adult. It ismore than three months until the next rite of the
pulstrall . If you have advanced in your studiesto the satisfaction of the Ah-no-ken, you will be
permitted to participate. Po-no-phado not listen to the advice of children.”

“Or women.”

“Inyour case, that has been taken care of .”

“Soyou say.”

“Therewill be problems. But God has performed amiracle, and my people believein God.”

Elenya plucked at the queeble. She had tasted aroasted one earlier that week and enjoyed it. It had
pleased her to be able to choose one during the contest. Maybe she wasn't ways able to make the
rules, but sooner or later, she' d get what she wanted.

“I'll think about it,” shesaid.

XV

L ERINA SLID BACK AND FORTHON the film of sweat between their bodies. Her hair cascaded over
Keron'sface, smooth and ticklish. Hedidn't brush it away. She straightened up, thefiltered light
through the drapes catching the glisten of her breasts and collarbones. She rocked gently back and forth,
the bed creaking pleasantly. Keroninhaled deeply. She had the skill of aveteran and the enthusiasm of
anovice.

She coaxed it out of him with full, firm plunges and lifts. He clamped hands on her buttocks and
strengthened the rhythm. It was more than an orgasm. To aman who thought he was dead only amonth
before, it was resurrection. Long after it was over, al he did was lay there and hope for more.

Lerinacollapsed againgt him, tearsin her eyes. “ Good, huh?’
“No.”
1] NO?”

Helaughed. “No. It wastoo intense. | wouldn't survive another one like that.”



Shekissed hisnipple. “You'll survive”

Sherolled off and nestled againgt hisside. Soon shegiggled. “Tothink | have Uncle Ossatch to thank
for dl of this”

“Beg pardon?’

“If he hadn’t virtualy confined me to the cottage until my father comes back, everyone would have
started to wonder by now why I’'m spending so much time here. 1t snot like me.”

Keron smiled and put an arm around her shoulders. “What will you tell your father about us? Will he
punish you, too?’

“l doubt it. I'll tell him what | told Uncle Ossatch — that | ran off for aweek with afisherman’s son.
He |l probably shake hishead and laugh. Hedid last time.”

“Lagt time?’
“I did it before, when | wasfifteen.”
“Y ou were abrazen young thing.”

“I had wood for abrain. He was eighteen, and seemed so heroic. That wasthe period in my lifewhen |
thought al fishermen brave adventurers. By theend of it, | preferred the smell of the fish to that of my
lover. And afish would have been more interesting company.”

“So now you' ve graduated to smugglers”

“Why not? They make better lovers.” She began to throw on clothes. “I’'mlate. I’m supposed to help
Briennawith the evening medl. Best not have her comelooking for me.”

She bent down and kissed him here and there. “ See you after dinner? I’ll save you some roast.”
“Whereelsedo | haveto go?’

She pranced down the loft steps, spry asafawn.

Theidet scood nearly amile off the coast, aforlorn piece of rock only afew feet wide, barely above the

surface, the perfect design to poke holesin the hulls of unsuspecting vessels. A huge lantern had

therefore been mounted on it, a the top of ahigh pole. The spot was visited only occasionaly by

Cilendri coast watchers, in order tofill the lantern’ s reservoir or reight the flame when doused by storms.
The night was still and clear. One moment the beacon was deserted, kept company only by the waves.
In the next, aman wasthere, pulling off hisarmaker and buoyancy ves, dripping sat water.

Keron sniffed the ocean breeze, welcoming the air to hischest like alost friend. Heworeapair of
sedl-hide breeches, weapons at hiswai s, his belt hidden underneath the garment. Goose pimplesrose,
but he faced the wind, standing firm. Hewas strong again. Three days before, he had fdt the touch of
sorcery that told him thatKing's Ransom had returned and Obo was near enough to work his spell.
Within hours he had completed the remainder of his convalescence. Hisrelief wasacute. He had first
won the protection of ahealing spell over a decade before; to him, recovery from injuries, however grest,
should not have involved so muchtime. At last he waswhole.

And done,



Back in Garthmorron, supper would be over. Lerinawould be back in the cottage. She would have
found his note, and the one paltry gift he could leave. Keronfdt alump rising in histhroat.

He could still turn back. But his enemies would come for him, sooner or later, and find Lerina. Perhaps
he could leave behind old duties and loyadlties, but he couldn’t risk her safety. Moreover, hehad a
specific job to do.

“Forgiveme,” he whispered.

He sat down to wait in the dark and wet.

Admira Warnyre paced the poop deck, staring out at the foggy night. His plans had gone awry, and he
didn't likeit. Furthermore, he wasrapidly running out of time to do anything about it.

A man climbed the steps and approached. Warnyre turned.

“Yes, Ensgn?’ It was Enret, one of the last people he had cared to see. The junior officer had dways
been one of Keron's staunch aides.

“It’ stime to send the boat to the rendezvous, sir. Bhaukom and | request permission to man it.”
Warnyrefrowned. “1 had planned to send Robbern and Nals.”

“I know, Sir. But the captain and me— we go back aways. 1'd liketo do thisfor him.”

Still another wrinkle, Warnyre thought. But he made hismind up quickly. “Very well, Ensgn. Proceed.”
Warnyre watched the dinghy being lowered. As he expected, Nals soon joined him on the poop.
“Change of plan, 9r?’ the midshipman asked meaningfully.

“Yes” theadmird replied. “Lay low for awhile. Don’t do anything unless| tell you.”

Nalsleft. Soon thedinghy waslost inthefog. Warnyre went to his cabin to get out of the weather. Ina
way, hewas glad Enret had volunteered to take the boat. 1t was known that Warnyre favored Robbern
and Nds. If anything happened to Keron whilein the company of those two, suspicion would fall on
him. Additionally, Robbern and Nals might havefailed, just asthe Claw had done. The passive route
was safest. There was no reason to think that Keron would connect him with the ambush. He would
play theinnocent, until another opportunity arrived.

It was long after those aboardKing' s Ransom could hear the plop of the oarsthat they could make out
the dinghy. Many of the crew leaned over therailing, straining to see. Y es, there were three men

aboard. A cheer went up — quietly, for they were still in Dragon’ swaters. A rope ladder went over the
sde. Warnyre saw Keron seizeit.

He climbed done, Enret and Bhaukom staying with the boat to help secure the winchesto raiseit to its
berth. Thelarge party waiting on the main deck surged forward to greet their returning captain. Warnyre
remained at his vantage point near the stern. Helost sight of Keron in the press of bodies.

Then the crowd parted. Keron stood in the center, staring at the entrance to the staterooms. Nanth had
just emerged and waited for him there. Keron seemed to pausein his gpproach, Warnyre thought, but
then the captain gave hiswife along embrace, enduring much good-hearted teasing from the crew in the



process. Warnyre stifled hisjealousy and started to climb down from the poop.

“Oh, my love,” the admird heard Nanth say, “thank blue sky and seathat you’ ve come back safe and
living.”

Keron touched her cheek gently and turned to the man who had just appeared from the doorway. “We
have Obo’ stalents to thank for that.”

Thewizard bowed dightly. “1 dept for aweek after the crisis passed. | shouldhope you' re grateful.”
Warnyre cleared histhroat.

Keron faced him, no longer smiling.

“At your service, Admira Warnyre,” Keron said, and sauted, palm to chest.

The admirad nodded stiffly. “You'reahard man to kill, Captain. The newsfrom Eruth was not
optimigtic. It ssemsamiracle you madeit back.”

“Itwas. A caseof luck, redly.”
“Youmugt tell me more.”
“Not just yet,” Keron said amiably. He waved an arm toward the crew. “Well? Where sthe rum?’

Theliquor gppeared ingtantly. Keron and Nanth were led back into the throng. Soon someonethrust a
geinin Warnyre' shand. To hisannoyance, he was called on to make the toast.

The admira had not forgotten how to be charming when the occasion demanded it. “To Captain Keron
Olendim, of the House of Alemar,” the admiral stated heartily. “Wecome home.”

The crew applauded, and the celebration began. Warnyre, however, retreated to a spot on the poop
deck, where he could sip hisrum in peace. The menignored him. They had surrounded Keron and
were plying him with questions. Warnyre was patient. He' d find out sooner or later how the man had

dipped the trap.

Obo retrested below, disdaining the rowdiness. The crew didn’t forget that they were in enemy territory.
The lookout and night watch remained sober, and as before, the running lights were left unlit.
Nevertheless, the party was boisterous. Keron was apopular officer, Warnyre had to admit. 1t was

one of the reasons he hated him.

Robbern briefly joined the admira. “Stay close at hand tonight,” Warnyretold him. The man nodded
and disappeared below.

It was sometime later that he noticed the captain and hiswife begging their leave and heading for their
quarters. Warnyre did not share the knowing smiles of the crew. What would shetdll him? he
wondered. Nothing. Warnyre had not touched her. The admiral had learned early to be a cautious
man. He had wanted to be sure Keron was out of the way before he actively pursued Nanth. Hewould
find away soon.

The drinking was still going strong when Warnyre made hisway back to his stateroom. He opened the
door, stepped in, and tapped the striker of hislamp. Thewick caught.



“Good evening, Admird.”

Warnyre jumped. Keron was leaning back lazily on hisbed. The admira recovered quickly. “To what
do | owethe honor, Captain?’

“I thought you might want areport on my misson,” Keron said matter-of-factly.
Warnyre closed the door. “I had thought tomorrow morning would be more appropriate.”

Keron reached in a pocket, withdrew something, and threw it to the admira. “1 found somethingin
Eruth. | thought you might beinterested in it.”

Warnyre held what he had caught in his open pam. It was an amath pearl.
“Have you ever seen that before?’ Keron asked.
“I've seen many amath pearls.”

“Noticetheflaw. It'squitedigtinctive. Thelast timel saw that pearl, it wasin the sea chest of thisvery
ship”

Suddenly Warnyre whistled sharply.

“We seem to be upset, Admird.”

“Youwon't liveto bear witness against me,” Warnyre swore, and drew hisrapier.
The door opened. Enret stuck hishead in. “Did someone whistle?’

“What?2” Warnyreyelled.

Enret lifted the head of an unconscious man into view. “If you wanted Nals here, he seemsto havefalen
suddenly adeep. Poor Robbern isn’t doing much better.” Behind Enret, Bhaukom waved cheerfully.

Warnyre spun toward Keron, who smply raised ablowgun to hislipsand fired. Warnyre clutched at the
pininhischest. Hisrapier fell, then hisbody, battering the floor with anignominiousthud. Hewiggled
there, awake and struggling, but unable to stand.

Keron cameforward, picked Warnyre up by the front of his clothing and hoisted him above hishead. “I
used Mother’ s Breath. Y ou can try moving your musclesal you want, but they won't work in
coordination. Unfortunately it won't kill you.”

Warnyre goggled at the single arm holding him toward the ceiling. Suddenly everything made sense.
“Y ou— you havethe belt of Alemar!” The words were garbled by the effect of the poison, but
understandable.

“Yes. Had you known that earlier, your ambush would no doubt have been successful. The belt doesn't
do much, you know; just makes me strong. | see now that | need something to make me stab-proof.”

Enret, with Bhaukom immediately behind, dragged in the limp bodies of Warnyre' s henchmen. “What do
we do with these, Cap'n?’

“Puttheminthebrig. | wantthemdive”

He dropped Warnyre, leaning the man’ s back against one of hisseachests. “1 want al of you dive.



There are otherslike you out there, and you can tell about them.”
“Never,” Warnyre mumbled, but hefailed even to convince himsdlf.
“Think again. Send Obo to me,” Keron called after his departing mates.

“No need,” the old wizard said, and stepped into the room. He stooped over the admira. Warnyre
looked into the frightening depth of the sorcerer’ s eyes and choked.

“Wewill find thetruth,” Keron reiterated. “It'snotrivia thing, anavy man defying the authority of his
superior officer. For my sake | have to make sure my case isthorough. Wewill set sail for Firsthold
beforethenight isout. The king himsdlf will be the judge of your guilt.”

Warnyre groaned.
“Lady Nanth has been pining for the children. She will be pleased to return to the capital,” Obo said.

“I imagine shewould be,” Keron said in areserved tone. Obo shot him apuzzled look. AsWarnyre
drifted off into adrugged haze, hefelt Keron lift hishead by the hair. The expression on the captain’'s
face seemed more melancholy than victorious, and his voice was vengeful.

“Y ou owe me more than you will ever know,” he said.

XVI

AN OLD PRIEST NAMED Gerat led Alemar and Elenya more than aleague from the T'krt camp inthe
central reach of the Ahloorm Basin, done and in silence, and stopped in the middle of open desert. The
place was a curious mixture of terrain. Severa outcroppings of brittle, volcanic rock pockmarked the
landscape, the sands varying from miniature, fine-grained dunesto patches of coarse materid. Silt from
prehistoric flows of the Ahloorm could be found in the areas where the sage was thickest. Gerat reached
down and broke off achunk of ancient lava, his grip stronger than one would expect of apriest.

“What isthis caled?’ he asked.
Alemar sghed. “ Seti’i.”

The old man made no overt acknowledgment of the correct answer, merely stepped over to aridge of
sand and picked up ahandful of itsgrains. “This?’ he asked Elenya.

“Mah,” shereplied.

Gerat was an aged, gaunt Ah-no-ken rarely possessed of either enthusiasm or impatience. His
expressions and manner were etched into him as deeply asthelineson hisface. Dour and owning a
monotone voice, something in his speech nevertheless caused hiswords to remain in the memories of
those he ingtructed.

Gerat pointed to the coarsest sand. “ Choo,” Alemar answered.

Gerat nodded dightly. Soon he picked up another handful from adark section of earth where a pool had
been not long before, aremnant of the sudden, thunderousrain earlier in theweek. He Stared at Elenya

“Mud,” she snapped.



The Ah-no-ken waited with hisinfuriating calm. He never criticized, never complimented. He aso never
alowed his pupils surcease from hislessons. Alemar opened his mouth to word the answer, but Gerat
sad, “No. | askedhim.”

Shedghed. “ Leism,” shesaid curtly.
Gerat looked at the mud in hispam. “What isthe sgnificance ofleism 7 he asked.

She could think of severd usesfor that particular handful, but she held her tongue. The past four months
had taught her that spite washed completely past Gerat. She cited the passage: “ After God created the
world, He took the mud of its shores and made from it the first men, that there should be physical
containersfor the soulsthat He took from Hisbeing. Man’sorigina substanceisrecdled each time he
Spits, or bleeds, or urinates, creating mud again from earth and the fluid of hisbody.”

“And the lesson thatlelsm gives us?’

“That man should guard hisfluids— drink water only to the extent of hisactual requirement, spill hisseed
only into afemae, and let blood only asrituad and war demand. Thereis power within the liquid of the
body, which devils and sorcerers may twist to their own ends.”

Gerat nodded. “Good,” hesaid. “You areready.”
“Ready for what?" Alemar asked presently.

“Next week, the youth of the T"krt journey to the oasis of Shom, to perform therite of pulstrall , asdo
al boysin their thirteenth year, if, as have you, they have absorbed the teachings required of them. The
other Ah-no-ken have decreed that you will go. My voteisthelast.”

Gerat began walking back toward camp, drawing the twins with him as he spoke. “Y ou have been
trained very hard. 'Y ou have been with us four months— hardly long enough to learn what a man must
know. But thepulstrall comesonly once ayear, and it is not gppropriate that you, who are grown,
should be as children. We had no concern for you in the physical tests, but aman who knows nothing of
language and law isnot aman. 'Y ou have done well.”

It seemed odd to findly hear hisjudgment. Gerat had early been given the responsibility for thetwins
education. He had drowned them in Zyraii. During thefirst few weeks, Fumlok had been allowed to
explain the difficult concepts and points of grammar, but asthetwins fluency in the desert language
reached a proficiency equivaent with Fumlok’ sweak command of the High Speech, the lame man
appeared less and less often, and findly, not &t al.

“This ceremony — we ve heard it mentioned often. What'sinvolved?’ Alemar asked.

“It lagtseight days. A smdll party of Ah-no-ken and Po-no-phawill take you to Shom, a place used only
for thepulstrall , and you will be put through tests to prove that you are ready to become men. You'll
find out the rest when you get there.”

“What happensif wefall to passthetests?” Elenyasaid.

Gerat shook hishead. “How can aboy not becomeaman? That is God’ sdesign. Thepulstrall does
not creste manhood; it celebratesit.”

“Stranger things have happened,” she said to herself.

Sometime later, Gerat asked, “Isit true that you do not have circumcision in your homeand?



A fdse dusk fell asthey returned to camp. Motherworld, full and swollen on the eastern horizon, held off
darkness. Elenyapaced off her restlessness, waiting for dinner. The tents and people beamed back the
ochre and beige of the great planet, the illumination so atering appearances that she scarcely recognized
Lond as she passed by him. She started at the sound of hisvoice.

“Good evening,” hesaid.

“What' s good about it?" She used the High Speech, knowing that however comfortable Lona might
seem speaking it, it required effort on his part.

Unruffled, hereplied in the samelanguage. “1 have heard that you will go to Shom. Congratulations.”
“So I'll have my adulthood back. That’s half arecovery,” she said sarcadtically.

Lona pursed hislips. “1 suppose | could persuade the Ah-no-ken to reconsider. Y ou could always go
through thepulstrall next year.”

She decided to drop the banter. She knew Lonal could keep it up aslong as she. Instead, she asked,
“Am | redly to participate?’

“Of course. Why shouldn’t you?’

She glared and turned away. “May you be reincarnated as a sand tick,” she said as shewaked away. It
was apowerful dur.

“Don’t beangry,” he said, and caught up with her.

“I thought you might be the one person here who would give me an honest answer.”
“| gave the appropriate answer.”

She stopped. “Isit that hard to think of me asawoman?’

“It has been decreed that you areaman. Even | am not above the law. Otherwise the matter of your
gender would never have become as complicated asit is.”

“So— you admit it’'scomplicated. 1 had begun to think the whole tribe consdered it nonexistent.”

Some of Elenya s neighbors were watching. Here, degp within T'lil territory, the tents were spaced
widdy by Zyraii standards, but sill closer than Elenyaliked. Sheled them around her own tent,
managing at least to cut off the view of Omi and Peyri.

Lond sghed. “I can't understand someone who fails to acknowledge good fortune. Be glad that you're
participating. Never mind thetalking | had to do with the eldersto beat down resistance to the idea.
Women are not allowed at Shom — ever. But according to the decision,you must be. Some of the
tribe want to use your ‘manhood’ as an issueto displace Toltac and myself.”

“I’'m sorry for any inconvenience,” she cooed.

Hefound adate pit on the ground and picked it up. “It mystifiesme. | would have thought that having
your adulthood denied for four months must have been the worst insult, but you act asif you' d prefer not
to haveasoul.”

“I happento likebeing femae. And | don't believein souls. Do you?’



He squeezed the date pit. “Of course.”
Shesmiled. “No, youdon't. | cantell. You beieve whatever furthersyour goas.”
“I believe | seewhy you became awarrior. No man would put up with such awife.”

She paused. It was strange how she and Lonal aways ended up baiting each other. For amoment, she
amost admitted that shewasintrigued by aZyraii who didn’t swallow his peopl€e s gospe whole.

Despite his attempts to make her obey, he himsdf seemed the most understanding of her urge to sway
tradition.

“You'renot likethe others, Lonal. Why isthat?’

He avoided her eyes. Had she embarrassed him? It occurred to her that a nonconformist here would be
alonely individua. It surprised her when he answered serioudy, “It'smy father’ sdoing. Inorder that |
learn the High Speech, he sent meto thecities. | used to fed it was unfair that | could not be taught the
same lessonsasany Zyraii boy. Now | amglad. | can see God'splan. It was doneto help me fulfill my
dedtiny.”

“Y ou have adetiny, too,” she said softly. “What isit?’
“To become opsha.”

“What' sthat?’

“Themilitary ruler of dl the Zyraii people”

The thought captured her interest. She pictured one man ruling al of the steppes, an authority over dl its
bickering factions. “Why haven't | heard thistitle before?’

“There has never been an opsha. The tribes have not been united since the sons of Cadra left their
father’ stent more than athousand yearsago. Many havetried. | will bethefirst to succeed.”

Histone said he bdieved it. Elenyadid, too, though she knew that the people had split into twenty tribes
and over ahundred clans since the patriarch of Zyraii begat hisfifteen boys. “Tha’sabold clam.”

“Had | been raised as my brothers were, the thought might never have occurred to me. | could have
lived exclusvely among my own clan for al of my life, and have been content to be war-leader of the
T’lil. But my journeys have shown me that there are possibilities beyond what has dways been true
before. Doesthat seem strange to you?’

“No. Not anymore.”

He stood up Straighter, facing her. “1 have watched you inthedrills. If you werelarger, abit older, you
would be anearly invincible fencer.”

“Thank you,” she said, puzzled by the shift in the conversation.

“I would like you to know that, had it been possible to defy custom, | would never have inssted on these
months of lessons of you.”

“I'musedtotraining,” shesaid. “I’ve been training from the moment | left my cradle.”

“It will be different, once you return from Shom. Y ou can ride asawarrior — then you will fed what it is
liketo be Zyraii. A childisnothing. You will haverank. Maybe you will find that the desert isnot such



aterrible place. God made it hard, but that's part of the beauty of it.”
Hisfervor attracted her, but he had missed the point again. Shewasn't aZyraii boy.

“Tell me” she said, her voice regaining some of its curtness, “when thepulstrall isover, will Tebecand |
ever bedlowed to go to Setan?’

“No,” he said, glancing toward the east.
“That' svery good,” shesaid. “Mogt of your countrymen look northwest when | mention the place.”

Heflicked away the date pit. “What you want has been gtrictly denied by Toltac, and no one, myself
included, will defy that edict.” Elenyaregretted the withdrawa of their brief camaraderie. “We can help
each other, westerner, but only if you give up your fantases. Thereisnothing for you in Setan.”

“How are you so sure of that?’

“Thereisagood well, aschool for the ken, and someruins. Despite the storiesthey lovetotell in
Surudain and Nyriya, thereisno hint of treasure.”

“We vetried to tdl you it’s not treasure we' re after.”
“Then what isit you want?’
Elenya closed her mouth.

“You see? If your reasonsfor seeking it were innocent, you would tell me” Lond said camly. “Setanis
reserved for theken. | myself have only been there once. Unlessyou werehai-Zyraii , you would never
be alowed near. Itisnot aplacefor warriors. Infact, all men must strip off their wegpons within the
boundaries of the schoal. | suppose you could have legitimate purposes there— if you wanted to
become apriest. Isthat what you're after?’

Shesdighed. “No.”

“Then forget Setan. Only those who prove themselvesto Zyraii deserveto seeit.”

As Elenya entered the tent, she startled Peyri. Thewoman amost spilled the pot of millet that she
carried. Sheset it and its steaming contentsin front of Alemar and hurried back behind the purdah, face
averted. Elenyawasusedtoit. Shewas neither man nor woman; to Peyri’ s mind that |eft only demons
and rythni.

Alemar stared morosdly at his bowl as she sat acrossfrom him. They beganto eat. She dtill didiked the
desert cuisine, but it kept them going. Infact, the aridity preserved mest, her favorite staple, over
periods of timethat would have rotted it in Cilendrodd.

“What' swrong?’

“Rol hasafever.”

Elenyashrugged. “Why should you care?’
“Wearerespongblefor thisfamily,” Alemar said.

Shewinced a histone. For hissake, shelied and said, “I only meant that he' sastrong boy. He'll be



well in afew days, probably sooner.”
“I hope so. Peyri haslost three sonsnow. She has never seen onelive past puberty.”

Elenyabriefly pictured Rol’ swisps of facid hair, grown sincether arriva. To her, it indicated the
accelerated life of the Zyraii — Alemar’ sbeard had only recently filled in at the thin places. Most of the
tribe married within ayear after thepulstrall , and had half-grown offspring by the age of thetwins. By
forty, their teeth were worn away from the sand that inevitably migrated into the food, and their
grandchildren far outnumbered the yearsthey had Ieft to live.

“Wadll, if it' s serious, what can you do?’

“I don’'t know.”

Hewas angry and feding impotent. She hersdf had known the emotion al too often these past months.
“Alemar, how long are we going to stay here?’

He dowly ate a spoonful of millet. She hadn’t asked that question since shortly after they had arrived in
the Ahloorm Basin.

“Nothing’schanged,” he said. “We ve nothing to gain by leaving except along run or death.”
“Doyou care?’

Helifted one of the unlit lampsto fill it with ail, its chainstinkling ashe lowered it. Itsreservoir wasn't
particularly empty. “How do you mean?’

“Y ou get enough to egt. Y ou keep your mind occupied. And those women wait onyou asif that’sal
they were ever meant to do. They’d probably lick you clean if you asked them. | think you' re getting to
likeit here, just theway itis”

Hereplaced thelamp. Hishandsinevitably came away oily. He scrubbed them in the cleansing sand. “I
wish you' d be kinder to them.”

“Why?'
“They'revictims, too. They didn’'t choose us.”
“They help keep us prisoner,” she argued.

“They’ ve done us no harm.”

“Alemar! We cameto this country with a purpose!”
“We came herein search of amyth,” he murmured.

She sank down to her haunches. Soon she picked up her bowl and jabbed half-heartedly at her food.
Alemar remained in the corner by the cleansing sand, doing something out of Elenya ssight. When he
returned to his place, he handed her aflower.

Sheblinked. “What’sthis?’

“For your hair. | picked it today, when we were in the desert with Gerat. They only bloom one or two
weeksayear.”



Tears. “Thank you,” she said hoarsdly.

He arranged the petals over one of her ears. “I know it’ s been harder here for you than for me. The
legend may betrue. Maybe not. But we' re here now, and haveto live as best we can.”

“I'msotired,” shesad.

They said nothing for awhile. The noises of the camp quieted. Alemar blew out dl the lamps but one.
The rest of the household went to deep. Soon they heard the distinctive boom of sand shifting out in the
dunes, asound that had shocked them their first nightsin Zyraii.

“What isthat caled?’ Alemar whispered.

“ Ohoom,” Elenyasaid. They managed wan smiles. They scooted nearer and nestled against each other,
two tiny tidepoolsin the midst of abeach with no ocean.

XVII

“I AMWILAN

The Zyraii who spoke seemed to loom above the gathering of boys, voice frighteningly deep. Hewasa
figure meant to be obeyed. Alemar and Elenyarecognized thetitle; it meant man-maker.

“Youwill doasl say indl things,” Wilan announced. “When | tell you to speak, you will speak. When |
tell you to be quiet, you will beslent. | have the power to send you back to your mothers; thepul strall
can walit for you for another year. Do you understand?’

“Yes,” some of the boyswhispered.
“ Do you understand?’
“Yed” they replied.

“Good,” Wilan stated crisply. He paced the line of boys, dl of them in anest line facing the oasis of
Shom, severd hundred yards distant. To either Side, three other priestswaited, imposing in their light
blue robes, veils, and cowls, though not asintimidating as Wilan. Alemar and Elenya had been required
to dispense with their vells, and they felt exposed in front of Wilan'sauthority. The menweredl
Strangers.

“Y ou have come here as children. You will leave asmen. You will walk the path that your fathers
walked, endure what they endured. 'Y ou have been trained in the things aman must know. Now we will
seeif you have taken the lessons to heart. Can you hunt? Can you recite the laws? Do you understand
the arts of war? Do you know your duty?’

The twins had never seen an Ah-no-ken who so resembled awarrior. For amoment, Wilan met each of
their glances. They both had to look away.

“If you are dow-minded, | will find that out. If you arefrightened, | will know. If you chedt, lie, whine,
or seek to curry favor, | will exposeyou. Y ou are not safe behind your mother’ s purdah. Every
deficiency, every scrap of fase pride, the leadenness of your feet, the awkwardness of your tongues, and
the palor of your young buttocks will be therefor al to see. |1 am hereto find your weaknesses.



“Becoming aman may not be dl you think. Y ou seeit asyour chanceto ride with the warriors, take
women to bed, win honor intorovet . But being amanisto play the Bu. If you shame yoursdlf, your
next lifeyou may be born agoat. If you fail to providefor your family, you may be born to amother with
sour milk. God iswatching, and judging. So, too, you must be ableto judge yoursdf. Thisisthe
primary lesson of thepulstrall : Know yourself. Do not expect to leave here with theillusonsyou
arrived with. Soon you will crave them back.”

Wilan paused, his attitude becoming amost wistful. “Y ou cannot beaboy again. Thisis perhapsthe
hardest lesson. There are no second chances.”

By the end of his speech, Wilan had arrived at apile of equipment. In the center sood astack of smdll
tents, scarcely more than windbreaks, with accompanying guy ropes and stakes, one for each boy. Near
them were goat-hide flasks, uniformin size, filled with water. A few other accessories, such assmal
butchering knives, flint and stedl, and coils of thin rope, had aready been picked up by the three assistant
Ah-no-ken, who proceeded to distribute them to the group. There were no real weapons, nor any food.

“God placed us on Tanagaran with only our hands and our wits,” Wilan continued. “Itisgood to
remember that, should al our materid gainsbelogt, we still will have God' s gifts” He nudged the tents.
“Unlike our ancestors, you will have afew tokensof civilization. For thisisthe gift of your fathers, and
should you be struck with poverty, at least you will have your heritage. Takethese, in honor of him who

begat you.”

After each boy had been given his gear, he went to the stacks and took the tent off the top and
whichever flask was nearest. No choiceswere dlowed. Wilan waited until they had formed their line

again.

“Thefirst thing you must learn isthat, to be aman, there are timesto put family and commerce and
amusement asde. A timewhen thereisonly you and theworld. No one can help you, evenif they stand
at your sde. Go.” Wilan pointed to every direction. In every direction was open desert. “Thereisyour
fate. Go out to meet it. For the next three days, you will roam theland. Keep solitude. If you
encounter one another by chance, take opposite paths. Survive, and return before dusk on thefina day.
Y ou will have no company. Y ou must seefor yourselvesthat thereisno one aslonely asaman.”

The four adults abruptly turned and headed back toward the oasis. No opportunity for questions or
protests was offered. The boys|ooked at one another but were afraid to speak. Findly Elenyakissed
her brother, balanced her tent pack more comfortably on her shoulders, and set out for thewest. Alemar
shrugged and started eastward.

A few boys hesitantly followed suit, each in asomewhat different direction, until alittle over haf the
group remained. Then suddenly dl of them acted, walking quickly asif to atonefor their lack of initiative.
By the time Wilan and the other priests had reached the pams, the meeting place was barren.

At first, Elenyawas pleased to be by hersdlf. It wasthefirst time she had been allowed to since she and
Alemar had crossed the Ahrahikterange. It felt like freedom. Not quite, for she was deep within T'lil
territory and escape was still not worth therisks, but the lack of observation was agenuine luxury.

The furnace in the sky had not yet stolen the morning’ s pleasantness. She put as much distance as she
could between herself and the starting point, without taxing her body, and spent the heat of theday ina
niche among some rocks, her tent fabric serving as an awvning.

By the time Achird had burned itstrail acrossthe western sky, Elenyano longer felt quite so enthused.



She was hungry. Soon she would bethirsty, too. The skins held about two gallons— enough to seem
heavy during the morning walk, but in this climate, to drink less than that in one day would sap her vitdity,
particularly for one not born in the country. By dirictest conservation, she could ration it and still not be
totally enervated by the end of the three days, but redigticaly, she would haveto find water. That was,
of course, part of the point of this section of thepulstrall . Thanksto the oas's, the region possessed
severd springs, and enough underground moisture to support plantslike theboro |, but first she had to find
one or the other. Inthe meantime, her somach was empty. She had actualy hoped shewould find a
snake occupying the niche she had chosen to rest in. Snakes were not nearly asfast as some other
sources of food, accustomed as they were to being predators, and they provided a substantial amount of
meat. Sherolled up her awning and set out.

Dunes, outcroppings, and sandstone flats surrounded her, devoid of any obvious source of sustenance.
Asdusk sttled in, she occasionally heard or saw small creatures scuttling over rocks, but trying to chase
down any of them would be an exercisein futility, and even if shedid catch one, the amount of edible
meat would scarcely be enough to stave off her hunger pangs. She passed a patch of elbraksh brush, its
thin leaves curled dmogt into thorns until the next rain opened them again. She would probably be able
to find apommyt nest somewherewithin it, but the bird’ s eggs were so smdl they weren’t worth tearing
her skin or clothing for.

The sun was down, but the light still good, when she spotted a shrike wheding inthe sky. A few
moments | ater, it dove out of Sght into the distant sage. Seconds later, it fluttered off toward another
stand of elbraksh , athrashing creatureinitsgrip. Elenya smiled and headed toward the Site.

She paused severa hundred yards away, until she had seen the shrike fly off, then hurried to theelbraksh
beforeit could return.

Just as she' d expected, the shrike had |eft its catch, asmall but plump sand-runner, impaled on the thorns
of the brush. Thelizard still shuddered spasmodically. For amoment Elenyafet sorry for it. Its
gruesome end might have been avoided if the shrike had possessed talons with which to day quickly.

But why regret a situation from which she benefited? If the shrike had been so well fed thet it had
decided to hunt more while the light was good, that was its misfortune. Elenyaremoved the sand-runner
and absconded withit.

The bulbs Alemar had found were tucked into a cranny between two boulders, in the pocket of loose soil
that had collected there. He returned three to the spot and carefully tamped the dirt down again, put
eight in hissack, and bit down onthelast. Sweet juice gushed over histongue. Alemar had seen the
variety in bloom near theriver. 1t sported acornucopia of flowers on aknee-high, thick stalk, multiple
blooms and multiple colors on each stlem. Ironicaly, the pollen would induce nauseaif swallowed, but
the bulbs were considered addicacy. They seemed far too small to produce such a spectacular plant.
All that remained above ground here had been one withered shred, just enough to dert Alemar to the
presence of the bulbs. Those he had left would wait, if necessary, severd yearsfor enough rain to
flower, though lesser rains would prompt root growth.

He sat on one of the boulders and watched the sky shift to deep oranges, pinks, purples, and reds.
Flamboyant sunsetsweretherulein Zyraii. Hevirtudly ignored them now. But when hedid stop to
notice, he never failed to be overwhelmed. The desert did have its advantages.

Theair was cooling rapidly. Beforethelight failed atogether, Alemar rose and searched for acampsite.
The rocks were not only hard, they attracted creatures. The dunes not far away promised better.



Elenya spread out her tent and reached for the stakes. The hideswere well sewn, she noticed. She
wondered whether any of the girls of the T"krt had been the seamstress. It brought to mind one of the
last nights before she had left for Shom:

“What isthat?" Elenyaasked. Meyr had just come out of the tent, carrying asmall bundle.

The girl paused, eyeswide, mute. Meyr aways did her best to avoid any sort of contact with her strange
“parent.” Findly, till without comment, she held out the object.

Elenyalet it unfold, and recognized it. At the sametime, Peyri stepped out, noticed the pair, and hurried
forward. It was shewho answered the question.

“Itisatent for thepulstrall . A boy will useit during part of thetime heisat the oasis”

“What boy?’

“Any boy. It doesn't matter. Sheisrequired to make one.”

“Why?

Peyri hesitated. Suddenly sheturned to Meyr and said, “ Take it to Clan Mother. Sheiswaliting.”
Meyr nodded submissively, gingerly lifted the tent out of Elenya s hands, and scurried away.

Peyri Sghed. “Thisisnot amatter that men need beinterested in.”

“Isit forbidden?’ Elenyasaid tetily.

“No,” Peyri admitted.

“Thentdl me. I'mjust curious. It'snot asif I'm plotting something.”

Peyri hesitated. Always, theinterna debate. The women never were sure how to act with Elenya. A
true Zyraii, no doubt, would not have asked hiswife such aquestion. Findly, Peyri said, “Last year,
Meyr began her bleeding.”

Elenyaraised her eyebrows. “So?’

“Y ou don't understand? It istimefor her to be awoman.”

“Of courseitis,” Elenyasaid. “Isthere something unusua about that?’

“I don't think being awoman in your land is the same as being awoman here.”
“Thet’strue”

Peyri continued, “ To become awoman of the Zyraii, sheistaught al shewill need to beawife. Inthe
year after she startsto bleed, she must show that she can do al of these thingsadone. She must be able
to cook both the common foods and the ritual ones. She must make agarment for every member of her
family. Shemust cure hides. She must understand how to please her husband when she goesto his bed,
and how to prevent the children from happening at the wrong time. Thelast thing isto makethe tentsfor
the boysto usein thepulstrall . Now she can be married. When the new men come back from Shom,
shewill beready.”

“Meyr isgoing to be married?’ Elenyasaid, surprised.



“No. Shecan be married. A man must want her. Sesheer has been of age for two years now, but no
one has asked to wed her.”

Now, out in the desert, Elenya debated with herself asto which wasthe easier ritud: the abrupt but
respected one demanded of the males or the drawn-out, unpublicized female one.

With her luck, she was glad not to have to endure both.

Task done, she squirmed feet firgt into the cloth cocoon she had created. She wondered who had ended
up with Meyr’ stent.

Alemar awoke to the sensation of something creeping down hisneck. He sat up so fast helifted the hide
off one of its poles and collapsed the tent.

Sand trickled down his spine.

The moonstold him it was afew hours before dawn. Nothing stirred, except the air flowing over the
dune, bearing with it the fine spray of granules picked up from the earth. Small drifts had piled up against
Alemar’ s deeping body, until it had entered hiscollar. Irritated, he stood up and shook out his clothing.

Heredized immediately what he had done. Inthis particular region, the prevailing winds dways changed
direction shortly after midnight. He had left the open end of histent exposed to them. Wearily, disgusted
with himself, he proceeded to uproot his shelter and reconstruct it facing the other way.

Dawn smdled imminent, but the sky offered only diamonds on black velvet. Elenyacouldn’'t make
herself deep any longer. She began to tremble, though she was perfectly warm inside her blankets. She
shifted until her head lay outside the tent, where she could stare upward and fedl the faint kiss of dew
landing on her face.

A hillion gtars, abillion grains of sand. And her. One woman, man, man/woman. Who was she? A
bastard child on aquest, sent by afather she had scarcely ever seen. One half of aset of twins.

She couldn’t understand why she wasn't happy to be away from the Zyraii. She didn’t belong with them.
They dl treated her like an aberration. The strange man with tits. An embarrassment. Did Lona redly
think that the other tribeswould play along with the farce? How could the T'lil themselves have accepted
it s0 blithely? She wished she were God; it was handy to have people obey you to the point of denying

their own sight and touch.

Thejumping rat could derive enough moisture from the dew and the seeds it consumed to never need a
true drink. That wasthe sort of creature that belonged here. Not awoman.

Shereached into her collar and pulled out her necklace. The jewe was agonizingly faint, asmall green
flicker now and then. Alemar was milesaway. But at least he wasthere.

Alemar felt thetiny pulse of heet on his chest and knew at once it wasthe amulet. It said nothing
articulate, only that there was someone e se thinking of him. He hung on to the knowledge, the faint
chittersand rustles of dawn desert lifefailing to bring him out of hissoliloquy.

A new day. Soon it would be anew month, anew year. Would he still be herein the desert? Or would



there be a path suddenly open in front of him, making his course of decision clear? He knew what had
been expected of him when he departed for this country. He could guessat Lond’ splansfor him. He
hadn’t resisted elther influence on hislife. That struck him as strange. He should have someideawhathe
wanted to do with himself. Hewas over twenty years of age now; yet still helet otherslead him.

What were the choices? To plow ahead with hisand Elenya sorigina quest, and ignore the lessonsin
prudence they had gained from the Zyraii? To return home empty-handed? He hadn’t felt such lack of
direction since his mother had died.

It startled him to think of her. Shewasn’t so long dead that he forgot her often. No, what surprised him
wasthat he had not recently felt the disconnectedness her passing had created. No one could replace
her asan individua, but the sense of ahome, a place he belonged, had not been fretting him. Foreign
though it was, he now had afamily and, transent though it was, ahome. He didn’t know whether to be
grateful or to grieve. Heredlized he had been touched irrevocably by Zyraii.

Hegot up. The next year would come soon enough. Best to takethisday al by itsdf first.

XVIII

| N THE FIRST WEEK Safter Ethmurl had gone, Lerinaliked to spend middays meandering aong the high
bluffs. The fogwould usualy bewdl off the coadt, providing her with abroad view of the ocean while
she hersalf was camouflaged by the forest. She would watch as the ships of the Dragon’ s blockade
maintained their patrols, catch glimpses of the fishing boats of her own people, and imagine that she saw
other craft, dways at the horizon or on the edges of incoming fog banks. Those who knew her might
have thought her behavior odd, but ever since puberty she had habitualy spent long periods aone away
from the hold, and none were the wiser that she was now haunting the woods more than the beaches.

Thisday she broke her ritua, cutting short the time spent watching the Dragon Sea, and drifted deeper
intothetrees. Inland, Garthmorron was atreasury of virgin lumber, little exploited since the Elandri war
had disrupted trade between Cilendrodd and the civilized world. The roads were infrequent and seldom
travelled. Theforest devoured her, the subdued light beneath the canopy guiding her toward her
objective. Before long shefound it, growing at the base of one of the mammoth trunks.

The shrub was in flower — tiny white blossoms to accent the earth tones surrounding them — but the
abundant, delicate leaves were what she wanted. She stripped off afew handfuls, sniffed them, and
wrinkled her nose. She folded the leavesinto a piece of cloth and stood up.

A fluttering in the underbrush made her heart surge. A patch of ferns swayed and parted briefly, clearly
revealing minute, nearly human outlines. Pinpoint eyesglinted up & her, then were gone. She stepped
forward, aert, but the movement of the plants had stilled entirely, leaving no trace of her small visitor.

“Rythni,” she whispered.

She might have searched, but knew from experience and legend that she wouldn't find anything. She
gathered her composure and walked back to her father’ s cottage, holding the cloth of collected herbsin
cupped hands.

The water had boiled, and she was pouring it into the tegpot to steep when her father opened the door.
She jumped, recovered herself, and greeted him as he entered.



“A fineday,” he answered, obvioudy in agood mood.
“I thought you went hunting.”

“Did. | came acrossafine hart dmost inside the grounds. He' s hanging from the tree near the
smokehouse, aready gutted.”

Shewinced at theimage.

“Now, now, you know you like venison asmuch as| do.” He arranged himsdlf in the room’sonly redl
chair. Cosufier Elb-Aratule was ruggedly handsome, asmall man just beginning to display the waning of
youth. He sniffed theair.

“What' sthat you have there?’

“Amethery.”

Hisfacefdl. Lerinafelt the blood rush to her cheeks.

“You have aproblem?’ he asked.

“Not if | drink thetea” Her attempt to sound flippant fell short.

Cosufier sraightened up dowly. “Apparently you had an interesting holiday with that fisherman’sson.”
He kept judgment out of hisvoice. He hadn’t pressed her over her somewhat dubious excuse for her
absence, nor would he now.

“I'mafraid s0.”
“Areyou surethisiswhat you want?’

“Asamatter of fact, | haven't decided.” All a once, Lerinafet her reticence vanish. Thiswas her
father, not the gossps of the village or the unsophisticated sons of woodcutters and silk farmers.

“Oh?

The scent of the amethery was thick, approaching the strength necessary for its purpose. “I wasthinking
what would have happened if my mother had chosen to drink.”

Her father said nothing.

“Don't try to reassure me. 'Y ou were both very young, and Mother wasn't the kind of person to let
something happen that she didn’t want. She must have considered it.”

Cosufier cleared histhroat. “Actualy,we consdered it.” Lerinawondered if it were guilt she detected in
histone but redlized she preferred not to know the particulars. “And so might the father of this baby,
whoever he may be”

She paused. “He is someone committed to distant lands and responsibilities— and | think to another
woman and her children.”

For thefirst time, her father seemed worried. “Who?”

She shrugged, inwardly laughing at herself. “I don’t know. He never told me histrue name, I'm sure of
that.”



“What have you gotten yoursdlf into, daughter?”

“Hewasn't like anyone I’ d ever seen before. Heimpressed me — the way you impress me, Papa. And
he needed me, at least for alittiewhile. 1 knew hewouldn’t stay, but that didn’t matter. | took what |
could, and heloved me back asbest he could. Preventing pregnancy wasthelast thing on my mind. |
knew, if need be, | had amethery.”

