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WHEEL OF THE INFINITE

Chapter 1

contents - next

Maskelle had been asking the Ancestors to stop the rain three days running now and, as usud, they
weren't ligening.

She stood on alittle hill, surrounded by the heavy jungle that lined either side of the river of mud that
hed once been the road, and watched the wagons crawl panfully by. They were wooden and brightly
painted, but the roofs hadn’t been tarred in too long and she knew it was hardly any drier ingde them
then out. One of the oxen, draining to keep the whedls moving forward againg the tide of mud, moaned
loudly. | sympathize, Maskele thought.

Rastim, leader of the little troupe, sumbled up the hill toward her, his boots squelching and his clothes
a sodden mess. He paused a short distance from her and said, “O Great Protectress, why is it we're
going to Duvdpore?’

Maskdle leaned on her g&ff. “Because | said 0.”

“Oh” Ragim contemplated the wagons thoughtfully, then looked down at his shirt where the
downpour was making the cheap dyes of the embroidery run, and sghed heavily.

Maskele would have promised him better, if she made promises.
He glanced a her, brows lifted. “ So, there’ s no chance of just sopping and drowning here, say?’
“No, | think well keep moving for now and drown alittle further up the road.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “Then can you come and take another look at Killias poppet? She thinks she's
worse.”

Maskele rolled her eyes to the Ancestors. Ragtim was an Ariaden, and they never believed in giving
bad news without a lot of preamble, no matter how urgent it was. She started down the hill and plunged
back into the mud river.

Killia's wagon was painted with geometric designs in bright red and yelow, now splattered with dirt
from the long journey. Maskd e caught the handhold &t the back and stepped up onto the running board,
which bardy cleared the soupy mud. She knocked on the shutter and it was immediaidy cranked
upward. Killia extended a hand to help her in, and Maskelle discovered she needed it; her light cotton
robes were s0 drenched that they added an unexpected amount to her waight. She sat on the bench just
ingde the entrance so she could wring them out a bit and wait for her eyes to adjust to the dark interior.

Various wooden bowls caught the leaks from the roof, but there were dill puddles on the lacquered
floor. Overhead, cooking pots banged into empty cage lamps and the bags that held costumes and
drapes for the scenery, bundled up to keep them out of the water. Killia's daughter was huddled in one
of the two narrow bunks under a mound of damp blankets. Maskelle leaned over and burrowed in the
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blankets until she touched warm skin. Too warm. She swore under her breath.

“Bad?" Killia asked. She was a tiny woman with the pae skin of the Ariaden and long dark har
caught back by a number of clips and ribbons. Her face had the perfection of a porcdain doll’s and to
Maskelle she looked hardly more than a child hersdf, but her eyes were old.

Maskelle shook her head. The priesthood took oaths to the truth, but she had broken dl her oaths
long ago and Killia had enough to worry about. “I'll have to go down to the river for some more
ivibrae—the red river, not the one under the wagon.”

Killiasmiled briefly at the feeble joke. “Ivibrae for lung rot?’

“Ivibrae is good for any fever, not just lung rot. The gifl doesn’t have lung rot,” Maskele told her, and
thought, Not yet, anyway.

Killia didn't look reassured. Maskdle gathered her sodden robes and jumped down off the
wagonbed.

Radtim had been waking behind it and the spray of mud as she landed splattered both of them. They
eyed each other in mutud understanding; it had been one of those days. She said, “Camp in the Sare if
you can make it before dark. If you're not there, I'll 1ook for you aong the road.”

He swept her atheetrica bow. “Yes, O Great Protectress.”
“You're welcome, Rastim,” Maskelle said, and splashed toward the heavy dark wall of the jungle.

Two hours later Maskelle was't so sanguine hersdf. The thick clouds made the night fal faster under
the jungle canopy, and though the broad-leaf pams protected her from heavy rain, the going was dill
laborioudy dow. She reached the river while the jungle was dill a deep green cave, dripping and quiet,
and stood on the bank to watch the swollen waters. The river was running high and drunk on its own
power, gray with mud and crested with foam. It was the source of wild magic, especidly as bloated with
rain and powerful asit was now; it would be a channd for any dark influence that cared to useiit.

It was none of her busness. Maskelle shook her head. Keep telling yourself that. The ivibrae
proved annoyingly dusive; usudly it grew at the very edge of the tredine above the river, but there were
no patches to be found in the usud spots, and she found hersdf having to dide dangeroudy down the
muddy bank. By the time she had picked a quantity and scrambled back up to more solid ground, the
green cavern had become a pitch-black hole.

She decided to make her way dong the river until she was a the right point to strike out for the road
agan. She sumbled dong, barefoot because no pair of sandas would have lasted hdf a day in this mess,
her patched robes tied up to keep her from tripping, a bundle of sinking ivibrae crammed under her belt,
and covered with mud from feet to nose. Her braids kept fdling into her eyes and some were fraying
apart, reveding how much grey was mixed in with the dark strands. Smiling, she wondered what the
court of Kushor-An a Duvapore would have thought of her now. Not much, not much, she chuckled
to hersdf. Radim was right: their luck was so bad it was beginning to be funny. Perhaps it was the
Ancestors, tired of her importunities at last, willing to drown the whole of the Great Road just to
inconvenience her poor sdf. Maskelle amiled at the thought. Add hubris to the list of crimes, if it
wasn't there already.