“But now you’ re not sure you want to useit.”

“I don’t want to raise achild done, but | dso don't want just any offspring. | don’'t know who Ethmurl
redly is, but he had something inside him that no boy of Garthmorron hasto offer. Thisbaby could be
someone very specid. That'smy difficulty. If I conceived another dozen times, | might never produce a
child to match the onein my womb now.”

“Will the child exhibit the qualities of the father if heis't present to raiseit?’
“That’salong question, Papa. My short answer is: At least it will have achance”
“Wait until Uncle Ossatch hears about this”

Her smilewasinvoluntary. “I’m sure Uncle Ossatch will deny my adventurousness comes from hisside
of thefamily.”

“Atleast | was ableto do the honorable thing.” Cosufier sghed. “This child of yourswon't have that
sort of buffer.”

“I survived. Sodidyou.” However dull Garthmorron might have been, it had nurtured her.
“Y ou want the child, then.”
“I don’'t know, Papa. | redly don't.”

It took afew momentsfor it to Snk in, then Cosufier suddenly stood up, adjusting hisbelt in afeigned
attempt to seem casud. “Wadll, | have some chores| should be doing.” But he only madeit halfway to
thedoor. “Youknow,” hesaid findly, “your mother and | planned brothers and sistersfor you, though
we never had the chanceto havethem. I’'m gtill young enough to enjoy being a surrogate father.”

“Thank you, Papa.”
“I'll s;eyouin afew hours”

She kissed him and he was gone, leaving her stroking her @bdomen and wondering if it would ever again
be asflat and smooth asit was now.

A short while later, she poured afull cup of the tea— more than enough, she thought. She emptied the
remainder of the pot onto the ground outside the back window, and set the cup on the windowsll to
cool. It would be ready in afew minutes. By that time, she would have decided.

She climbed into theloft. Shelay in her bed, which had never seemed too large until Ethmurl had l€ft,
and pulled out the scrap of doeskin she had hidden under her pillow, spreading it out on the bed to read
the hastily scrawled ideograms of High Speech. She could have smply taken it from memory.

Lerina:



| leave like a thief in the night — because | could not face the hurt and judgment of your eyes. |
cannot share with you the reasons why | leave, but believe me when | say that they have nothing
to do with you. | said it once lightly, but now | repeat in sincerity: “ Thou art the queen of all
women.” | love you.

— Ethmurl

With the note, he had |eft four jewels. She picked up thelargest one. It glittered magnificently. She had
never seen anything comparable, not even among the late Lady Dran’sfinery. If and when she ever
needed to convert it into cash, she would receive enough to live on for severa years, at a better standard
than she was used to.

But at that moment, it had no allure. They werefour rocks. Pretty, and precious to some, but
nevertheess hard and giving no love nor warmth. What kind of legacy wasthat? She dipped her hand
under her blouse and fdlt the areaaround her navel. It waswarm, living, containing a potentia for beauty
unmatched by jewels.

She had made her decison. She wanted a better reminder of him than rocks.

Shevirtudly sailed down the stairsfrom theloft. Shewould haveto tell her father immediately; it wasn't
far tomake himwait al day. She dmost giggled at the expression she knew she’ d soon see on Uncle
Ossatch'sface. But first, she turned to the windowsi Il to dump out the amethery.

The cup lay onitsSide, its contents dripping off the outer edge. Brows furrowed, she picked it up. It
had awide, flat bottom. Even atiff breeze wouldn’t have knocked it over, had there been one. Her
father? Not like him.

Then shesaw it. A tiny set of footprintsled acrossthe sill, etched with spilled tea, evaporating to
nonexistence as she watched. She searched, but the rythni had gone, leaving no other traces.

Asany Cilendri knew, amother couldn’t have asked for a better omen.

XIX

| T wASDARK NIGHT, the night on which neither the sun, nor its Sister, nor Motherworld, nor any of the
moonswereinthesky. It wasatimewhen the gods withdrew their surveillance, when the forces of the
supernatura were unbound, and when men conducted those rites that needed power to sanctify. Across
the face of Tanagaran, every culture maintained its supertitions and observances concerning Dark Night,
and Alemar and Elenyawere prey to old beliefs and childhood myths. Thiswas the moment when the
face of theworld they knew turned its back on its mother planet and Achird, the sun, away fromitsorigin
and itsfoundation, and looked out at theimmensity. Herein the desert, the magnificent clarity of thedry,
high atitude cast jewelsin the ebony ceiling above. Theair lived. Existence never seemed S0 limitless,
and man so small.

A knot of Zyraii surrounded them, but despite the presence of humanity, Alemar and Elenyafelt the
loneliness and desolation of the land, asensation that had not truly |eft them since they had separated to
observethe firgt section of thepulstrall . The beauty and the terror of the wasteland once again stole
their equilibrium.

They had reached the end. They had spent their time aone and had al returned, some worse for wear,



but dlive, to endure the other tests. They had proved their knowledge of the blade and rope; they had
broken oeikani; they had recited the laws of the So-de’ es from memory. Now on the eighth night, one
ritua remained.

At aword, the youths were formed into along line. Ahead of them stood the Menhir of T'lil, flanked by
threelargefires. Wood fires. The stone was something of an enigma, achunk of rugged, convoluted
rock possessing glints of metal ores. It reached shoulder height, haf aswide asit wastdl, nestled in the
midst of the fine sand that bordered the palms and grasses of the oasis of Shom. No rock of thistype
exiged dsewherein Zyraii. It wasthe most valuable of al T'lil reics. The oasiswasthe center of their
territory; no member of another tribe would be permitted herewhileaT'lil lived to defend it. Alemar
knew thiswas no boast. The menhir, in asense, gavethis Zyraii tribe their everlasting souls, and there
was no physical object more preciousto them.

Wilan took to his position directly in front of the stone, facing the line of boys.
“ Ai Nannon!” Wilan cried.

“ Ai Nannon!” the boys echoed.

Behold God! A phrase spoken only on Dark Night.

“Nannon welcomes you to the Bu,” Wilan said. Hisvoice carried such impact that it rode over the
detachment Elenyaand Alemar normdly felt listening to the Zyraii language. Even wordsthet they
scarcely understood moved them. “You have dl donewell. Itistimefor thefina acknowledgment of
your new gatus.”

The old man looked down the line— about twenty boys, al afraid. The adultstook up stations at either
end of theline. The youths eyed them nervoudy.

One of the priests stepped to center stage. He reached to atiny scabbard on his belt and withdrew a
shiny, very wicked-looking instrument. The blade was shorter than the handle and was shaped like a
fork. The outer edgeswere dull; only theinsides of the prongs were meant to cut. The man raised it
above his head and waved it once, dowly, acrossthe boys range of vision.

A boy next to Alemar hiccupped.
“Take off your clothes,” Wilan ordered.

The boys hesitated. Although it was not considered immora for maesto bare themsalves before other
males, once past toddler age Zyraii usudly disrobed only within the confines of the home tent, among
immediate family. It wasapractical cusom — in the desert, one did not expose one's skin unnecessarily
to the sun. The men merely waited, and one by one the boys began to obey.

They threw their bundles of clothing afew paces behind them. Alemar fdt theisolation of hislight
complexion, but the sensation vanished as he noticed the many furtive, and some open, glances a Elenya.
One or two of the boys stifled smiles, more of them displayed anxiety. They had known she was there,
but suddenly it mattered. They looked to their eldersfor guidance. The older Zyraii merely avoided

looking, but some of them, for thefirgt time since thepulstrall had begun, stirred nervoudly.

Elenyaheld her chin high, chest out. But atrickle of sweat worked down each side of her torso.

Wilan aonelooked her in the eyes. “Nannon forgive us,” he breathed. Then, full-voiced, he demanded
of theline “Hold out yoursheys.”



The blood flushed Alemar’ s cheeks as he complied. Down the line, kneesweakened. Elenya stared at
her pubic hair for several moments, shrugged, and kept her hands at her sides.

The Ah-no-ken with the surgicd knife waited where hewas. Two other men walked over to one end of
theline. Thefirg carried asmal earthenware pot, suspended from ahemp net, which had recently been
heeting over one of thefires. The other held the severed tail of aoeikani, the hind end smooth and
whiplike, thetip heavy withitsknot of hair.

The pair stepped in front of thefirst boy. The priest with the oeikani tail dipped it into the pot. The brush
of hair emerged dripping athin, greasy liquid, which the man rubbed over the boy’ s penis. This
procedure was repeated down theline.

To Alemar, it fet like the fluid would burn away hisskin. Soon it cooled, then numbed. Within afew
moments, he could scarcely fed the areawhere the ointment had been applied. Hefelt bereft. He
glanced at Elenya. Sheraised her eyebrows and looked repeatedly at her companions, much to their
dismay. Theanointers had skipped her.

Alemar doubted that she minded being left out, just this once.

They heard acry at the end of the row, and turned. The man with the knife stepped away from thefirst
boy, blade dripping. The boy was shaking, but it was apparent that his outburst had been one of shock,
not pain. Directly behind the surgeon, another priest collected the foreskin on astone plate, and athird

removed something from a basket he carried and helped the boy to wrap it around hiswound. The boy
was pae.

The second boy obvioudy would have liked to run, or at least twist away, but he did neither. Onelook
at theknife, and the man who wielded it, made it clear that he should stand absolutdly till. Thistime,
everyone watched closdly, though they held their places.

The surgeon wasted no time. While afourth man held alamp near, he grasped the foreskin, pulled it taut
beyond the end of the glans, and cut swiftly downward. The newly circumcised man jumped after al, but
by then the affair was cleanly and efficiently accomplished. The surgeon did not smile or otherwise react;
he concentrated on the task at hand. He could not afford to make mistakes.

Alemar wondered if his heart could redlly besat so quickly. He watched the boy ahead of him, seeing
clearly for thefirst time that the basket contained leaves of the husura— broad, soft frondsfound at the
edges of the oasispond. They had been soaked in amilky, pasty concoction.

Then it washisturn.

It ended before he could consider the various ways to retain his composure. Like most of the others, he
jumped after the knife descended, but it had not hurt. It felt like aglove being removed. He watched
dumbfounded as the last man helped him wrap the leaves around. The odor of the bandage curled his
nogtrils, but itstouch soothed hisfingers.

The surgeon stepped in front of Elenyaand knelt down. For the first time his meticulous, methodical
routine faltered. He stared between her thighs asif he had forgotten momentarily that she wasin the
group. Shefaced him squarely, athough perhaps more nervous than any of the young men. Sheread in
hisexpresson hisinterna conflict. He had, quite possibly, been performing this duty for more than ten
years, by now, hisopinions regarding theritua were chipped in rock.

She surprised hersdlf. She felt no anger, nor even defiance. The emotion was embarrassment. She
wished she could do something to ease the man' sdifficulty.



In another moment, the knife descended, severing atuft of pubic hair. The second man, nonplussed,
took the hair and added it to the plate, now amost covered with foreskins. The sight made Elenyaalittle
nauseated, glad for the darkness. The third man didn’t bother to reach insde his basket.

In what seemed like both seconds and hours after it had started, the surgeon reached the last boy. He
CUt.

“Oops,” hesad, pulling back hisknife.
Theboy fainted.

The surgeon burst into intense laughter, so hearty that he amost dropped the foreskin asthe Ah-no-ken
with the plate reached for it. All the grown menimmediately joined in, some with tears springing from
their eyes. One by one, the initiates understood, and began to chuckle and guffaw. The priest who held
the lamp pulled smelling salts out of a pocket and woke up the stricken one. When he came to and saw
that he was whole, hislaughter svamped them dl. They weredl whole.

The man with the plate carried his burden to the central fire.
“Nannon gives you manhood,” Wilan intoned. “What do you givein return?’
“Our childhood!” they cried.

The man dumped the plate over thefire. The blood and fluids Sizzled on the cods. The odor of burning
flesh wafted outward. Asit permegated his nogtrils, Alemar acknowledged what he had felt the first dawn
after thepulstrall began. He had been marked by Zyraii. The scarswould remain, for better or worse,
physica and emationd.

Theyouthswere led one by oneto the Menhir of T'lil. There, each spilled adrop of blood from their
wound onto the stone, which was encrusted with the remains of many such offerings. When Elenya's
turn came, the surgeon pricked her finger with the ceremonia knife.

“Thisistheblood of T'lil, joined with the blood of T'lil. Let the sons be onewith their fathers, and their
fathers fathers. Blood isthe force of Nannon within the living body.”

“ Emat ha temi,” they dl replied. “ The truth is known.”
Wilan raised hisarms dowly toward the stars. “God iswatching you,” he said.

Alemar saw merely points of light and filigin blackness, but only asmal part of him doubted that Nannon
was out there.

“Now your souls are awake. Now you play the gamefor full stakes. A sobering thought.” Behind
Wilan, two pair of men brought forward near-bursting goatskins doshing with liquid contents. The
mervboys began to amile.

Wilan at last smiled, too. “Let’snot let it be too sobering.”

XX

“ ADMIRAL,” THE LOOKOUT CALLED.

Keron climbed onto the poop deck for abetter view. “What isit, Shel?’



“A sal, gr. | seethecolorsnow. It's Lieutenant Enret’s skiff.”

Keron stared in the direction indicated and before long was able to make out the flash of cloth just above
the swdls. Enret had made good time.

Keron paced the deck. Sniffing the air, he caught the aromawafting from the galley. Lobscouse again.
At timesit seemed the stew was the cook’ sonly recipe. He picked up abelaying pin from its holder
and spunitin hisgrip. Its hardness soothed him. He had always favored the kevel as aweapon.
Coupled with the strength of Alemar’ s belt, itsimpact was devastating, and it could be used in extremely
tight quarters. He dapped it againgt hispam. He hated waiting. He never liked working through
intermediaries.

One more short wait should have been easy to bear, after the months he had dready endured, but it was
not. It had been amost ayear snce he had |eft Cilendrodel. Thetrial of Warnyre was history; the spy
network within the navy’s upper ranks had, so the loyal hoped, been uprooted. Keron had been
promoted to Warnyre' sold position as admird of the northern fleet and was highly favored by the king.
Thetime had not seemed to drag then, but, he reminded himsdlf, there had been plenty to do at the
capital. Now, back in northern waters, he could think of only one thing.

Would she gill be there? Had she forgotten him in the way of impressonable young women?
Did sheforgivehim?

Helost himsdf in reverie until he heard the bump of the skiff againgt the hull of King’s Ransom . The
ladder was flung over the side. Others began hoisting the smal craft aboard. Enret’syoung but balding
head appeared above therailing.

Keron himsdf extended an arm and helped hisjunior officer aboard. Their greeting waswarm. “You
look weary from your expedition, Lieutenant,” Keron stated. “ Share aglass of gpricot brandy with mein
my quarters while you give me your report.”

Thelight bouquet of fermented fruit filled the stateroom, vaguely reminiscent of the perfume used by Lady
Nanth, who had not accompanied her husband thistrip. The glass snifter clinked against Enret’ steeth.

“I’'m not sure how to tdll you this,” Enret said.

“Spit it out, man!”

“I'msorry. You...might want to take ahealthy swalow first.”

“What isit? IsLerinawd|?’

“Oh, quite. | saw her mysdlf, from adistance. | admire your taste, m'lord.”

“Wdl then?’

“Shewas dmodt flushed with hedlth, you might say. A trim and spry young mother.”
Keron tilted his brandy snifter back and took three large gulps.

Enret tried not to, but smiled anyway. “She had twins, aboy and agirl, about two and ahalf months



Keron did some calculations. He had been gone for eeven months. “What do the locals say about the
birth?’

“Well, that was adifficult subject to broach. Apparently it's one of the choice bitsof gossipin
Garthmorron at the moment. No one seemsto know who thefather is. Thelittlelady isn't telling. It
seems she disappeared for aweek last year. Everyone seemsto agree that timing issignificant.”

“I'méafraditis. Anything more?’

“I didn’t think astranger asking questions about it would be agood move. Someone did comment that
the babies were just as black-haired and beautiful astheir mother.” He glanced involuntarily at Keron's
midnight locks.

Keron left his seat and opened the door to his chamber, making sure no one was outside. Hetold Enret,
“Y ou and Obo are the only two people besides mysalf who know of my connection to this maid of
Garthmorron. If it were critical to keep it secret before, it isnow triply so.”

“Of course, m’'lord. Y our reputation at court means as much to me asit doesto you.”

“It'smorethan that. Half the noblesin Elandris have bastard children; | wouldn't lose much, except, of
course, in my relationship with Lady Nanth. No, thisismore grave than that. These are children of the
Blood. The Dragon will want them dead. The fewer who know the truth, the fewer who can endanger

my offsoring.”

“| understand.”

“Thisnews changesmy plans. | will haveto go to Garthmorron.”
“Isthat wise? Asyou implied, many eyesare upon you.”

“I will be gone lessthan anight. In the meantime, we set course for the Thank River deta”

“Why?

“I have some pearl diving to do.”

The Thank River drained most of Cilendrodel, aswell as the wildernessto the north, spewing out into the
northwest corner of the Dragon Sea. 1ts muddy effluent stretched far out to sea— aship could be
completely out of view from the coast and gtill know that the river was near. Creatures unknown
elsawherein the world inhabited the microenvironment where fresh and salt water met. And farther
offshore, where the silt plateau suddenly dropped into deep ocean, lived a creature famousto every
jeweller of ten nations— the amath oyster. It fed on the nutrients dumped by the river and grew the
largest and finest pearlsknown to civilization.

The amath did not surrender their treasures easily, however.

Keron handled thetiller of the skiff while Enret sat toward the prow. King's Ransomwallowed & the
horizon, near the crag that had identified the spot where Keron wished to go. Rowboats and asmal
doop lingered a various places throughout the area— other crew memberstrying their luck.

Keron was certain hisreal motivesfor coming herewere hidden. The Thank River ddltalay withinthe
normal patrol area of the northern fleet, and to stop and hunt for pearls was common. No member of the
present crew had been with him when he had visited the location ten years earlier.



“Furl the sail and drop the anchor,” Keron announced. “Thislookslike theright spot.”
“Deep water here, Admira. Areyou certan?’
“YS”

They put on their vests, weights, and airmakers and leaned backward into the ocean. Once under the
surface, they fastened arope to one another. At Keron’ssignal, they began to descend. He could see
the submerged cliff dready. Hewasright. Thiswasthe place.

Tenyearsfdl away. He had been an ensign. Hisroya blood was thin enough that it had won him only
two things— an officer' scommission and the belt of Alemar, and hismind wasfull of waysto make his
fortune and fame. He had spent two years with the northern fleet, smuggling and living asailor’ slife,
before he had thought about the amath. He and another ensign named Brenck had laid aplan.

Poor Brenck. It should have been he who accompanied Keron into the depths. But the ensign had been
killed long ago in abattle with a Dragon’ s ship. Soon Keron would know if their hopes had borne fruit.

They went deep. In fact, they would go as deep as Keron had ever gone, and that was fundamentd to
the plan. These waters were often exploited. Though amath pearls were rardly found, and pursuit of
them was hard work, their worth nevertheless enticed many fortune hunters. So a given oyster could
seldom remain for ten years without being molested — unless it was below a certain depth.

Down. Keron and Enret watched the jumbled sea growth of the cliff passby. Now al they could see
were shades of blue and deep green. Soon they would enter agrey limbo where light was a stranger and
life wore shapes that men imagined only in dreams. At that level, an amath need not fear the intrusions of
humankind.

The pressure squeezed uncomfortably by now. Keron sgndled ahdt. Dim asthe world around them
was, it took him several moments to spot the projection in the cliff. It seemed to be only slt-covered
rock, but Keron knew differently.

He tapped Enret three times on the elbow. The lieutenant nodded. Keron continued down aone, the
line connecting them gradually unravelling. Enret’s presence served one purpose: to watch Keron. At
this depth, such a precaution was essential.

Keron fet light-headed. He didn’t notice any other symptoms, but he knew his body was undergoing
physiologicd changes. He had to be dert for ther effects. He breathed very ddiberately, never holding
his bresth, never dlowing hisinhaations to become shalow. Findly he reached hisgodl.

Camouflaged by st and barnacles, the amath was aslong as Keron, its horny body covered by jagged
pointsand ridges. 1ts mouth zigzagged like a giant clam, wide enough to swallow large fish, though, like
itssmaller cousins, the oyster fed only on plankton. It wastwice aslarge aswhen Keron had last seenit.

Its mouth, which had been open afraction of an inch as Keron approached, shut forcefully, pummeling
the man with astrong jet of water. To reopen it would take the strength of severa men, normally more
than could find handholds with which to try. The only practical way to open an amath wasto chisdl it
free of therock to which it had adhered itself, and carry it bodily to the surface. Aboard ship, it could be

pried open.

The uncooperativeness of the amath was the reason they were never harvested below a particular depth.
Regardless of therichesthat might be won, few diverswould risk rapture of the deep or other pressure
maladies. Nor wasit advisable to attempt strenuous labor deep down, and the amount of time required



to chisdl loose an amath meant along return ascent in order to avoid the bends. Taking into account the
fact that only one amath in hundreds contained a pearl, it was not surprising most divers went after the
easer ones.

But most diversdid not wear abdlt that increased their strength many times.

Keron anchored hisfeet, found afirm grip on the upper shell, and pulled. 1t felt liketrying to rend stone.
Perhaps he had miscaculated. Perhaps he had et the creature grow too large. Then he heard agroan.
The mouth opened acrack. Keronyanked. The oyster’s great musclereleased. Keron kept pushing

until he had bent the shell completely back and broken thejoint. The delicate inner body was exposed.

The blood in histemples pounded fiercely. He fought to return his breathing to normal, doing nothing
more strenuous than staring at his accomplishment. \When he had recovered, he withdrew his knife and
carefully dashed a the ugly mass of flesh. He pedled away the layers a a specific point.

Andthereit was. A perfect, tremendous pearl.

Keron had made sureit would bethere. He had learned how to culture normal oystersasaboy. The
trick was duplicating the feat with an amath. The king of pearls had never been cultured, except by
sorcerers, smply because opening an amath was so difficult. 1f men did succeed in spreading the huge
jaws, they usudly inadvertently killed the bivalve in the process.

But Keron had hisbdt. A decade before, while he had held the oyster open, Brenck had quickly
inserted the seed pearl — itself aqudity amath — into the proper spot. They had returned afew months
later to be sure the oyster had lived.

Keron held up his prize and began to laugh. And kept laughing.

It was't until he felt astrong tug on the line that he became aware of his peril. Herapidly secured the
pearl in his pouch, and pressed the right-hand stud on hisvest. Itinflated just abit, taking him gradually
up fivefedt, then levelling off. He repeated the action. Everything seemed to be going in dow moation.
His brain gave the command to hisfinger to press, and only many seconds later did it obey.

Therewas Enret — up toward theright. No, to theleft. Heblinked. He saw two distinct images of his
lieutenant. He blinked again, and there was one.

He stopped. He had just enough composure to know that he had very little. Hewaited. Eventudly,
Enret tugged on theline. Keron knew better than to trust hisown thinking. Enret’ stugswould tel him
when it was safe to ascend. It would be stupid to win so greet a prize and cripple his body forever by
rising too swiftly. He abandoned al power of decision to the rope, moving asingle increment whenever
hefelt thesigna. He clung to consciousness.

In this manner he reached Enret’ s position. Keron was fedling better by then. They continued up
together, alazy ascent that gave Keron plenty of timeto exult. If he did nothing eseinthislife, hewould
aways be known asthe creator of this mighty pearl.

In the boat, Enret’ seyeswent wide. “By thegods! That isthe largest amath | have ever seen.”

“Thereisalarger one among the crown jewes, and otherslost to Gloroc,” Keron said modestly. Inside,
he was laughing congtantly, and thistime it was not the effect of nitrogen narcosis.

“What now?’ Enret asked.

“Back to Garthmorron — to the only lady fit for thisjewe.”



XXI

L ONG BEFORE THEY REACHEDthe oasis where the main camp of the T'krt was situated, Alemar and
Elenya could smell therich odor of cooking meat. Pork, and lotsof it. Though they were many leagues
from the Ahloorm, someone must have done some travelling and staged amassive hunt, for it was only
there that the boars could be found. 1t was not until they rode into sight that the twins could guess the
reason.

A party of Po-no-phachanting the T’ lil song of life were marching toward them, vells undulating with
their snging. The parade surrounded theinitiates and lifted them from their saddles onto their own
shoulders, carrying them in that fashion the remaining distance to the camp. The entire community had
gathered. Jathmir and Toltac, impressivein their red robes, waited at the forefront of thethrong. After
the new men had been lowered to their feet and lined up, the two Bo-no-ken bowed deeply.

Hands reached forward and removed the veils from the initiates' faces. Jathmir turned to the crowd.
“Behold, the future of our tribel”

Then theformdity vanished. Relatives rushed forward, friends cried congratulations, and the pits
containing the roasting mest were opened. The feast began.

Shigmur found thetwins. “Well done. | see you madeit through the recitations?’

Alemar sghed. “I never knew God could have so many laws, but we remembered them dl.” His Zyraii
wasfluid. Elenyawasamost as proficient. However, there was no question that remembering and
repesting the laws of the So-de’ es had been the most difficult tria within therite of passage.

“Good. Now when Urthey finds her tent, you can redly enjoy being afamily man,” Shigmur said.
“I can?’

Shigmur cleared histhroat. “Y ou mean no one hastold you?’

“Told uswhat?’

He pointed up a Urthey. Thetiny moon was scarcdly visblein the daylight. “Urthey finds her tent”
referred to the wandering moon' sarriva in the congtdllation the Zyraii called the Tent, which Alemar
knew would occur in about ten days.

Shigmur paused. “Never mind,” he said mischievoudly.

Thetwins couldn’t coax anything more out of him. Heinvited them to the party that hisfamily, in
cooperation with Omi, Peyri, and their children, had prepared.

Elenyawas stuffed. Shelay on the ground behind her tent, staring at the blood of the darkening western
sky. Alemar and other nearby revellerswere out of sight. She wasfedling good. The food and wine
had been superb. Many of the tribe had complimented her on her completion of thepulstrall , and she
could tell the comments had been sincere. Even the weather had been blessed. She felt warm and
secure. One hand wandered to her crotch and smoothed the wrinklesin the cloth. She murmured, and
continued to stroke lightly with the two middle fingers.



“Good evening.”
She sat up abruptly. The shadow standing nearby held out a skin of wine.
“What do you want?’ she asked sharply.

“I’ve been throughout the camp to congratul ate each of the new men,” Lond said cordidly. “1 saved you
forlagt.”

“Thank you, war-leader.”

“I would have thought you' d be too drunk now to have so much frost in your mouth,” he said, the white
of hisamile brightening the dusk.

“I'msorry,” shesad. “l wasenjoying being aone.”
“It looked that way.”
“Blasphemer.” Her cheekswere burning.

“Y our grasp of our language has certainly improved.” Lond laughed. “How does one swear in yours?
My tutors never taught me.”

She pursed her lips, bound not to speak. He waited patiently. Eventually she relented.

“You can’'t swear in the High Speech. It wasthe forma language used in the schools and at theroyd
courts of the Calinin Empire. You' d have to use one of the vulgar forms, and those are unique to each
region.”

He nodded and sat down beside her, offering her the wineskin. Shetook a deep draft. “What would the
greatest insult be in your country?’

“To cal someoneanortherner.”
“Why?" Hewas Sitting so close she could catch his scent, even over the feast odors on her lips.

“Cilendrodd isat thefar north of civilization. Only savageslivein the forests and wastelands beyond. |
uppose WE re senditive about our provincidity. Barbarianisabig dur aswel — anything that implies
oneisnot part of cultured society.”

“I see. Wdll, northerner, it isgood to be able to profane one another.”
“Yes, it'svery manly,” Elenyasaid.

Hesghed. “I amtryingto befriendly.”

“I’'mnot,” she answered.

Hefrowned. “1 wonder how good you would be a amanly sport.”
“Oh? Which one?’

“I might chalenge you to awrist-wrestling contest.”

Wine exaggerated her guffaw.



“Areyou acoward?’ Lona suggested.

She lay down on her ssomach and put out her left arm, her strongest. He scuttled into position and
locked his pam around hers.

“On the count of three,” he said, and began counting.

She pulled immediately. She amost had him down before hetensed. Suddenly hisarm felt likeiron. He
held it there for severd moments, while she continued to try to force him down the last few inches. At his
leisure, he applied more force and smply laid her arm down.

“I hope ascorpion crawlsinto your bedroll tonight,” she said.

Hedidn't let her up. The grip was so tight she had to scoot forward in order to relieve the pain. They
were now so closetheir breaths mingled. “Y ou're goading melikeachild. What isit you want?’

She angled herself so that the front of her robe hung open, granting Lona an enticing view of her
cleavage. When his glance shifted, sheleaned quickly forward...

...and kissed him.

Lona’seyeswent wide. He sat back, widening the distance between them, watching her carefully.
“Why did you do that?’ he demanded.

“I wanted to.”

“Areyou trying to seduce me? | thought you didn’t like me.”
“I don't.”

“Thenwhy?’

“I wanted to see what your reaction would be.” She helped herself to thewineskin. “I wondered if
you'd gill be ableto think of me as aman with my legswrapped around you.”

Hetook the wine away from her. “Perhaps you' ve had too much of this.”
“Perhaps not enough.”

He shook hishead. “Y ou'retoo good afighter to waste as abreeding ewe.”
Sheleaned toward him. He shifted away.

“I think you' retempted,” shesaid. “Am | right?’

He hesitated.

“You'retoo honest,” She amiled. “Y ou want to say no, but you know it wouldn't betrue. Why not do
what you fed?’

“Men don't love other men,” he said firmly.
“I don't believe that.”

“There may be those who do, but they are brought to punishment if their habits are made public. A
war-leader cannot be so daring. He must be aparagon, or lose the loyalty of his people.”



“I am an invented man, and everyone knowsit.”

“But they obey the edict.”

“Especidly you,” she said hatly.

“Thelaw isapowerful force among my people. | would be stupid not to useit asbest | can.”
She grabbed the wineskin back from him and turned away. “Leave medone,” she murmured.

Hewaited severa moments, then climbed to hisfeet and did as she asked.

The celebration |lasted for two days, then life resumed its normal routinein the T'lil camp. The new men
strutted about enough to get used to their new status, then their seniors began to reteach them humility.

Familieswho had gathered from far ranges for the occasion returned to their herds, leaving afew of their
young men. Fumlok told the twinsthat the latter were preparing to patrol the trade routes. There had
been trouble with some of the caravans this season, though he would not specify what kind. They were
told to make themsalves ready aswdll.

Urthey waxed, showed its red-and-orange face, withered to a crescent, and entered the constellation of
the Tent. That night, Elenya preceded Alemar to bed. Helingered in the common section, caught up in
contemplation. Onthewhole, lifeamong the T'lil had improved. Their newly instated adulthood had
eliminated much of the distrust they had been subject to. They wereofficidly T'lil. Ther skills could now
be looked on as community assets, and therefore the tribe was more prepared to accept and compliment
them. And the ceasdless |essons were behind them.

He could hear activity on the other Side of the purdah. The wives had been carrying themsalves more
proudly in the past few days. Theimprovement in the atus of the twins evidently reflected upon the
women.

Eventudly Alemar retired to his niche, though he was not deepy. He could hear soft snores through the
cloth that separated his and Elenya s sections. He had only just lain down when the curtain to the
common area parted.

Omi stood in the opening, holding alamp in front of her naked bodly.

His heart skipped abeat. She knelt down just inside the entrance and waited. The flickering light
danced across her body. Shewas not beautiful. The stretch marks on her abdomen told the tory of the
children she had borne. Y et Alemar was not repulsed. He saw something dluring in her shyness. She
andled femde.

“What isit?’ he murmured.

Her breathing contained ahint of panic. “It isthe Night of the Wife. The proper interva has passed
sncethepulstrall ended.”

“| don't know what that means.”
“You areaman now. A wife must serve her husband.”
“Oh”

When hefailed to say more, Omi bit her lip. “You do not desireme? | am ugly?’



“No, no. It'sjust unexpected.” Alemar amost didn’'t get thewords out. His mouth had turned to
cotton.

“I can go away,” shesaid. “Itisnot demanded of you.”
“Do you want to go away?’
“I...1 want to serve my husband.”

Alemar took a deep bregsth. He stared at the matting, mind in turmoail, trying to ignore Omi’ s presence.
He stayed that way for along time.

When he glanced up, Omi wastrembling. Tearswelled on her eyelashes as she turned to go.

Tearsdid not come easily to Zyraii faces, not even those of the women. As she reached for the curtain,
hispardyssvanished. “ Na,” hesad.

Omi stopped, automaticaly obedient. Timoroudly, she placed the lamp to the sde and crawled closer to
Alemar. He frowned when she paused.

“What' swrong?’

“Wedidn't know what to do,” Omi said dowly. “We needed to ask you. Y our brother — Peyri will go
to him later if hewishes. What is correct?’

Alemar smiled. “Tédl Peyri to say where sheis. My ‘brother’ will not be offended. | will explain things
to himinthemorning.”

Omi suddenly beamed. She amost pranced out of the niche, disappeared behind the purdah, and
popped back into sight happier than Alemar had ever seen her.

“Wetry awaysto be good wives, but some things are easier than others,” Omi explained, snuggling into
Alemar’ sbedroll as helifted the blankets.

The sensation of awarm body against his seemed foreign. Omi scooted againgt him and lay on her back,
eyes shyly downcast. Alemar wason hisside. At first, he only stared at her — at the crinkles of her
nipples, the pattern of her body hair. Finally he reached out and cupped one of her breasts.

It was soft, amembrane of fluid, mobile and yielding to the touch, not firm and definite of shape ashe had
expected. It seemed odd to find such apliant spot floating on such hard, prominent ribs. And it was
cool, unlike the rest of her torso. He held it until it warmed under hispam.

She stroked his side, callused hands surprisingly gentle. Shewaslooking at him now, searching hisface.
It was histurn to avert hisglance. Hefdt terribly young. He was as exposed as he had been on Dark
Night. The scab was gone now, but he was still changed , and it had stolen his confidence.

Omi redlized what was happening. She uttered a short laugh, the first compassionate laugh he had heard
inthisland, sweet enough to assuage his nervousness. She made him lie back and gently proved to him
that some things were the same as before.

XXII

HERFATHER HAD LEFT FORthe main house only aminute before L erina heard aknock on the door. He



must have forgotten something. Then why the knock? She glanced out one of the windows and saw the
slhouette of aman. She couldn’'t make out hisfeatures, but she didn’t need to. She rushed to fling open
the door.

Hewasdressed in black sedl hide, the uniform of an Elandri diver, hishair sill touded from hissvim. He
was more handsome than she had remembered. She stared. He did likewise, along time straight at her,
then at the baby at her breadt.

“I waited to name them,” shesaid. “1 wanted you to be here to help me choose.”

Hetook the baby from her and cradled it. It protested. “Ssssh,” hetoldit. *You may never see your
father again. Have somerespect.” To their delight, the infant obeyed, burbling contentedly and falling
adegpin hisarmsthe way newbornswill.

“Sogmal,” hemurmured.

“They didn’'t fed smal coming out.” Shesmiled. “And they’ re twice asbig now asthey werethen.”
“Isthisthe boy?’

“No, thegirl. | wascongdering caling her Elenya, after my mother.”

“A good name. How about Alemar for the son, both for my own father and my famous ancestor, the
Dragondayer? At least hewill bear some mark of his heritage.”

Lerind seyeswent wide. “Y ou weren't joking — youare the king of Elandrisl”

He chuckled. “No.” He suddenly realized where they were and entered the cottage. Lerinaclosed the
door. “l amacousin of King Pranter, so distant that were | not royalty, no one would have bothered to
cdculatetherdationship.”

Sheraised the baby boy out of its cradle and brought him forward. “But you were worth ahegling spell.”

“Not for that reason, exactly. Any of the Blood who can make the talismans of Alemar work — the belt
inmy case— islooked after by theking.”

“Thetdismans?’
“We have agreat ded to discuss” hesaid. “How long until your father returns?’

She knew then that he was here only for the night at most. But by heaven, she would make the most of
the hoursthey had.

Lord Dran had apparently been contentedly adeep. He shuffled into the great hall of Garthmorron Hold,
Lerinainthelead. Dran wasastout man. Thegrey in hisvoluminous beard made him appear amost
elderly, though Keron knew him to be just over forty.

Outside an owl screeched. Mice rustled under the floor. 1t wasthat hour when one’ s own breathing
soundslikeagde. Thelight camefrom afew candles, supplemented by the nearly dead embersin the
fireplace, just enough to define the carvings, brasswork, tapestries, and paintings that decorated the
wdls

“I’'m sorry to disturb your rest, my lord,” Keron said. “It wasimportant to talk to you when no others



could hear.”

Dran looked askance at L erina, then to the quiet figure of Cosufier Elb-Aratule, who waited in the
background near the hearth, then back to Keron. “Just who areyou, Sir?’

“I am Keron Olendim, admira of the northern fleet of roya Elandris. | am the father of Lerina stwins”

The deepiness vanished from the lord of Garthmorron'seyes. “Y ou are abold man to come here. What
isto stop me from rousing my household?’

“Nothing,” Keron answered serioudy. “Though capturing or killing me might take more than you
imagine. | believeyou will be wdl satisfied to have heard me out, however.”

Dran turned to his gamekeeper. “Cosufier?’
“Hear him,” Lerina sfather said smply.
Dran sank into one of his sumptuous sofas. “Very wdl, then. I'm ligtening.”

Keron produced a pouch and inverted it. He caught the amath pearl asit rolled out and lifted it up for
Dranto see.

“Takeit. Examineit.”

Dran’shands trembled as he reached for it. Cradling it carefully, he placed it next to the candle and
peered a the iridescent surface for afull minute.

“Thisisred,” hewhispered.
“Anditisyours” Keron said. “Assuming, of course, you agreeto my plan.”

Dran sat up straight. “You'll not bribe meinto your war, sr. We' ve suffered enough disruption of trade.
Garthmorron isneutral.”

“The war may force you into adecision of one sort or another before too many years,” Keron said. “But
| repect your position. | am not suggesting apolitica dliance. Thisisapersond matter.”

“Goon,” Dran said, suspicion evident, though he kept apaternd grip on the pearl.

“You logt your wife and son anumber of years ago, and have not been inclined to remarry. Garthmorron
isat present without an heir.”

“That iscorrect.”

Lerina had taken a seat next to Keron, who put hisarm around her. “I cannot stay here to care for my
children. | am married, with sons and daughters, and an important station in Elandris. Soon, | suspect,
my dutieswill not even allow meto return to Cilendri watersat dl. | havetwo choices. | can be
separated from Lerinaand our offspring, or take them with me.”

“And | would go,” Lerinainterjected.

Keron's expression was bittersweset. “It hinges on you, Lord Dran. 'Y ou see, these children are of the
Blood. They are the descendants of Alemar Dragondayer. As such, they have potentials and a heritage
which must not be wasted. | would gladly take them to Elandris, and endure the mutters behind my
back, and will if necessary to ensure that, should they be the ones to remanifest the greet wizard' sfull



power, they will be properly trained to apply those talentsto our efforts against Gloroc. But | prefer not
to do s0. In Elandris, they would betargets. Inthelast decade, Gloroc has begun to systematicaly
assassnate any who carry Alemar’ sblood. He has dready succeeded in killing two of my children —
one of them agirl child of four years.” Hisvoice became husky.

“Y ou want to hide them here,” Dran said.

“Yes. If the Dragon doesn’'t know about little Alemar and Elenya, he can't hurt them. At the moment,
only wein thisroom, and two of my most trusted men, know of their origins. | will not eventell theking
unlessit seems necessary. It ismy wish that no one dselearn of them. Even the children themsalves
must not be told until they are of such an age that their discretion may be trusted.”

“What do you want from me?’

“To adopt thetwinsasyour heirs. They will grow up with the amenities of landed gentry, and it will not
seem unusua when they are provided with specid education and training. | will send one of themen |
spoke of earlier to look after them, and teach them what they will need to know. Raisethem well, and
our pact will befulfilled. You need not actudly leave the estate to them, if that is disagreegble to you, nor
do you need to cater to usroyalistsin commerce or military dedlings. For thisyou will receive the pearl,
which asyou can see isworth as much as your entire hold, and a generous yearly stipend.”

Dran stroked the pearl. * Surdly you redlize that | could never convert thisinto cash?’

“Itisatoken, Lord Dran. If | thought you could be bought, | would never have made this offer. You
would be just aslikely to sell me out to Gloroc.”

“Thatistrue. Atthe sametime, by helping you | am opening mysdf up to the Dragon’ sretribution.”
“Yes. Youae”

Suddenly Dran smiled. “The Worm isgetting too bold. | would enjoy putting athornin hisside.”
“Thenwe are agreed?”’

“I have spent too much time without an heir. Why not have two?’

“Tonguesmay wag,” Lerinasaid. *Even though you were nowhere near when the children were
conceived.”

“Scanda doesn't seem to have disturbed you,” Dran said good-naturedly. “If anything, | would consider
such gossp acompliment to my virility. Though my chamberlain will be aghast.”

“Poor Uncle Ossatch,” Lerinamurmured.

“Oh, he'll be glad to see his great-nephew and niece looked after,” Dran declared, and turned to Keron.
“When will you send your man?’

“Assoon as| return to the capita.”

Musicianslifted conch shdllsto their lips and began the dirge. The pdlbearers climbed the steps of the
dais, thefirst of them closing the casket lid. They waited for the signal from Keron, then lifted their
burden and followed the admira from the greet, roya Hall of Fina Respects. No burid a seafor this
man. That ritua was respectable enough for commoners, but Obo of Mirien had been one of the



greatest servants of King Pranter, afine and capable wizard, and deserved interment within the walls of
the L esser Mausoleum.

Keron strode impassively between the ranks of grievers, many of them from the roya houses of
Firsthold, capital of Elandris. Obo’s reputation had reached many ears, though the man himsdlf had
forever hidden in the background of court life— hisface would not have been recognized by most of
those present. In fact, Keron mused cynically, the turnout would never have been thislarge had not the
king himsdlf briefly come to pay hisrespects. To those seeking to curry favor, the funeral had become
the place to be.

They passed the Greater Mausoleum, its marble columns stretching dmost to the city dome. Perhaps
one day Keron would himsdf be brought to that place, attired in finery as magnificent asthat hewore
today, to join the ranks of the Blood who had lived and died since Alemar Dragondayer had built this,
thefirst of hiscities beneath the sea. At the Lesser Mausoleum, the Keeper of the Tomb was waiting.

Keron saluted theold man. “1 giveto you thisservant of theking,” hesaid ritualy.

“What name shall be entered in the Record of the Dead?’

“Obo Iremshan, son of 1bo and Phelopeen.”

“Let him pass, and find his place among the generations who have labored for the House of Olendim.”

The pallbearers approached the threshold, which they did not cross. An equa number of the Keeper's
assgants received the coffin asit came forward. They carried it insde, to the niche within which it would
be deposited and sedled, marked by a plate of brass containing Obo’ s name, age, rank, and the nature of
the tasks he had accomplished for the rulers of Elandris.

It was done. Keron turned, thanked the pallbearers, and ambled down the steps, adark expression
tainting hisfeatures. The crowd had aready largely dispersed. Lady Nanth joined him as he reached
street level. He held her hand and walked with her toward the vast palace.

“My condolences, Admiral,” stated Lord D’ rul, aformer nava commander who had served with
Keron'sfather. “And congratulations on your promotion.”

Keron thanked the man tersely and quickly excused himself. He could read D’ rul’ smotives. Upon his
return to the capital, Keron had found himsdlf raised not amply to rear admira in charge of the northern
fleet, but admira of the entire navy, following the recent assassination of one of hiscousins. It was
obviousthat Keron was very much in the king’' sfavor. Furthermore, most at court had come to suspect
— correctly so— that Keron possessed one of the talismans of Alemar Dragondayer. So he was now
the object of courtiers and hangers-on. All the bilge of the empire wanted to be hisfriend.

“Hewas agood man,” Nanth said of the deceased. “It was o sudden. He seemed in good health only
last week.”

“Obowasold. | amrelieved hegot to die of natural causes.”
“He hedled so many. He couldn’t save himsdlf, though.”

“He only worked with wounds. The Lesser Art, hecalledit. Nor do | think he wanted to thwart
nature.”

“ will misshim.”



“Sowill 1,” Keron stated emphatically.

Nanth and he seldom talked about important matters. She would obvioudy have liked to continue, but
they had reached the palace door that would take Keron to his offices. “I have businessto attend to, my
lady. Obo left somefina wishes. | will seeyou at home soon.”

She opened her mouth, but he had turned a corner before she could protest. He cringed alittle at his
gruffness, but in truth he couldn’t enjoy Nanth’s company until the matter on his conscience was cleared.

He greeted his secretaries and locked himsdf within his sanctum. He found acup of hot teawaiting for
him. Heraised it up to toast the bald figure on the other side of the room.

“Now you are dead, and are free to serve me,” Keron said.

Obo smiled and raised hisown cup. “And afineretirement it will be, | hope. Thetensoninthiscity
could be cut with akitchen knife. Too much for thistired old frame. If | had stayed much longer, |
would soon havediedin truth.”

“Y our need and mine have cometo terms,” Keron said. “It gives me hope, master wizard. Teach my
childrenwdl.”

“I' will,” Obo said serioudy. “You will be proud of them.”

“If | ever seethem again,” Keron murmured. Asfull admira, no doubt he would be unableto leave the
capital for adecade or more. “Givemy love...” He choked on the phrase,

“I will,” Obo said kindly. “Shewill understand, if she's haf the woman you' ve described. She'll redize
that dl men havethar duty.”

“I forgot mine, for amonth,” Keron said, in ahaunted tone of voice. “Now I'll pay for that lapse the rest
of my life”

In avoice more fatherly than he had ever heard Obo use, the wizard said, “ Do not blame yoursdlf. If not
for the Dragon, you could have chosen another path. Blame Gloroc. It is he who warpsthe lives of
every man in the kingdom.”

Blame the Dragon hewould. But it wouldn't be enough. Keron had known of hislack of choice before
he had met Lerina. Still he had loved her. If thefateswilled it, he might have his vengeance on Gloroc
one day, but he could never erasethe fact that he had cruelly toyed with the life of an innocent young
woman.

XXI11

RET AJHEHEPHWas arich man. Half the wagonsin the caravan belonged to him; the other half to the
traderswho had paid his stiff fees. 1f hewere so inclined, he could ride within his own persona coach,
cushioned in velvet and canopied in fine Cilendri silk. Furthermore, where other merchants endured the
journey from Azurgen to Surudain without the comfort of their wives company, Jheheph aways brought
at least five of hisfavorite concubines and provided each with accommodations nearly asluxurious as his
own. The oeikani beneath his saddle was of the most exclusive, thoroughbred stock. Ret a Jneheph was
used to having hisway.

A man was blocking the path of his caravan.



The stranger was done, waiting atop a hardy desert oeikani, in the center of the wide, shallow rut through
which the wagons weretravelling. Ret a Jheheph recognized the white garb. He smiled. He had been

expecting this.

The Zyraii rider maintained his position, though the caravan’ s pace did not dacken. Asthe gap between
him and the lead wagon shrank, the assistant caravan master looked questioningly at Jheheph.

“Continueon,” he commanded.

Findly, when the caravan was only afew dozen yards away, the Zyraii began waking hisanimad
backward. Jheheph shrugged. They were close enough. He signalled ahdlt.

Jheheph himsdlf rode to the head of the line, a dave beside him with abroad feather fan to ease the
effects of the sun. Hewaited casualy on histhoroughbred. Soon another dave brought a platter of
dates. Jneheph ate one very dowly, and spat the pit out in the direction of the Zyraii.

“You arein the way, Po-no-pha.”

“I am Shigmur of the T'lil,” therider replied. “Y ou are entering my tribe’' sland.”

“ g7

“Tributeisrequired.”

Jheheph amiled. “Surely you are mistaken. The Alyr and the Olot took no tribute.”

“Wearenot Alyr or Olot. Pay thetithe, or you may not cross our land.”

Jheheph raised hishand. Abruptly, two archers hidden in the lead wagon stood up and fired arrows.

The Zyraii ducked to the sde. One of the shafts missed entirely, the other caught him through the vell.
Hewas moving ingtantly. The archersfired again, but the rider weaved out of theway. By thethird set
of shots, he had gained speed and was soon out of range.

“Too bad,” Jheheph muttered.
“Do we chase him?’ the assistant master asked.

“No. W€l beseaeing him again.”

R’lar broke the arrow and pulled it out of Shigmur’scheek. It was a clean wound, in through the mouth
and out by way of acheek. All things considered, it was as minor an injury as he could have hoped for.
Granyet brought a bandage.

“That wasatruefeat ofhaiyal” R'lar exclamed.

Others added their congratulations. Alemar and Elenyahid their own incredulousness. Even Lond, up a
the crest of the hill with the lookouts, was gazing a Shigmur with envy.

No wonder the Zyraii people had areputation for being fierce.

The twins climbed up to the vantage point. The caravan was emerging from aseries of low,
weather-pocked hills and was now threading its way west, to the rugged terrain in which the Zyraii were
hidden, across the smdll flatland that marked the border of T'lil territory, where Shigmur had issued his



chdlenge. Thiswasthe main trade route between Azurgien and Surudain.

“Whereistheend of it?" Elenyaasked, trying to determine where the line of wagons stopped. “Arethey
dl thisbig?’

“No,” Lond answered. “Thisisthelargest | have seen.”

They waited. Findly thetail end reached the valey floor. Inthe meantime, the lead wagons reined up.
Their passengers climbed out and began setting up camp, though it was ill early in the afternoon.

“They won't darethe hillsat night,” Lonal deduced.

“It was asthe Olot and the Alyr told us,” one of the seconds said. “They have no intention of paying us
our rightful tithe”

“They smédll thefort two days behind them, and it givesthem confidence,” Lona said.
“What can you do about it?” Alemar asked.
“Wewill fight.”

“What?’ Elenyaexclamed. “Where are you going to get the warriors? Can't you see how many
men-at-arms are riding next to those wagons?’

“It isamatter of honor. They haveignored our rights. We can't let the precedent be set. The T'lil isthe
last tribe on this route with the might to chalengethem. We'll attack tonight.”

Ret a Jheheph sent away his concubine. He would have no women tonight. He waswaiting for a
different kind of excitement. He sucked his pipe and waited, in asoft chair, staring out a the moonlit
terrain.

He could dmost hear the minds of the barbarians. He sniggered. They would not have any ideasthat he
had not aready anticipated.

Not far away, three men waited next to adim lantern. At first glance, one would not say that they
resembled each other. The firgt was obese, with aheavy black beard and clothing smilar to aguard.
The second was gaunt and balding, wearing gauzy, effeminate robes. The third was smdl, wrinkled, and
very brown, dressed in only aloin clout and headband. Nevertheless, they were the same in one respect.

They dl waited, Jheheph with the calm of the man whose money has dways bought him what he wanted,
the three others with the vigilant attitude of craftsmen caled upon to perform their very best work.

Suddenly the sentries began to shout.

In the muted light of the moons, Jheheph could see aline of shadowy, four-legged shapes bearing toward
the caravan from dl directions. Within afew moments, he could hear the beat of oelkani hooves.

The small brown man cried out and pointed at the sky.

For amoment, it seemed asif sarswerefaling. Then the streaks became fire arrows, which landed
between and upon the wagons and coaches. The sentries ducked behind cover and wielded their own
bows, sghting their targets whenever theriderslit fresh arrows.

Just as he had predicted. Jheheph amiled.



Women began pouring out of the wagons and tents, collecting in the center of the encampment, out in the
open. They knew the Zyraii code would save them from harm — aslong as they stayed out of the battle
and out of theway. Jheheph’s concubineslorded it over the dave girls.

Most of the fire arrows did no damage. Some struck the dust, some bounced off the starched hides
placed on the wagons specifically to fend off such attacks, others changed direction at the last instant and
fell wide. Thethree men by the lantern concentrated, keeping their eyes on the sky, focused on each
new volley.

A few wagonswere not so lucky. Their owners rushed to try and smother the flames with blankets or
sand. But their efforts were often futile; the Zyraii had treated their missileswith oil. Soon severd
wagons became bonfires,

None of Jheheph’s own were touched, however. He sucked another lungful from his pipe, enjoying the
narcotic buzz, amused by the frantic activity around him. After al, the less merchandise that arrived in
Surudain, the more valuable the remaining goods would be. And those would be his.

The three men were sweating now, though they had never risen from their positions. They were
gretching their skillsto thelimit. A pity, thought Jheheph. Good sorcerers were scarce in the Eastern
Deserts. Moreover, those with red talent were seldom for hire; they seemed to have their own methods
of making themsdavesrich. But thesewould do. If he could makeit through the Zyraii web just once
without being forced to pay thetithe, al the merchants of the Sea of Azu would flock to be part of his
caravans.

Thetwinsanswered Lona’ s summons, joining him on the hilltop from which he had chosen to observe
the battle. They could seefires burning below them, but not nearly as many as there should have been.

“They areusing sorcery,” Lond dtated.
Alemar nodded. “They are creating wards around the wagons. Certain magicians have the talent.”
“Whatever itis, it seffective. | need your help.”

Alemar exchanged glanceswith Elenya. They had been expecting this, ever sncethey had first detected
the spells. They had agreed upon an answer.

“No.”

Lona scowled. “You mean you don't have the skill?’

“No, we could probably do something. We smply don’'t wishto.”

“I see)” the war-leeder said flatly. Y ouwerewilling to fight the Buyul.”

“We had no choice. They attacked us.”

“You'retrying my patience. If youwon't bewarriors, you might aswell stay in camp and be shepherds.”
“If necessary,” Alemar said.

Lond turned toward Elenya and met the same determined refusal in her expression.

“To hdl with you, then,” Lond told them. “Wewill fight without your hep.”



As Shigmur’s oeikani deftly avoided a shrub, the war-second realized how much easier it wasto see his
surroundings. He glanced to the horizon. Motherworld had risen. Helit one more arrow and et it fly,
then retreated out of bowshot. Therest of the Zyraii riders did the same.

The caravan had suffered, but not greatly. Shigmur had seen some of his own shots swing wide, and
knew that histribe’ s marksmanship was not to blame. He saw severd Zyraii bodies on the ground
nearer the wagons, and even more dead oeikani. Their archerswere good. Furthermore, the night had
never become properly dark. Serpent Moon and Urthey had not set, and now Motherworld was up,

bright and more than haf-full, with the Sister soon to follow. Not only would they would be easier

targets now, but he could see some of the caravan guards mounting their oeikani in order to chase them.
It was at this point Lonal had planned the retreat.

Shigmur waited for the horn notes from the hills. Soon they came. Carry on, they said.

So beit. Shigmur lifted out another arrow, making sure he got none of the oil on his hands, and reached
for hisgtriker. TheT'lil beganto closein again.

Why didn’t they stop? Jheheph was no longer amused. The barbarians had |ost the advantage of the
dark. Hisown mercenaries were out among them now, breaking their formation. Y et the fire arrows
kept faling. Suddenly, Jheheph jumped to hisfeet.

“That'sone of my wagons!” heyelled. Hisdavestried to snuff the blaze, but it got awvay from them. A
cargo of rare birds and their cages began to go up in smoke.

The caravan master ran over to the sorcerers. “Do something!” he cried.

Thethin, effeminate man was Sartled. The arrow he was warding struck the coach of one of Jheheph’s
concubines. Jheheph was incensed.

“My lord,” the smal brown man said firmly, “do not interrupt us.”

Jheheph nearly struck the man for histemerity, before he saw that his threats would only worsen the
sorcerers performance. Jheheph left them aone, turning his anger once more toward the Zyraii riders.

He saw one of the barbariansfdl off hisanima. Elsawhere, two of his guards were hit by demonblades.

His side was suffering casudties, but Jheheph was confident that the odds werein hisfavor. The Zyraii
could not harm the wagons without coming within range of the well-protected archers. Now the Sister
was beginning to rise, and it would soon be amost aslight as daytime.

Hedid not seethe lone Zyraii bearing down on him until dmost the last moment. The white-robed
warrior burst through the outer line of wagons, whipping hiswounded oetkani to afrenzy of speed.
Jheheph fdt hisheart quail, but in another instant his persona guards had collected between him and the
Zyraii, pulling out swords and nocking arrows. Therider changed direction. Only then did Jheheph see
the torch in the man’s hand.

“Stop that man!” he shouted.

Many tried, but the wagons and other guards were often in the way, and the Zyraii was a phenomend
rider. Though both man and oeikani had been struck more than once, their agility had spared them fatal
blows. Horror-stricken, Jheheph saw the torch flung into the very wagon he most wanted to save.



“My carpets” he screamed as afortunein fine weaving caught fire.

Hewas s0 aghast that he barely noted the rider’ s escape. The man was not so lucky on the way out.
Once clear of the caravan, he presented an open target. They failed to stop him, but hisback fairly
bristled with wood and feathers by the time he won clear.

Something in the way the rider weaved away from the arrows, aswell as hissize, jogged Jheheph's
memory.

Two young Po-no-phafound Shigmur beside his dead oeikani and brought him back to camp. Hewas
unconscious, but il dive,

Lond and the twins arrived smultaneoudy. The war-leader leaned over Shigmur. Thewar-second’s
clothing was drenched in blood, his skin white. He still had seven arrowsin him; it was hard to say how
many others might have struck him.

Lond looked up angrily. “This might have been avoided had you chosen to help.”

Alemar squatted down and touched Shigmur’ sback. Hisfingers came away bloody. “Get me water,”
hetold Elenyacamly. Sheranto comply.

“I won't accept responsibility for hisdeath,” Alemar said, “but | will for hislife”
“He hasn't much of thet left,” Lond said.

“l cansavehim.”

Shigmur opened hiseyes. Hewaslying on ablanket under atarp. It wasdaylight. Lond wasleaning
over himwith concern. 'Y etem was standing behind him. Not far away, Tebec was soundly adeep,
looking strangely pale. Many other Po-no-phawere near.

“How areyou?’ the war-leader asked.

Shigmur wasn't sure. He had fallen unconscious with the certain knowledge that he would not awaken
until the next life. He couldn't tell if thiswere adream or if he had Smply been reincarnated with
extraordinary quickness. He could gtill fed the placeswhere the arrows had struck. They felt like
bruises. He sat up.

“How long hasit been?’

“It isearly afternoon after the battle,” Lonal said.

That did nothing to relieve Shigmur’'s confusion. “Has there been aHab-no-ken here?” he asked.
“Inasense” Lona said, gesturing toward Tebec.

Y etem stepped forward. “Hold out your hands,” she said.

Hedid so. Shedropped seven arrowheadsinto his pams. “1 thought you might want those to keep as
souvenirs.”

“Thank you,” he said, wiping the bloodstain off one of them. “I will do that...though | am tempted to



send them back where they came from.”

“You'll have your chance,” Lond said. “Go back to deep.”

Elenyawaked with Lonal ashort way from Shigmur’ sresting place, out of the hearing of the others
nearby.

“I, too, would like to thank you,” Lond said. “And | will be sureto tell your brother.”

“You' rewecome,” shesaid. “I’'m curious, though. If you knew there might be abattle, why didn’t you
bring hederswith you?’

“Hab-no-ken do not come at awar-leader’ sorder.” He glanced back at the shelter. “Tebec doesn’'t
look good.”

“They’ll both be on their feet by morning. My brother will feel wesk for afew days, Shigmur for about a
month.”

“Can they travd?’
“On alitter, yes. Why?’

“Then they canjoin usat the ambush point. | think Shigmur would want to be there when we confront
the caravan.”

Ret a heheph wasin afoul mood. The sorcerers stayed out of hissight, hisdaves bodies smarted from
his lash, and the concubine who had presumed to complain about her burned coach had been forced to
walk the entire previous day, until the soles of her feet, unused to even the dightest effort, had begun to
bleed.

They had seen no more Zyraii. A few of the daves, seeing the bodies of the dain riders, dared to hope
that the barbarians had decided to cut their losses and had permanently retreated, but Jheheph knew this
was afantasy. The desert men weretoo stubborn for that. Jheheph would have his chance for revenge.

It was near dawn. Motherworld was high, aswasthe Sister, and the east was pale. The caravan had
been travelling for two hours, penetrating the thickest part of the hillsthrough anarrow defile. The guards
kept their glances on the boulders and ridgesto either side of theroad. The pace was brisk; everyone
wanted to reach the plain as soon as possible.

Suddenly the lead wagon and team disappeared in acloud of dust.

Jheheph rode forward, and soon he could make out the trouble. A pit had been dug across the road and
conceded. Thewagon and oelkani had falen within. It wastoo deep for the team to pull out by
themsdlves, forcing the caravan to hdlt.

Jheheph looked to the dopes even before the shouts rang out. Hundreds of white-robed Zyraii reveded
themselves. They were armed with bows. Some of the arrows were dready burning. The caravan
guards rushed for cover.

The Zyraii did not shoot. The mercenaries, after asporadic initial volley, redized thet the barbarians
were deliberately giving away the advantage of surprise, and they stopped short. If thiswere an ambush,



it was a strange one.

Jheheph could not fathom it, either. Either the Zyraii were going to fight, or they weren't. Both sides
waited severa tense moments, then asingle man stood up from a hiding place and walked down to the
roadway immediately in front of the trench.

“Don’t shoot,” Jheheph ordered hismen. His curiosity was aroused.
The manin theroad stared straight at Jheheph. “I’ve cometo give you another chance,” he said.

Jheheph’sjaw dropped. He recognized the voice. It wasthe same Zyraii who had first confronted them
two days before, who — so Jheheph had believed — had also set fire to his precious carpets. But
aurdly it was atrick; that man must have died of hiswounds.

Asif reading the caravan master’ s mind, the Po-no-pha untied his upper robes and removed them.
When he turned his back, severd of the watchersin the caravan gasped. Jheheph stared at the scars
and began to shake.

The man turned back. “1 ask again — pay thetribute. If not, wewill fight again. Asyou can see, the
sonsof T'lil are not easy to kill.” He put his garment back on and stood there, waiting.

Jheheph licked hislips nervoudy. He called the smdl brownwizard to him. “What isthissorcery?’ he
demanded.

The sorcerer shrugged. “How should | know? | makewards. That'sall.”

Jheheph stared at the Zyraii, and at the others up the dopes, and at the spot in the line where his carpet
wagon should have been. He could fight. He could have hisdavesfill in the pit, he could send his
mercenaries up into therocks. They Hill out-numbered the barbarians. They could win. If he hadn’t felt
confident of that fact, he would not have chalenged the T'lil in their own territory.

But — wasit worth the loss of cargo like his carpets or hisbirds? The wedth he had with him now,
though only asmall part of hisfortune, was still staggering. It would serve no oneif turned to ash. He
had depended too much upon minor magicians. And what good were the best mercenaries against
warriors who could rise from the dead?

He cdled his quartermaster to him. The words nearly choked him; he uttered them only through
clenched teeth:

“Pay them.”

XXIV

ASTHEPO-NO-PHA RETURNEDt0 the main T'lil camp in the pastures of the Ahloorm Basin, Omi ran
frantically out to meet the twins at the corras.

“Comequickly,” shesaid.
“What' swrong?’ Alemar asked.
“It'sRal.”

They |€eft their oelkani with another Po-no-phaand hurried back to their tent. Omi ran to the partition



and lifted the cloth, beckoning them into the women' s section. Thetwinsknew it was serious. Thiswas
thefirgt time the wives had ignored the sanctity of the purdah. Peyri was stooped over Rol, who lay
diffly on hismat, afeverish sudor on hisbrow. He grimaced and held hislower belly.

Meyr and Sesheer got out of theway, and immediately Alemar was knedling next to the boy, face grim.
“What isit?" he asked.

“I don’'t know,” Peyri said. Her tone surprised Alemar. Therewas no fear init, only theresigned
atitude of someonewho haslost dl hope. “It was the samewith hisolder brother.”

Alemar drew back the thin sheet and examined Rol. The boy, who in times past had shrunk from any
contact with hisfoster father, seemed too deep in pain to care. Alemar noticed the tautness of Rol’s
abdominal muscles and pressed, once, lightly, on theright side above the pelvic bone. Ral cried ot.

“Pusgut,” hesad, in Cilendri. Thewordswere an echo fromthe past. Behind his heart, he felt asore,
kicked fedling, like that he had felt as a child when ridiculed by his companions or cheated of aspecid
treat. But thiswas an adult hurt, not capable of being put from his mind like those of younger days.

Elenyaput ahand on his shoulder. Hetook it within hisown. “Areyou certain?’ she asked gently.
“Jud likeher,” hesaid hoarsdly.

The twins felt the women watching, understanding neither the reasonsfor their reaction nor the foreign
language. Alemar felt an old, useless anger grow and was determined that — thistime — he would do
something to stopit.

“Wherecan | find ahealer?’ he demanded abruptly. “A Hab-no-ken?’

Peyri only seemed more despondent. Finally Omi replied, “Rol isonly aboy. Hab-no-ken are not
summoned to hedl aboy.”

Thismade him moreangry. “What isthe use of hedersif they won't hed ?’

Omi shrugged — aZyraii woman’sshrug. “Rol isnot important enough. Lona would haveto send
Po-no-phamany leagues.”

“Iwill go.”
“Lond will not let you,” Peyri said with certainty.

“We'll sse” Alemar said tartly.

“| thoughtyou were ahedler,” Lonal said.

“Of wounds and injuries,” Alemar answered. “1 can do nothing for Rol. A Hab-no-ken must be
brought.”

“No,” Lond said.
“Why not?’

“Heisonly achild. Should | waste the time of warriors on hisbehaf? The nearest Hab-no-kenisinthe
hills” Heindicated the rugged terrain to thewest. “Itisaday’ sride there, and another back.”



“No onewould ‘wastetime but me.”

“Do you think | would let you go alone?’ Lona sighed, as a parent would when achild is being petulant.
“Haveyou no pride? A man should not be frightened that God has chosen to test hisson.”

“Next year, Rol will be one of your warriors. Would you abandon him then?”

“That isnot theissue. What useis sickness, if not to weed out the weak? What better way for awarrior
to play the Bu, than with nothing between himsdlf and fate?”

Alemar showed teeth. “Should | unhedl Shigmur, then?’

Lond shook hishead. “1 am not arguing that the healers work isnot good. But if we depend on them,
wewill lose the cutting edge that the desert demands. Rol will have to wait until ahesaler viststhe camp
of hisown accord.”

“That may betoo late.”

“Itisdl | will offer.”

“I'll dud you,” Alemar said.

Lona stopped. None of the others present spoke.

“If I win, you'll let mego. If youwin, I'll do asyou say,” Alemar continued.

Lona pursed hislips, scanning the surroundings. R'lar and Shigmur stood near him.  Elenyawas near her
brother, with their wives cowering in the background. Severd children played not far awvay. “Theboy is
not even your blood kin,” hetold Alemar.

“Choose your weapon.” Alemar’ s hand wavered near the pommel of his saber.

But Lond did not move. Thetwo men stared at one another. Soon even the children became silent and
began to pay attention to the confrontation. A locust hopped noisily between the two men.

Abruptly, Shigmur stepped forward. “1 will go with him, war-leeder.”

Both Alemar and Lonal looked at the war-second in surprise. Alemar noticed the shift in Lona’ smood
and tried to control the sweeting of his pams and the dight quiver of hisfingers. The pomme was hard
and warm.,

Findly Lona shrugged. “According to reports, a Hab-no-ken has been spending his Retreat near the
goring of Triple Spires” The war-leader pointed again to the western horizon. “Maybe you will find him
there”

Alemar blinked. “I can go?’

“It seemsto matter to you, far more than adud matterstome.” Lond turned to Shigmur. “Take Zhanee
and go with him. Be back within three days.”

“Thank you,” Alemar said.

“Don’'t. Y ou have no guarantee that the healer has finished his meditations. He may choose not to come.
The Hab-no-ken are not bound to cure dl theills of theworld. But I'll allow you the chance,
Remember it.”



“I am surprised,” Shigmur said, the bounce of the saddle warbling hiswords.

“Why?’ Alemar asked, eyesriveted forward, though the hillsthat defined the western boundary of the
Ahloorm Basin were gtill hazy and purple in the distance, and the configuration called Triple Spireswould
not be visble for many hours.

“Since he came of age, Lona hasnot lost adud. It has been two years since anyone in the camp
chdlenged him to theju-moh-kai . | thought he would fight you, just for the fun of it.”

A small chill flowed down Alemar’ s spine, though if it had been necessary, he would not have hesitated
to fight. The son of Keron Olendim was no petty swordplayer.

They veered away from astand of elbraksh . Zhanee skirted the far side of the brush, his short bow
strung, dert for game, leaving them aone for the moment. “1 want to thank you for stepping in when you
did,” Alemar said.

“I owed you that,” Shigmur said. “But | don’t believe it had anything to do with Lond’ sdecision.”

“No?" Alemar listened more carefully. Though he had come to know Shigmur better than any of the T'lil
warriors, the war-second had always been tight-lipped about his own opinions.

“Lonal needs your cooperation. | think he understands now that he can’t forceit out of you. Thistripis
hisway of showing you that he can beflexible”

“That would benice.” A sand-runner burst out of hiding nearby, snapped up an insect, and was gone
agan. “Why isit that heisso driven?’

Shigmur wiped the sweet off of hisbrow and readjusted hiscowl. “Lond isweighed down by his
degtiny.” Hesighed. “He bearsthelegacy of hisfather. | do not envy him the burden.”

“Who was hisfather?’
“Joren,” Shigmur said reverently.
“A great man?’

“Hewas awar-leader such asthe T'lil have not produced in three centuries, though on the surface he
seemed asimple man. He had faith in God’ s good will, aready laugh a the antics of children. You'd
never catch him lost in somber thought like you do Lond. But when it cameto battle, he could pluck a
hair off the balls of arival war-leader’ s oeikani before the other was aware that his camp was being
raided. He made the name of the T’lil one to be respected. Nonewould attack our caravan when he
was present. The T'lil nation could have doubled in Sizeif he had wished it, but he believed in peace with
our brothersborn of Cadra. He saved his enmity for the traders. When the men of Azurgjen cameto
build afort at the pass of Zyraii-ni-Zyraii, Joren was there to stop them. He held them at bay for two
weeks, and would have won the battle altogether had he not been betrayed by the Buyul and the Fanke.
All Zyraii sngs of that last stand, and therefore expectations are laid on the son of Joren.”

“Thenthefort wasbuilt. Isit fill there?’

“Stronger each year. They cal it Xurosh. Many Zyraii warriors have died trying to raze it — not only
the T'lil, but the Alyr, the Fanke, the Buyul. Most especidly the Olot, in whose territory it was built.
They stood by Joren and fell next to the cream of the T'lil. Also, there is another trade route, from



Pdurato Nyriya, through the lands of the Olot, Hapt, Aikal, and Zaineetribes. The traders of Paura
want to build another fort long there. If they succeed, Zyraii control of the desert may belogt. Itis
critical that we destroy Xurosh.”

Alemar recalled the maps he had studied in hisyouth. The cause of srifewasplain. Thefertile Azu
region had only one outlet to the wedlth of the old kingdoms— through Zyraii.

“| wonder what | would doin Lond’splace,” Alemar said sometimelater. “1 know what it meansto live
in afather’ s shadow.”

Alemar dumped out a scorpion before he put on hisboot. He stood, his shadow along, thin patch of
darkness extending toward the desiccated hillsahead. Shigmur and Zhanee were breaking down the
smple camp they had made the evening before.

“See?” Shigmur said of the badlands. “Much better to hunt thisterraininthelight. Asitiswe Il haveto
pray the oeikani don’t twist their ankles.”

Alemar agreed, though he regretted the delay. He had, however, been thankful for therest. He had only
recently recovered from the healing. Shigmur no doubt wasworse off. He urged them to move quickly,
and soon they were riding toward the three thin rock spires that dominated the nearby landscape.

Shigmur led them to the spring in ashady nullah on the south side of the spires. It was a permanent water
hole, blessed with two full-grown whitedown trees, seldom seen away from theriver. Thetreeshad just
begun to shed. Alemar watched the puffs settle on the surface of the pool, each tiny black seed carried
windward on dozens of white, hairlike filaments. The seeds might travel ahundred leagues before finding
arooting place with enough water to sustain an adult tree.

“The spoor of aman,” Shigmur announced as he stooped over apatch of mud. “Many traces, al made
by the same pair of fegt, over many days.”

The three men checked for other sgnswhile the oetkani filled their seemingly bottomless reservoirs with
the spring water. They found remnants of old mesals, charcoa, more footprints.

“Whereishe?' Alemar demanded.

Shigmur shrugged. “Obvioudy his permanent camp isnot here. We can wait. He may need to come for
water soon.”

“Let Zhanee stay. We can split up and search the area”

Shigmur bowed hishead. “No. It'sbetter we stay together.”

Alemar paused. “You still don't trust me, do you?’

“Lona would have my manhood if | lost you.”

“I'm hardly going to run away with Y etem il back in the camp.”

“I know. That'swhy Lond let you come, with only two Po-no-phato accompany you.”
“What if | said | would dud you?’ Alemar asked.

“I would laugh,” Shigmur said.



Alemar popped his knuckles one by one. “All right, then — we stay together. But | can't just St and
wait. Y ou know something of this area— where e se would aman be likdly to be found?’

Shigmur mulled it over while hefilled hiswaterbag. “Well, | might look for an ordinary man dong the
gametrailsor at asdt flat. Since we are seeking a Halb-no-ken, perhaps we should climb the spires.”

“Why?'
“Someof them...liketofly.”

“They liketowhat?” Alemar was certain his Zyraii was deficient.

“They fly through thear — gliding likeavulture.”

Alemar decided that the Po-no-phawas not joking. “Just how do they manage this?’

“I haveonly seenit once. They jump from ahigh place, like the spires, insde acage of light wood. The
cage hangsfrom agreet cloth canopy. Thewinds carry them many miles.”

Alemar looked at theimposing height of the nearest spire. “1 hopel liveto seethismiracle” he
announced.

Hegot hiswish. Two hours later, asthey negotiated the convoluted trail up the spire, Shigmur suddenly
reined in and pointed skyward.

1] Lmk! ”

A brilliant triangle of green had separated from the upper reaches of the rock, passing far overhead
without sound. From that distance, the man and the apparatus that supported him looked like dark
gpeckson thecloth. It flew well.

“That must behim,” Shigmur said.

Alemar’ shope sank. The glider sped in moments over badland terrain that would take men on
oeikani-back hoursto cover. Y et he saw little choice but to follow.

“Comeon,” hesaid sourly, “let’ stry to find him when helands.”

They had lost him. Alemar was sure of it. They had only been able to track the glider for afew minutes,
and it had taken half the day to reach the point where, as best they could determine, it had landed. Now
the sun was descending, and despite searching through the heat of noon, they had found no trace of the
contraption or the man who dlegedly flew ingdeit.

They meandered down ashdlow gorge, the clop of their oelkani hooves echoing repeatedly from one
Sdeto the other. While Shigmur and Zhanee continued on, Alemar stopped, overcome by the sensation
that he was being watched.

Hejerked his head suddenly toward a glut of bouldersto hisleft. There, aman stood so il that, though
hewasin plain sight, he was difficult to see, in spite of the bright green robes he wore and the wide straw
hat on hishead. Even as Alemar tared, thefigure seemed to fadein and out. Finaly the young Cilendri
noticed the pulse coming from hisamul et.



Of course. The man was exerting asmple spell of concealment.

The man in green redlized the ineffectiveness of hismagic. It abruptly ceased. The stranger cdled out to
thetwo Zyraii, who had not yet noticed that they had |eft their companion behind.

“May | help you?’ he shouted.

Shigmur and Zhanee spun in their saddles. The war-second was thefirst to regain his composure. “Our
apologiesfor disturbing you, holy one. We seek aboon.”

“| am on Retreat,” he said. Thewordsweighed like stones on Alemar’ s hope. “What do you need of
me?’

Shigmur nodded toward Alemar. “It isbest for him to explain.”

The Hab-no-ken shifted hisglance. Alemar had not seen eyes with suchextra depth sincethelast time
he had seen Obo. The man was about fifty, though that was hard to tell for certain. The desert wore out
bodiesearly. If hisgreen robes— thefirst of that color Alemar had seen in Zyraii — seemed
incongruous, so did the kindness of hisface. Alemar had never thought to see that emotion so firmly set
inany Zyraii countenance. He was reminded of Rictane, Lord Dran’s old stablemaster, who had worn
that look at his own wake.

“My...son needsahedler. | don't know what to do for him. | need your help.”
“Y ou have a strange accent,” the Hab-no-ken said. “Where are you from?’
“Cilendrodd.”

“Y et you wear the robes of aPPo-no-pha. What tribe?’

“TheT'lil. T'krtclan.”

“Our war-leader adopted him by rite of niutap ,” Shigmur explained.

“Indeed?’ The healer seemed increasingly intrigued. Alemar had the unnerving sensation that the man
was looking not so much a him asthrough him. “Thisson— did you bring him from Cilendrodd ?’

“Heisdsomineby virtue of niutap .”
“Y et when you speak of him, | seeawoman in your mind, and aforest.”
Alemar jumped.

“Beat peace, Po-no-pha,” the healer said reassuringly. “Wewill have plenty of timetotak.” He

jumped nimbly down the boulders and lit on a spot between the mounted men. “My nameisGast. Asl

sad, | am on Retreat, and ordinarily | would refuse your summons. But it isnot every day | find aman

who can see a Hab-no-ken when a Hab-no-ken does not wish to be seen. My rituals can be broken.
Let us see what iswrong with thisboy of yours.”

XXV

OBOFOUNDALEMARBY THE GRAVESIDE. The boy was knedling in the forest mulch, gaze locked on the
recently turned earth. If he had heard the old wizard gpproach, he did not show it. Obo remained back



among the foliage of the trees, too caught in his own sorrow to offer any words of consolation.

The heavy, bitter shroud of failure settled on his shoulders. Intellectualy, Obo knew he was not the
cause of Lerina sdeath, but it was not easy to believe that in hisheart. Though Alemar would never say
it doud, Obo could hear the questionWhy, if you could save my father, couldn’t you save my
mother? 1t would do no good to remind his young ward that sorcery was not a chosen skill, but the
development of talents one might, or might not, be born with, and that Obo, like dl wizards, waslimited
in what types of magic he could perform. That excuse would not change what had happened.

Alemar was virtualy aman now, at hisfull height, strong and black-haired like hisfather. He had the
short but lithe physique so prevaent among the House of Olendim. A fineboy — afineman. To see
him so bereaved dried out Obo’ s throat, made his arms shudder with pent-up anger at thefates. Of al
thetrials Alemar could have faced, the death of his mother was the worst. Obo had seldom seen a
parent and child more emotiondly close. It would be along time before he recovered.

Elenya had already accepted the tragedy. Shewas hard, that one, full of her mother’s spice and her
father’ s stubbornness. Though she had loved Lerina as deeply as her brother, Obo knew Elenyawould
find avent for her outrage — she would blametheworld. Alemar would keep it indde, find away to
blame himsdf. Hewould have to be watched.

Obo found hisown hopeinthat fact. If he could help the boy through this, that would partially make up
for hisunsuccessful attempt to help Lerina. Alemar, dong with histwin, had shown the marks of the
Dragondayer’s power more than any of the dynasty. More than that, he was agood person, of the kind
Obo had seen far too seldom within the roya family in Elandris. Obo would not let so much human and
sorcerous potential be warped by grief.

The wizard heard asubtle rustling in the dead leaves at the base of the tree next to the grave. At first,
Obo could barely make out the tiny, manlike shapes, then they walked into the light. He stayed very ill,
watching the rythni asthey came to Alemar and touched him lightly on the knee. The young man’strance
broke. Helifted one of thefairy cresturesin hispam.

Obo heard the rythni speak in aghrill, sngsong voice. Alemar answered briefly, in the same language.

Obo smiled, and stopped worrying so deeply. The boy had his sister, his grandfather, Lord Dran and his
household — too many who cared for hiswell-being to let him dideinto permanent melancholy. And if
these were not enough, the rythni would be there, with their laughter and music, specid dliesthat few
other humansin Cilendrodel could claim.

Obo watched for afew more moments, then dipped quietly away. Thewizard had one pressing task yet
to perform, aduty that he would have given agreat ded to avoid. Hefelt very old. Hewanted to put it
off. But therewas no way around it. Hewould haveto know.

Obo found parchment and pen, and prepared the | etter that would take the news to Elandris.

XXVI

“How 1SHE? ALEMAR ASKEDas he dismounted. He and his companionslooked asiif they had spent
the entire day on aforced galop. Elenyacouldn’t help but gawk at the outlandish stranger in green, from
the weathered hat to the scraggly beard. Her brother had to repesat the question before she answered.

“Hesinpan, but dive”



Gast stared equally hard at Elenya as he handed hisreinsto her. Y etem, my brother,” Alemar said, then
introduced the hedler.

Gast shook his head in amazement. “Y ou must have played the Bu very strangdy in your last lifeto have
been reincarnated in abody likethis.”

Alemar was aready hurrying toward the tent. Gast followed.

Elenya stood, flabbergasted, then turned to Shigmur and Zhanee. The war-second chuckled and said,
“HeisHab-no-ken,” asif that explained everything.

Elenya hurried to ded with the animals, wishing she could unload the chore on awife, but grooming and
husbandry were maletasks. She corralled them, threw out feed, and jogged back to the tent.

When she ducked under the flap, complete silence greeted her. Omi, Peyri, Meyr, and Sesheer stood in
ahuddle near the purdah; Alemar waited alone on the oppositesde. The priest knelt in the center,
cradling Rol’shead in hispams. Gast’s eyes had glazed over. Roal, lying prone and naked, glanced
drowslly at Elenya. After afew twitches and moans, hefell adeep.

Elenya samulet gave out adull warning. She and Alemar exchanged glances. She hardly needed the
hints. She could smell sorcery at work.

Wherewas histaisman? How was he focusing his power?

The hedler returned quietly to dertness. He stood up, laying Rol’ s head carefully back onitspillow. “I’ll
need your assistance,” hetold thetwins.

“Certanly,” Alemar said. “How may we help?’

“Thetechnique | must usewill create some pain. Evenin hisdegp, he may thrash. It could endanger his
life. Station yourselvesat his shoulders and knees, and be ready to hold him down should it be

necessary.”

They took up their positions, Alemar at hisfoster son’shead. Gast began breathing in an exact,
dow-paced rhythm, hishands limp against the skin of the boy’ s lower right abdomen.

Elenyastared. It seemed asthough Gast had not moved at al, but something was odd. Eventudly, she
realized what it was. Thetips of the healer’ sfingers had disappeared into Rol’ sbody. The boy stirred,
and thetwinshed him firm. By thistime Gast’ sfingers had sunk in to their entire length.

She saw the Hab-no-ken began to manipulate Rol’ s abdomen, searching by touch for the root of the
illness. Then hislimbs began to shake. His breathing logt its rhythm. Her amulet began to flicker.

He' slosing it, shethought. His spell isbreaking up. She saw Gast lick hislips. He had gone pde,
and looked much older than afew moments before.

Then, suddenly, she felt avibration through Rol’ sbody. The Hab-no-ken looked startled, but he bent his
efforts back to thetask. Soon Elenya deduced from the shifting of his hand musclesthat the healer was
pinching something. Heremained there for afull minute, then carefully lifted avay hishands. Rol’sflesh
was unmarked.

Gast held abloated, angry-looking, oblong section of tissue over the boy’ s unmarked belly. “Bring your
chamber pot,” the priest ordered the women.



Omi rushed into the back of the tent and returned with the urn. Gast dropped the appendix inside.
Immediatedly ahorrid pus stench filled the room. Omi held her nose and left immediately to dump the

pot.

“If I had not comewhen | did, it would have burst internaly, and then no power of minewould have
saved him,” Gast declared. “I amodt failed. | should not have interrupted my Retreat.” Heturned to
Alemar. “How did you do that?’ he demanded.

Alemar was shaking. “I felt your need, and...the energy came.”

“That sort of power must be properly channelled in childhood, or you' d never be ableto useit asan
adult. Why didn’t you tell me you’ d been trained in the art?’

“| didn’t want to waste any time getting back here.”

“Do you know how rareyou are?’” Gast whispered.

“The man who taught me gave me someidea.”

“Why couldn’t you save the boy yoursdf?’

“My magter only knew how to hedl woundsandinjuries. That'sal hetaught me.”

“TheLesser Art,” Gast said. “It’sal some hedlers can manage. Disease hasadifferent taste. Yet |
sensed in you the ability to usethe Greater. Y ou mustn’t et that go to waste. It will fadeif not
developed.”

“What do you mean?’

“I can teach you. Become my apprentice; come with meinto the hills.”
Alemar began to tremble. Elenyaunderstood every bit of histurmoail.
“| am aprisoner here,” he said desperately.

Gadt frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean, but rest assured — no onein thisland interferes with the
prerogatives of aHab-no-ken. If | decide to take you with me, only the word of the High Scholar could
sop me.”

That had doneit, Elenyaredized. Alemar choked short hisreply, dmost to tears. She grabbed him by
the elbow and dragged him toward the exit. “Excuseus,” shetold Gast. “My brother and | haveto
tak.”

They waked away from the tent, ignoring the glances from nearby tents, and of the childreninthe area
who had collected in hopes of seeing the Hab-no-ken. They spoke in Cilendri, Alemar unableto keep
the quaver out of hisvoice.

“You haveto go,” sheindsted.
“How can 1?7’ he croaked. “I couldn’'t leave you here.”

In truth, the thought of living aone among the tribe terrified her, but she stifled her own desires. “You
know what this would mean to you. When will you get an opportunity likethisagan?’

Hedghed. “Mother isdead. | can't save her after thefact.”



Elenyaknew Alemar was not as reconciled as he was pretending to be. He wanted to go, but he was
afraid. What if he succeeded in learning the Greater Art? Lerinawould sill be dead. 1t had beena
comfort of sortsto believe that nothing could have saved her. Hewould lose that buffer if hewent. If
Elenyadidn’t do something to jolt him, hewould rationdize himsdlf into staying. Thefact wasthat she
could survive without him. She had to think.

It cameto her.

She pressed close to him, activating the amulets. She bespoke him with dl the force she could muster.
“ Hab-no-ken complete their training in Setan.”

He hesitated, shocked. He understood.

“| can continue with our origina plan by mysdlf,” shesaid. “That way, we will double our chances of
getting there”

He nodded, thelight of excitement growing in his pupils. She had diminated his dilemmain the most
graightforward way she knew — she had made it his duty to go with the hedler. By hisexpression she
knew she had done the right thing.

Now al she had to do was reconcile hersalf to the consequences.

“No,” Lond said.

“You have no choice” Gast said. He held up Alemar’ swrist, around which wastied a piece of green
cloth. “I exercisetheright of Hab-shah . Heisnolonger T'lil. Hebelongsto al Zyraii.”

A smdll crowd had gathered. Therewere murmurs. It had been decades since any of the clan had been
selected to become a Hab-no-ken. It had never happened to an adult.

“Silencel” Lond shouted.
Hewas obeyed. He continued to the hedler, “ This man has designsto reach Setan.”

Gast shrugged. “Then he shdl succeed, should he complete his gpprenticeship. | will not permit him near
the sacred grounds unlessit is clear to methat he will do them no harm. In any event, itismy
respong bility now, not yours.”

Lona was adamant. “HeisPo-no-pha. Y ou proposeto take awarrior and transform him into the very
opposite of what he has been?’

“God makesthose choices,” Gast said. “Tebec hasthe gift. Whatever else he has donewith hislife, it
would be acrimeto let that talent be squandered.”

“He can servethetribewell just asheis.”
Gadt amiled, unintimidated. “Do you chalengethelaw , war-leader?’

Lond wasslent. Some of the observers held their breasth. No one within the tribe, short of the
Bo-no-ken, would have dared chalenge the war-leader in such amanner.

“No, | didn’t think s0,” Gast said presently.

Lond turned to Alemar. “Y ou will abandon your brother?’



“I don'twishto. But | will.”

Elenya swallowed hard.

Lona muttered under hisbreath. “1 underestimated your resourcefulness. Very well, then, you will go.”
“Thank you, war-leader,” Gast said pleasantly.

Lond stared a Alemar. “I should have duded you,” he said.

Elenyawaited while her brother and the Hab-no-ken returned to the tent to prepare for the journey.
Omi followed behind Alemar, astricken, plaintive look on her face. Lond watched them aswell, and it
was only after they were out of sght that he noticed Elenya.

“I could be gone, too,” she said, using the High Speech. “If Tebec could find away out of your web, so
can|. Then where would you be?’

“| don’t follow you,” Lond said.
“Y ou want something from us, but you' ve never offered anything in return.”
“What you want isimpossible for meto give”

“Setan?’ she asked. She knew she could get him on the defensive. Someone had to bear the brunt of
thelossshefdt. “Ah, but look at what just happened. My brother hasfound away there. Surely you're
not so uningpired that you can’t think of another. Be creative. How couldl be allowed in Setan, and il
obey your precious laws?’

“Youwerebornaninfidd. It would be acrime merdy to let you near the holy grounds. Unless...”
“y e

Lona scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Some dispensation might be made. ...if you werehai-Zyraii .
“Goon.”

“In that event, it would be permissible to take you to the site. Once there, you could petition the ken to
let you enter the boundary. | cannot promise that they would do so.”

“If | agreeto help you, will you do this?” she demanded.

Hepaused. “Yes” hesadfindly, with conviction. It satisfied her. Lona wasaman of hisword, if
nothing else. “But becoming hai-Zyraii may not be as smple asyou think.”

“I'll find away,” shereplied.

XXVII

K ERON FELT FOOTFALLSBEHIND HIM. Heturned. The elderly figure in embroidered robes smiled.

“My lord king,” Keron said, bowing his head.



Pranter, rightful king of Elandris, joined hiscousin. HisMgesty was now one hundred five years of age,
an occurrence remarkable not so much because of the sheer number of years he had lived, but because
of the war and attempted assassinations he had lived through in order to get there. He till stood straight,
pupils bright, voice authoritative, aliving tribute to the skill of the best heder/sorcerersin the known
lands. He had been the pillar of the resstance that had held Gloroc at bay for decades. He might die
soon, but no one doubted that he would face death as stubbornly as he had Elandris' s great enemy.

“Cometo watch your boy?’ the king said cheerfully.
“Yes” Keronreplied. “However, | have been standing too long. Why don’t we move to the gallery?’

Keron and Pranter ambled dowly up the shallow steps of the amphitheater, to one of the seats reserved
for theking. Below, on the polished marble floor, the chief wizards of Elandris conducted their tests.
Once each year, members of the roya family collected in thishal — never too many at the sametime,
for that would tempt ns of the Dragon — to bring forth the taismans | eft by their revered ancestor,
Alemar Dragondayer. Even ashewaked, Keron kept hiseyes on the activities. The talismansincluded
his belt, and at the moment, one of hisyounger cousinswaswearing it, trying to lift weights. Keron il
vividly remembered his sixteenth year, when suddenly the massiveiron barbelshad risen in hisarmslike
abasket of cotton. Hewasthefirgt in three generations to be able to activate its magic.

“Va’sacapable young man,” Pranter said, nodding toward the lean, dark-haired youth waiting histurn
at theweights. Theking had difficulty getting into his seat, which Keron tactfully ignored. Pranter was
proud and never enjoyed having to be helped. “Though the four windsknow if hewill have the gift.”

Their banter wasinformal, this being one of those rare times when they could spesk fredly. Only the
wizards and the sons of Alemar entered thisplace. It was the family’ s sanctum, and only they would
know the results of the tests undertaken this day.

Pranter lightly stroked his scepter. Perhaps the most famous of the devices the great wizard had | eft

behind, it could, with athought from its owner, create award that would defy both physica and

sorcerous threat. It was Pranter’ s badge of office, his proof above dl elsethat he was atrue son of the
Dragondayer. Only those of thewizard' s lineage were closdly enough attuned to stimulate the talismans.
No one since the wizard' stime had been able to use dl of them.

“My heart istroubled,” the king told Keron. “ Gloroc has become more aggressive lately.”
“There have dways been lullsand swells,” Keron said.

“True, but the Dragon has usudly been cautious. Old age will not claim him for five thousand years. He
can afford to wait until afool comesto the throne, or until we make amilitary mistake. Hisstrategy is
shifting”

“My lord knows best,” Keron said. He knew by then that this meeting had not been by accident.
“How long have you been admird of my navy?’

“Over fifteen years, Y our Highness”

“About twenty, then, since you ferreted out that eed Warnyre.”

“yes”

“There are more like him now within the court. Some, I’ m sure, quite close to the throne. Who knows
whom Gloroc has swayed to hisends? He corrupted my own grandfather with his powers.”



Keron did not dispute hisliege. The fact wasthat, since those times, the Dragon had remained
sequestered within his palace, seen only by his high commanders, and none of theroya family of the
present generation had been physicaly close enough to him to have come under hismenta spell. Still, the
lesson of Pranter’ s grandfather, King Othwind, was hard to ignore. That incident had caused half the
kingdomto fdl to Gloroc.

“I jJump a my own shadow,” Pranter continued. “If it were not so draining, | would use the scepter and
deepinsdeaward every night.” He held up the device, which he would soon hand to the chief wizard to
beused in thetests. “But asamatter of fact, | haven't been ableto useit for years.”

“My lord?’

“Oh, | know. | shouldn't tell anyone, not even you. Y ou might be an agent of the Dragon.” Pranter
cleared histhroat. “But | would like to trust someone.”

“I'll try to beworthy of it,” Keron said firmly, though the king’ s gesture made him uneasy. Pranter had
not lived so long by being naive. Wasthe king baiting him? Was the scepter genuinely useless?

“Look at them,” Pranter said sourly. A pair of his grandnephews were testing the amulets, apair of gold
necklaces adorned by single emeralds. Reportedly, they had been used by Alemar Dragondayer to
communicate telepathicaly with hissster, Miranda. They would aso warn the wearersif spellswere
being cast nearby, and it was rumored that the wearers could transfer their speed and agility back and
forth between themsalves, squaring it in the process. “No on€e' s been able to use those for athousand
years. | wonder why we bother to test them. How many taismans are active today? The scepter? No
longer. That leavesyour belt and the globe. A few toys againgt the strength of Gloroc.”

“Weare dill amighty kingdom,” Keron said.

The king shook his head sadly. “Gloroc will find the chink in our armor. | fear he may have his chance,
comethe successon.”

Keron pursed hislips. The king had uttered a treason that, coming from the lips of any other citizen of
Elandris, could have earned execution.

“What do you think of my son, Admira?’

Keron felt swesat pop out of hispores. Thetruth? If he were suspect, hislife could depend on how he
responded.

“No,” Pranter said presently. “1 won't force your answer. I'll say it mysdlf: My sonisagood man,
cultured and obedient, but he is not made to rule an empire. Hewould crumble under the burden.”

“The people areloya to him,” Keron said without emotion.

“That isthe problem. Imagine the unpopularity of adecison to deny him the throne, in place of, say, a
member of alesser house who has distinguished himsdf militarily, and who, unlike the prince, can control
one of thetalismans?’

“Areyou serious?’ Keron whispered. “It would be causefor civil war!”

“That istrue...unlessthe crown prince were already dead. Let ussay that an assassin of the Dragon
managed to reach him.”

Keron fet acold snake crawl up hisspine. He couldn’t believe the king was serious. “Could you bring



yoursdlf to do such athing?’ Keron asked.

“Theanswer, I'm afraid, isno. | lovemy son, Admiral, doesthat surprise you? But curse mefor a
sentimentd fool. Aslong as| retained my vigor, | had hoped that time would solve the problem. Now it
istoolate. | anonmy last legs. Evenif the prince should die, and | should name you my heir, dl would
say that it wasthe act of a senile, grief-stricken man. No, the only safe succession is the expected one.

“But | carry aheavy conscience. My sonissafe, but isthe kingdom? Will my weakness open the
breach through which the Dragon inserts his power? If only some of my younger sonswere of the right
mettle. Why did you have to be such adistant relative?’

A shout rang through the hall. Down on the floor, Keron’s son had put on hisfather’ sbelt and was
holding the barbells far above his head, with one hand. The wizards converged around him.

“You see” Pranter said. “TheBlood of Alemar isstrong inyour line. My loins have betrayed me.”

It waslate. Keron had paid his respects to the king and departed with his son to celebrate activation of
the bdt. Thetaisman had dways been the easest of the devicesto use, but to have two living individuas
ableto makeit function had not happened for generations. Unable to publicly proclaim the event, Keron
and Nanth staged a hearty supper which their other children and representatives of roya houses
attended. Vd was s0 taken with himself he didn’t even notice hisfather leave the feast early.

The Chamber of the Oracle echoed the breathing of the ocean. The room, awindowless hemisphere
accessed only by asingle corridor, lay deep within the palace of Firsthold, many fathoms under the
surface. Keron squatted on the polished floor and set down hissmall burden. It fluttered in its deep
bowl, expanding its jdlylike parachute membrane. Keron hesitated amoment, then thrust his hand into
the bowl.

The ospriswrapped itstendrils around hisfingers. Hewithdrew hishand ingtantly. Stresks of fire
penetrated his skin wherever the ctenophore’ s appendages had touched him. Drops of salt water fell
from thetips of his spasmed fingers, dribbling onto the dick marble.

He sat down, cross-legged, facing the dais, and alowed the poison to take effect. His body quickly
became leaden. He heard the blood of his carotid arteries flowing behind his ears, listened to the
humming of his brain, and noticed the dight swaying of historso with each pulse. Hishead fdt likeit was
floating away.

Hewaited.

The stinging of the osprisfaded. His meditation degpened. Somewhere within, anagging voice reminded
him that the oracle had not replied to aquestion in four years.

Hewaited twelve hours. Hislegsdept, but he did not. And then the Oracle of Miranda stood before
him, her complexion preternaturally vivid, her figure firm and young. Shewasdressed in plain white, a
contrast to her night-black hair. Her expression, asif she had living eyeswith which to observe him,
contained a compassion he had never associated with her.

“I have come, nephew,” shesaid. Thevoice, clear, feminine, and youthful, originated at no specific point.
“What isyour question?’

He could see her, he could hear her, he could even smell traces of perfume, but he knew that if he were
to stride forward to touch her, she wouldn't be there.



“What may | do to defeat the Dragon?’

She chuckled. “Do you know how many have asked that question of mein the last century?’
“yYes”

“And yet you ask it?’

“yes”

Miranda s robes shuffled as she paced dowly about the dais, her movement creating sound but no wind.
“Do you think you are worthy to hear the answer?’

Keron thought for severa seconds, then shrugged. “How am | to judge?’
She cameto the very edge of the dais and extended her hands. “Come forward,” she said.

He struggled to hisfeet, dmost unable to make his numb legswork. When he had approached, Miranda
took his head between her hands. Keron felt adisorienting buzz. Something pressed againgt histemples.
The contoursfelt like fingers and palms, but the sense of energy was beyond the limits of any fleshly
touch. It seemed to reach ingde his head.

He watched Miranda s expression change from calm concentration to surprise to bright-eyed interest.
“Atlagt,” she murmured.

She disengaged and returned to the center of the dai's, the excitement evident in her every step. She
spoun, facing Keron again, and said, “ Listen carefully.”

“I'will.”

“Know that there are talismans of Alemar not accounted for. Seek those that were left in Setan. Only
one of the Blood may fetch them. Thisisvita. Send no one after them except children of the
Dragondayer. After thetdismansarein your hands, one will appear who can make use of them. Then,
perhaps, Gloroc will be defeated. That isal.”

Sheblew him akiss and was gone, like adanddion in asudden gust.

There were only three men in the private study of theking: Pranter himself, Keron, and Gelle, chief roya
historian. The latter spoke.

“There came atime, after Alemar had built the empire and brought it to glory, that he grew tired of rule.
He left the day-to-day adminigtration to his great-grandson, Imt, and retired from public life. Theregfter,
he dwelt in his chambers deep within the paace, engaged in sorcery, and appeared only at specia
occasions. By thetime of Harath the Third, he had vanished atogether, except to rumor. At Harath's
coronation, it was Mirandawho placed the crown onthe king’shead. She herself wasrarely seen.

“Then, two centuries later, Alemar suddenly came into the light and requisitioned agroup of architects
and congtruction personnel, aswell as quarry workers and sailors. He took command of three of the
fleet’ s best cargo ships, and sailed to Cargjen in the Gulf of Anrahou. From there, his caravan went into
the Eastern Deserts, at that time an empty land. For some years, shipments of food goods for hiswork
crew followed, aong with various materials and additiond artisans.

“Then, as suddenly as he had gone, Alemar returned, along with his helpers who, though they were asked



to speak of what they had labored upon, said nothing. Occasionadly one of them would attempt to do so,
and be gtricken dead on the spot. In duetime, dl these individualslived out their natural spans, and not
long after Alemar and Miranda disappeared from the kingdom without announcement. Of the placein
the Eastern Deserts, the only trace we possessisthe name: Setan.”

“Then we don’'t know wherethisplaceis?’ the king said.

“No, gre. Thereisa Setan withintheland of Zyraii, anomad nation. It issome sort of holy relic. No
oneissure how it obtained the name. It could be the same place.”

“Do we have maps?’
“Nonethat we could trust, my lord. The Eastern Deserts have never been part of the empire.”

“Thefactsfit,” Keron said. “Itisvery conceivablethat Alemar could have left talismans— perhaps his
most powerful — inthisplace”

“Why?

“Perhaps to keep foolish men from trying to use them inappropriately. Perhapsto hide them from the
Dragon.”

“The Dragon did not appear until my great-grandfather’ sreign,” Pranter argued.

“But the Dragondayer knew the child of Faroc and Triss was out there, waiting for itstime. He may
have prepared for the eventudity.”

Theking sighed, but nodded. “Very well. Wearebeggars. We can't afford not to investigate the
possihbility. But tell methis— which of my kinwill | burden with thisduty? The Dragon watches usdll.
He knowsthewizard sbrood. The moment one of us removes himsdf from the protection of royal
Elandris, therisk isvery greet that the Claw will find him. And even if he should dip away successfully,
the absence of any of the Blood will be noticed. The wrong questions will be asked.”

Keron had dready consdered this, and had an answer. He asked first that the historian retire. Theking
and the scholar both scowled, but eventualy yielded to Keron'sinsistence.

“Well, Admird? What isyour inspiration?’

It tumbled out. For thefirst timein twenty years, Keron told someone the story of hisbastard childrenin
Cilendroddl, whom he had seen only twiceinther lives. “I have often thought, now that they arefully
grown, to bring them to Elandris,” he concluded. “Their mother hasrecently died. But | have seen no
reason to endanger their safety. Y et now therisk isjugtified. They could make their way from
Cilendrode to the Eastern Deserts and back without Gloroc ever suspecting that any of the Blood were
abroad.”

“Y our resources continue to delight me,” Pranter stated. “Itisgood. If the Dragon were aware of their
existence, they would have been killed before now. Seetoit, then.”

“Yes my liege. But may | ask aboon?’
“Of course! Y ou have given an old whale hisfirst bit of hopein two decades.”

“Let me send the amulets of Alemar to them. | have afeding that they might be able to make use of
them. Obo saysthat they show a considerable taent with sorcery.”



“Obo!”
“He has served mein Cilendrodel these past two decades, my lord.”

Pranter grinned. “1 wonder how many other surprises you have hidden? | agree with your thinking.
Alemar and Mirandaweretwins, after dl. If the guessiswrong, what have we lost? Go, then— and
plan every move with caution.”

Keron left, trying to move with decorum, but inside he felt the oppression of many years dissolve away.
At last the road was open to involve hislife with the children so often on histhoughts, and through them,
to touch again the spirit of their mother.

“Lerina” hewhispered softly.

Now, whatever the result of the quest, their offspring would leave amark for al Elandristo note. He
could offer that much to her legecy.

XXVIII

T HE BLISTERED LANDSCAPE STRETCHEDfrom horizon to horizon, bereft of movement, greenery, or
human congtruction. They saw eroded hills, deep gorges, cliff walls of yellow, brown, and orange strata.
The sky was clear, the air hot and dry asit flowed past their faces. Alemar was awed. How could so
much land be so empty?

He hung hundreds of feet above the world, dangling, with nothing between himsdf and the
uncompromising badlandsbelow. All hisingtinctstold him he should befdling, but hewasn't. Infact, he
and Gast wererising, carried by athermal that seemed to grow stronger asthey sailed higher. Gast
laughed, his peds only haf bridging the broad gap between hisglider and that of Alemar. Therest of his
mirth was stolen by the sky.

They didn’'t talk. Even on earlier flights, the only words spoken in the air had been Gast’ sinstructions or
Alemar’ s questions, but now the younger man had mastered the art of the glider well enough that they
had no need to converse. They paid silent obeisance to the wind.

Now I’m a dragon, Alemar thought, not missng theirony.

Alemar stared wistfully at their campfire, watching scarlet cindersriseinto the night sky. Their gliderslay
at the edge of the shadows. They themsdlves had to maintain a substantia distance from the flame; the
dry brush burned fiercely and quickly. Strangely, they had had no trouble finding thefuel. Desolate as
the land seemed, it supported awide variety of life. They knew where to obtain what they needed.

“What do you see in the sparks?’ Gast asked.

Alemar shrugged. Gast had ablunt way of asking questions, though herarely asked. Alemar wasn't
sure he was prepared to analyze his state of mind.

“She' sbeen in your thoughts agrest ded.”
“I missher. Isthere something wrong with that?’

Gast didn't say it, but Alemar could tell that the answer was partly yes. It made him angry.



“Master — we' ve been out here for months, and al we' ve done is wander about, or fly, or eat and
deep. | camewithyouto learnto heal.”

“Thefirst gepisto hed yoursdf.”

The answer puzzled Alemar. “I’'m hedthy,” he protested.
“Areyou?’ the Hab-no-ken answered, atwinklein hiseye.
“Yes, of course”

“Isthere nothing that troubles you?’

Their campfire popped. Alemar stared back at Gast, unable to read the hedler’ sexpression. The latter
wore his straw hat, though it was night, and the shadow concealed hisface.

“Naturdly, I’'m troubled, now and then. Doesthat mean I’'m not healthy?’
“Exadtly.”
Alemar frowned. “Then how isany man hedthy? Name someonewho is perfectly content.”

Theglitter of teeth from Gast’ s smile was visible within the shadow. “1 am not talking about any man. |
am taking about Hab-no-ken. 'Y ou may be avigorousindividud with no sign of infirmity. That isfineif
you are to beawarrior, ashepherd, amerchant. To be aheder you must rethink your concept of hedlth.
Y ou cannot give to another what you do not have yourself.”

Gadt threw achip of dung onthefire. “The power to hed islikefire. Whenitisblazing, it isavesome.
But when nothing isleft but embers, it must be banked and nurtured, or it will expire. Think of the
wounded you have healed — could you have helped them if you had been injured at the sametime?

“Do you imagine that magic fals out of the Sky for usto toy with? That isamyth. Theonly magicisthe
sorcery within. For example, consder thistrinket.” Gast lifted the chain of Alemar’ samulet. “Y ou think
it givesyou strange abilities. That isnot accurate. Thewizard who madeit created it as ameans of
focusing powers he had within himsdf. Around another man’ sthroat, it isonly anecklace. It worksfor
you because you have the same abilities as the maker, and because the pattern of your energies matches
his closely enough to trigger the device. 1 might suspect he was your ancestor.”

Alemar said nothing.

“Men liketo wrap their magicin talismans. It savesthem from searching within themsdves each time
they weave aspell. But the sorcery itself does not come from the object. Once the creator has died, the
devicelosesits power. Ultimately, an adept needs only inspiration and practice to alow him to focus his
gift. Dragonsare said to know this— they use no talismans. Neither do Hab-no-ken.

“Y our talent can be affected by what would otherwise be minor factors. Right now, one of the things
gtanding in your way isyour guilt at having abandoned your sibling.”

“Isn’'t acertain amount of that natura?” Alemar asked defensively.

“Of course. But nevertheless, your ability isgoing to be affected by it, and by anything elsethat causes
you stress. 'Y ou have to be able to measure the degree to which you are hindered and take that into
account. You' ve seen for yoursalf what may happen if aHab-no-ken triesto stretch himsdlf too far. | let
my curiogity get the better of me when you arrived. | nearly killed your son because | ignored the fatigue



that sent meinto Retrest.

“Y our talent has been dlowed to stagnate. The sorcery within you has been directed in other waysfor
mogt of your life. Intime there would have been no chance to awaken the Greater Art. The energies
would have been sapped to other purposes. Y ou must redlize how fragile your interna magicis, and give
it succor.

“There are good reasons why Hab-no-ken observe theritua of Retreat. It may seem that | am teaching
you in reverse, but you need to understand how vitdl thistime of recuperationis. Before you comeinto
your power, you must know how to preserveit. If you can’t cope with the concerns you have now, then
you will be lost, because they are nothing compared to those you' Il have after you become Hab-no-ken.
What will happen when you face a Situation when you have three people badly in need of hedling, and
you have only the strength to save one of them? Y ou can try to help them all, and fail — perhaps at the
cost of your own life. Or you can help the one you can and leave the othersto fate, and be grateful that
you made adifference. Inthe end, you must still be ableto live with yourself.

“Thisiswhy Hab-no-ken have the authority to refuseto hedl. If they exhaust themselves, they may never
aid anyone again. The power needsaclear, unworried mind. If need be, we go on Retrest every year,
sometimes for two months, sometimes as much asfive, and during that time we forget the world and its
tensons.

“Thisisyour first step. Wewill stay herein the badlands for aslong as necessary. Wewill fly, we will
deep, wewill stare at rocks. Thereisplenty of time. Once you redize that, you will be ready to start
learning.”

It bothered Alemar to redlize how hard alabor it would be, smply to do nothing at al.

XXIX

T HE FORT ATZYRAII-NI-ZYRAII,which the traders called Xurosh, straddled the gorge through which the
trade route flowed. The main structure had been erected on the northern cliff, accessble only viaasmall
sideroad that branched off from the highway amile to the west, where the grade was not as vertical.
The smaller building, across the chasm to the south, could be reached only by the bridge that connected
ittothemain fort. The smdl keep commanded asite where arrows could easily befired through archery
ditsat the highway, or great stones, dready prepared, dropped. Boiling oil could be poured through
machicolationsin the bridge battlements. The barracks could hold asmall baitalion.

“Give meyour opinion, war-second,” Lona requested.
“Formidable,” Elenyaanswered.

They had come, aone, to a hilltop where they could get aclear view of the fort without being themselves
noticeable. She scanned farther. There were no dternate courses through the pass other than the road
and the riverbed next to it, and these were equally vulnerable to attack from above. Cargo could only
travel viatheroad. Even unburdened, oeikani would have difficulty negotiating theridges. To get to their
present vantage point, Lonal and Elenyahad climbed like goats. The next good pass was a hundred

leagues away.
“It' saperfect ambush point,” she said.

“Thiswastrue even before the fort was built,” Lona said, “and the traders have made sure to secure



their advantage. The only way to gain control of this spot now is never to havelost it.”

He pointed to the small keep. “That waswhere my father died. The merchant’sarmy trapped him there
with about two dozen men of the T'lil and the Olot. They wanted the spot because that’ s where the
goring is, the only permanent source of water inthisregion. They starved him for afortnight, and when
they feared to wait any longer, they sormed the summit. They must have lost hundreds of meninthe
attempt, but they took it. They built the keep on his bones.”

He sighed bitterly. Elenyahad heard much of the story before. Joren had led Po-no-phaof the T'lil to
the aid of warriors of the Olot, who had been taken unaware by the mercenariesthe Azurgji merchants
had hired. When it was clear that the tradersintended to sei ze the pass, Joren sent messengers begging
reinforcements from other Zyraii tribes. But the Buyul and the Fanke refused to do so unlesstheir own
war-leaders commanded the defense. There was no time to resolve theissue. Surrounded, Joren held
the cliff topsfor aslong as he could. Men of the Alyr came, but they arrived too late.

“We should have taken the mountain back immediately, no matter how many men it would have cost,”
Lond declared. “Buit the tribeswould not band together. My father was perhaps the one man they
might al have followed, given time enough to swalow their obstinacy. They argued with one another until
the fortresswas completed. Now we are | &ft to face this monstrosity.”

That was a good description, Elenyathought. Xurosh didn’t belong in aland whose people built no
permanent structures. The great stone battlements broke the natura lines of the gorge. 1t wasablot of
civilization againgt the otherwise pristine scenery. Theland was no longer as God had madeit.

Asshewatched Lond stare at the outpost, she understood things about him for thefirst time. Therewas
morethan grief at work. Joren’slast stand had determined the focus of his son’sambitions. On the one
Sde, Lona had to vindicate hisfather’ sfailure. On the other hand, the defense of the mountaintop had
become legendary. Thanksto itsfame, and Joren’ simpressive early career, Lond might actudly win the
loydty of dl thetribes. The myth-loving Zyraii wanted the vendettafulfilled.

Xuroshwasthekey. It wastheroot of the war-leader’ s single-mindedness. 1t didn’t redlly matter to him
what else he did with hislife, aslong as he dedlt with this place.

“I will takeit down,” hesaid. “Have you thought of away to help me?’

“ YS”

“We poison thewdl,” Elenyasaid.

The tent wasfilled with the war-leaders and war-seconds of the T'lil, Alyr, and Olot. Toltac, opsib of
the T'lil, sat to one side with Gham, opsib of the Olot. Many were disgruntled by Elenya s presence.
She was not only awoman — though none would voi ce this objection aloud — but was aso only
recently promoted to war-second. 1t did not seem appropriate that she should be spokesman, but Lonal
clearly deferred to her, and made it obvious that he expected everyone elseto do so aswell.

“Wedl agree that we don’t have the lives to waste taking Xurosh by storm,” she continued, “so we have
to use their wesk point againgt them. Thereisonly onewell. If itistainted, everyonein thefort will be
affected.”

“There arewomen ingde. They would bekilled, too,” pointed out the war-leader of the Olot.

“We vethought of that. The poison wewill usewon't kill anyone. It will only parayze. W€ Il make



sure that the women recover, but the men don't.”

“What poison are you spesking of 7’

“Mother’ s Breath.”

“Only sorcerers can make Mother’ s Breath. Where do you plan to get it?’
“I can makeit.”

Murmurs echoed off the goat-hide walls. A few pairs of eyes gazed a her with darm. Sorcery not of
the ken wasjust short of demons work.

“It will require alarge amount of human blood,” Elenyasaid. “But if wetakealittlefrom al of themenin
the camp, it should be enough.”

The war-leader of the Olot stood up, facing Lond. “Y ou're going to let awitch bleed us?’

Lond’ stonewas offhand. “Areyou afraid, Quasham? Would you rather spill your blood on the walls of
Xurash, until you have noneleft?’

“Who isto say if the blood will be used only to make poison? Should we endanger our souls?’

Lond shrugged. “1 will bethefirst. Thereafter, if you don’'t wish to donate, | will be glad to take it from
you. We could get al we need from asingle corpse.”

Elenyasmiled. Lonal was stretching the factsin order to enforce the bluff. Infact, Mother’s Breath
required that the blood be utterly fresh, dripped hot from the wound directly into the mixture a an exact
point intime. Theblood of acorpsewould only be effective for moments after death.

“We aren't asworried about tainting the well as what happens afterward,” Elenyasaid. “We may take
thefort, but we haveto keepit. The T'lil are not sufficient alone. We can hold Xurosh, yes, but the
supply lines must be kept open. We need enough Po-no-phato harass the traders, should they try to lay
sege. They must be convinced that it will be too dear acost to them to retake the outpost.”

“If we can keep Xurosh for one season, we will havewon,” Lond stated. “The merchants of Azurgien
cannot afford to lose businessfor long. They will soon bewilling to negotiate. Paying us the tribute will
rest easier on their minds than having the trade route completely blocked.”

“How are you going to reach thewel 1?7’ asked the war-leader of the Alyr. “Itisguarded.”
“That' strue” Elenyasaid. “But it isguarded from men, not women.”

“For good reason,” the man continued. “We would not permit awoman to become involved in acts of
war. Areyou suggesting heresy?’

“It'snot necessary to usewomen,” Elenyasaid. “It will be enough if the traders merdlybelieve that only
women are near their well. Theredlity will be different. We happen to have at least one Po-no-phawho
can disguise himsdf asawoman very well.”

During abreak in the discussions, Lona was relaxing by the edge of the oasis. Toltac joined him.

“How do you think it will go?’



“As soon asthey’re done with their cavilling, they’ |l accept the plan,” Lond said confidently. “They have
nothing to lose. They don't have to commit their forces until after they know if the poisoning of the well
has succeeded. Oncethat occurs, they will hurry to be on thewinning sde.”

“Yes. That was my perspective, aso.”

The Bo-no-ken seemed pleased with himself, in the mood to talk. Lona didn’'t mind. Aswar-leader
and opsib, they had no peerswithin the clan. Their political relationship kept them from becoming
confidants, but they had often conversed at great depth and, quite unknown to themsalves, would have
regretted losing the chance to continue.

The high priest chuckled. “Do you remember that night when you brought back Y etem and Tebec?’
“Of course. Why?’

“That wasthe longest night of my life, save the night | spent in the caves of Setan. A time of hard
decison. | have never told anyone thisbefore, but | am convinced God spoke to methat night.” He
lowered his voiceto awhisper.

“What did He say?’

“Hesad, ‘The problemisfaith. When you believed shewasaman, dl thingswere correct. What is
gmpler than to believe once again sheisaman? With sufficient faith, al thingsare possble” | then knew
God'smind. Thewhole matter was atest of our belief. But | knew Hewouldn't leaveit there. There
had to be areason why He would test usin this particular way. Now it isobvious.”

“Itis?

“Yes. How elsewould we have thisneedle to thrust in Xurosh' seye? Aswas said, it would be heresy
to endanger afemae. So God has provided for us aman who looks like awoman. | see now why He
had to speak to me.”

“Heindeed worksin fascinating ways,” Lona said.

“What | aso never understood before tonight,” Toltac added, “was whyyou wanted the westerners. It
could not have been only what you told usthat night in council, though that was no doubt true. Now |
perceive your plans. How far ahead you think! | am impressed.”

Lona demurred. “1 had hardly thought of the plan of the well back then. | didn’t know Y etem could
make Mother’ s Breath until very recently.”

Toltac chuckled. “No, not that. | waswatching carefully today.” Indeed, observing wasal Toltac could
do. Though hisauthority was deep, the Bo-no-ken had no voice in military matters. “Theideaof poison
was not popular. Itisnot manly.”

“Butitisour only hope.”

“| agree. But il it waswise of you to divert the dissension to another target. Y ou place Y etem, with
al his*oddness,’ to theforefront. It isthen easy for dl concerned to direct their dissatisfactions at him.
Y ou, though you are the policymaker, are safe in the background.”

“| suppose you could seeit that way,” Lona said, but hisface clouded.

“Itisagood scheme. Inthe event of failure, the blame can fall on Y etem, yet you can claim most of the



credit for asuccess. |If your father had possessed that sort of subtlety, he could have become opsha.”

“Perhaps | am likeyou,” Lonal said presently. “Perhaps God speaksto me, and tells me what to do. |
only see the sgnificance of the actslater. Perhaps He sent Y etem to me for this very purpose — to be
my foil.” Hefaced Toltac. “It iscomforting, to have His presence, guiding my destiny. But isthat all
thereistoit? Arewedl merely playersin God’ s game? Arewe the dice, once thrown, that have no
choicein how theroll isthrown? Sometimesit ssemsthat God ison my side. But what should happen if
| choose not to do what He asks of me?”

“Do not spesk of apodtasy,” Toltac said firmly. “Y ou have always been a devoted servant of God.
Even the noblest have doubts. What is better than to fulfill your destiny? Especially one asgloriousas
yoursseemsit will be.”

“Yetemisgood company,” Lona interjected suddenly.
“Y ou have been spending agreat dedl of timewith him,” Toltac noted. “Infact, there—"

“Thereistalk about it, | know. Be comforted — it hasno basisinfact. Still, | enjoy thetimel spend
with him. It never failsto be...educationd. | think thiswould betruein spite of his ussfulnessto me.”

“Be careful of the urges of youth,” Toltac said.

“I annot aboy. | canfed what | want.”

Toltac pursed hislips. “Perhapsit istime you took another wife. A distraction would do you good.”
“| don't need another wife.”

Toltac frowned. “I wonder if you know yourself aswel asyou think,” he said.

“What do you mean?’

“Suppose the plan againgt Xurosh fails. Suppose that, in order to continue to pursue your ambition, you
need a scapegoat, and Y etem isthe only one available. Would you still want his company?”

“Areyou saying | would betray him?’

Toltac shrugged. “Youtdl me”

“I would prefer to consider it when and if the Situation arises,” Lona said sharply.
“That may bealuxury. God may test you. He choosesHisowntime.”

Lonal stared &t the oasis.

Toltac tried to sound sympathetic. He was not Ah-no-ken, who swallowed the word of God whole and
regurgitated it, believing it inviolate; his sect of the ken knew that God’ swork took place through the
hands and tongues of men and they believed it their task to shape that creation. He could note and
accept that Lonal lusted for the westerner. It would be heresy to consummateit, and if Lonal were
caught, Toltac would not hesitate to pass judgment upon him, but the opsib was not shocked. It was
merely new evidence of theinscrutability of God.

“The Lond that I have known would have only one choice,” the opsib finished.



XXX

“ STEADY NOw,” GAST WARNED.

Alemar held the head of the viper till, the upper fangs draped over the rim of the urn, while Gast
delicately milked the venom out. The snake dapped itstail angrily againgt the sand. Alemar never
loosened hisgrip.

“How poisonous did you say these were?” Alemar asked.

“Compared to what?’ the hedler responded, calmly stroking the snake’ s gums with hiswooden
implemert.

“The moonsnake.”

“Oh, not nearly so potent asthose,” Gast assured him. “The bites of these, even from abig individud,
would take hoursto kill you.”

“Wonderful.”

“The problem with manhuntersisthat they are not so retiring astheiltrekal -hasha-sor . They bite many
people every year. If they’ d behave themsdlves, we wouldn’t have so much work.”

Gast and Alemar had spent the previous week boiling and distilling mixtures of various herbs and
mineras. The apprentice had not precisaly been pleased to learn that they had to acquire some of the
poison in order to finish making the antivenin.

“There, that one’ sdone,” Gast announced, sitting back.

Alemar held the head of the manhunter so tightly the snake probably couldn’t breathe, and walked
severa dozen yards from their work areato the cleft in the rocks where they had captured it and its
companions. Helet it gowith afirmtoss. The snakewriggled ingantly into the hole. Alemar returned,
gingerly avoiding any shady spots that might hide more of itskind.

Gast cautioudy opened the netting where they kept the other manhunters, taken earlier inthe day. He
inserted the capture stick, with itstiny lasso at the end, and |ooped the cord around the neck of one of
the occupants. He withdrew it, closed and reweighted the netting, and held out his prize so that Alemar
could grab it just behind the head.

“Such afine, fat one” The heder smiled.

Alemar could fed the snake' sfirm, defiant muscles struggle againgt his pam and fingers. “How many of
these do we have to do?’ Alemar asked.

“Why, dl of them,” Gast said, pointing at the dozen remaining in the netting.

“Good morning,” Gast told the plant as he gently dug away the soil at its base, exposing atuber of
imposing Sze. Alemar watched in disbelief asthe hedler continued to murmur to it, an endless monologue
of encouraging remarks, compliments, and good wishes, such as one might babbleto an infant. Gast
didn’'t stop until he had completely removed it from the earth and held it up proudly for Alemar to
examine.



The tuber was gnarled and ugly, but the heder had assured his apprentice that, when dried and
pulverized, it would form the most important ingredient of severa medicines.

“Fine baby, hedthy baby,” Gast told it, and gestured at the upper plant, which was il attached. “We
will letit dry onitsown. Thetuber will absorb the juices of the stalk and leaves and become more
potent. It will be ready to use next month.”

The Hab-no-ken kept his prize cradled carefully in his hands as they waked back to their camp. Ahead
of them lizards scurried in fright from one long patch of shade to another. The day promised to be hot.

“ Always reassure thewhakeesh when you harvest it,” Gast cautioned. “ Thefedingsit absorbsasit dies
arethosethat will be stored initsflesh. If youinsult it, or treat it with indifference, the healing effectswill
belessened. And dwaystake it on asummer morning, when it is both refreshed from the cool of the
night and ready for the challenge of the new day. By sunsetitistired.”

They werein abunker in the earth, afew minutes walk from the oasis of Nher, in the northern regions of
theterritory of the Alyr, the only spot that Gast might be able to call home. Down in the cool
underground air, Alemar and histeacher worked by thelight of oil lamps. The shelves around them were
filled with Gast’ s pharmacopoeia, both the drugs themsalves and the scrolls that outlined their
preparation. Alemar’ s head buzzed with information about the potions, powders, and ointmentsthat he
had helped prepare. Gast required that he memorize the mgjor ingredients and their gpplications,
athough, thankfully, he was permitted to consult the scrolls for the exact procedures and proportions.

TheHab-no-ken heldup avid. It contained athick, viscous oil, taken from the frogswho lived in and
near the casis. “A sp of thisonce aday for afew weeks, and a child with bent limbswill grow firm and
graight.” Gast shook hishead in amazement. “People think we are magicians, but most of our art is
recognizing the sorcery within these bits of nature. For every person | hea with my powers, there are
thirty | cure with little more than abit of knowledge.” Hewaved a hislibrary. “Most of the men who
discovered these medicines had no trace of the power.”

Alemar nodded patiently.

Gast looked at him understandingly. “I know you’ ve been waiting along time. But these arethered
tools,” he said, waving his hands around the room. “They arethebasics. Y ou haveto know them first.
Sooner or later, you'll be grateful.” Hetapped hischest serioudy. “Inthetimeswhen thefeding in here
falsto gir, you will dwayshaveyour lore”

The healer and his gpprentice were leaving the oasis, on foot, leading pack animas. They had stayed
seven weeks. Alemar was reciting formulas, obliviousto the moment. Asthey were crossing asand
dune, Gast stopped short. He seemed to belistening. Alemar heard nothing out of the ordinary — only
thewind, the cry of adistant bird of prey, the scurrying of lizardsin the brush. Eventudly the heder said,
“Sit here. Thereissomething you must do.”

Alemar shrugged and sat cross-legged on the top of the dune. Gast said, “When | reach the outcropping
ahead, put yourself into the Trance of the Listener, and wait for my ingtructions.”

Gadt trotted off quickly, taking the animalswith him. Alemar watched him descend the dope, cross
another dune, and finally settle on top of the jumble of rocks. Then the gpprentice did as he was bid.
Eyes closed, breathing deeply, he easily dipped into the firg-leve trance.

“ Good,” Gast bespoke. The hedler had entered the Trance of the Speaker. “ Now — listen. Seek no



farther than the mound upon which you sit. A voiceis crying out to you.”

Gast withdrew. Alemar could sense him observing, but nothing more. What could he mean? Alemar
began to ligten, thistime not just with hisears.

He heard grains of sand tumbling endlessy down the lee sSide of the dune, propelled by the breeze. He
heard alizard sigh. There were roots degp under the dune — he could smell the water they brought up
from below, fed the surge of the sap.

And he heard pain.

There was no cry or moan, not even strained breathing. But it was pain nonetheless. Someone was hurt.
No, something . Therewasno human intellect involved. Alemar concentrated, but he could not
recognize the pattern of the creature’ sthoughts. 1ts agony drowned out any other impressions.

Location, then. Alemar sent hisawarenessin widening arcs. He made contact again. Thething was
behind him, to the right, about twenty paces distant.

“Good,” Gast said. “ Awaken. Tend theinjured.”

Alemar opened hiseyes. Hewalked dowly in the direction he had sensed. Only when he was quite near
did he seeit.

It was atortoise.

Heknelt down besideit. He had seldom seen the tortoises of the desert. They hibernated ten months
out of the year, buried deep inthe sand. Even during the few weeks when they were active, they were
hard to find, for they likewise burrowed in order to escape the heat of the day. This specimen, amottled
grey individual only aslong as Alemar’ s outstretched hand, was out much later than he should have been.

The reason was gpparent. A small, thorny twig was caught initscollar. 1t could not didodge the item,
nor even withdraw its head into its shell. The barbs had dug into its flesh, and movement only caused it
to be skewered more deeply. Drops of ichor had stained the sand benegth its neck.

Thetortoise was aware of Alemar. It tried to retreat into itsshell. Thethorn prevented it. It glared at
the man defiantly, opening itsformidable beak. Small asit was, Alemar took no chances. Hewalked
over to the nearest stand of brush, broke off a piece, and when he had returned to the tortoise, inserted
the stick between itsjaws.

It clamped down and wouldn't let go. Alemar tugged and, while the creature’ s neck was stretched,
pulled out the thorn. The wound was superficia and would hed unattended. Heleft his patient to its
own resources, its mouth il full of wood.

He was halfway over to Gast before he reslized that this had been thefirst healing of his apprenticeship.

“Don't bdittleit,” Gast warned. “Y ou haveto start smal and work up. To stop pain, you must be able
tofindit.”

“I hope my next patient is more cooperative.”

“Possibly. Now that you' ve healed atortoise, you can move on to vipers.”



XXXI

“T WELVE SILVER CROWNS; the caravan master insisted.

“Very wel,” Shigmur grumbled. It was, infact, the current market value, but bargaining etiqueite
required Shigmur to act asif he had been cheated. He reached for his purse and grudgingly counted out
the coins.

“A wiseinvestment,” assured the master, watching the money drop into hispalm. “A manisn't safe out
inthat desert, travelling with just awife and dave girl. The barbarians might’ ve had you for lunch.”

Shigmur nodded. “1 heard they burned awhole caravan not six months ago.”

“Nearly. But don’'t worry. They won't bother us. We' retoo large, and we pay their tithe, anyway.”
The man tucked away the payment. “Beready at dawn. Wedon't tarry for Stragglers.”

Shigmur assured him they would be prompt, and the man reentered his gate, disappearing behind the
whitewashed adobe walls of hisestate. The master of the caravan was aso the mayor of Thiebef, the
last village on the road out of the city-state of Surudain. Thiswas the departure point for caravans
heading to the Sea of Azu region — chiefly to Azurgien, but aso to Shal, Palura, and the minor
communities adjacent to theinland sea. East of the village lay the beginnings of Zyraii land.

He began waking back to one of the village' smany inns. He was nervous, but none would have guessed
it. Hiswak seemed smooth and unconcerned. Passersby would see him as amoderately well-to-do
Shol leather-maker, identifiable by the style, workmanship, and predominant materid of hisclothing. The
only weapon visble was ascimitar, acommon article for any head of household in these lands.

He resisted the impulse to draw up his nonexistent veil each time astranger passed.

He entered the inn and knocked at a door on the second floor. “Whoisit?’ demanded afemalevoicein
badly fractured Azurgji, the trade language.

He answered, then heard the bar lifted insgde. “You'll haveto learn to speak it better than that,” he
chided as he stepped in.

And then he burgt into laughter.
Y etem controlled her grin by the barest margin and quickly shut the door.
“Itisn't funny,” Lona sad.

The war-leader stood at the far side of the room, adorned in the traditional garb of a pregnant Shol wife:
floor-length skirts, loose blouse, full deeves, shawl draped over the shoulders, complete with an
extremely prominent abdomen. Shigmur couldn’t help but think of hiswife when she had been eight
monthsaong. He examined the effect from severd angles.

“The shoulders are ill abit wide for awoman,” he decided. “But we can’t do much about that. The
padding looks good.”

Y etem stroked Lond’ s bare chin. “Helooks young, no?’

Lona dapped her hand away. Hisface was pale where the beard had been. He did indeed look years
younger.



“I've heard dl grown men shaveinljitia,” Shigmur said diplomatically.
“| should movethere” Lona said flatly.

“Here” Shigmur said, picking up thefind portion of the disguise. “No woman of Shol would be without
her veils— some stranger might see her shame.” He draped the multiple layers of gauze over Lond’s
head and secured them with abraid around the temples.

Londa now was utterly covered, save the hands, which he had shaved aswell. Y etem had painted his
nails. Few would guessthat the person in the gown were anything other than arather large, expectant
Shol mother. One had to be very close to make out the outline of thefaceat all. This, of course, did
littlefor Lond’ svison.

“How | wish | could bring mysdlf to ask another man to do this,” the war-leader said passionately.
“It will only befor afew weeks” Y etem said cheerfully.
“I know,” Lona said.

Y etem’ s disguise was much S mpler — nothing more than a calf-length skirt split up the sdes dl the way
to the belt. Shewas naked abovethewaist. Although an upright woman of Shol was expected to
sequester hersdlf from the eyes of unknown men, it would be presumptuous for adave girl to think of
doing the same.

“I'mready,” shetold Shigmur.

The war-second glanced inquisitively at Lona. “Go,” the latter urged. “I will stay here like agood wife.”
They filed out the door and didn’t speak until they werewell out of Lond’ s hearing.

“He Il go crazy, having to just it and do nothing until we get to Xurosh,” Y etem said.

“Hishatefor thetraderswill sustain him. Lond aways chooses the hardest roles. . .though thistime |
think you may have him besten.”

“It won't be any worse than others |’ ve had to play,” she replied.

The wineshop brimmed with activity. Merchants and travellers had been gathering for days; thiswasthe
last night before the caravan left, and they meant to make the most of it. Shigmur and Y etem took atable
near the front, near the circular platform where entertainerstried to entice tipsfrom the clientele. At the
moment, amusician was plucking at astringed insgrument unlike any Y etem had ever seen before.

They had not been therelong when alanky man-at-arms from Ireon joined them at the table.
“The name sJustog,” the soldier said. “Y ou’re journeying with the caravan?’
Shigmur gave him aname and replied affirmetively.

The man smiled beguilingly. “My unclewasin theleather trade. Tried to bring meinto it when my sre
died. Isityour only source of income?’ he asked, staring fixedly at Y etem’ s breadts.

“I supplement it,” Shigmur answered. “Oneslver crown,” he added, saving Justog the effort of asking.

The man nodded, eyes ill on Y etem. “A mite high, but worthit.” Helaid the coin on thetable.



Shigmur covered it with hispam.
Y etem stood. Jiustog took her arm. “1 have aroom right upstairs,” he said.

Shigmur observed them aslong as he could. The soldier had hisarm about Y etem’ s shoulders asthey
climbed the steps. Shewas laughing at his comments and caressing hisside.

“What will God have me do next?’ Shigmur muttered under his breath.

The musician finished his song and apair of companions carried tip boxes through the crowd. One of
them paused in front of Shigmur.

“Shali?” the man asked, using the language common to Shol and Zyraii.
Shigmur hesitated. “Yes”
“What part?’

Shigmur quickly put money inthetip box. “Nijara” Thiswasthe capital, the only large population
center.

“That was my birthplace,” the man said cordially. He seemed to want to talk more, but apair of jugglers
from Tunaets had taken the stage. The man hurried to finish collecting.

Shigmur sighed. Thelast thing he needed was to run into aman from Shal. 1t would have taken only a
little more conversation for the man to have realized that Shigmur’ s accent was Zyraii, not Sholi. It was
for just that reason that he had selected a caravan that had few travellers from Shol. Herelaxed only
when he saw the musician and his troupe leaving the wineshop in search of another establishment in which

to perform.
He settled back to watch the jugglers, and suddenly redlized that Y etem was beside him.

“Iseverything dl right?’ he asked.

“Of course.” She poured herself morewine.

“Y ou're back very soon.”

She shrugged. “Some men are faster than others.”

“BEven0.”

“Let’'ssay | did my best to be sure that he was quick. He didn’t seem displeased.”

“And you?’ Shigmur amost bit back the comment, fearing that he was being too direct. “Y ou do not
findit... distagteful?’

“Asl sad, thereareworseroles. | doit of my choosing. That makes anything bearable. Theslver
does not buy any part of methat matters. Speaking of money, you didn’t charge enough.”

“I' know,” Shigmur said, wincing. “Hedidn’t even bargain.”
“Next time gart with three sllver crowns. The more expensive | am, theless!’ll haveto do this.”

“I understand,” Shigmur replied.



Thejugglerswere very good. Shigmur learned that they were going to be among the caravan. A man at
anearby table waved at their anticsand cdled out, “1t' s going to be an interesting trip, don’t you think?’

“Yes” Shigmur replied.

“ Faha ebruzh hephanemeni,” Y etem said.
“ Faha ebruzh haphenemeni,” Shigmur repesated patiently.

Shetried again, and once more pronounced it incorrectly. Shigmur laughed. She couldn’t manage the
accent, and butchered Azurgi grammar. Nevertheless, during ten days with the caravan, she had picked
up apidgin version of the trade language that was enough to make hersaf understood.

“Let metry with them,” she said, and nudged her oeikani forward. Soon she had caught up with apair of
Surudainese merchant’ s sons and struck up a conversation.

Shigmur ligtened to them laugh. 'Y etem was afavorite within the caravan, though by now only a
privileged few could afford her — Shigmur had been astounded how high an asking price he could get
for her. If anything, the reative unavailability of her body heightened her gpped. Fdling back ona
cheerful manner and keen sense of ribaldry, she had by now ingratiated herself with nearly everyone,
alowing her to gather awealth of detail about where they were going. Thiswasthe plan, of course.

Shigmur waved away acloud of dust. The hardpan and mesaterrain wasfamiliar to him. The caravan
waswithin the T'lil borders. He had, in fact, known the Po-no-pha who had come to collect the tithe.
They were over halfway to Xurosh. Most of the expedition conssted of Surudainese and Azurgi
traders, but nearby rode the jugglersfrom Tunaets. The other foreignersincluded apair of young drelbs
on arareforay into the Far East, ajewdler from Tamisan, a blacksmith from Numaron, and the soldier
from Ireon. Thelatter frequently dropped by their wagon at night, still hoping that he might be ableto
rent Y etem’ sfavorsfor the same price as he had at the wineshop in Thiebef.

Gradualy hisglancereturned to hisside. The canvas sdes of their wagon were up, alowing the breeze
through. Lonal was perched in amatron posture on thick cushions, visible but sllent to theworld. Even
with the vells, it was obvious what he was|ooking t.

Finaly Shigmur said, “If you were to have her, none but | would know.”
“I would know,” Lond answered wistfully.

Shigmur nodded. 1t would be along road.

XXXII

T HE PALACE OFGLOROC TREMBLED. Throughout the structure, even down in the kitchens at the lowest
leve, the Dragon’ s servitors felt the vibration and tried to quiet their fears. But their master’ sdistress
infected them all, as he reached out aimlessy with the powersthat had subdued haf akingdom. Soon
many crawled into corners and tried to hide, others became incontinent, and two committed suicide.
Even those with strong wills, who were able to detach themsdlves and understand that their paranoia
came from Gloroc and not from the recesses of their own minds, quailed. They had never before known
anything that could make the Dragon afraid.



Only Gloroc’s high commanders knew the cause of the turmoil, because they aone had been trusted with
the knowledge. Of them, only Beherrig, commander-in-chief, could bring himsdf to approach the great
portals and enter the Dragon’sHall.

Inside, the psychic turmoil was much grester. It made him momentarily nauseated, but he succeeded in
closing the doors, and crossed the antechamber to the edge of theroya pool. There hetook off his
robes of office and laid them on thetiles. He would go to Gloroc naked, as al men were when they met
the Dragon face to face, whether their bodies were clothed or not. Beherrig took one of the airmakers
that waited in the trough by the edge of the poal, fitted the gear over hisface, and dived into the water.

He swam the length of the entry corridor carefully, breath regular and controlled, wary of hismaster’s
irrational state. Gloroc was a the far side of the tremendous chamber.

The Dragon no longer resembled the gigantic worm of Beherrig' syouth. The serpentine torso was longer
— now three times the length of aman — and covered with an iridescent mesh of scales. The sight of
his teeth could render aman impotent. Two pair of legs, rudimentary though they seemed compared to
therest of hisform, werelarge enough that he could wrap his talons completely around a human waist.
The huge wings fanned out to either sde like leather sails— Beherrig had to struggleto maintain his
position against the current created by their frantic strokes. Only the eyes were the same — deep jewels
of indigo that consumed the self-determination of al who looked within them.

“Master,” Beherrig called when Gloroc failed to acknowledge him.

No result. The Dragon spasmed, sweeping continuoudy toward the shut doors that dominated the celling
of thehdl. Hisbody dammed against the vartham, shaking the entire building once again. But the dome
had been built to defend Gloroc from attack, and even his formidable physica strength had no effect.
Beherrig concentrated and bespoke his master again.

The answer nearly blacked him out. “ Beherrig! Aid me! Itistime!” Thiswastherationa part of the
message; beneath were garbled images and halucinations that would have been deadly if focused. The
criss had rendered Gloroc helpless. It wasall the Dragon could do to coherently communicate his need.

But Beherrig had been forewarned, and knew what to do. It was Smply amatter of summoning the
courage.

The man no longer hesitated. He swam with all the speed and staminathat his well-trained, middle-aged
body could manage. Hisroutetook him directly past Gloroc. Once, athrashing limb nearly
disemboweled him, while twice the turbulence caused by the wings forced him to the side. But hewon
past, to the thick gold whed that controlled the roof portd.

Beherrig braced his hedl's against the floor and gripped the ring, which stood ashigh ashischest. The
spindlewouldn’t turn. 1t was designed for the Dragon himsalf, and when others were occasiondly called
upon to useit, the duty fdl to two strong men. Gloroc thrashed, and the whirlpool caught Beherrig and
flung hisfeet out. He held on to the metal and st at it again, hoping Gloroc would regain enough
composure to manage it himself but knowing that they couldn’t afford to take the chance. The change
was imminent; aready the Dragon’ sgillsfluttered wildly.

“1 amdying,” Gloroc bespoke, and the fear he transmitted desiccated Beherrig' s strength. The man
despaired, barely keeping agrip on thering.

Yes. The Dragonwould die. Beherrigwould die. Dreams of empire would shatter. Nothing had ever
been more certain. He hung dack, arms outstretched, while Gloroc’ s violence filled. For thefirgt time
inhislife, Beherrig heard the whimper of adragon.



Perspective suddenly returned. The Dragon had withdrawn into himself, freeing his servant of his psychic
influence. Before he could be drawn in again, Beherrig ground his feet into the stone and strained.

The tumblers moved, picking up momentum, their engineering so perfect that, once started, they pulled
their operator with them. Beherrig held oningtinctively, legstrailing behind as he was pulled in faster and
fadter circles. Helet gojust intimeto seethe sight of hislife.

The greet dome split down the middle, each Side vanishing intoitsniche. Gloroc, mentadly trumpeting his
eation, thrust with al limbs through the widening crack, swvimming upward and leaving behind a
cometlike stream of bubbles. From vantage points all across the underwater city, citizenslooked upin
awe at the plume racing surfaceward.

Asthey patrolled the tower tops of the city, sentries saw a geyser rise high above them and sprout wings.
When the Dragon’ s exultation reached them, it knocked them to their bellies or off the air funnelsthey
guarded into the ocean below. Gloroc glided over histhrone city and felt the membrane burst inside,
flooding hisvirgin lungswith air, shutting his gillsforever. The waves heard dragon laughter for thefirst
timein fifteen centuries.

Gloroc was an adult now, no longer restricted to the seas. Nature had removed the single greatest
impediment to hisambitions. Let the sons of Alemar beware.

XXX

T HEWOMAN KNELT AT THE EDGEOf the oasis. She was naked except for aleather loincloth. Like most
Zyraii, her skin was dightly copperish, but Gast could tell shewas not anative. Zyraii women never went
naked in public. Shewas dipping waterskinsinto the poal to fill them. Alemar stared at her breasts as
they swayed back and forth over the water.

“Been along time since you' ve seen that much woman?’ The healer amiled.

Alemar did not react. He remained in the shade of the palmsthat surrounded the poal, rigidly holding the
baskets which they had cometofill.

Then Gast felt it, tickling the edges of hissenses. It was unmistakable. No Hab-no-ken could have
ignored it. At once, the older man wasin anostagic reverie, recaling his own gpprenticeship and that
potent, irres stible moment when the power manifested.

“Whoisshe?’ Alemar asked, not bothering to take his eyes away.
“A dave”

“Sheis...is...”

“Yes”

They regarded the girl for afew moments. She was about Alemar’ s age, hedlthy, youthfully lean, and
blessed with long, luxuriant hair. Shefilled the waterskinslistlesdy. When she turned toward them, her
glance was vacant.

“What do | do?” Alemar asked plaintively.

“Youwill hed,” Gast gated. “Come. Let’'sgo back to thetent. You'll haveto prepare for this.”



The davefinished her task and lifted as many of the skins as she could carry, taking them back toward
the tent of the patriarch of the oasis. Gast led Alemar in another direction.

“Now?’
“Yes,” the Hab-no-ken’ s apprentice replied. “Isthere aproblem with that?’

“No, no,” the patriarch answered. He glanced over & llyrra His dave was churning butter. “1 would
be honoredtodo al | can. You arewelcometo her.” It was good luck to favor a Hab-no-ken, as any
Zyraii knew. Yet hewas puzzled. Thelast time he had noticed, the healer and his student had been
engrossed in their work, boiling their concoction. This sudden interest in hisdave girl had taken him by
aurprise. Theyoung man did not seem, even now, particularly urgent with lust.

The patriarch shrugged. He pointed to the screened grove, his own retreat for times such asthis. “Wait
there. | will send her to you.”

The dave girl appeared out of the fronds surrounding the tiny clearing. She stopped at the edge of the
blanket on which Alemar waited, perfunctorily removed her loincloth, and sat down near him. The
mottled sunlight created patterns on her shoulders; afaint breeze toyed with the ends of her hair. If not
for the perpetual aoofnessreflected in her face, she would have been beautiful.

“How may | serve my lord?’
“What isyour name?’ Alemar asked.
“Ilyrra” she said, expressionless.

“Lay here, on your ssomach,” he said, pointing to the center of the blanket and reaching for the small
ceramic jar at hisside.

She obeyed. Hedipped hisfingersin the jar and began rubbing the cream it contained onto her peding
shoulders and back. She seemed surprised, the first active emotion she had shown.

“You' d waste that on adave?’

“Why not? There splenty of it.” At the moment, thiswas particularly true. Alemar and Gast had spent
the past three days making it, taking advantage of thelocal plants. They had been obtaining more water
for the process when they had encountered Ilyrraat the pool.

“Y our master should be more careful of you. Too much exposureto the sun will ruin your skin,” he
added.

She shrugged.
“Tdktome” hesad.
“If it would pleaseyou.”
“Yes. Itwould.”

“Y ou are one of the strange prieststhey talk about — the Hab-no-ken.”



“An gpprentice, only. I’ve only been studying with my master for eight months.” Hefinished applying the
save and sat back. Sherolled on her side, facing him.

“Isthat why you'renot...” She gestured at her own body.

“None of the Hab-no-ken are required to refrain from sex, asfar as| know.”

“You asked for me. |...my master thought...”

“Don’t bother about that right now. Tell me about yoursdf. Tak to me about your past.”
Shefrowned. “No.”

“Where do you comefrom?’ Alemar indsted. “It’simportant that you tell me.”

She hesitated. “Shol.”

That would explain why she knew the language. Cadra, founder of Zyraii, had come from those plains
north of the Seaof Azu. Thedidectsweredill very smilar.

“You were not adavethere,” Alemar sad firmly. “True?’

Shewas staring at his chest. Therethe green of his robes had become greener still. Hereached inside
his collar and removed the amulet. Hewouldn’t need it. The sorcery welling up inside him needed no
focus. A power was awakening that he had never suspected existed within him. The amulet was smply
acknowledging the presence of the magic.

She stared at the brilliance of the amulet as he put it down, but he turned her eyesto hisown. “ Speak,”
he commanded. “Don’t stop. Tell me of your life, from Shol until you cameto thisplace.”

She quailed but could not turn away from him. Gradually, amost without her conscious valition, her
mouth began to form words.

“My unclewas atax collector for the khan...” she began.

Ilyrra heard the commotion and hurried to the balcony. Down in theinner courtyard, four large
men in the uniform of the khan’s guard were dragging her uncle across the flagstones. There was
blood on his face.

She heard a crash in the servants' quarters downstairs. porcelain shattering on the floor.
A hand appeared on her shoulder. She jumped. But it was only her older cousin Hameela.
“What is happening?” Ilyrra asked. “Why are they doing this?”

Hameela, as usual, was handling the crisiswith far greater composure than llyrra. She pulled
them both into a storeroom. “ The khan must have discovered how much money Father has been
keeping for hisown purse. We areruined. We must flee for our lives.”

They heard heavy boots on the stairs.
“ They are coming into the women’s quarters!” llyrra cried, disbelieving.

“We aretoo late,” Hameela said. Her eyes darted around the chamber. “ Here,” she said,



shoving Illyrra bodily toward a trunk in the corner. She opened the lid, removed the top layer of
the silks it contained, and urged her cousininside. The fit wastight, but Ilyrra managed it.
Hameela replaced the silks and closed the lid.

Ilyrra heard Hameela move away from the trunk. Then came the sound of men’svoices. There
was a scuffle and rude laughter. Ilyrra put a knot of silk in her mouth and bit down onit. She
could tell —from the tearing of cloth, from the heavy grunts, from the vibrations of the floor
beneath her — what was being done to Hameela. The noises never seemed to stop. At no time,
however, did she hear her cousin give them the benefit of a single whimper. Finally, when Illyrra
could hardly bear it anymore, it was over.

But the silence was worse. Long before the footsteps had faded, before the wailing of the other
women of the house had stilled, Ilyrra wanted to leave her hiding place and run. Where she would
go she did not know. She was a daughter of respectable birth; she had never seen much beyond
the confines of the women’s quarters of her father’s and her uncle' s houses. But at least she
would be away fromthem. It took all her small store of discipline to force herself to stay where
shewas.

It became quiet. Now and then, she detected a muffled thud in some far chamber, nothing more.
Her own heartbeat began to overwhelm her ears. At last, tentatively, she began to push on the
trunk lid.

When she had lifted it a few inches, it was suddenly yanked out of her grip. A huge, heavily
scarred guardsman smiled down at her.

“No!” she screamed.

She opened her eyes, barely recognizing the foliage above her. A pair of hands gently held her head.
She struggled to free hersdlf.

“Not yet,” Alemar murmured. “Y ou must see thisthrough.”

“No! | don't want to!” shewept, but her will was not the equal of his spell. The memory continued.

Hewas hairy. He stank. Her strength was nothing against his. He threw her to the floor, his
claws made ribbons of her delicate gown. When shetried to bite him, he lost patience, stunned
her with a backhand across her cheek, and rolled her on her belly to enter her from behind.

She squeezed her legstogether, thwarting his penetration. Thisonly increased hisanger. He held
her pinned with one hand around both her wrists and grabbed a jug of olive oil from a shelf. He
spilled the oil between her legs and mounted her once again. The dlickness, along with the
violence of his effort, prevented her from keeping him out.

Shefelt it pierce her, deep and bruising. She nearly fainted. Heignored her pain, thrusting
stronger and stronger with each stroke. She could feel the heat of the blood asiit trickled out of
her. She put her face down and cried until her tongue lay in the storeroom dust and her hair was
matted from her tears.

The patriarch heard an dmost inhuman scream from the grove and jumped to hisfeet. “What wasthat?’



he demanded.

Gast pulled gently at the patriarch’s deeve, beckoning him back to the mat where they were sharing tea
outsgdethe latter’ stent. “ Sometimes hedling isapainful process.”

“What is hgppening in there?’ the patriarch ingsted.

Gast smiled warmly. “A Hab-no-ken isbeing born. Be at peace, Abisha. Not many are privileged to
witnessthis”

She had, mercifully, fainted at last. She woke as he withdrew, but lay limp, unabletorise. The
man rolled her over on her back.

Two more guards wer e standing beyond the one who had just violated her. He stepped away to
let them have their turn.

[llyrramanaged to get to her feet. She opened her eyes, saw the glowing amulet next to the blanket, the
shrubbery to every side, her own perspiring body. Shetried to fight off the arms surrounding her.
Despite the clothing on his body and the care with which he held her, she could not distinguish between

the man with her now and the rapists of her past. Shetwisted away, tearing adeeve of hisgreen robe.
He stopped her, made her turn, and she looked in hiseyes.

The spell comforted her, reasserted its firm, loving, unstoppable nature. Finaly, of her own accord, she
lay back on the blanket and let him continue.

The guards took her to the slave pens of Nijara, where she was auctioned to repay the khan for
her uncle's embezzlement. Her jailorsraped her aswell. She was sold to an Azuraji merchant,
who amused himself with her for a few weeks, then brought her with him on a caravan to
Surudain, intending to sell her in that city.

Because of her beauty, her master had high hopes for a good bid. But llyrra had perished in her
uncle' s house, along with her virginity, her honor, her faith in the world. She would speak only if
ordered to; she would lie passively when men had her; she had to be coerced into eating. Even on
the block, the bidders could see she had no spirit, and would not give the merchant his minimum
price. Indisgust, rather than sell her below what he asked, he removed her from the auction. On
the road home, when the Alyr demanded their tribute, Ilyrra became the merchant’s contribution.

The patriarch’s sons had won the |ottery to decide who would own Ilyrra, and brought her to live
at the oasis. Herethe people treated her gently. Aslong as she did her share, she was left alone.
It didn't help. Shewasruined. She could not go back to what she was before.

One of the patriarch’s grandsons, near her age, became infatuated with her. He began to hint
that he might take her as a concubine, give her children. His attentions were not unpleasant, but
she could only think of the day when, at last, her body would fail her, and she could be at peace.

Sourned by her lack of response, the boy gave up on her. Shedidn’t care. So it had been until
the moment the Hab-no-ken’ s apprentice had called her to the grove.

Ilyrrafdt asif she were waking after along deep, though when she opened her eyes, she could tell from



the deep shade of the clearing that it was only sunset. The young healer was beside her, adeep. She sat
up.

She wasn't quite sure what had been done to her, though she remembered every hit of it. She knew that
she had fought the process. She had been through apart of her life with avividness easily as powerful as
the actua occurrence. Y et now she could look at those same events at a distance, asif they were part of
another person’slife. She could see the crippling effect of her own withdrawa. She knew now that it
was not just events and evil men who had ruined her, but her own refusd to recover, to Strive for a better
life. For thefirg time, her misery waswhereit belonged — inthe past. Unlessshelet it, the past
couldn’t touch her anymore.

She got to her feet, drained but also aware of anew, quiet strength inside herself. The old healer met her
as she came out of the grove. Helooked at her carefully and burst into abroad smile.

To her astonishment, so did she.

It was s0 quiet he could hear adrill beetle gnawing at the dead cork of one of the nearby pams. 1t was
only after Alemar had stirred that he realized Gast was seated next to him. They werein their tent.

“Good morning,” the Hab-no-ken said.

Alemar was exhausted, but he had never felt more peaceful. “Isit dwayslikethis?’

“What you did was ambitious for abeginner. Soon you will be ableto judge your own limits.”
“And llyrra?’

“Seefor yoursdf.”

They went outside. Alemar kept ahand on Gast’ s shoulder to steady himself.

They spotted Ilyrrain the grainfield to the east of the oasis. She was taking bread and teato the
grandson of the patriarch. Her straight posture and the vigor of her step told Alemar al he needed to
know.

“I am proud of you,” Gast said.

Alemar smiled, and they began walking back the way they had come.

XXXIV

Rocky AND IMPREGNABLE, X urosh loomed ahead of them. The caravan master rode up to the
tollhouse, identified himsdlf, and paid the fee. Soon the main gates opened likeiron jaws and the
conglomeration of humans, beasts, vehicles, and goods flowed in.

Thejugglerswere dready at it, whirling and tossing knivesto dazzle their new audience. Just behind
them came the leather-maker from Shal, his pregnant wife sequestered in the coach, hisdave boldly
displayed on aoekani at hisside.

The guards hooted merrily, jesting boisteroudy concerning the best usesfor the supple thighsthat peeked
through the dit skirt. Elenyaflashed a smile back at them and flicked the cloth to show moreleg. The



sentrieslaughed, apair of them promising to investigate the matter further when their round of duty was
over.

The leather-maker arranged for quarters on the ground floor of the inn, so that his spouse would not have
to climb gtairsin her condition. He came back to the coach and, with the help of the dave girl, assisted
the soon-to-be mother into the building. A few of the fort’ s residents spared them a disinterested glance
before they vanished into their room.

“Atlast!” Lond sighed, pulling off hisveils. He began to loosen the shawl.

“Don’t be so eager,” Elenyacautioned. “Y ou haveto be femae abit longer.”

“Y esterday would betoo soon,” Lona stated flatly. “Remind me never to get pregnant.”
“I don't think it' spossible,” Elenyasaid.

“I have seen too many strange things happen. | can believe anything now.”

Elenyaknew Lond was actualy well pleased. They had maintained their masquerade dl theway from
Surudain. They were where they wanted to be— inside Xurosh, with no one suspecting that they were
Zyrai. Now, findly, he could do more than st on awagon.

Lond began to smear anima fat on his chin and sharpen hisknifeto shave. Onelast time. It wouldn’t do
at this point to have someone accidentally come near enough to hisveilsto seethe dark smudge of a
beard through them. Shigmur and Elenyarefreshed themselves as well.

“Have alook around,” Lond said presently. “Seeif anything is different than what our spies have
reported.”

It was not uncommon for visitorsto Xurosh to tour the sights. The fortress was a spectacular edifice.
Though roughly made and unornamented, its sheer massivenesswas daunting. The favorite visawas
from the bridge. None thought it strange to see the Shol |eather-maker casudly negotiating itslength, his
davegirl holding abroad parasol to shield him from the sun.

“They must have used thousands of men to build thisin so short atime,” Elenyasaid. The main fortress
was large enough to house stables, two wineshops, an open-air bazaar, exercise yards, abrothd, and
two inns, including the one in which they had left Lond. The small keep on the other Sde of the gorge
contained the barracks and mess hall of the permanent garrison.

“The merchants can accomplish agreat deal when their profitsarein jeopardy,” Shigmur said.

On closer examination, the construction bore evidence of the haste of its congtruction. Thewalswere
native stone, chunks of irregular rock held more by their own weight than by the mortar. Only the bridge
had been hewn — some of the mgjor corbels obvioudy quarried elsewhere— and set with precision.
Given time and lack of interference, agroup of men could literdly pull Xurosh down.

But it was much better, Elenya decided, to leave the work in place. If it could defend Azurgji and
Surudainese, it could defend Zyraii.

She peered down through one of the machicolations at the road below. The height was dizzying. She
saw achild dribbling water from acup over the edge. Long beforeit reached the earth, it separated into
hundreds of smdll, perfect spheres. Elenya selected one and watched its descent. 1t shrank out of



vighility, though she saw the splatter of impact.
The child’s mother dgpped him for wasting water.

Shigmur and Elenyaambled on, toward the courtyard of the south keep. If the north fortress were not
formidable enough, the smaler structure dissolved any fantasies of direct assault. The keep could only be
reached by the bridge. 1t stood on a solitary promontory, cliffson every side. Aniron gate lay ready to
drop and sedl off the entrance. Even if the outer fortress were conquered, the keep would stand. Even if
the occupants were trapped within, they could still drop missiles on thetraderoad. The barracks
contained a huge stock of foodstuffs.

Then, too, there was the wdll.

Elenya spotted it as she and Shigmur crossed the threshold. Here was the reason why Joren had held the
peak, and why the traders could hold it now. The natura spring had been capped, and a small wellhouse
built atop it. 1t stood in the center of the keep. A pair of guards relaxed under the gazebo roof, watching
the day’ straffic, making idle conversation with those who cameto draw the water — usudly dave
women of thefortress, occasiondly another of the keep’ssoldiers. Thetwo T lil warriors knew without
testing it that the guards would not permit a man they did not know to come closeto thewell. It wasnot
that the men of Xurosh particularly feared that the water would be violated; they smply knew theat this
was one of their weak spots and took measures to insure their security. They had stores of wine and
other liquids, including barrels of water, to fal back on. Lona and Elenyawere depending on the fact
that, in the daytime desert hest, nothing was as popular as cold, pure drafts freshly drawn from the well.

This afternoon was no different. Women were drawing urnsful and carrying them on their shoulders back
to the northern fortress, which had no source of fresh water. All had to come from this one spring.

Elenyaand Shigmur completed their tour. At their query, they weretold that the gate was lowered at
midnight. She smiled to hersdf. The plan was by no meansfaultless, but it had a decent chance. She
made sure to smile coquettishly to the well guards as she followed her “master” acrossthe yard.

The caravan took advantage of safe haven, thefirst in many leagues, and decided to remain at Xurosh for
three nights. Two hours after sunset on the last evening, two figures crossed to the south keep, waking
dowly down the center of the causeway. Both appeared to be women, one dender and half-nude, the
other entirely clothed and obvioudy heavy with child.

Lond waddled expertly, as he had practiced endlesdy in their room. Elenyamatched his pace, walking
gingerly hersdf. He noticed.

“What' swrong?’ he whispered.
“I'm sore,” shereplied.
He chuckled. “Weéll, you should be.”

In only two nights— and days, for that matter — Elenya had established a reputation among the
garrison. Shigmur had made it apparent as early as possible that his dave was not smply aservant. The
price for her went up severa times, but the garrison didn’'t seem to mind. Most were posted to Xurosh
for two-year indentures, and their opportunity to spend their wages was restricted. In any event, they
received no complaints.

“Makeit obvious,” Lona added. “It will amusethe guards.”



“It amusesyou , you blasphemer,” she accused.

They fell slent asthey neared asmall party of people waking the other way. The banter couldn’t take
the edge off their nervousness. The hope of the Zyraii nation revolved on the success of their actions
within the next few minutes. All the rest had been preliminaries. They had to concentrate, heon his
awkward gait, she on her tart’s swagger. They were already in the shadow of the keep’s broad portal.

Elenyaredlized she was squeezing the handle of the bucket in her hand so tightly that her knuckles were
white. Sherelaxed her fist, swinging the container indolently at her sde.

The eyes of the sentries by the well, not to mention others patrolling the tops of the battlements, were
drawn to her body likefliesto dung. She smiled broadly. Soon they had reached their destination.

“Quite awalk for thelady,” one of the guards said cordialy. Elenyarecognized him. She had
entertained neither him nor his companion, but she had seen them in the company of one of her earliest
customers, laughing in awineshop and glancing in her direction. They knew who she was— and did not
suspect she was athreat to them.

For an instant she forgot every word of Azurgji she knew. When she did reply, she barely kept the
tremor out of her voice. “My mistressisaplainswoman. They can give birth and beriding aoceikani an
hour later.”

As she spoke, Lond reached the rim of the well, which stood about three feet higher than the paving
stones, and peered down, asif trying to discern the water in spite of the darkness, doof from the
conversation. The guardsignored him. They knew that Shol women did not speak directly to men
outsdetheir family. They much preferred to watch Elenya. Perhaps they took note of how the pregnant
woman had settled her distended belly on thewdl’ srim, but only assumed she was seeking rdlief from
the congtant weight.

Elenyanoigly dropped the catch bucket into the well. The rope unwound, the spindle twirling inits meta
socketswith aclatter. A splash reverberated from below. As she operated the crank, she kept up a
ceasaless banter.

“My migtress thought the fresh well water would do her good,” she said. “Y ou would not believe what
we have had to drink on thejourney. Thereisn't adrop of decent water between Surudain and Xurosh,
and coffees and wines are hard on awoman with child. Areeither of you fathers?’

They hesitated. Both said no. She could tell at least one of them waslying. She caught them staring
downward and fingered her necklace. The jewe rested precisely hafway between her nipples. “Do you
see what my master gave me? He said his beauty should have something beautiful to show off. Do you
likeit?’

She held up the green stone, exerting asilent command to make it sparkle. The guards watched it — or
the area near where it swayed — with unabashed scrutiny. They hardly paid attention to the words she
uttered, not particularly caring how badly she mangled their language or how trivia her subject matter
seemed to be.

Nor did they notice the faint hiss of powder dropping into the well from an open seam in the front of the
pregnant woman's clothing.

In due course, the bucket reached the top of thewell. Elenyatransferred the water into her own
container, which she set on her shoulder, a statuesque pose. Her mistress stepped away from the rim.
Asthey walked off, the guards were treated to a broad smile, and hungrily watched asthe night and



distance obscured her figure. If there was any sign that the veiled wife' s burden was less heavy, the men
faled to notice.

They heard amerry laugh from the center of the bridge.

“A cheerful strumpet, isn't she?’ said one of them.

XXXV

SHORTLY AFTER DAWN, the horns sounded at X urosh.

Elenyawatched the sentries suddenly burst into activity. No one took the time to wonder what the Shol
dave girl was doing on the battlements. They were preoccupied by the sight beyond thewalls.

A band of Zyraii had rounded the last bend and were waiting in the roadway, camly regarding the
fortress.

Asthe echoes of the horn faded, bodies came pouring out of the barracks, both in the southern keep and
the northern fortress. The commander of the garrison appeared from the brothel doorway. And a
strange thing happened.

The commander waswalking very dowly, bardly able to get each foot in front of the other in timeto stay
upright. Hisarms, busy putting on aleather armor vest, stiffened and would not complete their chore.

Eight paces from the building, he stopped atogether. A pair of prostitutes watched from the doorway,
terror on their faces.

“Sorcery!” screamed voicesfrom the bridge. In the barracks, over adozen men could not rise from their
beds, though they breathed and some had opened their eyes. Many of those who did rouse were
afflicted like the commander, moving drictly in dow motion — able to spesk, fully awake, but without
control over their own bodies.

Elenyasighedinrdief. It had been an uncertain thing, determining how much the wdl would dilute the
poison. If too strong, the men would have been ingtantly stricken, and blame would have falen on the
water they had just consumed. Too weak, and the Mother’ s Breath would have made the soldiers
duggish, but far from incapacitated. The proper range had been achieved — the tainted water had its
effect hours after the drinking, and, though it hadn't frozen dl of the victims, it had rendered alarge
number usdless. Given time, the heet of the day, and freedom from suspicion of the well water, most of
the fortress would succumb.

“What are you doing up here?’

Elenyajumped. The vice-commander of the garrison was standing behind her, obvioudy displeased.
She dmogt dipped into amartial stance before she controlled her surprise and remembered to look
frightened, asadave girl would. The question had been rhetorical. The man rushed past her with hardly
asecond glance, joining hislookouts farther down the battlements.

She sghed inrdlief, and decided to return to theinn. There was no sensein directing more attention to
herdf.

The vice-commander’ s name was Falol, she had learned. He was a gresat, hulking mercenary from
Cdinin South, a career soldier with asharp mind. He had always maintained aclear head evenin the



tavern, with severa desinhim. Elenyadidn’t likeit that he was still unaffected. Falol seemed more, not
less, capable than the commander. She stalled at the top of the stone steps that |ed to the courtyard.
Shewasjust able to hear Falol talking with his subordinates.

“What arethey doing, just sitting therelikethat?’ one of the sentriessaid. “What arethey trying to
prove?’

“It' sasmdl party. We could easily take them,” said another.

“Wewill say inthefortress,” Faol said emphaticaly. “Asfar as|’m concerned, they can St there until
their scrotumswilt.”

“But why are they showing themsdves?”’
Fdol turned back toward theinner community. “Wherethedevil isYllam? | sent for —”

Elenya sensed someone coming up the sairsat her back. It was an ederly man in afull-length azure
cape, long white hair to hiswaist behind, long grey beard to the samelevel infront. Ashe brushed past
her, she momentarily caught the lunaticlike brightness of his pupils.

A sorcerer! God'sunholy names! None of her espionage had uncovered him. Xurosh had a mage.
Curse the five spheres of heaven!

The sorcerer looked out at the T’ lil and grunted.

“Wdl?' Fdol demanded. “What' stheir scheme? What is this affliction that has taken the commander
and the others?’

Y llam seemed unperturbed, unintimidated. “I cannot read minds, Vice-Commander. For al | know the
desert men are out getting some sun. | can detect no spells.”

“What isthe causg, if not magic?’

“I did not say that sorcery was not involved, merely that noneisbeing cast now. | will haveto examine
the stricken. Perhaps the answer will become clear.”

Elenya scampered down the stairs, cursing the Zyraii God and the deities of a dozen other nations.

Yllam leaned over the prostrate form of the commander, which had been taken to the officer’ s private
suitea themaininn. The pardyzed man lay where the two soldiers had deposited him, barely shifting his
limbsa al.

The commander uttered something. It came out so dow and distorted that Y llam could only guessthe
meaning.

“Beat peace, Sr,” thewizard said. “1 will dodl | can.” Heturned to the pair of men who had carried in
the burden. “Wait outside. | don't wish to be disturbed.”

They obeyed immediately. They had never seen Yllam angry and were sure they never wanted to.

Y llam looked into the commander’ s pupils, waving a candle flame toward and away in order to examine
the speed and degree of dilation. He smelled the man’ sbreath. Hefelt for temperature and afaint
warning bell sounded in hismemory. He rummaged through one of many pockets on theinsde of his



cape and produced asmall mirror. Hetook swest from the officer’ s forehead and wiped it on the glass.

He set the mirror on the small vanity table and dusted it with an orange powder. The powder szzled on
theglass. When it was done, the ash left adistinctive pattern. 'Y llam grunted, both in triumph and
outrage.

“Mother’ s Breath!” he hissed.

At that moment, he heard aman’s muffled cry of pain from outside the room, and the sound of at least
one body striking thewall. The door burst inward. A burly man in Shol leather charged inside, a bloody
dagger in hand. Behind him came adender, dark-haired woman.

“ Hass-tah!” the wizard shouted. The man’slunge was aborted. Hefell asif tripped. Y llam began to
wave hishandsin abrief pattern.

“ Elique naddath!” thefemale cried. Thejewe between her breasts blazed with green splendor. Yllam
felt the potency vanish from hisletha spdll.

But the wizard' s disadvantage was short-lived. He began twirling in acircle, hiscapeflaring wide. His
attackers reded back asif struck by atornado-force gust of wind, their hair and clothing flapping wildly,
though nothing else in the room was affected. They were forced to shut their eyes and hold up their arms
againg the pressure.

Yllam stopped. That would doit. Now that theinitia surprise was over, he could sense that the woman
was not hismatch in the arts. She would not be able to stop him a second time. Heraised hisarms.

A demonblade rammed into histhroat. He staggered back, damming his skull against the wall behind
him, and sank to agtting position.

A pregnant desert woman strode forward from the doorway and yanked the knife out of Yllam’sthroat.
“Quickly!” she cdled to her companionsinamalevoice. “We've made ahell of aracket!” Through the
open portal, Yllam saw the upper body of one of the guards, blood pooling undernegth the head.

Y llam saw them pause just long enough to dit the commander’ sthroat, and asthey |eft, the great
darkness claimed him.

A knock came loudly at the door of the Shol leasther-maker. Inside, Shigmur, Elenya, and Lond all felt
their hearts jump, but the war-leader signalled calm, settled his veils once more over his head, and lay
down on the bed.

“What isit?” Shigmur called in Azurgi.
“Thegarrison,” camethereply. *Open the door.”
Shigmur did so. A pair of enlisted men werewaiting outside. “Whét isthe problem?’ Shigmur asked.

Their eyes darted about the room. They did not seem hostile, merely worried, young, and unhappy.
They kept their tone respectful, but unequivocal.

“There has been treachery ingdetheinn. Four deaths. The vice-commander has ordered every guest to
be confined to the cellars. Y ou areto come with us.”

“But my wife—"



“I am sorry, lord. There areto be no exceptions. The barbarians are outside the walls, and we do not
have time to sort the innocent from the ns. Itisfor your own protection.”

“I must talk to the caravan master,” Shigmur said.

“Tdktohiminthecdlar. Hell bethere”

Shigmur frowned, feigning annoyance, and grumbled hisassent. “May we take our possessons?’
“Only what you wear, m’'lord. You'll haveto leave your weapons here, and let us search you.”

Shigmur pretended to be outraged, but did not resst. They were quick and respectful, but thorough.
They found no wegpons other than the unconcealed scimitar in his belt and seemed reassured. Elenya
lifted her skirt, proving that she had absolutely nothing hidden. The guards|ooked hard at Lond’svelled
figure and made a decision concerning the bounds of military propriety, not suspecting that their choice
had saved them from instant murder.

The dungeons of Xurosh were smal, intended only to house the occasional miscreant or belligerent
drunk. When the fortress had been built, no one had wanted to chip jail cells out of solid rock.
Therefore, faced with the problem of incarcerating a sizable number of people, the cellarswere the only
convenient choice.

Lond, Shigmur, and Elenyahad laid claim to a corner near the door. A few dozen others shared
whatever niche or cranny presented itsdlf. A few, victims of the poison, remained eerily in the positionsin
which they had been placed. The cellarswerefull of barrels, casks, crates, and boxes. Hams, sausages,
and strings of garlic hung from therafters. The odor wasfull and appetizing. Theair was genuinely cool.
Aside from the locked door, in many ways the room was more pleasant than the guest quarters above.

Thiswas afine mess, Elenyathought. That Falol wastoo sharp. She cursed the need to have exposed
their presence ingde Xurash by killing the sorcerer. Given much more time, the vice-commander might
ferret out the truth. She supposed they were fortunate to have accomplished the murder without being
caught in the act, but it was only haf-luck. Falol had managed to thwart them even without knowing their
exact identities.

Above, dl of Xurosh might be stiffening to the effects of Mother’ sBreath. Thearmy of T'lil that waited
in the hills outside the wallswould be able to swarm in and meet no resstance. They could take the
fortressevenif she, Lona, or Shigmur failed to open the gate. But they would not move without the
sgnd. With the gate closed, even asmadl contingent of aert guards might daughter hundreds.

Of course, no signa could be sent when the three of them werelocked in acdllar.

They didn’t have much time. Oneway or another, the water would become suspect. Also, the poison
lasted little more than aday and anight. Assuming theworgt, by dusk of the following day, the entire
garrison could be fully recovered. She had to do something.

Shelicked her dry lips...
Of course!

She leaned close to Shigmur and whispered in hisear. The big war-second grunted and strode to the
doorway.



“Hey, out there!” he called.
“What do you want?’ answered one of the sentries.
“How about some fresh water? The stuff in the barrels smellslike oeikani dribble.”

Some of the other prisoners murmured agreement. They had been content with the wines and des, but
good water was more than welcome. The guards, told to remember that their charges were technically
gl guests of the fort, found the request reasonable.

The water arrived ahaf hour later. The sentries made everyone stand back from the door. They briefly
unlocked it, placed alarge bucket within, and secured it once more. Elenya noted with satisfaction that
both guards had droplets of liquid on the edges of their mustaches.

The dutiful dave, shefilled adipper and toted it to her master and mistress. Both tipped it to their lips, as
did she. Then, a Shigmur’ s order, she served the entire assemblage. Some might not have bothered to
drink had she not made it so easy for them, but asit was, only one declined, a Surudainese mason, who
seemed to be completely satisfied to continue to get fantastically drunk on the keg of brandy he had
discovered.

The hours dragged on.

Thefirg hint of panic came from the loud wife of an Azurgi merchant, when she discovered that her
husband was not smply ignoring her, but was asimmohilized asthose afflicted earlier inthe day. She
screamed and ran to the door to rouse the watch.

The guards did not respond.

A man near the door knelt down and peered through the crack at the bottom of the door. He saw the
boots of their jailors. They did not move.

“It'sgot them, too,” he moaned.

Fear spread. They had discovered that othersin the room were asrigid asthe merchant. They shouted
and pounded thewalls and the door. The merchant’swife wailed.

“Control yoursaves!” Shigmur boomed. “They can't hear usal the way down here. They’ll send
someone soon.”

“What if they don’'t?’ someone asked.
“Then we break the door down. Let’swait and see.”

In their condition, the group was ready for any assertion of authority. They squabbled, but eventualy
saw no harmintheidea. They returned to their places, some whispering nervoudy among themsdlves.

The lull lasted perhaps a quarter of an hour.

Someone noticed then that the merchant’ swife had grown silent. Shewasn't theonly one. Infact, less
than athird of the prisoners were active, and some of these found upon rising that they could no longer
move with their normal speed. The man who had discovered that the guards were paralyzed checked
Shigmur, who failed to respond. Hiswife and dave girl were dso unnaturaly quiescent. He and two
other men decided that they had waited long enough. They began to kick the door.

Their blows were less powerful than they should have been. They tried prying the door with barrel



staves. Eventudly it began to weaken. Though well constructed, it hadn’t been intended for abuse. It
began to dope onitshinges. 1n the meantime, one of the three dowly sank to hisknees. He was unable
torise. But others, encouraged by the success, had come forward to replace him.

“That will be enough,” announced acommanding male voice.

They stopped. The Shal leather-maker, hiswife, and his dave had suddenly cometo life. Thewife
threw off the vells covering his head, and they saw that he was not awoman at dl. Among thethings he
had hidden under his skirtswasascimitar. He handed his companions knives,

“Who are you?’ asked one of the merchants.
“Our people own thisland,” Lonal answered.
“Zyrai!” Theman blinked. “It wasyou! Y ou've poisoned usl”

The mood of the group became ugly, but none were courageous enough to chargejust yet. Lond
continued forcefully.

“Stdownand beslent! Youwill recover. You'renot the oneswe reinterested in. We just want you
out of theway. Resist usnow and you'll bekilled.”

They looked at the sharp weapon in hishand. There had been no quaver in hisvoice. One by one, they
complied. Elenyasoon came forward, filled the dipper with water, and went to the Surudainese mason.
Drunk as hewas, he recognized the meaning of the dagger tip she put to histhroat.

“Drink this” she said.
Hedrank. When hewas done, shetied him securely to acrate.

Lond noted with satisfaction that even those who had tried to break down the door were moving
appreciably dower. “Now wewait,” hetold them.

Vice-Commander Faol was once again on the battlements, gazing at the intimidating cluster of Zyraii.
The sun beat down mercilesdy. Ordinarily at this hour, only those on posted patrols would be out under
the open sky. Falol wiped off the sweat and drank another deep draft from hisflask. The Zyraii, in their
audacity, had erected awnings over the patch of road they occupied.

The Zyraii had every reason to seem confident. The vice-commander had only a quarter of hisgarrison
left. Falol wasworried. He could smell the treachery. He suspected the speed and accuracy of hismind
were dl that would dlow him to exist another day.

The party of Zyraii outsde the wallswas not sufficient to threaten Xurosh’ s military strength, much less
her structurd invulnerability. Thetrue enemy wasinside the walls, had murdered their wizard and was
dowly geding their ability to fight.

Then the group outsdethe walls...were waiting.
“Lieutenant,” Faol told thejunior officer at hissde. “Raisethe main gate.”
1] g r?!

“Raisethe gate. But be sure the men who operate it are dert enough to drop it again at amoment’s



notice”
“Yes, sr,” thelieutenant said, il mydified.

The gatewasraised. Faol noted that activity in the Zyraii encampment instantly increased. Figures
converged. Discussion wastaking place. The vice-commander was patient.

Finally asingle Zyraii on oelkani cantered toward the fortress. “Hold your fire,” Falol commanded. The
rider dowed as he reached the halfway point. He craned his neck toward the open entrance. Hereined
up and caled out aword, probably a name.

Falol decided that the man was coming no closer. “Archerd” he shouted.

Only adozen shaftsflew out, far fewer than normal. The Zyraii, his caution high, spurred hisanima out
of the path of the valley, then turned and flew back toward his countrymen. Once his back was turned,
the reserve volley was released.

Fatdly struck, the oeikani stumbled and rolled, flinging itsrider to a battering impact on the dry clay of
the roadway. The man — stunned, unconscious, or dead — did not get to hisfest.

“Keepfiring,” Faol caled. He aso ordered the gate dropped. Arrows thudded to ahat in the
unresisting body of the Zyraii. Thearchersdidn’t stop until they could see the blood seeping out of the
man’ swhite robes.

Fdol smiled grimly. That had shown the barbarians some bite.

So — the Zyraii were waiting for asigna. They expected an ally to open the gate and alow them to
enter. He sipped more water, concentrating hard as the cool fluid flowed down hisgullet. Hewould
have to make surethe sgna never came.

Who werethetraitors? He had confined every civilian in the fortress. Naturally, those most suspect
were the visitors staying at the inn. They would have been most able to approach and depart from
Yllam’sroom without being caught. There was the Surudainese mason, several Azurgji merchants, the
Shal leather-maker and hisnubiledave. ..

A dave who had been on the battlements when the horns sounded, where she had no reason to be.
“Lieutenant!” heydled.

His officer was crossing the courtyard below. “Sir?’

“Put the Shol lesther-maker and his whoresin the dungeon. | want tospeak to them.”

The man, propelled by the savagery of his superior’ svoice, hurried to comply.

XXXVI

SHIGMUR GAVE THE DOORONe last kick. The latch shattered. Lonal shoved it open, knocking over the
inert forms of the guards on the other side. Elenyanoticed that one of the people in the cellar had
jumped at the noise. Shewalked over to him and shook him. He seemed to be completely under the
influence of the Mother’ s Breath, but to be sure, she inserted her little finger up one of hisnogtrils. He
snorted and tried to attack her, but the poison had dowed him down, and she easily subdued him. She



trussed him up like the Surudainese mason for safety before checking the cellar’ s other occupants.
“All clear. They won't befollowing us” Elenyasaid.

Shigmur and Lond had dragged in the guards. Lona was procuring the clothing off one of them. He
tossed the other’ s sword to Elenya.

She caught it, unsheathed it, checked itsbalance. “Not the best,” she murmured.
“I'msureyou’ |l useit to its potentia,” Lona said confidently.

When they had taken what they needed, Lona and Shigmur dispatched the sentries. Being compelled to
kill hel pless opponents soured their mood. They didn't tarry over the bodies.

They mounted the wide stairsin dow, mouse-quiet strides. They keened thelir ears, but any activity inthe
world above was muffled by the stone walls and massive flooring over their heads. Only when they
reached the door at the top could they hear the clunk of boots in the kitchen beyond. 1n the next
moment, the door opened.

Lond struck, mortally wounding two of the four soldiersin the kitchen almost before they knew they
were under attack. The bodies obstructed Lonal’ s efforts to reach the rear pair. One of these hurriedly
tried to draw his sword; the other turned to run. Elenyatook out the first, Shigmur the second, both with
demonblades.

Their dying gurgleswereloud.

Elenyaand Shigmur had just had timeto retrieve their knives when two more of the garrison rounded a
corner. They flung again. The lead soldier ducked behind the butchering table. The other sidestepped
less successfully — the demonblade glanced off hisribs.

The wounded man ran out, shouting loudly. The other stood, kicked the demonblades behind him, and
chose aposition just beyond the narrow entryway to theinn’sdining hdl.

Lond didn’t hesitate. He plunged acrossthe room. The soldier parried stoutly. The manwasgood. He
had not tried to delay the three of them out of asuicidal impulse; he assumed he would be ableto hold
them the few moments needed for reinforcementsto arrive. Hewould have stood a chance, Elenya
decided, watching him. His Tiandra Block was classicd, worthy of an academy ingtructor. An excellent,
temporary defensive Strategy. But he faced the war-leader of the T'lil.

Lond thrust repeatedly, pulling hisjabs short to gain speed. The soldier blocked the first two but from
then on was dways afraction of asecond too late. Lona opened superficid cutsall over his opponent’s
torso, limbs, and face. In afew moments, the man was too disoriented to stop the killing blow to his
heart.

Shigmur and Lond pushed past the dying man as fast asthey could, racing for the main entrance to the
inn. Elenyastayed in the kitchen, succeeding in barring the exit there, aswell as the one small window.
The inn was meant to be defensble; they would turn that to their advantage if possible.

Lona reached the doorway. A large party of men was bearing down on the entrance. He had no choice
but to stand his ground and try to hold the portal, leaving Shigmur to try to secure the two windows.

Metal clashed. Theforemost soldier was halted by the war-leader’ sweapon. The garrison ignored the
windowsfor ahbit too long. Shigmur managed to close off one and reach the other in time to harry the
man stepping through.



The battle wasfurious. The Zyraii knew that they stood little chanceif the inn were breached. For the
moment, the enemy could only attack one at atime, but it would take only one suicida chargeto force
them away from their pogition of strength. Shigmur’ sfirst antagonist had fallen dead acrossthe s,
eliminating the possibility of easily closing the shutters.

It was atemporary stdlemate. The garrison men were not the equa of either Lona or Shigmur.
Furthermore, many of them were duggish with Mother’ s Breath. Intent on their jobs, Shigmur and Lona
didn’t notice Elenyajoin them.

“Thehorn!” shecried.

Lond ducked adash and chopped off the man’s sword hand. Elenyarepeated her entreaty. Thistimeit
registered. During the lull while the crippled man got out of theway of his comrades, Elenyaand Lond
traded places.

Oncefree, Lond lifted to hislipsthe ram’s horn that hung on achain around his neck and blew a series
of Sx notes.

Falol was on the battlements when he heard the horn blast, and he knew immediately what it meant. The
cal was repeated severd times. It echoed off the mountainsides.

The vice-commander looked to theroad. The Zyraii had stood and were mounting their animals.
Another horn cal rose from their center. Moments later, afar larger party of Zyraii appeared around the
bend in the road.

“Archerd” Falol shouted. Theaarm was passed. Men running to the fight at the inn turned and rushed
tothewalls. The guards at the gate house doubled their alertness.

Falol cursed. Only ahandful of his soldierswere moving normaly. Severd otherswere trudging dowly
to their positions, but most had smply not stirred at all. There should have been nearly one archer for
each embrasure; ingtead, there was one for every ten.

The Zyraii were charging en masse, ridersin thelead. Inther wake ran foot warriors carrying ladders.

“Freat will!” Falol growled, picking up hisown bow. Almogt at the same moment, an arrow whizzed
past hisnose.

The soldier next to him crumpled and fell, shot through the ear.

Faol ducked behind the merlon. Arrowswere pouring over the battlements. He could see at least three
of hismen down. Mogt of the others, like him, had sought refuge. He peered out through the embrasure
to hisleft. Zyraii warriors had risen from hiding places behind the rocks near the fortress and were
gpplying covering fire,

Fdol took aim, fired, and hid behind the merlon again. When helooked, the warrior he had shot at was
limp across aboulder, ashaft protruding from his chest.

The Zyraii archers were more exposed than the men of Xurosh, but the nuisance they created was
critical. The fortress bowmen now had to guard themsalves and divide their offense between two sets of
enemies. Theriderswerewd| within range now but were suffering minimal casudties. Within moments
they would be at the walls.



Fdol shot three more arrows, receiving one through the deevefor histrouble. The scratch on hisarm
swelled hisanger. Therewere Zyraii everywherel Thefortresswasfighting back like achild.

Thefirst ladder dammed into place nearby. He helped push it over before the climbers could sart. The
man next to him took a demonblade in the throat.

Screams rang out as a cauldron wastipped, drenching the Zyraii trying to ram the gate. Two of them
went to their knees, clutching their scalded flesh. The others picked up the ram, stood in the Sizzling
puddles of oil, and resumed the effort.

The gate would hold, Falol knew. But the garrison, crippled asit was, would not be sufficient to keep
the ladders away forever. Soon it would betime for swords, he thought, laying asweaty palm on the
pommé of hiswegpon.

He saw flickersin the sky. The barbarians were sending fire arrows over his head, into the wooden
market stalls and awningsin the courtyard below.

Lond, Shigmur, and Elenyaknew as soon as the shuttered window of theinn burst that they couldn’t
hold the room. They back-pedaled into the kitchen, their enemies close behind, and reestablished
themselves at itsentrance. Lond, the most rested, held the passage.

Shigmur and Elenya had only a brief respite. The door to the kitchen’ s side exit smashed inward, and
solid blows were landing on the window. They moved to intercept the intruders. These three openings
werethe only inlets. If they al survived, they could hold the kitchen. Their next retrest would be the
cellar door. That would put them in a disadvantageous position on the sairs.

Elenyafelt blood trickling down her ribs. She couldn’t fedl the wound. She was aware only of the heet
in her muscles, the steady pull in her lungs, and the burden of making a decision each second on which
her life depended. She held thesidedoor. A huge, burly man, seeing her dight form, tried to overrun
her; he met his end that much faster. His body tripped the next man, who became fodder for her
swordplay. The one behind him was duggish, no doubt from the poison, and lasted only afew seconds.

Caught in battle fever, shelost al sense of the happenings around her. It was only when her opponents
hesitated that she smelled the smoke.

The pause was momentary, but suddenly Elenya could hear the desperate sounds of war from the
battlements. Behind her attackers, she saw figures scurrying to put out fires. Many of the stalls had been
disassembled during the morning, the awningsrolled up, but lack of fully functiona workers had
prevented completion of thetask. Most of the arrows landed on stone or packed dirt, but several had
found fuel. Shesaw an Azurgi civilian from her caravan beating out a burning wagon, only to be struck
himsdlf.

The garrison soldiers redoubled their attack. With each fresh opponent, Elenyawondered how long she
could keep up the pace. Thewound in her side— ashdlow dice— bothered her now. Theloss of
blood would weaken her.

Another man down. She could dmost count the number left. Wasit five, Sx? If she could last, they
would soon run out. Therest of the garrison was too busy now with the attack beneath the battlements
or the firesto reinforce the group atacking theinn.

Something grabbed her ankles. She tumbled backward, landing hard on her rump.



One of the men she had defeated was till alive and had managed to tackle her. His grip was week,
however. She pulled free as sheféll, rolling backward and regaining her feet in time to meet the charge
through the door. She parried, halting the progress of the lead man.

A jab from the side clipped her elbow.
She spun, ingtinctively lashing out. Her sword thudded into the leether armor of agarrison soldier.

Thesde! He should not have been there. She retreated, blocking two enemies at once, and her heart
caught in her throat.

Shigmur lay on the floor by the window, an arrow through histhroat. Three men had climbed in over the
sll, and the archer was standing just outside. The first man had comefor her, the other two were closing
onLond.

Fdol svung hisblade like an axe, hewing agash in the head of the Zyraii a thetop of theladder. The
warrior fell, knocking off the next two climbers. Falol allowed one of hismen to take his place, so that
he could reconnoiter the battle.

At three places down the battlements, Zyraii had achieved the top and had established footholds. For
the moment, these parties were being held at bay, thanks to the armor worn by the garrison, but the
ladders continued to appear, and there were not enough men left to fend them off.

Down inthefortress, two buildingswere burning. Thefirefightershad al given up in order to defend the
wdls.

They werelosng. Sain desart men were piled in layers at thefoot of the walls, but the demonswould
not be stopped. Falal lifted his horn and sounded the retreat. They would fall back to the southern

keep.

The soldiersin the rear ranks responded with obvious eagerness, hurrying in an orderly fashion toward
the bridge. But Falol and othersin the front rank remained. They would hold the wals and the gate until
their comrades were safe.

Falol hefted his sword once more and discovered that his arm moved more dowly than it should have.
Hewas Hiff dl over.

The Zyraii sorcery was a last affecting him. Surely he would be mown down the next time he tried to
engagein battle. Falol felt hisgorge rise at the prospect.

Herefused to be helpless. While he retained control over hisbody, hewould at |east determine how he
wasto die. Hewouldn't give abarbarian the satisfaction of daying him.

A ladder dammed into place at anearby embrasure. Falol stepped forward, waited for the Zyraii to
scale most of the way, and plunged downward to his degth, taking the lead climber with him.

Elenya shouted, but it was unnecessary. Even as Shigmur had silently died and Elenya had been driven
from her position of strength, Lonal had finished off hislast foe. Heturned in plenty of timeto meet the
new attack coming through the window.

His attackers stopped short. Redlizing they had failed to surprise their victim from the rear, they



sdestepped. The archer at the window recognized his cue and fired at the war-leader.

Lona had noted how Shigmur had died and wasready. He legped out of the arrow’ s path. Before the
bowstring had stopped vibrating, the archer recelved ademonbladein his chest.

Elenyaand Lond hurriedly joined each other, trying for the cellar door. They were blocked off by the
rush of men. Instead, they backed into a corner, and were instantly surrounded.

There were eight of the garrison left. They, fresh and well-armored, regarded Elenyaand Lond for a
moment. The latter were both wounded. Swesat poured down their faces. Their breath camein
wheezes and rasps.

“Who'sfirg?" Lond grinned.
They heard afortresshorn blaring. A shadow of doubt filled the soldiers’ eyes.

Lond and Elenyaseized theinitiative. They worked in unison, one attacking while the other covered.
The eight, daunted, yielded a pace, then another. One man went down. Lond and Elenyaremainedin
their corner.

“Get the bow!” one of the soldiers cried.

The rearmost man scurried to the window and plucked the bow out of the dead archer’sgrip. Lona and
Elenya pressed again, but decisve moves eluded all parties. The skirmish was aborted. The crowd
parted. The man with the bow took aim and released.

Lona caught thearrow in hisfigt.

The garrison soldiers stared at the war-leader, who broke the arrow in two. Suddenly they made up
their minds. The horn of retreat, the shouts and the clatter of running boots outside, and the smoke
greaming in from the common room al had their effect. First the man with the bow threw the weapon
down and bolted. The otherswere only afew steps behind him. They made for the bridge and the
southern keep.

Elenya, when she had caught her bregth, said, “That’sagood trick. Will you teach it to me?’
“I just learned it mysdlf,” Lonal answered.

For afew moments, al they could do was stand in place and fed exhausted. Then, dowly, they found
their demonblades and picked them up. Elenyaaso took Shigmur’sand returned it to its sheath. Asshe
kneeled over the body, she thought how content the war-second looked. He had died thewarrior's
way, as he would have wished.

“Hewill play theBu again,” Lona stated passionately.
She nodded sadly. “There safight out there” shesaid. “We' d better go.”

They emerged from the small service dley beside theinn into acloud of smoke. It took them amoment
to see that the men swarming on the top of the battlements wore white robes. Thelast of the garrison
were vanishing over the bridge. The gate of the southern keep was closing, threatening to abandon apair
of mercenaries who, dowed by poison, were not able to run fast enough.

The only remaining active resstance to the invasion was by the gatehouse. The guards had held the grest
portal of the main fortress until their companionswere safe. Now completely surrounded by Zyraii



warriors, hope cut off, they fought al the more desperately.

Elenyaand Lond rushed to thefray. They were dmost too late to be of any use, but Lond killed a
soldier just in timeto prevent him from stabbing a Zyraii in the back. When the rescued Po-no-pha
turned to them, they saw it wasR'lar.

“Well met, nephew,” the war-second said.

“My plessure”

R’lar hugged hissister’ s son, then noticing that only Elenyaaccompanied him, said, “ Shigmur?’
Lona bowed his head.

Thelir grief was cut short by the sound of theiron gatesrising. Zyraii ridersflowed into the courtyard.
The bloodshed was momentarily over. The Zyraii had taken the northern fortress. The only battles till
being fought were againgt thefires.

The victors, when they redlized Lona was among them, raised a shout and gathered around him.
Quasham, war-leader of the Olat, though he had lost an eye in the attack, shrugged off the man who
was bandaging him and, handing Lona his demonblade, knedled down before him.

“I will follow you, opshal” he declared.

Lond reverently spotted the weapon with blood from one of his superficia wounds and handed it back
to Quasham. He postponed other congratulations, turning instead toward the southern keep, which
reared its formidable mass on the other side of the bridge.

“Securethefortress. When night fals, we must take the keep, before they discover the source of their
dfliction.”

The fight was not quite over. Therewould be more liveslost, and possibly more snags like those caused
by Falol and the wizard, but God was with them. Lona doubted the garrison would hold the spot as
long as hisfather had. Joren’ s spirit would rest easy tomorrow.

XXXVII

“T HEREISA DRAGON IN THE SKY!”

The messenger stopped in the center of the briefing room of the Royal Elandri Naval Headquarters, out
of breath. Many of those in the room knew the man; he was not the kind to joke. Keron wasthefirst to
risefrom hisstately chair of office. The other high officerswereright behind him. They ran, full-speed,
to the building’ stower.

They climbed up theinner walls of the great ventilation shaft, frustrated at the dow, lazy spird of the
dairs. Finally they emerged on the watch platform at the top, their ederly and middie-aged bodies
complaining of the exertion, and stared in horror over the battlements.

It wastrue.

The Dragon whedled joyoudy in the air above Firsthold, sunlight resplendent on his body, avesomein
speed and size.



“Hehaswings,” one of thevice-admiralswhispered. “Heflies”

Many of the men could not take their eyes off Gloroc, but soon Keron and afew of the othersturned
toward the northern horizon, where they spotted alarge warship. It was not one of theirs. Not far from
it aship of the harbor patrol was burning.

The high officers had met because they had not received word from their northeastern patrols for almost
aweek. Now they understood why. Even the fleetest scout ship could not outrun adragon. Asif in
confirmation, Gloroc opened his great jaws and spouted a purple, narrow bolt of flame. 1t was so bright
the observers had to turn away.

“Godsl How can wefight that!” asked one of the tower guards.
“Hissupply of flameislimited,” Keron said.

The Dragon glided over them, its greet, dark eyes directed at the roya paace. Soon Keron and adl those
on the platform felt theinsdes of their heads violated by triumphant, malevolent dragonspeech.

“ Soawn of thewizard! | have come for you! | will have back what was stolen from my parents!
Seeif you can stop me!”

One of the catapults on the top of anearby tower flung aload of rock shards at the Dragon. Heignored
the attempt. Gloroc stayed high, out of range of the city’ s Sege engines and far above any attack the
ships of the harbor patrol could mount. The shardsfell harmlesdy into the ocean, Sinking and ultimately
settling on the city’ sdome.

He still respects our strength, Keron redlized. He did not, however, understand why the Dragon had
come. Gloroc had always been cautious. What did he hope to prove here, at the stronghold of the
roydists? Like most of the citiesbuilt by Alemar Dragondayer, it was completely underwater, save for
thetall ventilation towers and the Tower of Trade, and the only access was through the towers or the
airlocks far under the surface. Theairlocks, if kept sealed, were impregnable, and the towers had the
advantages of height and the catapults permanently mounted at their tops. The Tower of Trade, where
merchant ships|oaded and ddlivered their wares, was even now being barricaded. In addition, the home
fleet was huge. Furthermore, Firsthold had been built on beds of thrijish coral. The proximity of the
coral negated the Dragon’ s sorcery, reducing him to dependence on his physical powersalone. How
could Gloroc, with one ship to back him, pose any significant threat? To come close enough to use his
flame or physica strength would make him vulnerable to counterattack.

The Dragon flew back to his ship, dipping so low that the men in the towers momentarily thought he had
collided with it. When he rose again, he had something clutched in hisforeclaws. Heflew straight to the
center of the harbor and hovered over aparticular vessd.

“That' stheWhite Lady !” one of the admirascried.

Then Gloroc dropped hisburden. Aninstant later, the flagship of the Elandri fleet was surrounded by
brilliant orange flame.

Qil! Gloroc was carrying receptacles of burning oil. There was no need to endanger himself trying to use
dragonflame. He could stay at a safe height and smply bomb histarget.

The flame around theWhite Lady fell avay. The vessal was untouched.

A cheer went up from the tower top. Like most of the important ships of the fleet, theWhite Lady had a
wizard aboard. Herswas Hecren, one of the best. He had set up award to protect her.



The Dragon seemed unperturbed to see that he had failed. He streaked back to the horizon,
rendezvoused with his ship, and returned to the Elandri flagship with another fire bomb. His shot missed
or perhaps was deflected off the edge of the ward, and fdll into the ocean, briefly setting the waves dight.

Again, Gloroc paid little attention; he smply flew back to his supply ship. Keron saw his strategy and
began to issue commands.

“Send more wizards to theWnhite Lady !” heroared a apair of the aides standing by. They gawked in
surprise.

“How — how many?’ one asked.

“Ten, if you can find them! Just hurry!” To others he yelled, “ Send twenty ships after that Dragon’s
boat!”

They soon heard trumpets playing the song of attack. Sailsbegan to rise, and men could be seen
scurrying across the wharf and docks. Anchorsrose. By that time, the Dragon had bombed the flagship
three moretimes. Seeing the activity below, he increased his speed.

Nothing that big should move that fast, Keron thought. The only timeswhen the Dragon dowed was
to pluck the pots of ail from hisship and to rain hisdeadly gifts on theWhite Lady . Hetook careful am
now and never missed.

Hecren’ sward was holding, but the ship was staggering in the water with each impact.
“Why don’t they move?’ asked one of the tower guards. “A moving target would be harder to hit.”

One of therear admirasexplained. It was hard enough maintaining award over animmobile object. At
this point, thewizard didn’t need any more chalenges.

Another firebomb. Two. Three. Four.

“Hang on, Hecren,” Keron whispered to himself. He saw two separate dinghies speeding toward the
beleaguered ship asfast astheir oarsmen could row, a sorcerer riding in each. Another was nearly ready
to leavethe quay. TheWhite Lady was now afloat atop afilm of burning oil. Stray bursts of fire licked
at her hull. Thefirst dinghy paused at the edge of the area, daunted by the obstacle.

The Dragon arrived with another bomb. He dropped it. Both the container of oil and the ward exploded
at the sametime, engulfing the shipin afireball. The men in the dinghies covered their faces againg the
heat. When the burst settled, the officersin the tower could see that their proud flagship was burning
from prow to stern. Men, clothesand hair on fire, were legping from her decks into the ocean.

None of them could keep the Dragon’ slaughter from their minds.

Keron gritted histeeth but would not take his eyes avay from the carnage. Gloroc had made his point.
Theroydists could stay in their impregnable cities. Their ships, however, would haveto ply the seas,
where they could be destroyed one by one at the Dragon’sleisure. Without the navy, free Elandris
would have no supply lines.

The Dragon sailed gracefully to the northeast, his mirth audible until he was only a speck over the
horizon. His ship had turned to run. Keron could seeitslines; she was built for speed. Almost adozen
roydist shipswere closing on her. They might caich her. The Dragon might protect her. It didn't redly
metter.



“Admird Olendim!” apage caled from thetop of the stairs. “Theking sendsfor you!”

The king wasin theroyal observation dome, a structure at the top of the palace from which one could
view the harbor, towers, and nearby ocean in all directions. It was made of the same vartham asthe
city’ sgreat roof and would resist even dragonflame. Pranter stood just insde the transparent walls,
morosdy watching theWhite Lady burn. Keron gpproached and waited quietly by hismonarch’sside.

Pranter was painfully thin. He no longer seemed part of the solid, rea world, but rather awraith
somehow vishlein the daylight. He couldn’t walk without assistance, and even standing till, he
wobbled. In one hand he clutched the scepter of Alemar Dragondayer.

“Weseeit dl now so clearly,” Pranter said weakly. “The Dragon sequestered himsdlf these past
decades because he was maturing. We knew it would happen one day. Now the skiesare his. Our
doom isupon us.”

“I’m not ready to give up yet,” Keron said.

Pranter smiled humorlessly. “We don’'t have much time on our Side, boy.”
“Thereis one chance.”

Theking raised one eyebrow high. “Oh?’

“We haveto kill the Dragon.”

Pranter chuckled. “I wish | wasyoung enough to share your optimism. | have dreamed of that
impossibility, praying that any moment your children would return from the desert, or someingpiration
would be sent by the gods. But it has been two years. Y our twins have died, Keron. All our hopes
havedied. Itistimeto cut our losses.”

Keron swallowed. Thetaste of hisown bile was bitter. He could not deny that he, too, had decided that
Alemar and Elenya had perished on their quest.

Pranter tapped his scepter pensively. “The talismans must be taken to safety — away from Elandris.
We may lose the country, but our heritage from Alemar the Great must be preserved. Y ou arethe man
| trust most to execute the task.”

At firgt, Keron was not sure he had heard right. Y ou’ re asking meto run?’

“Inaway. Would you rather remain as head of the navy, and have to watch your shipsturned to
charcod? | need you to continue the fight, and to do that, you have to find higher ground. 1t doesn’t
exis here”

“What of you, my king?’

“I am on death’ sdoorstep. What point to make me arefugee? My body would not survive the journey.
| will stay, wheretheloya can rdly to me, and keep the kingdom free aslong as heart and body will
bear it. That'show my life can best serve apurpose.”

“I don't like abandoning you,” Keron said.

“Forget me. Thereismore than one dynasty or kingdom at stake here. | do not believe Gloroc will stop
when Elandrisis defeated. Heisnot like the dragons of old; he has lived among humanstoo long. He



has learned ambition. Intime hewill want theworld.”

Pranter extended hisarm, offering the royal scepter to Keron. The admiral hesitated.
“Takeit”

Hedid so rluctantly. It fdt dive; he could amost fed apulse running down its handle.

“Thisisthe onething hefears— thisand al the artifacts our ancestor left behind.” The speech madethe
old man’sbody shake. “We must keep the threat dive, or hewill cometo ruleusal. Do thisfor me.
Choose your own men and your own destination, and be gone. Beinvisible. Beathreat.”

“I'll prepare a once,” Keron replied.

Nanth was in the parlor showing their youngest daughter how to embroider. Keron watched from the
doorway for severd moments before reveding his presence. Nanth was no longer the carefully crafted
beauty of two or three decades earlier, and their marriage, a prearranged affair that had never been
perfect even before Keron had encountered L erina, had endured some unpleasant moments. But as she
turned and smiled at him, it was hard to bring the lieto hislips.

“Vd and | are going to the palace,” he said as he kissed her head and that of his daughter. “We should
be back in afew hours.”

Hedidn't return her smile, but Nanth wouldn't think that strange. There had been little to be happy
about in the two weeks since the Dragon had appeared above Firsthold.

Keron met his son just outside their home. The boy was doing his best to hide hisred eyes. Both of
them had decided he should not try to bid his mother farewdll; Va wasn't mature enough to put up a

convincing facade.

They set out for the palace. Keron's bodyguards automatically dropped into place behind them. The
sreetswerelightly travelled, athough it was barely dusk, normaly asocial hour. There wasasirange
pall about the city, agrimness. They felt unhappy eyes peering at them from upper-story windows. The
ocean above, normally crystaline, wastainted by sediment.

Two blocks down they came upon the site of alooting. Someone had broken into the storeroom of one
of Firshold' sbest inns. The city militiawere restoring order. A pair of men in uniform started toward
Keron's group, recognized him, and turned away again.

It's beginning already. Keron had heard reports of fighting the previous night. Rationing had been put
into effect the day after the Dragon’ s attack. The mood of the city was growing thicker. Keron’sfina
project asadmira of the navy had been to send ahuge fleet of shipsto T’jet with the sole purpose of
bringing back as many provisions as could be stuffed into the holds. There were more ships, with more
skilled wizards aboard, than the Dragon could intimidate alone. Hewould haveto rousehisnavy. The
ships, unlike Gloroc, would be vulnerable. Theroyaists could, &t least, cause the enemy pain.

In the meantime, those left behind in this city, or any of the other communities of free Elandris, felt the
noose tighten about their necks.

Keron and Vd left behind the bodyguards at the entrance to the palace, walking in stony silence through
sde corridorsto the king's chambers. The sentries admitted them, and they soon stood in aparlor rarely
vidgted by any savetheking, hisfamily, and inner household servants. Theking and abadd manina



captain’ stunic waited at the rear of the room, near an dabaster statue of Miranda.
“Enret,” Keron said, clasping hands with the captain. Hislongtime friend nodded back.

To one sdewere dmost twenty carefully assembled packs. Each contained atalisman of Alemar
Dragondayer. Mogt of them would beleaving Firsthold for the first time in more than amillennium.

One by one, the othersjoined them. Keron examined their faces asthey assembled in front of him.
Good men. The best that he and Enret could pick. He met their glances with compassion. Every one
of them wasleaving behind awife, mother, Sster, or child — loved ones who would have to guess at
their man’sfate. Only the king and the men themsealves would know how they |eft the city.

Soon they were dl assembled, but one. Enret noted the hourglass and coughed. “ Should we leave
ayway?’

“Hehasto go,” theking said. They waited a short while, and the last man appeared.

Keron rarely saw hiscousin, Treynaf. Thelatter was an effeminate, dour man nearly asold asthe
admiral. Hewore hishair close-cropped, like the ancient wizard-kings of Acalon, and was not popular
at court, but he was able to activate the globe of Alemar, which he even now nestled in his hands.

Pranter inssted that any who could use the talismans should accompany the party. That waswhy Va
was presen.

“What news, Cousin?’ asked Keron.

Treynaf rubbed the crystd reverently. Hiseyesbriefly glazed over. “1 seealong swim,” he answered
tondedy.

That was hardly news. They couldn’t risk travel by ship, nor would they stop at cities dong the way, for
fear that the Dragon would somehow pick up their trail. They would literally swim to the coast.

It was unfortunate that Treynaf was not more worthy of the globe' s potentia, Keron thought. He could
have foreseen useful things, such asthe Dragon’ s recent attack.

Theking stood. The others bowed to him.

“Follow thisman,” the king said, pointing his scepter at Keron. “Hewill be your monarch now.” Witha
trembling, unsteady hand, he placed the head of the scepter againgt the wall behind him. Double doors
suddenly became visible and opened inward, revealing anarrow, unlit tunnel that smelled of stagnant air.

“May you dl outlive the Dragon,” Pranter declared.

Enret took the lead, letting the othersfollow singlefile. At last only Keron was|eft with the aged, rightful
ruler of Elandris. Pranter suddenly swayed, maintaining his baance only by placing his hand on Keron's
shoulder. When he was steady, he handed the scepter to the younger man.

Keron took it reluctantly. Astwo weeks before in the observation dome, he thought he felt athrob of
power within the device. Hefound it hard to look at; it was athing he had never dared to hope to own.

“Takeit!” thekinginaged. “Stick itin Gloroc' seyel”

Keron nodded. Theking turned and sat down. There was nothing moreto say. Keron entered the
tunne, touched the doors as Pranter had ingtructed earlier, and watched them close. Thelight vanished.

They waked wordlesdy down the passage, guiding themselves by touch. The tunndl was featureless—



amply aflat floor, an arching roof, and smooth walls. The sound of their own bresthing was fantasticaly
loud.

Findly Enret cdled, “Wadl here, Admird.”

Keron dipped past the others. The end of the passage was blocked. He touched the partition with the
scepter. A massive door did to the Side, revealing an airlock on the other side, its contours made visible
by dim phosphorescence.

The party filed in. There was nothing to indicate the chamber had ever been used. It seemed to be
chisdlled out of native cord and sedled by extreme hest, though there was no char. The only highlight
was the broad, circular hatch in the center of the floor.

Keron sed ed the opening through which they had come, and they put on their airmakers and vests. Two
men opened theflood ports. The chamber began to fill with seawater. Keron sighed at the scent of
free, honest ocean. As soon astheroom had filled, they opened the hatch.

They came out on the underside of ahuge cora formation. Keron, the last man out, closed the hatch
behind him. At atouch from the scepter, the spindle spun from theinside, restoring the lock. From this
sde, the hatch was a barnacle-encrusted circle of cora, perfectly concedled in the shadows.

The city wasto the east, most of aleague avay. The magnificent vartham dome shone in the night
waters. Their gazeslingered on her lights.

Keron sgndled, and they set out, hugging the ocean floor againgt the remote chance that the Dragon had
stationed observers near the city. They soon vanished into the murk.

XXXVIII

ASALEMARANDGAST MADEtheir way down the road at the western edge of the Ahloorm River, they
unexpectedly ran into alarge encampment of Zyraii. The group had settled under the canopy of agrove
ofhoeanaou trees, where they were feasting and drinking wine. They proved to be the Hysic, the
smalest clan of the T'lil, in the midst of their migration from the river basin to the far parts of their range.
Children ran out to meet the Hab-no-ken, followed not long after by the Hysic's sole Bo-no-ken and a
party of elders.

“What isthe occason?’ Gagt inquired, after he had accepted an invitation to join the festivities.,
“The siege of Xurosh hasended,” the Bo-no-ken replied. “The traders have sent their soldiers home.”

Alemar took the wineskin that had been thrust into his hands and listened keenly, eager for news of
Elenya. He had not seen her since he had origindly left with Gast. They had visted the T krt twicein
recent months, but she had not been there. She was among the warriors who continued to defend the
fort after the Zyraii had taken it.

“Y etem has becomehai-Zyraii ,” avery young Po-no-phatold him, apologizing amost in the same
breath for not being able to remain at Xurosh; he had sustained a broken leg while storming the fortress.
Alemar had noticed hisdight limp. “He has shared blood with the war-leader.”

The youth went on to describe the battle, particularly the attack on the southern keep, where he had
recaived hisinjury. Alemar sat with him and the few Po-no-pha present and listened patiently. He had



heard the story of Xurosh severd times. He knew of Shigmur’ s desth, of the poisoning of the well, and
of Lonal and Elenya s desperate stand. Nevertheless, he enjoyed it for the socid aspect, which he often
missed in histravelswith Gast, and he was proud of his sister’ s new honor.

It was |ate before he excused himself and wandered to the edge of the camp. He stood at the edge of
the jungle, bathed in the glow of Motherworld, enjoying the sensation of being surrounded by trees. He
had never totally adjusted to the desert’s overwhelmingly open spaces. Soon he redlized he was being
watched.

It wasawoman. Shewas about Alemar’sage, smal, surdy, and calm in her movements. She waited
respectfully for him to acknowledge her, which hedid.

“Would you look a my daughter? Sheisill.” Something in her tone told Alemar that if he should
decline, shewould accept that gracefully and retire, but with the same observation he realized that she
was not the type to summon him without cause.

“Of course,” he answered.

Thegirl, afour-year-old, was under asmdl awning, segregated from her family’ stent for fear that her
sickness was contagious. She wasfierce with fever and had arash across her chest and throat. Alemar
frowned. He had not seen the symptoms before, but they matched one of Gast’ s descriptions. He could
fetch the Hab-no-ken...

He decided againgt it, instead placing his pams around one of thelittle girl’ shands. Within seconds he
had entered atrance.

The girl’ sform seemed to become transparent. He could sense the functioning of each organ, the pulsing
and coursing of her bloodstream, the amount of urinein her bladder. The source of the problem was
immediately apparent. He could see thewr ongness leaving the upper intestine and spreading throughout
therest of thebody. He memorized the aura of theirritant and ended the trance.

“What has she eaten in the past two days?’ he asked the mother.
“Millet, cheese, dates...”

“Any milk?’

“Yes, of course”

He gestured out at the spot where the sheep and goats had been penned. “Fetch abit of fresh milk for
rre”

When she had returned, Alemar lifted the milk to his nose and sniffed. “Grass, water...yolo weed.”

“There sagreat dedl of it growing nearby,” shesaid. “The sheegp won't touch it, but the goats don't
cae”

“Y our daughter’ sbody is senstive to yolo weed,” Alemar said. “ Stop giving her milk, and she will
recover.” Herummaged in hispack. “I'll prepare something to help her fever.”

Alemar tilted the bowl to thelittle girl’ slips, supporting her upper back with his other hand. She sipped
his concoction reluctantly, closing her eyes againg the bitter aroma, but eventualy shefinishedit. Helaid
her back down on the sweat-drenched mat.



“Good girl,” hesad.
Shewas near ddirious, and did not answer.

“Besureto give her plenty of liquid. If she'sdtill hot tomorrow, give her another dose of the potion.
Y ou' re sure you remember how to mix it?’ He had thought it best to teach her, in the event the problem
recurred in future seasons.

The mother nodded. He was impressed once more by the intelligence behind her young eyes.
“Y ou' re the brother of the warrior woman, the hero of Xurosh?” she asked.

“Yes” Hewasintrigued. ThewomanwasaT’lil. She should havereferred to Elenyaasaman. “Why
doyou ask?’

“Y etem has changed the world,” the woman said, stroking her little daughter’ shair. “Perhapsthisone
will haveit better, because afemae has becomehai-Zyraii .”

“Sheisnot caled afemae”
“Thetruth isknown.”

Abruptly the woman reached to her collar, pulled off the smal rawhide necklace she wore, and handed it
to Alemar. He saw then that it was decorated with asmall bit of turquoise. No doubt it wasthe only
thing of vaue she owned.

“For Yetem?’ he asked.

“No, that isfor you. For your help. My husband will give you nothing.”
“| can't acoept it.”

Sheinssted. “Itisn’t that you heded her — it’ sthat you bothered to try.”

He understood. By accepting the gift, he was accepting her worthinessto giveit. Though it bardly fit, he
managed to tug the necklace over hishead. It settled insde the gold chain of the amult.

The mother’ s smile was cut short by a sudden shudder from her daughter. The girl opened her eyes,
wesaring the fright of afever dream, caming when she saw her parent besde her.

“Don't let the Dragon get me,” thelittle girl begged.

Her mother soothed her. Childlike, she was adeep again within seconds. Alemar, however, had been
brought resoundingly dert.

“What did she mean?”’

The mother looked embarrassed. “Her grandmother has been scaring her into obedience, saying that the
Dragon will cometo get her if sheisbad, burning her up as he did the people of Elandris.”

“What? The Dragon can’'t — When did you get thisnews?’ Alemar asked urgently.
She seemed surprised at histone. “Three weeks ago. Why?’

“Never mind,” hesaid. “Just tell medl you know.”



She seemed worried by his sudden agitation. “It issaid that the Dragon has grown hiswings and taken
to the skies. He burnsthe boatsthat try to crossthe great water, save the onesthat belong to him. The
citiesthat oppose him are cut off, and the old king isdead. The people are despairing.”

Alemar stood up abruptly, nearly upsetting the awning. “I must find my master,” he said, and left before
the woman could respond.

He nearly bumped into a man who had just stepped out of the family’stent. 1t could only have been the
girl’sfather. “Shewill bewd|?’ the man asked.

“Yes” Alemar answered curtly, and strode on toward the guest tent where, sometime before, he had
seen histeacher conversing with the clan’s Ah-no-ken.

“Good,” thefather said as Alemar departed. “She'll be ableto carry her load soon.”

Gast was done, taking tea. He nearly spilled his cup, so sudden was Alemar’ sentrance. “What isit, my
son?’ the Hab-no-ken asked.

“Have you heard the news from Elandris?’

Gadt shook his head in wonder as Alemar finished his story, till not quite believing. “I1t wasright that you
kept your quest secret,” hesaid findly. “If you are what you say, your actions may destroy the very
magic that keeps Setan sacred. Zyraii would have made sureto be quickly rid of you.”

“But you'll take methere?’ Alemar asked again.

“Yes” Gast said dowly, “but as God ismy witness, | do it only because you are ahedler, not because
you are an Elandri prince. | had hoped for afew more months before | took you to Setan.”

“| can't ddlay.”
Gast stared down guiltily. “Youwon't haveto. Y ou have been ready for sometime now.”
“Then — why have you waited?’

The hedler Sghed. “1 have never taken an gpprentice before. Sincel wasyoung, | have been donein
my travels. It was...good to have someone with me.”

Alemar felt hiseyesgrow moigt. Of al the teachers who had instructed him — from Obo to his
grandfather to Lord Dran — Gast had become the nearest and most precious of them. He, too, had
hoped to make the apprenticeship last. 1t bothered him to have to ask the man to commit asacrilege.

Hedrew out the amulet of Alemar Dragondayer. Gast looked at him quizzically.
“My sster hasto know.”

Alemar regarded the talisman ambivaently. Once he used it, he would have turned hisback on thelife he
had known for the past year. He was not eager to do that.

But asmdl voicewhispered in hisear: “ Don't | et the Dragon get me.”
Helifted the jewd to hisforehead, hismind reaching ot....



XXXIX

E LENYA STROLLED ACROSSTHE BRIDGEOf X urosh, easing the languor of acohol with adose of desert
night sky and coal ar. The revelry within Xurosh was a soothing buzz. The sentries recognized her and
let her go her way. She stopped in the middle of the span. The gorge yawned underneath her, its bottom
lost in shadow as Motherworld headed for the horizon. The trade route that caused so much conflict
was completely hidden.

Thefight wasover. A month earlier, the mercenaries had given up thesiege. Now, the first caravan of
the season had arrived, offering atribute greater than any given to the Zyraii in severd generations.
Soon, Lona could fed safe leaving the maintenance of the fortress to capable, lesser hands and would
finaly be free to make good on his promise to take Elenyato Setan.

S0, inaway, she had double reason to celebrate. Y et herein the quigt, tired from the evening’s
merrymaking, shewaswigtful. The monthsat Xurosh had meant along, sometimes frugtrating vigil, but in
another sense it had been an enjoyable interlude. She had a respected place within the community of
defenders. It had been easy to know what was expected of her. Here, everyone had been a prisoner,
exiled from their homes, united in camaraderie. That would end after tonight.

In the back of her head was anitch. She had felt it ingde the fortress an hour before. It was stronger
thistime, asif thewalshad muted it. Sheadmost managed to ignoreit, blaming it on the wine, until she
fet adtirring from the jewel on her chest. She was aware of lifting the amulet to her forehead.

Thesgnd came— brief, distant, but perfectly clear.

She had been gone from Xurash only afew hours when she heard the sound of asingle oetkani and rider
rounding the bend. She roused hersdlf from her resting place at the edge of the road and was on her feet
as he appeared. The morning sun cast ahao around him, but she had no difficulty recognizing him. She
placed hersdlf in his path.

Lonal regarded her diffly, hisvell and cowl in place. When she didn’t run, he dismounted and tethered
hisreinsto astone.

“Why?' hesid.

“I'msorry,” shesaid. She gestured at the badlands behind her. “My brother has sent for me. | haveto
gotohim.”

“You couldn’t tell methis?’
“When | find him, | am certain we will go to Setan.”

Lond drew away the coverings from hisface. She could gill seeasmall scar on hisforehead from the
battles of Xurosh. He was till as handsome as ever, but he was no longer the unmarked youth she had
met on her arrivd inthe desert. He held out hisright hand. He had another scar there, on hiswrist. It
matched the one on hers.

“Y ou have come far among the Zyraii,” hesaid. “Don’t lose your honor now. | would have kept my
promise, in no more than another few weeks.”

“There sno timeto waste. Something has happened. | can't risk the wait.”



“By law, | am required to stop you.”

She nodded. “1 know that. Will you?’

“Yes,” hewhispered.

She sighed and did her rapier out of its sheath.
Hedrew hisscimitar.

Elenya s head ached from the previous night’ sdrinking. She hadn’t dept dl night. Lona, however, was
probably in the same state, and he wasn't asrested. She weighed each factor, one by one, trying to take
each advantage and disadvantage into account. Too much thinking. She needed to clear her mind and
concentrate on the task of defending hersdlf.

They closed the gap dowly. They had both seen each other’ smettle at Xurosh. They circled, just out of
range, testing the ground. Elenyatucked back astray lock of hair. She kept her rapier point out of
reach of hisweapon, peripheraly aware of the roadway undernegth her and the hillson either sde. Her
oeikani nibbled noidly at the feed she had set out for it.

They lunged.

Shehit her lip, gifling the painin her thigh. He jumped back, transferring his scimitar effortlesdy into the
other hand. A small spot of blood stained the upper arm of his garment.

She should have died. She had left her lower body open. Just as he had exposed his heart.
Helowered hisscimitar.
She sheathed her rapier.

“Thisispointless,” hesaid. “I'll giveyou aday’slead. When you reach the Ahloorm, ride upriver.
When alarge stream merges from the west, follow it to its source. Y ou will cometo Setan. I'll be
behind you, with a party of Po-no-pha. They may be able to do what | cannot.”

“Lond?’
13 YSI?I
“Thank you.”

He met her gaze, pretending to be stern but failing. “1 don’t know why | put up with so much trouble
fromyou. Bind that wound and get moving. | want to know myself what you' ve come so far to find.”

So do I, she thought as he turned and rode back toward Xurosh.

XL

“ SHE SRIDING HARD,” GAST SAID.

Alemar and the hedler sood on the crest of afoothill overlooking the upper Ahloorm Vdley. A single
rider had appeared out of the plain on alathered oelkani. Alemar lifted the amulet out of hiscollar. The
jewel was S0 bright it flickered visibly evenin the sunlight.



An answering glint of emerald came from therider’ s chest.
“She' spursued,” Alemar said matter-of-factly, “but she hasagood lead.”
“Ittdllsyou dl that?

All activity from the amulet ceased. The jewel once more looked like adull green, semiprecious stone of
no grest rarity. Alemar stuffed it back out of view. * Sheistelling methat. 1t never used to be so clear
from adistance. Maybe now that we re older, or now that I’ ve been trained as aHab-no-ken...”

“Why did you stop?’
“It' sheen along time, magter. It'sabit overwheming to communicate with her so strongly.”

Gast caught the huskiness of his gpprentice svoice. Abruptly hesaid, “I'll wait for you downd ope.
There saspring there. We need water.”

Alemar nodded, not bothering to watch the hedler. He never shifted his sight from his sister’ s gpproach.
It seemed like no time at all after histeacher’ s hoofbeats had faded away before he was smdlling the
dust of her arrival.

They listened to her oelkani wheeze. 1t was aproud, deek anima and had travelled near the limit of its
endurance. She patted its neck, murmuring gratitude, and flipped back her cowl and dropped the vell.
Alemar removed hishat.

“You look good in green,” she said.

“You look good, period.” Maturity had taken the saverity from her features. Her breastswerefuller and
her hipsflared, abeated womanly blossoming that had dissolved the tinge of boyishness she had ill
possessed two years earlier. Her tan was deep, her hair unbound.

But such ferocity. No Zyraii had ever exuded it as strongly asshedid. Perhaps he was overly sensitive
toit, by virtue of their twinness, or the amulets, but there was no question that she had become the kind
of warrior the desert itself would admire.

Hedidn't dwel onit. Inthe sameingtant, they had rolled out of their saddles and into each other’s
embrace.

They stayed that way for along time. Findly Alemar said solemnly, “The Dragon flies.”
Shedtiffened. “Tel meeverything.”

Hetold her what he knew. Her lips pursed tighter and tighter as he spoke. “I feared as much, when |
felt your summons,” shesaid.

Alemar became aware of afamiliar sensation. “You're hurt,” hesad.
“It'sonly ascratch,” shesaid. “It'sold. | didn’t think it showed.”

“Itdidn’t. Let’sgo down tothe spring and I'll take alook.”

The next day, Elenyaremoved the poultice and examined the dice dong her vastus muscles. Indightly
over twenty-four hours, dl that remained of the damage was a section of pink tissue and adight stiffness
when she stretched.



“It'samazing,” shesaid. “It doesn’t even look likethere will beascar.”

“Therewon't be,” Alemar said.

“Obo would be proud. He could never prevent scars.”

“Obo can dill dothings| can't. Thiswas easy, because of our attunement.”

He glanced up the dope they had been climbing. “Let’s seewhat Gast hasfound out,” he said.

They had ridden through the night, conversation filled with their lives of the past year, ending dwayswith
the topic of the Dragon. They left unsaid their worriesthat their effort now might betoo late.

Thefinal leg of their journey had been over jagged escarpments and grades not meant for travel. It had
cost them time, but they agreed that it was worth avoiding being sighted by anyone from Setan. It would
have been too easy to have established aguard around the citadd to thwart their objective. They had
abandoned their oeikani afew minutes back, near awater hole.

The hedler lay on asmooth rock dab at the ridgeline, lifting only cranium and eyes above the horizon.
The twinswormed their way up to either Sde of him and peered over.

A circular valey opened in front of them, totaly unlike the desolate landscape to be found everywhere
eseinthe eastern Ahrahikte. Steep hillsringed it on every side, the only easy way in being the narrow
defilethat carried asmal tributary to the Ahloorm. Thefar wall was amost a sheer dliff, itslower face
decorated with carved columns, gargoyles, and geometric designs, vestiges of herculean construction

long past.

But the relic astonished them not half as much as the verdant orchards, vineyard, and hayfields. A smdll
lakelay up againgt the cliff; it emptied viacandsinto furrows, ditches, and smaller reservoirs. The
cultivated land formed abroad horseshoe around the rdlic, the ground immediately in front of the cliff
swept bare. Theroad from the pass led ostensibly straight to the ruins, but the route showing the most
wear veered off to theright, to acluster of buildings.

The village bustled with activity, people standing in the avenuesin conversation, individuas striding from
door to door on various missions, boys being instructed by blue-robed Ah-no-ken, maintaining their neat
rows and proper posture even out in the indolent shade of date palms. 'Y oung acolytes of the
Zee-no-ken, Bo-no-ken, or Hab-no-ken could be distinguished by their colors as they engaged in menia
tasks such asraking, sweeping, or harvesting dates. A few individuaswereworking out inthefields. A
bent old man was carrying abundle of scrollsfrom one building to another. The twins could see
occasional tents, but for the most part the structures were substantia, of clay or of stone quarried from
nearby dopes— many remarkably fitted with doors or trim of actual wood.

The white garb of the Po-no-pha was absent, nor could a single woman be seen.
“Setan,” Gast said reverently.

The twins absorbed the view, if for no other reason than the length of time since they had seen so much
water in one place. Findly, distractionsfell aside, and their glances settled on the citadel once more. At
the very center of the cliff, though faint from the centuries, the twins were able to discern a symbol etched
into the one surface: adragon in its death throes, an arrow jutting from its midsection.

“The emblem of Alemar,” Alemar said. “Itisno myth. Hebuilt this”

“The mountain is honeycombed with chambers,” Gast sad, “but the only way inisthere” He pointed to



aporta near thelake. Both the opening and the entire pool were surrounded by tile trim, some of it now
cracked and moss-ridden, but obvioudy set by a master mason.

“l don't seeany guards,” Elenyasaid. Furthermore, there was no door, only an empty frame, thus
nothing that could be locked.

“Theresdldom areany. Thereisnothing to stedl ingde. 1t contains only what you bring.”
“What do you mean?’

“You'll see soon enough onceyou goin. I'll believe that there are physicd relicsinsde only when you
bring them out.”

Not only was there no guard, but the village stood a good haf-mile away. An open pasture took up the
center of the valley, the few dozen grazing animas it contained the only obstacles between the twinsand
ther god.

“Now wewait for sunset,” Alemar sad.

The doorway led into darkness, an ominous blacknessimpenetrable to M otherworld’ s brown glow.
They had crossed the valey in silence, hugging the edges of the orchards for cover, and now, a ladt,
Alemar and Elenya could reach out and touch the place Keron had sent them to find. The entire trek had
lasted twenty-three months. To be certain it was no phantom, Alemar reached out and brushed one of
thetileswith hisfingers.

“Youaresure?’ Gast asked.

“It wouldn’t make much sense after dl thisto turn back now,” Alemar said. “Give usthe layout once
morein detail.”

Gast Sghed. “Immediately withinisasmall antechamber. Y ou should each take atorch from the stack
you will find there. Five corridorslead into the mountain. It doesn’t matter which oneyou take. All will
soon bring you to stairways. Take only those which go upward. If you continue straight or descend, you
will belogtin mazes. In ages padt, before the school was founded, men died within them, unableto find
their way out.

“You will need tolight your torches at the stairs. At the top, you will find another antechamber. Beyond
it lieaseriesof largerooms. These are the chambers within which the ken aretested. To becomea
Bo-no-ken, one must enter the first and return. The Hab-no-ken must penetrate the second room, as|
oncedid.” For amoment, hisvoice quavered. “The Zee-no-ken must survivethethird.”

Gast searched their faces. “If what you seek istruly within the citadd, it must be past the third chamber.
Some of the Zee-no-ken have reported seeing a portd at the end of that room. If any have entered,
they have never emerged to tell the story.”

Suddenly he reached out and clasped Alemar’shand. “I don’t want to lose you, my son.”
Alemar stepped forward and hugged the old man. “We haveto try, master.”

“l amnot an old fool,” Gast said asthey separated. “The danger isliterd. Only one out of every two
who venture into the third room survive aswhole human beings. Even thefirst cdamsvictims. What
guarantee have you that your quest istrue?’



“Only theword of aghost,” Alemar said, histhroat sore. “But you still haven't said what isin the rooms.”

“All the fearsyou have ever fdt,” Gast said. “And nothing else. Remember that: Whatever happens
ingde, it isnothing more than fear.”

“We have company,” Elenyasad.

They turned toward the mouth of thevaley. They heard echoes of many hoofbeats and saw anight-lit
shroud of dust.

Gadt said, “If they are Po-no-pha, they must leave their wegpons and wait for permission of the High
Scholar to approach the citaddl. But now the ken will know you are here. Go in now, or lose your
chance. Take off your clothes.”

Thetwinsblinked.

“Takethem off,” Gast insgsted. Y ou don’t want clothesin there. Leave your wegponsaswell.”
They stared at him skepticdly.

“Trust me” heimplored. “I havebeeninsde. You haven't.”

Elenyatoyed with the fastenings at her collar. “You can’t expect usto leave our weapons here. What
happens when we come back out?’

Gast was adamant. “What good will two swordplayers do against many Po-no-pha? And in there,
wegponswill only beyour ruin. Y ou will be undone by your fears” Hegroaned. “I wish therewere
more time to prepare you.”

Theintengity of his pleaeventualy persuaded the twinsto strip, but neither would disarm. They stood
ready, naked except for their belts and the weapons hanging from them.

“I fed likeanimbecile,” Elenyasaid.

“You look like one, too,” Alemar said.

Elenyashot him abackhand swipe. He ducked it. “I seeyou haven't changed abit.” She smiled.
They needed the humor. Onelook a Gast’s expression was enough to dismay the stoutest heart.

“Choose separate routes,” the hedler said. “And God bewithyou.” In Zyraii, the phrase meant a
permanent farewell.

“And with you,” Alemar said. The noisesfrom the far sde of the valley were stronger. They took deep
breaths and stepped into the dark passageway.

Full of bitter thoughts, Gast gathered their clothing into neat piles and began to prepare the proper
eulogies.

XLI

T HE CORRIDOR WASLITWith cerulean light. 1t seemed to come from the stone walls themselves, and
though this should have dispelled any shadows, the impression was of shadows everywhere. Alemar



peered ahead, haf expecting something to come shambling toward him, but al that appeared were forks
and curves, seps and intersections of hallslong lost to sepulchral dust and the mephitis of ancient
sorceries. The dread of the wight reawakened, an dmost forgotten memory given an unwelcome
resurrection.

The passageways contained no artifacts, no designs, nothing to indicate that they may have served some
purpose other than the one to which they were now being put. 1t awed him to think of the man-hoursit
must have taken to build this place. Who was this ancestor, that he should construct so laborioudy asite
he meant to abandon?

Heturned a corner and saw astairwell on hisleft, anking into the depths of the citaddl. Remembering
Gadt' sindructions, heignored it and soon found another ahead to hisright. The path he had followed led
up the steps, marked by channelsin the dust. He paused at the base.

Laughter rebounded down the stair, deep baritone cackles that froze him where he stood.

Goose pimplesrose on Elenya sflesh. No human voice had produced that laugh. She looked behind
and farther down her corridor and wished that she and Alemar had not separated. The source of the
mirth lay upward, where, until afew moments before, she had planned to go.

She understood why searchers of ancient times had passed by the climb and found their fates deeper
within the maze.

She struck her flint, igniting thetorch. A cheerful glow dispelled the somber blue of the werelight,
momentarily buoying up her spirits. The desert people knew how to make their lamps and torches. This
one, from the stack in the anteroom, burned almost without smoke, consuming the brand very gradudly.

She found it hard to think of herself as an Elandri princess and of therelic as her ancestor’ swork. She
was Po-no-pha. What was she doing intruding on chambers meant only for the ken?

“ Elandri tu,” she murmured, trying to convince hersdf the words were important to her. For Elandris,
for the empire, for her father’ s people. For duty.

She placed her foot on thefirst step. Thelight of the corridor went out.

She turned but found only darkness beyond the range of her torch. Like the laughter, it bothered her.
The magics of this place were far from dead.

Shetook another step. Something boomed in the distance. A third pace, and the wind sputtered her
light, dmost extinguishingit. Thefourth—

And nothing,

Somehow thisfrightened her more than the active manifestations. She climbed on into ominous silence.

Alemar felt theair, thick with the odor of thaumaturgy, closein with every step. Thetorchlight never
penetrated far enough or strongly enough; there was dway's something lurking just beyond hisvison. He
had to concentrate to keep breathing normally, hislungs by now aching from congtriction. Doubts began
to plague him. Gast wasright; he should have waited until he was properly prepared.

Theflight of stepswas actually quite brief. At the top was an anteroom, just as Gast had described.



Liketherest of the citadel, the chamber was empty, its only featuresthe portal leading into it at the top
of the stairsand an identical opening in the oppositewall. As he stepped into it, the room seemed to
ghrink, pressing in from every sde. Thewallsand ceiling, though he could see otherwise, felt asclose as
the sides of acoffin. He stopped in the center.

A sibilant hissng came from the darkness. Abruptly Alemar’s saber wasin hishand. He held thetorch
higher and approached. Something whispered to him. 1t spoke the High Speech, with a Cilendri accent,
but thewordswereindiginct. Surely heonly imagined it?

Ashe garted to walk again, his progress was halted by a stench so foul he aimost choked. It smelled
like desth, like something rotting, maggot-ridden, bloated with gases until the guts had exploded and
released the fumes to sear the lungs of those who came near. He shuddered. It seemed soredl.

Neverthel ess, he proceeded. The manifestations disappeared as he reached the entrance to thefirst of
the rooms of the Test, the one the Bo-no-ken were required to enter. He took a deep breath and
crossed the threshold.

Thefirst thing that happened was that his torch went out.

Elenya screamed adoud asthe blackness fll, dropping the torch in her panic. She groped on the floor
but couldn’t find it; not even atiny ember remained to guide her. Instead, her fingers touched something
soft, dimy, and living. She jerked away, only to back into agroup of sticky, thin strands unmistakably
like aspider’ sweb. Shefdt the prickle of tiny feet on her face, her knees, her back. She brushed
franticaly, but they came on in greater waves. Shefdt abulbous, furry body scurry up her thighs and
poke a her womanhood. She squeezed involuntarily, and the creature burst with asickeningsplrrrt , hot
ooze splattering her labiaand perineum. Oh, rythni, it got inside.

Shetried to cleanse hersdlf, amost nausested from the scent, but had her footing swept out from benesth
her by the dap of ahuge, serpentine object. She hit ignominioudy on the side of her hips, landing not on
stone pavement, but in awet and yielding mass. In an ingtant, she had sunk up to her armpits. It felt and
smelled like acesspoal, but it clutched at her, dragging her lower. She went down to her chin, panting.
When she did free an arm from the suction, it only made the rest of her sink. In another moment, she
submerged entirdly.

The morass closed over her head. She could fed itsfoul textureinvade her outer ears. She held her
breath, reaching up and failing to fed the open air. There was no solid footing beneath. Shewas
trapped. There was no way out.

She cursed the father who had sent her here. She cursed Alemar for coming here. She cursed the
ancestor who had made this place.

And gradualy, her thinking became clearer. Her anger had given her the key. She had momentarily
quelled asmall part of her fear. What wasit Gast had said? In afew more moments she would be out
of air and perish. Therewasonly one way out.

She opened her mouth and inhaled. Filth flowed down her throat. Sheletit. Sheletitfill her lungs. She
swalowed it until her somach threatened to burst. Let it kill her. Shedaredit.

Gone.

Alemar weptinrdief. All gone. No more crawling things, no more wallsthat moved in, no more



suffocation, no more sense of faling, no more voices, and no more darkness.

No more darkness. He gawked in surprise. On the floor nearby, historch sputtered but maintained its
flame. It had never goneout. Likewise, the room had been empty all dong, merdly another bare
chamber, though much larger than the anteroom. It contained only aspdll, from which al the other
creatures and phenomena had sprung, nothing more.

W, not quite nothing.

Now that he had retrieved the torch and held it up, Alemar could see the mummified remains of human
beings at either end, dry skin siretched taut over brittle skeletons: other entrants who had not been so
lucky at conquering the magica attack, denied even the token of a comrade who would dare the
chamber to drag the corpse out to adecent grave. He grimaced.

He was Stting on the cold floor in a puddle made of his own fecesand urine. Gast had advised them
well; one should not challenge Setan’ srooms of horror wearing clothes. Though it wasasmall
consolation, Alemar was glad to know that he wasn't the firgt this had happened to, and forgave his
magter the undetailed warning. He climbed unsteadily to hisfeet. Theterrors may have been phantoms,
but his body had reacted to them asif real, and now he ached. He wondered how Elenyawas faring, but
quickly stifled his gpprehenson. The room might react to hisworry and send him through another round
of what it had just given him. Though he knew he could probably deal with it, he needed the energy for
the next challenge. The second room, he was certain, would provideit.

Hewould have liked to rest, but thought better of it. Thiswas not the place. Hewould rather get it over
with quickly — whatever that meant.

He stood up. One of the corpses, somewhat fresher than the others, lay out toward the middle of the
room. He shoved it toward the otherswith hisfoot. It did with arasp. Hetried not to look at the pile of
bonesbeyond it. It was no timeto be reminded of failure.

He crossed the threshold into the second room.

As so0n as Elenya entered, the room blazed with light. Behind her, a stone barrier dammed to the floor,
blocking off her exit. Her eyes had just enough time to adjust to identify the monstrosity before her.

A dragon virtudly filled the huge chamber. It loomed over her, baanced onitstail and rear legs, wings

fanned out to either Sde. She saw the glitter of its scales, the flash of fantagtically long teeth, and worst of

al, theintelligence behind itsindigo pupils. It laughed, Elenyanot hearing it but feding it insgde her mind.
It knew her. Sheknew it. Thiswas Gloroc, bane of her forefathers.

The Dragon waited only just long enough so that she would know the source of her doom. Then he
lunged for her, jaws spread wide to swallow her whole, fearsome talons extended. There was no place
to duck. Shefdt her skin pop and eyes melt in the blast of dragonflame, and the snapping of her bones
as histeeth skewered her —

— Then hewas gone.

She sagged to her knees, her torch tumbling out of nervelessfingers. Somehow, uncertainly, her heart
remembered how to beat. Shewasin aroom identical to thefirst. There had been no sonewall
dropped behind her; the portal was open. There had been no light, other than her torch. There had been
no Gloroc, king of dragons, either.



Fast. Sofast, shethought. Just time enough to die. That had been the spell’ sintention, of course.
Pick the thing whose sudden appearance would cause the greatest fear and throw it at the victim so fast
that there was no timeto berationa. She again saw corpses lying toward the sides of the room, even
more than in the previous one, amummified expression of shock on theindividua nearest the torchlight.

If the spell had been one iotamore intense, she would have joined them. But some part of her had
redized in time that there was no sensible reason why Gloroc would be here, degp in amountainin the
Eagtern Deserts, in avault with no passageway through which something aslarge as adragon could have
entered. Still, it had been aterrible jolt. Had she been older or in poor condition, she wouldn't have
survived regardless of how well her mind met the challenge.

She wasworried by the sentience of the sorcery. This had been no random set of fearsthrown at her, as
inthefirst room. Gloroc was avery specific nightmare, and while being fried and swalowed by adragon
would terrify anyone, she was sure that the spell had concocted the image specifically for her. It knew
what would scare her, asauniqueindividua. Shewondered if Alemar would facethe sametrid; it
would belogical.

She decided to gather her composure. Whatever the third room held, it was bound to be sinister.

When Alemar had recovered from the vison of Gloroc, he swallowed deeply and crossed into the third
room.

No sudden darkness. No blazing menace.

The walls exuded the bluish glow once again. Though he had only seen the person who stood in the
center of the room oncein hismemory, he recognized him immediately. It was hisfather.

“You havefalled me” Keron said.

The hair on the nape of Alemar’sneck rose. “How havel failed? How did you get here?’ he asked
plantively.

“I am dead,” Keron said. Hewalked in front of the remains of men who had perished in the room over
the ages. The pile was smdler than that of the second room; not many men had penetrated so far within.
Alemar could seetheir dehydrated formsthrough the image of hisfather. He wasaghost.

“You killed me,” Keron continued. “Elandris hasfallen to the Dragon. | and al of our relatives have
been obliterated. They took me to the torture chamber, where | lingered for days. Y ou aretoo late.
Y our quest was our last hope, and now it isfor naught.”

“No,” Alemar moaned. Go away, go away! The specter couldn’t bered, but neverthel ess each word
bit deeply. They had become more than words; they were wegpons against which Alemar had no shield.

“Itistrue. You aretheonly oneleft.”

“ThereisElenyal” Alemar cried.

“Elenyaisdead! Shedidn’t survivethethird room. It'syour fault!”
“..1

“Go ahead and babble! 1 wish you had never been born, you incompetent fool! Elandrisisruined. All
the effort of my father and hisfather and his before that, dragged into the mud by the procrastination and



indulgence of my own son. Why did you ddly in thiswasteland? What hasit brought you? Haveyou
found what you camefor?’

“Leavemedong”

“No. | shdl haunt you. Theonly joy left meisthat | could come here and confront you with your own
ineptitude, with your unforgivableirresponshbility. 1 shdl not leave you until you are twisted from your
own guilt — until you beg for desth!”

Alemar licked the sudor off hisupper lip, burned by its sdtiness. Something was happening. Something
was crumbling insgde. Keronwasright. Every word wastrue. The blood of anation had stained his
hands. He could have acted months sooner. He could have returned to Elandris or Cilendrodd and at
least contributed to thefight, even if he never found the wizard' stalismans. Better yet, he could have
tried to find Setan when he'd first arrived in Zyraii. Had he died, at least it would have been an
honorable passing.

“Y our mother could never have me,” Keron hissed. “She had to settle for you. Shehadtoloveyouin
al your wretchedness. Wasit enough for her? Did it satisfy her? Did she die content?’

Alemar groaned.
“How can you ever atone? What do you have that isworth the suffering you have caused?’

Alemar didn’t remember drawing it, but his saber wasin hisgrip, its stedl echoing the color of thewalls.
Takeit. Sideit across my throat. End this shame. Make it up to my father. Free myself from
this agony.

Gradudly, hishand lifted, and set the edge of the sword againgt hisgullet. Be quick. Cut deep.

He paused, fedling the solid contact with the loops of his necklaces. One was the talisman that he and
Elenya shared, the other the memento of the grateful mother whose child he had saved only afew days
before. They would interfere with agood dice. He began to remove them.

He gtdled, the patry bit of turquoise dangling in front of hiseyes. Modest asit was, he was proud to
haveit. Hedeserved it.

He had had good reasons for delaying the quest. He had been able to protect afatherless family, he had
learned a beautiful and just art that would give hislife meaning throughout his days, and he had saved a
little girl scared of dragons. He had made his decision, and though in the end his duty to Elandris had
caled him back, he could be proud of the road he had followed in the meantime.

He shesthed hiswesgpon. The phantom of Keron had aready vanished. But it was not smply relief that
Alemar fdt; no, it was exultation. He had beaten afear that had plagued him during hisentire stay in
Zyrai and found in its place anew sense of saf-worth. The sorcery of the room had actualy helped him.

He was amore complete being now than when he had entered. He understood why the ken had
conceived of thetests. Those who survived the rooms could rightly provide the spiritua leadership for a
nation.

He noted the green flicker of thejewd on hischest. The ghost had lied about everything, even Elenya's
death. Alemar refrained from attempting contact. Hissister might be struggling for her lifethisvery
instant and need al her concentration.

Lies. Who could say whether or not hisfather was aive, or how the war was going? They might till
have achance; perhaps agood one. Furthermore, Alemar had not failed. He had thwarted the third



room. Beyond, somewhere through the portal that now beckoned, the weapon |eft by Alemar
Dragondayer waswaiting for one of the Blood to claim it. Excitement, not fear, drew him to the entrance
of thefourth room.

Hewaswaiting for her in the middle of the third room.

Elenyatensed, expecting the rush of menace or other psychologica attack, but all she saw wasthe lone
figurein the middle of aroom identical to the previoustwo. The werdight was back, so she set her own
torch in place of the charred remnant in aniche by the door, and moved forward.

Hewore agleaming set of leather armor, cut in the style of the Calinin Empire. The hide could turn or
dow al but the best sword thrusts, yet it was light enough so as not to dow its wearer down gppreciably.

In one hand he bore an Aleoth longsword, asthin as her rapier but, she knew, far stronger, with an edge
that allowed him to dash aswell as parry and thrust. In his other hand he held a dtiletto, an excdllent
balance to the longsword:  he commanded both reach and infighting. The man himself waswell over six
feet tall, lithe and young. As she came nearer, she recognized the emblem on hischest. Hewasa
member of the Shadow Corps of Xais, the dite nswhose charter generations had played the vital
rolein winning the Old Kingdomsfor the Calinin.

She began to worry.
“Draw your weagpon,” the shadow dancer said. “Or be cut down where you stand.”

He had hardly spoken before he charged her. She drew her rapier and deflected his chop in one motion.
Though she had dmost stepped clear, avoiding most of the force, her arm aimaost went numb from the
impact. She drew her dagger with her other hand and backed up.

He followed, the longsword prodding her like a stubborn oeikani, itslength thwarting any counterattack
she could think of. He denied her the luxury of timeto gain her composure. It wasdl she could do to
day dive.

A trickle of blood ran down her dagger forearm. She hadn’t even seen the jab that had nicked her.
Casudly, contemptuoudy, he pinked her on the underside of each breast.

Damn, he was good.

But she survived the firgt sixty seconds. Though bleeding from haf adozen smadl cuts, he had not
wounded her critically yet. She had timeto develop her defense.

She used classical dtrategies, to save her mind, to give her the timeto originate better moves. First the
TiandraBlock.

He doughed it off with the Ezenean Offense, the maneuver Hoy of Orr had devel oped exactly to
circumvent the Tiandra. The man knew hisfencing. Not that she had doubted it.

Shetried the Square next, and was nearly disembowelled. Likewise he mocked the Southern and the
Rhidan Feints. By now she had backed up so far that her ankle came up againgt one of the dead men.
Shefdl, making it appear that she had ssumbled. Helegped forward. Shethrust toward hisgroin. He
sprang back, pinked in the inner thigh, while sherolled and regained her feet.

Bones and old flesh lay underfoot everywherein this part of the room. Good — Elenyaliked obstacles.
Small in stature, she could avoid them with greater ease than alarge opponent. She hopped from spot



to spot. The assassin imitated her, graceful and sure— but not quite asfast. She had gained the respite
needed to take the offensive.

She had redlized her earlier error. She had used strategies that were too classicd; they al semmed from
the days of the empire and would be well known to one of the Shadow Corps. When she attacked, she
used the unique Cilendri Maneuver that had made the origina Lord Garthmorron famous.

She wasjolted by asharp painin her ribs. Suddenly she was on the defensive again, blood pouring out
of her side. The shadow dancer had skewered her well that time. She tasted bile deep in her gullet.

He had her now. Already it was hard to hold the dagger on that side. He didn’t even haveto pressthe
attack now. 1f he smply held her a bay until the loss of blood sapped her strength, she would be putty in
his hands.

He obvioudy redized this. He broke off and retreated to the center of the room, where the clear floor
put the advantage squardly in histerritory. He wasn't going to leave her the opportunity for tricks. He
was making it plain — shewas going to lose.

Shewas. Shecouldtell. Shehad met theone. Lonal might have been able to beat her and maybe not,
but there was no question with thisman. Hewas ademon. She dropped her dagger and held apalm
againg her wound. The blood leaked through between her fingers, sticky, hot.

“Amateur,” hetaunted. “Y ou should haveleft thisart to men.”
She sumbled forward, dready finding it hard to walk asteady line.

“Such adainty babe,” hesaid. *Y ou would have made afine ornament for aharem.” He snorted
theatricaly. “Look. Youaresotiny, | could blow you over.”

Her rapier began to twitch in her hand. Shewas gtill walking forward.
Heonly smiled. “Put down your toy and —”

Shelunged, swalowing the last few paces between them. His point speared her heart, the pain blacking
out her awareness. But nothing was going to stop her. She buried her rapier in him up to the hilt even as
shefdl.

The impact with the floor woke her up again. She ached incredibly. She hadn’t thought it could get
much worse after the first two rooms. It took her severa long, heavy bresths before she could lift her
head up.

The room was empty.

Gradually she understood. She had ceased to care whether shelived or died. Shewaswilling to
sacrifice hersdf, aslong as she could avoid defegt. 1n S0 doing, she had lost dll fear.

Threetimesthe spell had captured her. She should have fdt like afool; instead shelaughed. She pitied
the man who might chalenge her with the sword in the future. After this, what could intimidate her?

Threerooms, threetypes of fear. Inthefirg, primal terror — al the thingsthat traditiondly frighten
human beings. In the second, the fear of the enemy, of sudden degth at the hands of the Other whose
greatest desireisto destroy you. Inthethird, fear of failure— self-doubt — not technically afear at al,
but just asthreatening. What, Elenyawondered, would come next?



She stood up. Her kneeswere skinned, her jaw sore from banging it on the floor, but she had suffered
no permanent damage. She was ready, full of an intoxicating sense of resolve, to enter the fourth room.

XLII

T HE FOURTH ROOM WAS DIFFERENT, Elenyaredized. It was smaller and contained none of the human
remainsthat had distinguished the others. Buit like its predecessors, it resembled a vault, hollow and
barren. Only after afew seconds did she notice that the walls seemed smoother than in the other
chambers. They were marble, polished dick and so perfectly seamed that the cracks between the
sections barely showed. There was no door on the other side of the room; the way she had come was
the only visble access. Shetook afew cautious steps forward.

Four things happened.

Firg, the by now familiar blueillumination increased to full, white light, painful to her pupils. While she
blinked, a stone partition sealed off the porta through which she had come. Simultaneoudly, a section of
thefar wall did away, reveding anichethat housed alarge, seded tank of water. The tank contained
objects Elenyaimmediately recognized as Elandri armakers. Finally, acrack appeared in the floor,
gplitting it down the middle across her path. Both halves of the floor began to fold downward, asif
hinged at thewalls. The widening crevice smelled dank and led to darkness,

She could hear mechanisms whir within the Structure. Thefloor dipped Sowly but inexorably. It took
only amoment for her to ascertain that neither the walls nor the floor would provide any hand or foot
holds. She was going to be dumped into whatever waited bel ow.

All a once sheidentified the scent rising from the opening. It waswater.

The gap spread to almost six feet across. The dope was now amost thirty degrees. Cursing, she
sprinted to the edge and jumped. Shelanded on the balls of her feet and scurried up the other side.

Thetank lid was not locked. Shelifted it, grabbed the nearest airmaker, and quickly set it over her head,
letting go of thelid. By thetime she had adjusted thefit securdly, the floor waslisting sharply. She could
stay there until the room dumped her, or she could face the pit immediately. She made her decision, sat
down on thefloor, legsflat in front, and did down past the edge and into space.

Shefell only adozen feet before she struck the water. She scissor-kicked, halting her descent. She
didn’t bother to rise; she was already breathing through the airmaker. To her relief, she had only been
down afew moments when the light increased. Soon she could make out her surroundings.

Above, the floor of the room continued to unfold. It didn’'t stop until both halves hung perpendicular to
the surface of thewater. The fourth room didn’t like visitors, but itsriddle was now plain to Elenya

It was aphysical trap, not one of sorcery. Small wonder that no one had ever returned from beyond the
third room. If, as she suspected, most of those who had tried over the ages had been Zyraii, then they
had endured the most unusua cause of desth the desert people could imagine. Except for occasional
flash flood victims, no onein the nation drowned.

The room wanted only individuas who knew what airmakers were to survive.

The smooth marble walls continued downward on al four sdes. Somewhere far below Elenya detected
the convoluted rock that must have been the origind, natural walls of the spring that lay under Setan. On



one side, however, she could see alarge, square opening some twenty feet from the surface.

She descended, rediscovering how good it felt to have water around her body. The coolnessinvigorated
her and rinsed the sweat of fright from her skin. She took amoment to wash hersalf more thoroughly,
feding better than she had since entering Setan.

Such along period without swimming awakened vivid memories of her first use of the armakers. She
had findly reached an age when Obo, her grandfather, and Lord Dran had agreed that she and Alemar
could betold their heritage, and one of thefirst fringe benefits took the form of training to use the ancient
devices. The experience by itsef would have been memorable enough, but coupled with theidling
through the deeps and shalows was the chance to fantasi ze about being an Elandri princess. Shewas
young enough for that to seem grand and precious, and the airmakers had aways thereafter represented
the romantic visonsthat failed to come true once she neared adulthood. Thusfar being an Elandri
princess had meant little beyond hard training and persond sacrifice.

Armed with alittle bit of feckless confidence of amore naive point in life, she passed through the opening
into atunnel. She saw no markings or Side openings. The passageway tilted dightly upward, and at the
far end the light seemed brighter.

The distance was greater than could be expected of aman holding asingle breath. Findly the tunnel
ended and her head popped up into clear air.

Alemar found himsdf in gill another barren chamber. But this one, unlike the others, contained aliving
man.

Alemar pulled the airmaker off hishead and jumped out of the pool. He knelt down beside the stranger
and gently lifted hishead. The man opened rheumy eyes. He was middle-aged, emaciated, and ripe with
the odor of diarrhea and vomit. He wore atattered robe smilar to that of a Po-no-pha, but so soiled

and worn that it was difficult to tell if it had ever been white. Only his sword seemed to bein good
condition.

“Who areyou?’ Alemar asked in Zyraii. “How did you get here?’ He saw no other entrances.
“Eehhhhh,” the man said. Just to exhae seemed to cause him strain.

Alemar took the man’s hand and concentrated. What iswrong? Why do you suffer? How may |
ease your pain?

The voices of the man’sbody werefaint. Alemar felt like abeginning apprentice, his attempt feeble when
the man’s condition required sure and tested talent. He heard hollow echoes. It was nothing like any
other living human he had ever scanned before. 1t wasamogt asif the man were... empty.

“Help me,” the stranger rasped.

But Alemar didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t tell if the man’sintestineswereinflamed, if hislungs
wererotted, if he had been poisoned, or evenif his heart were beating normally. The Sight had left him.

He had only one choice. He opened the man’s collar and placed both hands firmly on the latter’ s chest.
He cdled on hisenergies and felt them begin to flow from hisfinger tips.

The man screamed.



Alemar broke contact, smoke rising from the spot he had touched. Livid imprints of his hands il
remained, seared into the man’s skin. The man emitted arasp and his eyes glazed over.

“No!” Alemar cried. Helooked at his betraying pams.

The smoke increased. Hissing and popping, the man’shair, skin, and clothing began dissolving away.
Alemar stepped back, horrified. Greasy pools formed benesth the body, themselves bubbling and
evaporating away. Therib cage appeared, at first covered with red, brown, and grey coatings of tissue,
until thesein turn fumed away, leaving only gleaming white bone. The eyesexploded. Foul gases
burbled out of body cavities. Finally, every last bit of soft tissue had vanished. Thefloor contained only
askeleton, an ancient one at that.

All except the sword. Itsbelt and scabbard had melted dong with everything el se, but the blade
sparkled inthe atificid light.

The skeleton reached out and grasped the sword hilt.

Alemar retrested halfway to the pool. The skeleton clambered to itsfeet, jointsrattling and creaking,
united asif tendons, muscles, and cartilage were il present. It advanced toward Alemar.

It'snot real, Alemar told himsdlf. It isanother spell. Another test of the mind. Though filled witha
preternatural dread, he planted hisfeet and waited for the creature to come.

It didn’'t hesitate amoment. When it came within range, it swung the sword like an axe at Alemar’ s neck.

Jugt intime, Alemar fell back. The sword tip nicked histhroat, leaving a superficia but profusdly flowing
cut.

The skeleton laughed.

The blood convinced Alemar. Thewound wasred. Thisspell wasn't like the others. 1t had found a
fear he could not conquer. He would aways hold inside the worry that one day his healing talent would
fail him. The skeleton wouldn't go away. It could, and would, kill him. Asthe knowledge settled into
hismind, the room shifted. The dust of the centuries appeared. Lying in molding pileswere the remains
of three previous visitors who had penetrated thisfar. To his shock, the freshest corpse wore theindggnia
of the Claw, Gloroc' s prized cadre of assassins.

The skeleton waited patiently. 1t knew it had no need to rush. It had waited centuriesfor itsfew victims.
It might wait many more before another breached the chamber. In the meantime, it would enjoy the
diverson. Alemar felt the trickle from hisneck pass hisbelt and start down hisleg.

Tentatively he drew hisweapon.

Thehilt fet dien. He had not wielded it in actua conflict Snce the pass of Hattyre. But his childhood
training had been exhaudtive, and his genera physical condition was as good or better than it had ever
been, though impacted by the ordeal of the past few hours. Perhaps he had a chance.

The skeleton, asif reading his thoughts, cackled again and began with athrust.

Alemar avoided it, returning ariposte. The skeletonignored it. Thetip of the saber dipped between two
ribs, inflicting no damage. The skeleton casualy lapsed into the Ezenean Offense. Alemar parried and
retreated. The classic move was not a potent one, but it was difficult to counter or redirect — a safe,
time-consuming way for a superior player to wear out an unskilled challenger.



Alemar swore. Thiswasasituation for armor and abattle axe. The only threat he could poseto his
enemy were in hacking blows designed to break the bones. His saber wasn't meant for that.

Nevertheess, he had to try. The skeleton taunted him, left him openings, o hetook one. He dashed
toward thething’ sribsagain. The edge of the weapon clattered against the target, creating sparks and
leaving anumbing tinglein Alemar’ swrig.

More sorcery. The skeleton was not only animate, it wasinvulnerable. At any point, whenever it tired of
thefray, it could smply step in and butcher him.

Alemar fenced for hislife. Hewasfar better than thething. Its movements were mechanical; it wasdow
aswdl. Even out of practice, Alemar would have won in secondsiif the contest had been againgt a
morta being. But each time he successfully jabbed or dashed, the only reward was a bell-like clang and
more sparks. Once, he knocked afew grains out of the skeleton’s collarbone, but the blow |eft
Alemar’sarm so nerveless that he had to transfer his weapon to the other hand.

Alemar had dways been an ambidextrous swordplayer, and he continued now to fight with nearly equal
skill, but it wasincreasingly hard to motivate himself. He adopted adtrictly defensve strategy. But he
wastired and could only get moretired, while the thing never wore out.

Findly, the skeleton thrust more strongly. Alemar parried. Another thrust, another parry. Five more,
and Alemar met each one. Then thething nicked him on abicep. A few blowsater, another scratch on
thethigh. Within another two minutes, he was wounded superficidly in severa places, and droplets of
blood splattered the floor. Thetime had come. The creature was through with its games.

Alemar wept. All these years and miles, just to be cut down like so much wheat. He clenched histeeth
inrage.

The skeleton battered at him again. Thistime, he returned a savage cut to its neck.

The saber burgt intwo. Alemar jumped back, narrowly avoiding astab at his chest. Hisfeet landed on
something dick, and he tumbled down.

He landed on his back, the shock to his kidneys knocking the wind out of him. He had dipped in a pool
of hisown blood. With one arm numb from the dash that had destroyed the saber, he could do no more
than lift the remaining arm to ward off the killing cut.

The skeleton raised its weapon and stepped forward to finishitsvictim. Itsfoot stepped in the pool of
blood.

And it paused.

It looked down at itsfoot. The bones smoked. Within afew seconds, it had dissolved up to the tarsals.
The creature let out a plaintive whimper.

“The blood of the Dragondayer!” it said.

The remainder of the skeleton dissolved rapidly, momentarily leaving acauldronish puddle; then this, too,
boiled awvay. Only the sword remained.

The mountain trembled with the sound of athundercrack. Thewall opposite the pool vanished. A small
pentagona chamber was revealed. Another loud boom followed, and abruptly the sdewalls
disappeared aswell. The new chamber was now the center of amuch larger pentagon, the increased
area composed of Alemar’sroom and four other identical spaces, obvioudy the end points of the other



routesinto the citadel. In one of them, Elenyawas lowering her rapier, amazement on her face. She
spotted Alemar and gasped. Together they stared at the center of the room.

On afive-sded daisin the center of the area stood a short dark-haired man, clothed in wizard' s robes.
In his hands he held two jewel-studded mail gauntlets. He stared out at an indeterminate location, asif
unable to see @ther of thetwins.

“I am Alemar Dragondayer,” thewizard said.

Thetwinsblinked. No, it wasn't their famous ancestor in the flesh. The figure was tranducent. |If they
tried, they could seethefar walsthrough him. Only the gauntlets seemed substantial.

“That you can see thisimage means that the blood of my blood has successfully unwrought the spell | laid
upon this sanctuary. Y ou can only have come because the child of Faroc and Trisshas at |ast appeared,
and that which | prepared to meet this eventudity isnow needed.” Heraised the gauntlets. “Theseare
my greatest creations. Wear these, and you cannot be dragon-touched. Their very proximity will cause
any dragon great pain. Y ou must havetheseif you are to successfully challenge this monster. Dragons
can weaveillusons on agrandiose scale— only the wearer of these gloveswill be ableto utterly thwart
this power. But do not depend on these done. | haveleft other things, asyou no doubt know. | hope
that there are those among the present generation of my family with the proper attunement to use any or
al of my legacies. But have caution. Theseand dl my taismans were designed for use by me or my
sgter. They will not work aswell for any other. Put your trust not merely in my trinkets, but in your own
abilitiesand courage.”

Thewizard dropped the gauntletsto thefloor. They grew more solid than ever, while the man began to
fade. “1 can offer you only one other smdll bit of advice, and hope that not so much time has passed as
to makeit usdless. Seek thefollowersof Struth, thefrog god. Inmy time, their main templewasin

Headwater, the capital of Serthe, where | spent my boyhood. They will know how to defeat adragon.”

Then hewas gone. The gauntletswaited on the floor where he had stood. Alemar walked forward and
picked them up.

They werelight, lighter in fact than if they had been made of leather or cloth, but the fedl wasthat of cold
meta and polished gems. Tiny jewelswere strewn like sequins everywhere except the pams. A large
gemstone, each of adifferent type and color, decorated the base knuckle of every finger and thumb. The
mail seemed to be made of gold. Alemar tried one on.

The weight increased so suddenly he dropped to hisknees, his hand damming into thefloor. Theimpact
dented the stone. At once, the world changed. He could see that the floor beneath him was actuadly the
lidof awdl. A few feet below him lay another branch of the pool that ran under Setan, a passage
leading away toward what Alemar guessed wasthe outside. He could see waves of light around Elenya,
each one exuding a particular character and intensity. Stretching his new perceptions, he could seethe
gossamer web of sorcery knit into every crack of the mountain. Even as he watched, its structure was
disspating. The purpose of the magic had been fulfilled; there was no longer any need for the energiesto
maintain their ancient cycles. It was so potent awork of thaumaturgy that it might take hoursfor the
entire work to vanish. Setan, as Gast had feared, would never again serve the ken asit had for centuries.

He was so mesmerized that he only belatedly realized that he was standing, buoyed up by a strength
greater than any he had ever ft. It flowed from the gauntlet, but he could sense that the source, asin the
case of hisfather’ sbdlt, came from himself. The gauntlet took that power, magnified it, returned it to him,
and then drew off of the increased amount, recirculating the same energy to ever-higher levels. Its
principle was much the same as his and Elenya s necklaces, but instead of the strength being squared, it



was limited only by what he could physicaly endure. Unlike hisfather’ sbelt, it would not enable him to
lift boulders. He sensed that it suited itsdlf to itswearer’ s character. In his case, more than anything else
it multiplied hisendurance.

“Here,” he said, holding out the other gauntlet to Elenya. “No one person could wear both of these.”

She came and took it. He watched her go through asimilar period of orientation. When it was over, he
noticed a phenomena quicknessto some of her movements. Shetested it, sheathing her weapon and
drawing it again, pinning, flipping, and Smply running. She uttered alaugh of pure enjoyment.

“The Dragon doesn't stand achance,” she said.
He pursed hislips. That, unfortunately, was smply not true. “Come. Let’sbe on our way.”

They retrieved their airmakers from where they had dropped them, found the handle in the dais that
opened the hatch, and jumped into the water.

Gast st at the edge of the pool of Setan, dightly apart from the others who waited for the two who had
goneinto the citadel. He was amost forgotten now. A knot of several dozen members of the ken, as
well asthe Po-no-phawho had arrived with Lond, had surrounded the entrance. Gast could see their
angry faces by the torches they held, and he wished for the return of the High Scholar and the latter’s
cadminginfluence.

Gast wondered how long the vigil would last. When the twinsfailed to emerge, how many dayswould
they wait? Would they send men insdeto find them? He thought not.

The hedler’ seyeswandered to the mountain’ sface. Wasit hisimagination, or was the emblem — the
sgil that his apprentice had assured him wasthat of Alemar Dragondayer — actudly glowing? Though
the night was dark, he could clearly see the outline of the convulsing dragon. 1t seemed to be growing
brighter, athough curioudy, the arrow inits belly remained dim, like the stoneit had been carved in.

Suddenly the water of the pool bubbled. A moment later, two heads broke the surface. The Po-no-pha
beside him jumped up. Gast shouted with joy.

The twins clambered out onto thetile at the pool’ s edge, only afew yardsfrom Gast. They stood naked,
shivering, and marked by wounds, their skin palein the sarlight. They weredive! God had been
meraful.

Asthetwins drew off the strange devices covering their heads and dropped them back into the water,
the crowd of warriors and priests rushed to the site. But even asthe twins turned to face the charge, al
present stopped short and gasped.

The emblem in the mountain blazed. Thefigure of the dragon moved, became three-dimensiona, a
phantasmal bluish outline— abstract, obvioudy not real, but more terrifying by that fact. It spread wings
wide and pounced toward Alemar and Elenya.

Both twinsraised the strange gauntlets they wore. A nimbus of orange light surrounded them. The
dragon veered off, uttering an angry cry. It circled three times, then stresked away into the northwestern
sky. Toward Elandris.

“Heknows,” Alemar sad.



Aseveryone s disorientation faded, the Zyraii pressed forward, surrounding the twins on three sides.
Angry voices murmured. Gast Sighed. The westerners had come so far and done so much. His
countrymen had always been their greatest obstacle. Including himsdlf.

[13 Sop! ”

The voice sounded old and wavered, but it carried. At once, every Zyraii present halted in histracks.
They al knew the speaker, and when he spoke, dl intheland listened.

The old man came forward, black robesrustling. He wasthe only member of the ken in the nation who
wore black. He went straight to Alemar and Elenya, his stride bold and steady in spite of his advanced
years.

“Give meyour names,” hetold them. “Y our true names.”
“I am Alemar, of the dynasty of Alemar,” camethereply. “My Sster isElenya”

Gast saw the old priest’ s shoulders shift, asif the burden of hisentirelife swork had been removed in
one moment. Black cloth whirling, he turned to the crowd.

“Letthemgo.”
Silence. Then al members of the ken backed swiftly away. The Po-no-phahesitated.

“Y ou heard High Scholar Esidio,” Lona said from the forefront. “Hiswordislaw.” Thewarriors
obeyed, some grudgingly, though in truth the priesthood had more reason to be offended at the violation
of the sacred Site,

“Let no one hinder their path from our land. If any should molest them, they and dl their clan will be
banished from Zyraii forever.” In asofter, worried voice ESdio added, “ They are the hope of all
Tanagaran. Without them, the desert will be blackened, and our peoplekilled or endaved.”

The crowd backed even farther avay. The only ones|eft near the twinswere Lond, ESidio, and Gast.
Thelatter produced thetwins clothing, which they gratefully put on. Esidio went to Alemar and Elenya
and grasped them both firmly, asif to be surethey wereredl. “I have waited along time for you.”

“We oweyou our lives” Alemar said.

“No. Thedebtisnottome,” Esidio said somberly. Heturnedto Lond. “I wish your father had lived to
seethisday.” Without another word, he turned and walked back toward the community. The crowd
parted quickly. Esidio had been one of the kindest, and most good-humored, high scholarswithin
memory. He had never before threatened countrymen with banishment, the greatest punishment of dl.

“God seemsto et you get away with anything,” Lonal told Elenya

Alemar saw that it wastimeto look the other way. He helped Gast untie hisbonds. “I feared for your
life, megter.”

“Asdid . But blood isnot spilled in Setan, and no Hab-no-ken in history has ever been put to degth. It
would have taken some time for them to decide what to do with me. Esidio cooled their tempers. He
seemed to be expecting dl this.”

“The auraaround him was unlike anyonein the entire group,” Alemar murmured.

“ B.I?l



Theyoung man held up hisgauntlet. “I'll explain later. Whether God ison our side or not, the sooner
we are away from here, the better.” He nodded toward the still observant assemblage. “They are only
part of it. Gloroc knowswe are here. That was his spell that attacked us when we came out of the pool.

He must have known abouit thisrelic for sometime, and set an darm. | found the body of one of his
savitorsingde”

Heturned to hissigster. She and Lond finished awhispered conversation.

“Timetogo,” Alemar said.

Elenya nodded.

“Welocated your oeikani,” Lond said. “I will seethat they are brought.” Heleft to issue the command.

From deep within the mountain came the rumbles of faling rock. The Zyraii stirred uneasily. Gast shot a
quizzicd look a Alemar.

“Itsjobisdone,” he answered. “Not everything isgoing to hold together anymore.” He stroked the
gauntlet. “But what awork it was.”

Alemar sghed as Gast tended hisinjuries. The heder and the twinswere afew milesfrom Setan. Dawn
teased the hills. Nearby the narrow tributary of the Ahloorm gurgled over cobbles, its lullaby taking
Alemar to other lands, where one never worried about getting enough to drink. Home. That would be
their first god. If the Dragon Seawereimpassable, they couldn’t ddiver the gauntletsto Elandris. Keron
would eventudly look for themin Cilendrodel. Together they might pursue the lead concerning the
temple of Struth.

“What will you do now, master?” Alemar asked, though his attention was on Elenya. She szt at the
stream’ s edge, glancing frequently back the way they had come.

“Do not cal memaster,” Gast said. “Your training iscomplete. 'Y ou have been through the rooms of
Setan. Y ou are Hab-no-ken now.”

Alemar assumed he would be glad when ether his quest or his study of hedling wasfulfilled. Now both
had culminated in one night, and he was't relieved. “I pray that | do the art justice.”

“I rether think you will have more opportunity to practice than most of us. Asfor me, | havetheimplied
protection of the High Scholar. | will make mysdlf inobtrusive for a season or two, then return to my old
haunts. Fear not for me.”

They detected the clop of hooves. Elenya sprang to her feet. A singlerider appeared around the last
bend.

“| was wondering when he' d show up,” Alemar said.

Lond reined up nearby, but remained on hisoeikani. They al looked a one another and hesitated, asif
reluctant to disturb the dawn quiet.

“I cametosay I'msorry,” Lond sad findlly.
“For what?" Alemar asked.

“I put many obstaclesin theway of your quest. If what ESdio saysistrue, your misson may mean more



to Zyraii than my wholelife swork.”
“Y ou couldn’t have known that. Evenwe can't be sureit’strue.”
“Neverthdessit ishumbling. | wish that | had been able to give you something as worthy.”

Alemar lifted the materia of hisgreen robes. Elenya, just asemphaticdly, held out her scarred wrist.

Lonal raised hiseyebrows, then laughed merrily. “You arekind. But then, ESdio did tell methat there
were reasons why it was necessary for you to become aheder. | suppose we were dl following God's
da,].”

“Or someone's,” Alemar said.

Lond looked at Elenya, and his eyesrested therefor along time. “Y ou are taking my best war-second,”
he said mournfully, till spesking to Alemar. “Wherewill | ever find another like her?’

“You'll find many more,” Elenyareplied with conviction. “Xurosh has seento that.”

“I think you'rewrong,” he said in ahusky voice. “It would take another miracle” Heturned to Alemar.
“Tell me, aredl thewomenin Cilendrodd like her?’

“None”

“You see? Your brother understands.” He urged his mount forward with a subtle pressure of his knees.
He and Elenyatouched wrists together, joining the scars of thehai-Zyraii . They parted dowly. Lond
headed back to Setan.

“I will not forget you,” she called after him. Hedidn't answer.

“Last night Esidio told him he would becomeopsha ,” Gast said of the departing figure.
“I don't have any doubt,” Elenyasaid. “I envy him, you know,” shetold Alemar.
“Why?'

“Because Lond wants his destiny.”

Shelooked at her gauntlet, which she wore on the left hand. She picked up asmall cobblestone and
squeezed. It broke. “I haveaFear,” shesaid. “I think you will understand what | mean. | am afraid of
alifewherel am nothing but awarrior, fighting for causes not my own. Sooner or later I'd be left
standing in the midst of open desert, and al the people I’ ve known — friends, lovers, and even you,
brother — would turn and run from thekiller I ve become, leaving me done, with only mysdif to fight.”

Alemar came forward and held her.

“If you hadn’t defeated our ancestor’ s spell when you did,” she said gravely, “I might have died of
londiness”

“1 understand.” Only after he had said it was he aware that he had bespoken her. The amuletstook so
little concentration now.

“|1 don’t know what’s ahead,” shereplied inkind,” but at least we'll be out of this mad country.”
She pulled off the gauntlet and regarded it. “Let’s seeif we can put these to good use, after dl.”

Alemar nodded. They climbed into their saddles and began riding. The lands of the Dragon Seawere



cdling.

Glossary

Achird
The sun. The star around which Motherworld revolves.
Ahloorm
“TheRiver.” Theonly mgor river traverang the Zyraii nation, source in the mountains north of
Setan, outlet in the Gulf of Chrysgen.
Ah-no-ken
Sect of the ken respongiblefor the dally religious affairs of the tribes, including teaching,
counselling, and leading of religiousrites such as prayer and the pulstrall. Membersof this sect
wear blue robes.
Alemar Dragondayer
Founder of Elandris, dayer of the dragons Faroc and Triss. Also Alemar the Great, Alemar |.
Bo-no-ken
Ruling sect of the ken, possessing the power to make laws, promote Ah-no-ken, exileindividuals
from or adopt them into the tribe. Red robes.
Bu
“The Gameof Life” InZyraii reigion, God provided soulsto men in order that they might play
out the great scheme of existence. The Bu isthe development of character over many lifetimes.
Buyul
A tribe of Zyraii bordering the T'lil on the south, descended from Cadral s fourth son Yul.
Cadra
Progenitor of the Zyraii.
Calinin
1. Anancient nation in the far west of the southern continent. 2. The empirethat originated in
Cdlinin, composed, at varioustimes, of the countries of Calinin South, Aleoth, Cotan, Acaon,
Tanjand, Agon, Neith, Tiandria, Serthe, Riannehn, Sirithrea, Numaron, Irigion, Rhida, Rhada,
and Moin, aswdl asthe motherland. 3. Thoselands culturaly and linguigticaly tied to the
empire, including the countries above aswell as Ranagara, Elandris, and Cilendrodd.
The Claw
The Dragon’ s dlite cadre of ns.
Dark Night
A sacred observance timed to coincide with one of the rare occasions when Achird, the Sigter,
Motherworld, and the mgjor moons are below Tanagaran’ s horizon. Mogt “dark nights’ are not
truly dark, snce one or another of the major celestid bodiesis dmost dways shining, but partial
dark nights occur regularly. One of the mgjor preoccupations of early Tanagarese astronomers
was the caculation of when dark nights would occur, and which of the year’ s candidates to
designate astheritual Dark Night.
drelb
A dwarfish people inhabiting the countries of Tranglia, Intrdia, Cislia, Drelbhaven, and the
Drelbmarch.
Ena
The second largest clan of the T'll.
Faroc
Themale of the pair of dragons that once ruled the Dragon Sea, dain by Alemar the Grest.
Hab-no-ken
Healing sect of the ken, possessing no rank within the priesthood but endowed with consderable



prerogatives. Green robes.

hada
A sect of the Zee-no-ken possessing the power of precognition, distinguished by their grey
robes.

haiya
Honor. A heightening of the reputation of atribe or individual Po-no-pha by virtue of noble
deeds.

hai-Zyr aii
A sate conferred upon an individua Po-no-pha, through blood ritud, in recognition of deeds that
greatly benefit the Zyrai nation.

Hattyre
1. Anancient Zyraii hero, killed in battle. 2. The hillsdividing the western sections of T'lil and
Buyul from their eastern sections, where Hattyre waskilled.

hoeanaou
A treefound aong the middle and lower reaches of the Ahloorm, ranging up to 300 feet high and
ninefeet in diameter.

hussa
A smdl, burrowing rodent, living communaly in prominent mounds, found throughout the Eastern
Deserts and the Ahirinar Steppes.

ju-moh-kai
I. Literdly, thegameof blades. 2. A dud fought with edged wesgpons.

ken
The priesthood of the Zyraii, consisting of four castes. Zee-no-ken, Bo-no-ken, Ah-no-ken,
Hab-no-ken.

Miranda
Sder of Alemar Dragondayer; inventor of the airmaker; cofounder of Elandris.

Motherworld
The gas giant planet around which Tanagaran revolves.

Menhir of T'lil
A stone monument, possibly ameteorite, at the Oasis of Shom. The most holy relic of the Tl
tribe.

niutap
Adoption of aforeigner into aZyraii tribe, in order to replace adain member of thetribe.

oeikani
(wah-kah-nee) A large, herbivorous mammal found throughout Tanagaran, used as a saddle and
pack beast, and occasionaly asasource of food. Plura: oeikani.

olom
A dtash of coffee selected by atrader as being the best of hislot. May be any of the different
coffees heistransporting, or ablend, entirely dependent on his mood and the quality of that
particular cargo.

opsha
Themilitary leeder of dl Zyrai.

opshb
1. Origindly, the supremerdigiousleader of Zyraii. 2. Sincethe passng of Mhemet,
great-grandson of Cadra, the term appliesto the highest-ranked Bo-no-ken of each tribe.

Po-no-pha
(Po-no-fa) Thewarrior class among the Zyraii. Any adult male of property, capable of bearing
arms, isautomatically a Po-no-pha, regardless of other professions he may have, unless he enters
the priesthood.

rashemi
A drug used to induce trance.



rythni
Thefairy people of Cilendrode, areclusive, intdligent race rich in sorcery and worshipping
tranquillity. Adultsrangefrom ten to twelveincheshigh. Femaesarewinged during their
reproductive years.
sagecrawler
A large, herbivorouslizard of the Eastern Desarts, prized for its highly edible flesh.
sand-runner
A moderately large, bipeda lizard common to the Ahloorm Basin.
Serpent Moon
A moon of Motherworld, original home of dragons and the serpent men.
The Sister
Achird’ s orange companion gar, visble from Tanagaran even in daylight.
So-de’es
A great rdigious council caled by Mhemet, great-grandson of Cadra, at which the holy laws of
Zyraii were codified. Sightly appended to within the next few generations, the laws of the
So-de es became the inviolable mora canon for many centuries.
soul
An aspect of Man that isentirdy immaterid.
Tanagaran
Theworld. Fifth moon of Motherworld.
Tkrt
Largest clan of the T'lil.
T'lan
A minor clan of the T lil.
Tlil
The second largest tribe of modern Zyraii, descended from Cadra s seventh son, Lil.
torovet
Raid. An attack by one Zyraii tribe upon another, governed by strict rules. Often used by
Po-no-phato increase their haiya.
Tranceof theListener
An dtered gate of consciousness, in which the awareness of the practitioner isheightened in
order to receive psychic messages. Often used in conjunction with the Trance of the Speaker.
Trance of the Sear cher
An dtered state of consciousness, in which the awareness of the practitioner travels out of the
body.
Trance of the Speaker
An dtered state of consciousness, which a practitioner may use to send messagesto other
beings, particularly thosein the Trance of the Listener.
Triss
Thefemale of the pair of dragonsthat once ruled the Dragon Sea, dain by Polk (kill later
credited to Alemar).
vartham
A trangparent, incredibly strong substance crested by Mirandaand Alemar the Grest, used to
form the great domes that enclose the underwater cities. Like the airmakers, the secret of its
creation was lost with the two great sorcerers.
TheWorm
Royadigt euphemism for Gloroc; a derogatory term.
Zee-no-ken
Monastic sect of the ken, uninvolved in politica and socid life, often hermits. Highest ranked of
the ken, but possessing no secular authority. Most of the Zee-no-ken wear brown, the
exceptions being the grey of the hada and the black of the High Scholar.
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arch-enemy's most powerful mage. Toren, ayoung warrior from the far south, stolen from hishome and
familiar culture, must come to accept hisrole as the chief weapon againgt the sentient dragon whose
armiesthreaten the entire civilized lands of Tanagaran.
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have struggled to survive and somehow find the meansto fight back against the dragon, Gloroc, and his
human armies. After great hardship, the exiles have regained potent magical taismans|eft by their
ancestor. They have united those talismans with the one man capable of activating their magic and, with
him, have made adaring thrust against their enemy. But instead of the decisive victory they hoped for,
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Prologue

K ERON couLD SVIELL the battle coming. Clouds brooded, promising along, heavy torrent. Below him,
the troops of both defending and invading armies stirred like angry ants, with only the width of theriver to
separate them. It will be now , Keron thought. The rainswould bring floods, and winter would keep the
channd swollen. If the Dragon was going to establish hisfoothold, it would happen before the storm
broke, while hisforces could still crosstheford.

“Hail, King of Elandrisl” the herald announced as Keron stepped out of his pavilion. Two pikemen
automaticaly fell into place a their sovereign’s hedls.

“Whereisthe crown prince?’” Keron asked.
“At the observation post,” the herald replied.

Keron strode off at a pace that his men had ahard time matching. In his mid-fifties, the king waslean and
gtrong, with not astrand of grey in hishair.Wizard' s blood , his subjects would whisper. The years flow
slowly for the sons of Alemar . Y et now there were sharp linesin hisface that had been faint tracesless
than four years earlier, when the Dragon’ s offensive had begun.

He passed beside the smithies, assailed by the sounds of hot meta being quenched, of hammers, of
voices murmuring spells that would bind carbon to iron. On the other side of the path, fletcherswere
feverishly attaching both new and salvaged points to arrows and complaining about the inferior qudity of
the feathers they had to work with, their pace still vigorousin spite of days and nights of constant work.

Keron flagged the armorer, a hirsute, barrel chested Tamisanese with arms and face scarred by alifetime
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of smeting and shaping metal.
“Let theforgescoal. You'll need to be ready to move the equipment if the Dragon’s army overruns us.”

The armorer fixed an antagonistic gaze on the king, asif to deny the prospect that Tamisan might be
overrun. “Aye...Your Mgesty,” he said finally. The pause before the honorific was intentiond.

One of his pikemen stiffened, but Keron held up acalming hand. It was not the time to argue over
etiquette. The king continued on, past racks of freshly made swords and shields. He recognized aman at
agrindstone as one of hisown Elandri craftsmen, and nodded. The man lifted the sword he was
sharpening in abrief salute, then set it down again into ashower of sparks. Elsewhere among the
workers, among the native Tamisanese, Keron was met with glares and narrowed eyes. He could sense
their thoughts You' re the one who brought this doom upon us. The Dragon came to thisland on
your heels . Likethe armorer, they were not happy about his presence.

Allies bickering among themselves. Small wonder Gloroc’ sinvasions had been so successful.

As he climbed the knoll to the observation post, he spotted his son. Va, young, strapping, and
magnificent in hisarmor, was standing beside Treynaf, Keron's cousin.

“Father,” Vd cdled, “we ve been expecting you.”

Keron clasped his offspring by the forearms, smiled, and turned to scan the view. Down in thevaley, the
invading army was assuming its formation, readying for the command to plungeinto theriver. On the near
bank, the men of Tamisan were lining up behind their barricades. On the | eft flank they were reinforced
by Keron’sarmy of exiles, ontheright by asmall contingent sent by the shah of neighboring Smorilia

Keron was surprised to see Treynaf. His dour relative seldom emerged from his quartersfor any reason,
as shown by his pasty complexion. As usud, he had the globe of Alemar nestled in his pdms, and was
garing intoit. Curioudy, he lifted his gaze every few seconds toward the battlefield, asif comparing the
scenein thevaley to that within the talisman.

“What do you see, cousin?’ Keron asked.

“The sultan has deployed too many men to the flanks,” Treynaf replied with surprising certainty. “He has
weskened the center.”

Keron had only been half-listening. It was ajoke among the Elandri refugees, from the common troopsto
the king himsdlf, that Treynaf only foresaw the obvious. Thiswas not the prince’ s usud type of
prediction.

“That'sridiculous,” Vd said. “ There are plenty of men in the center. The sultan hasto placesome
elsawhere. The Dragon’sarmy won't al cross at the ford. They have boats. Seefor yoursdlf.”

There were dozens of dinghies and canoes among the Dragon’ s entrenchments. As they watched,
soldiers carried more to the front.

“Wdll, Treynaf? What is your answer to that?” Keron asked.

“I seeno boats,” hereplied. Hewaslooking in the crystal ball, not at the river. Keron could smell an
acrid, narcotic aroma each time his cousin exhaed. Treynaf was so drugged it was awonder he could
dill talk.

“The Dragonismoving quickly,” Va said. “I'd say they’ll mount the charge within aquarter hour.”



Keron scanned the increasingly organized rows on the far bank. “Better get down there. Enret will need
yw.”

One of the pikemen brought Va hismount. “Keep in mind what Treynaf said,” Keron added as his son
climbed into the saddle.

The young man bardly disguised hisdisdain. “1 will,” he said respectfully, and snapped thereins.

His countrymen would take heart to see their crown prince riding among them. Keron envied Val that
role. Asking, Keron could only look down and note how insgnificant his band of refugees seemed
beside the battalions of fresh, never-defeated Tamisanese. He had barely more than ten thousand men
|eft after the fal of Elandrisand the Dragon’ s subsequent campaigns through Thiagra. Down on the plain
the sultan emerged from his pavilion. Thiswas a Tamisanese fight now. Keron waslittle more than an old
navy man drivento dry land.

Heran hisfingersaong the length of his scepter. He could fed its sorcery, latent, waiting for himto
activateit. It wastangible evidence that the Dragon had not won everything. The tdismansof Alemar
Dragondayer were till infree Elandri hands. The scepter waswith him, the globe with Treynaf, the belt
with Vd, the amulets and the gauntlets with Alemar and Elenya, and the other, asyet inactivated articles
kept by the royal cadre of sorcerers. Gloroc might yet be destroyed, and the wizard' s dynasty returned

to power.

Keron held on to that thought astightly as he held the scepter. Perhaps the tide would turn here, in this
land that even the Cadlinin had not been able to conquer.

The Dragon’s army was not moving, though it had long been gathered into position. The horde was
waiting. For what? Suddenly Treynaf snapped out of his meditation.

“’Ware the eastern sky,” he said.

A dragon plummeted out of the clouds, its huge, batlike wings haf-tucked at its Sdes, serpentinetail
trailing arrow-straight behind. It streaked toward the defenders on the Tamisan side of the ford, toward
their barricades, siege towers, and rows of upraised pikes. High-pitched screams rose as men caught one
brief glimpse of the beast’ s deep, indigo eyes. Dragonfire obliterated the front ranks.

Keron gasped. Gloroc himsdlf! The Dragon had come inland! Away from the sea, the source of his
magica power.

The attackers rushed into theriver, driving toward the opening the Dragon had created. No one took to
the boats. They dropped the craft on the banks and concentrated their manpower into asingle phaanx.
Treynaf had foreseen correctly. The attack was not spread widely. It would pound the center, where
there were not enough defendersto bear the full brunt of it.

The Dragon blasted the barricades. Thistime some of the sorcerers of Tamisan overcame their shock
and managed to erect wards. But the flamesthey deflected merdly struck elsewhere, and at least one
ward failed atogether. It was arare wizard who could fend off adirect bolt of dragonfire. Archers shot
their pitiful missilesat the Dragon’ s hurtling body, but if by some miracle their am wastrue, the Dragon’s
own ward thwarted them.

The Dragon dived three times more, wresking havoc, though less each time, as a sorcerer here or there
remembered the ancient lore that a dragon’ s powers are weakened by the energies stored in dry land.
The magicians called upon the spirits of the soil and their wards began to withstand, bouncing the blazes
back up into the air. The Dragon trumpeted his mockery and abandoned the tactic. He had no more than



one burgt [eft anyway.
He raced toward the knoll, straight for Keron.

Keron anchored the scepter in the earth. A ward spread, covering him, Treynaf, the pikemen, and most
of the hilltop. The dragonfire enveloped them, raged for amoment, and withered without harming them.
The Dragon seemed unconcerned. He flew back acrosstheriver, landing at the rear of hisarmy.

Within moments, he had risen again, clutching something in his great talons. Keron felt apang of
recognition. Gloroc carried his burden over the Tamisanese trenches and dropped it. A curtain of flame
leaped around award, dancing off it to lick at asiegetower. Oil. The Dragon was employing the tactic
that had made his presence againgt the ships of Elandris so formidable. He could fly high above arrows
and other projectiles, dropping fire bombs until the wards of the victims gave out.

He destroyed the cohesiveness of the Tamisanese forces. His phalanx crossed the ford, splitting the
defenders down the middle. Unless stopped they would continue straight up the dopes and attain the high
ground.

“Sound theretreat,” Keron yelled.

Trumpets blared. The sultan, if he survived, would curse him for acoward, but there was no choice. The
Elandri troops responded to the signd, and gradudly the Tamisanese and Simorilian forces aso ceased
their panicked scurrying and began to organize themselves, surrendering ground in an orderly fashion.
The Dragon’sarmy would win the river crossing, but it would not break Tamisan’s back in one stroke.

Gloroc himsdlf wasthe problem.

But even the Dragon was vulnerable. He was apparently drawing power from the storm clouds, but it
could not be nearly as much as he drew from the sea. With him over land, severa superb sorcerers
working together could spin atrap, perhaps negate the fundamenta spellsthat alowed his massive body
to fly. Keron sent for his head magicians. He would gather them on the knoll and use the scepter to
protect them during the casting.

Gloroc rose into the clouds, hislaughter blanketing the battlefield, and was gone.

Keron drooped like an eighty-year-old man. The Dragon had gained what he wanted: a beachhead for
hisarmy. Hewould let his human minions mop up, risk their lives, expand his empire. He had breached
the last country on the coast of the Dragon Sea dtill free of his domination. Fear and time would finish the
jobfor him.

Treynaf had stood like a statue throughout the battle, even when Gloroc had aimed his breath at the
knoll. Now he stirred, spoke, his voice resonant, unclouded, postic:

“ A shadow shall sprout in the Dragon Sea
And grow till it coversthe East,

Swallowing the armies that stand in its way;
Onwizard's children dragons will feast.”

“Spare me your auguries!” Keron bellowed. “I’ ve had enough of your doomcerying.”

Treynaf did not flinch. “ Those were not my words. The stanzais one of the prophecies of the great seer,
Shaheraof Acalon, written fifteen centuries ago. It came to me suddenly.”

“I don't care. Give me something useful. Give me knowledge that will help mefight Gloroc. Otherwise be



slet”
“Thereis something there,” Treynaf murmured, asif spesking to himself. “ The poem containsaclue.”

Keron scoffed. “ Perhaps the line about wizard' s children? Shall we poison your flesh and feed it to the
Dragon?’

“I don't know.” Treynaf stroked the globe. “1 see a palace beneath the sea. | see adragon, dead.”

That, a least, was moderately cheering. For the thousandth timein hislife Keron wished that some
member of Alemar the Great’ s descendants would be born who could use the globe to its potentia. He
turned from Treynaf and found himsdlf face to face with hisherad.

“Summon two messengers,” Keron snapped. “They'reto carry the news of the battle. Onewill go to my
son and daughter in Cilendrodel. The other goesto Struth.”

The herald saluted and ran to do as he was told. On the battlefield the Dragon’s men had seen that their
momentum was checked. They fell back to reinforce their beachhead. Both Sdes resigned themsalvesto
along, bitter engagement.

PART ONE

The Flower Of Victory

Y ou let your magic tortoise go,
Andlook a me, frowning.

[nauspicious.

—I Ching, 27th hexagram, first line

T HE STRANGERSHAD BEENtracking him for two days. Toren stilled his breasthing and listened again. The
forest hummed with its sounds: afiremoth laying eggs underneath anearby lesf, birds chirpinginthe
heights, beetles rustling through the mulch at hisfeet. Y et, the frogs were quiet, back dong the overgrown
path where he had been not long before. By now they should have resumed croaking.

Toren bent down and loosened his moccasins. His legs throbbed from kneeto toe. He had run asonly a
modhiv could run, for two days, foregoing food and deep. The breeze struck his sweat-drenched
clothing and sent chills down the Sdes of historso. His eyes burned.

He had run enough. It was no longer a case of personal danger. Before him was the stream that marked
the borders of histribe sland. Duty demanded that he protect his people.

He kndlt on the muddy bank, pulled three small blocks of pigment from his pouch, wet his brush, and
began his deathmask, using the stream’ s surface asamirror. He took histime, painting the areaunder his
eyebrows just so, mixing the colorsto the exact hue he wanted, recreating the design that his



grandfather’ s grandfather had worn to his grave. Once it had dried, he cast the blocks to the current.
So beit. If the strangers followed him now, someone would die.

He rubbed hisfeset, ankles, and calves with an ointment and waded into the stream, his passage making
amost no sound. He travelled downstream at the same rate as the current, disturbing the silt aslittle as
possible. Within minutes, aschool of chikchik gathered around hisfest, flashing their razor teeth inches
from his skin. They smelled the ointment and swam on to find other, perhaps larger, prey.

Toren did not seize thefirst of the many branches that overhung the water, nor even the tenth. When he
saw the one he wanted, he used it to lift himself from the stream, crawled hand over hand toward the
trunk, and waited until hisfeet had dripped dry. He jumped directly from the trunk onto ajumble of
rocks and restored his moccasins. By the time he had to step once more on soft ground, he was many
yardsfrom the bank.

That would not stop the strangers from finding the trail, not if they had failed to be thrown off by the
other, more sophisticated tactics he had used during the past two days. It would, however, givethe
impression that hewas dill trying to hideit.

He hurried into Fhali land. After an hour he passed a hoary old tree where he had cached food ten days
earlier, on hisway to scout the territory of the Amane. The cachewas il there, in acleft long ago
created by lightning. He scooped up the satchel and ran on. Presently, however, he began awide circle
that brought him within sight of the tree again, near the path down which he had originaly come.

He hid deep within the brush beside the trail, tortured by the thought of the food he had retrieved. He
dared not chew; the action of hisjawswould dull hishearing. His ancestors encouraged him to have
discipline, and he put hunger and the cold westher to the back of hismind. He focused his bloodshot
eyes at thetrail. Not once had he actually seen — or directly heard — whoever or whatever followed
him, but he could sense the danger dogging his hedls. There were at least two, possibly three, pursuers.

Hetook his blowgun from its shegth, salected a dart, and examined the brown smudge at the tip.
Satisfied that none of the poison had rubbed off, he dipped it into the barrel.

Toren had never killed a man before. He asked his ancestors to help keep hisaim steady and his breath
strong.

Finaly, Toren heard soft footfals aong the trail. While he remained hidden, alone man loped padt, his
eyes on Toren' s spoor, and stopped beside the old tree, examining the crevice from which Toren had
taken his cache. Toren waited in vain for the gppearance of the man’s companions. The stranger was
another Vanihr, probably amodhiv, tall and lithe like Toren himself, with long blond hair and smooth,
golden skin. What tribe Toren could not tell. His bow was strangdly shaped. Hishair wastied high—
behind the head, rather than behind the neck, and bound with aclasp of an unfamiliar meta. Hewore a
knifefar longer than any Toren had ever persondly seen, aslong as the swords of the men of the Flat.
Curioudy, hisbow was unstrung and tied behind his back. He carried asmall net in his hand.

Toren was reassured to see a flesh and blood enemy — aweary-looking one at that. It seemed to him
that only a spirit should have been able track him so far, yet thiswas obvioudy aliving being, done and
vulnerable.

Toren inserted the end of his blowgun through an opening in the foliage. The distance was not idedl, but
he had the element of surprise and hislungs were rested. He aimed and fired. The stranger chose that



moment to step away from the tree, turning not to continue along the trail, but to look back in the
direction from which he had approached. The dart struck him in the upper arm, rather than the back.

The stranger cried out, flung aside his strange net, and clutched at the dart. Toren faded further into the
brush, taking refuge behind atree, out of arrow danger. He would stay out of sight until the poison took
effect.

A spider web seemed to dance in front of hisface. Suddenly the world went dark.

Toren felt cold ground benesth hislegs, rough bark at his back, and ropes binding his limbs. His skull
ached miserably. It was an effort just to open his eyes.

Helooked up into the face of an animal.

In another moment, he redlized it was aman, but onewith hair al over hisjawsand chin. Black hair. His
skin was nothing like the golden brown of the Vanihr; rather it was pinkish, amost whitein places
protected from the sun. Even the memories of his ancestors contained no image of such aman. It was
severd moments before Toren was convinced that he viewed ahuman.

To theleft stood the strange Vanihr he had fought, eating burrost from Toren’ s cache. One of hisarms
wasin ading. Besde him was awoman. She at least had no hair on her face, but her complexion was
just as pale asthefirst man's, and her hair adeep brown unknown among Toren's people except in
legends. Like the others she wore aloose shirt and full-length trouserstied at the waist and ankles. She
carried another of the unusua bows. All three strangers had the haggard ook of people who haveled a
long chase.

“Not feding well?’ the Vanihr asked, between bites. Toren could barely understand his diaect.
“No.”

“Good. That was anasty pin you stuck mewith,” he said, gesturing at the ding and the poultice of mud
and grass over hiswound. “I dmost didn’t find where you kept the antidote in time.”

Torentried to lift ahand to fed his swollen head, but not only were hisarmstied to hissides, but his
whole upper body wastied to the tree.

“What do you want with me?’
“We need you to kill adragon.”
Toren stared back increduloudly.

“It' salong story,” the Vanihr admitted. “But we' |l have plenty of timeto explain. My nameisGeim. The
lady is Deena. The one who startled you is our leader, Ivayer.”

Toren scowled. He was embarrassed to have shown hisfright to foreigners. “What isyour tribe?’ he
asked Geim tedtily.

“| was once of the Ogshidl.”
Toren sared. “That isfar northeast, at the edge of the Wood.”

“Yes. Near the ShaRiver ddta”



“Y our people fought the Shagas.”

Geim shrugged. “In the past. There have been no Shagas on the lower river in modern times.”
“Why have you journeyed so far from your home?’

“For you.”

Toren shifted off arock that was digging into his buttocks. “To get meto kill adragon.”

“You learn quickly.”

“I think you have me confused with somebody dse”

Geim said something to Ivayer. Thelatter held out asilver bracel et decorated with blue stones. Identical
ones hung on Geim and Deena swridts. At aword, one of the gems began to glow, throbbing from bright
to dull. Asthe bearded man moved his closer to Toren, the pulsing grew more rapid.

“We used these to find you. When we began our trek, they were aslifelessasan ljitian’' smind. The
farther south we came, the more active they grew,” Gelm stated. Ivayer touched hisgemto Toren’s
ankle. Upon contact, the glow became constant. “ There is no doubt. Y ou’ re the one we want.”

Toren shrank back. Thiswas potent sorcery. “Where did you get these talismans?’
“We were given them by our mistress, the god Struth.”

In away, the use of magic soothed Toren's pride. It explained how people unfamiliar to the Wood could
have caught him. He could tell from their blank expressionsthat Geilm’s companions did not even
understand Vanihr languages. But what he was told made no sense.

“Thereareno gods,” Toren sad.

“Cadl her something else then, but Struth exigts. I ve talked to her, felt the wind of her breath. That's
morethan | can say for my ancestors.”

Theimplication made Toren pause. “ Y our ancestors do not live insde you?’
“They doinyou?
“Of course. Ever sincel came of age.”

“Sothelegendistrue,” Geim murmured. “We ve heard it is thisway among the southern tribes. Our
shamansdl died in the wars againg the Shagas. There are none | eft to pass the memories from father to
son.”

Toren felt shamerising. Not only had he been taken, but it had been done by cheli — incomplete beings,
subhumans. Better that he had been captured by children.

Geim hit off another piece of the burrost. Toren watched envioudy, reminded of his empty ssomach. The
dried tree serpent was one of hisfavoritefoods. To his surprise, Geim offered him some.

“1 do not share food with enemies,” Toren snapped.

Geim shrugged, and put the mesat back in the satchel. “We re taking you back with usto the temple of
Struth. It' sin the country of Serthe, on the northern continent. A long walk. Eventualy you' |l want to et



something.”
Toren glared back. “ And how are you going to get me there? Drag me?’

“We have ameansto gain your cooperation,” Geim replied. “Now that you' re awake we can proceed.”
He spoketo Ivayer. Toren could not understand the words, but he felt danger closing in.

Ivayer took off hismagic bracelet and et it on the ground near Toren, then inhaled deeply, waved his
hands over the talisman, and began uttering soft, rhythmic sentences. The strange poetry probed a place
deepinsgde Toren'sskull. Hetried to shout in order to drown out Ivayer’ s voice, but could not. His
throat wasfilled with something. It was crawling upward. Its hard, bulbous contour scraped painfully
againg his paate. He fet stubby, flat-bottomed legs walk across histongue. Hisjaws and lipswere
pushed open againg hiswill.

Toren panicked. He watched in horror as his totem emerged from his mouth and began walking down his
body. When it did off histhigh to the ground, he could freely observe that which he had seen only once
beforein dl hislife, on the day of his manhood ceremony.

Histotem was atortoise. It was blue, tranducent, with white, pupilless eyes. It waked duggishly toward
the bracelet. One of the gems— not the same one that had been flashing earlier — was starting to gleam.
Thetortoise waked straight into the illumination, shrinking, until it vanished within the facets. Ivayer
ceasad his spellweaving, and exhaled sharply. A droplet of sweet fell from hischin.

“Y ou’ ve taken my ancestors,” Toren whispered. He listened in the places of his mind where the familiar
voices should be and found silence. The remembrances of past generations, which had seemed so much
like his own memories, would no longer come to consciousness. He stared forlornly as Ivayer picked up
the bracelet.

“Wearesorry it hasto bethisway,” Geim said. “If you had lived in the civilized lands, we might have
offered you gold or iron. But we had nothing you value enough to make you leave the Wood, until now.”

“Y ou have made me acheli . It would have been more merciful to kill me.”
“The process can be reversed. Y our ancestors can be returned to you.”
Toren looked up, startled and suspicious. “ After I’ ve killed your dragon for you?”

“Before,” Geim said. “ All we ask isthat you come with usto Serthe, and speak to Struth. She'll give
your totem back to you. In fact, she’ sthe only onewho can. It seasy to put it in the gem, but only agod
has sufficient magic to restore it to your body.”

Toren stared at hisfeet. Ivayer spoke.

“Perhaps we should put it another way,” Geim trandated. Ivayer gestured to Deena, who untied the
ropes. Toren winced as arush of blood returned to his extremities. Ivayer held out the bracelet.

“Takeit, return to your shaman. Seeif he can free your ancestors,” Geim said.

“They would cast me out if they knew | had |et foreigners defile my totem.” Even his son would be
compeled to shun him.

“Then it seemsto me your choices are suicide, or coming with us, letting Struth restore you, and intime
being able to return as acomplete man.”



Toren found it difficult to care what his dternatives were. That morning he had been amodhiv, one of the
best scouts histribe had. Now he was not even atrue Fhdi. He could no longer cal up the memory of
the founder planting the tribe’ shome tree, only his own meager recollections of thetree at its present,
mighty girth. When herosg, it was dmost asif someone €l'se moved hismuscles.

Geim seemed to smile. “Thisis not funny,” Toren snapped.

“No,” Geim answered quickly. “I was merdly thinking of something that Struth said. She assured us that
you would be a person with awell-devel oped sense of sdlf-preservation.”

Toren glowered. When Ivayer offered him the bracelet again, he waved it away. He would walk north
for now. There did not seem to be any dternative. But that did not mean he had to stop behaving likea
modhiv. When they set out, hewasin thelead, asif he were the master, not the dave.
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