The twilight had deepened into night now and the river was a menacing roar to her right; she saw a
flicker of light ahead dong the bank. Staggering toward it, sodden and chilled, she hoped that it was a
river traders outpost and that there might be such a thing as a cup of warm tea before she had to wak
back through the jungle to the road. Or maybe a haf-bottle of rice wine. I'm getting old, she thought
sourly. But that was nothing new. As she drew closer to the light she could hear raucous voices, a great



Many raucous VO Ces.

She was close enough now for the lamps it dong the ba conies to show her the outline of the place. It
perched on the edge of the bank, wooden and ramshackle, hdf of it hanging out over the rushing river
and supported by heavy log pilings Several amdl boats were tied up under it, and splintered wood, rope,
torn sall and the wreckage of fishtraps were caught among them and the pilings. The windows glowed
with light and many people moved about indde. It's a traders outpost true enough, she thought, but it
doesn’'t belong to river traders, not any longer. Raiders and river pirates must be usng it for the night,
though they couldn’t have been here long—Imperid patrols would periodicaly sweep the riverbanks to
clear them out. She hadn't seen any boat traffic on the river, but had put that down to the rain and rough
water. She let out her breath in resgnation.

Raiders were as vicious as the moray, the amdl lizards that hunted the river in packs. Not only
drunken laughter came from the inhabitants of the outpost—there were shrieks, thumps, crashes, even
roars, like a menagerie. Common sense told her to head into the jungle so she could get back to make
the posset for Killias girl and retire to her own cold supper and damp bed. But this kind of thing had
been her business, in one way or another, for many long years, and old habits died hard. There was a
crash as a body came flying through the latticework of one of the windows over the dock. That decided
her; this she had to see.

She walked up the rickety steps to the nearest doorway and elbowed her way ingde. The place was
ful of river trash, as filthy and muddy as Maskele hersdf, except river trash were usudly filthy and
muddy by choice. Ther clothes were tattered rags or pillaged finery, like the torn sk trousers and vest of
the one lying unconscious on the floor. They stunk of uncured leather, unwashed person, and rice liquor,
and the bad light reflected off sweat-dickened skin and wild dirty hair. They packed the rickety wooden
gdlery that ran dong this floor and even staggered around in drunken battle on the lower leve, which was
awash in dirty water as the rigng river encroached on it. Every one of them was ydling like the mad. The
resemblance to the Court at Duvalpore is striking, Maskdle thought, watching them ironicaly. She
winced from the din and considered leaving; the place was so smoky from the badly tended lamps that
she couldn’'t see what was happening anyway.

Swearing under her breath, she looked toward the far end of the gdlery where there was a raised
platform for the upper leve loading deck. The giant pulleys and tangled ropes of the old cargo crane hung
heavily over it, the am suspended out over the lower floor, designed to raise baes through the wide
doors that opened over the river in the wal behind the deck, swing them insde the building and lower
them down to the large area below. Severa people seemed to be standing and taking there in dmogt a
sane manner. She started toward them, trying to peer through the smoke and shadow. Frustration made
her will it alittle too hard, for her view abruptly cleared. Ah, so they *‘ve caught someone.

The prisoner’ s arms were stretched up over his head, his wrists bound to one of the supports for the
crane. One of the raiders came toward him and he jerked up his legs and kicked his captor in the
somach, sending him flying backward. Not quite helpless, she thought, amused. Two other rivermen
dived a him, grabbing hislegs and lashing him to the lower part of the frame.

He was probably a traveler trapped and caught somewhere dong the river. That was why the
Ancestors had guided her steps here.

S I'm not too disobedient to make use of, she grumbled to hersdf, making her way down the
crowded gdlery and dearing a path with occasond sharp pokes from her gaff. The raiders were
beginning to point and nudge each other, her presence findly penetrating the haze of liquor and bloodlugt.
Because of the tattered state of her clothes and her gtaff, they would think her a travdling nun. Unless
they could read the Koshan symboals in the siver embedded in the wood, and she doubted that was a
possihility. Maskelle looked around thoughtfully. She didn't think she could kill dl of them, and she had
taken an oath not to do that sort of thing anymore, but she thought she could manage a distraction.



One of the rivermen ganding on the platform was holding a sword, a red one, not one of the long
knives the other raiders were armed with. The greasy light reflected off the dark etching on the wavy
blade and Maskelle frowned allittle. That was a giri. The brightwork on the hilt wasn't much tarnished yet
S0 it mugt have come from the prisoner. It meant he wasn't native to the river country; severd of the
southern provinces used the Sri and it wasn't common here in the heart of the lowlands.

The Kushorit, the man stock of the Cdestid Empire, dso tended to be amdl, dark and compeactly
built, and the prisoner was tdl, rangy lean, and sharp-festured. Maskdlle was an aberration hersdf,
having outer reaches blood in her family and being tal and long-limbed because of it. He was about ten
or fifteen years younger than Maskelle, which, she was uncomfortably aware, gill made hm a men
grown. He wore a deeveless shirt and leather leggings, torn and dirty from what had obvioudy been a
hard battle, and the blue and red designs stamped into his leather swordbelt and buskins had faded from
long exposure to the sun. His hair was shaggy brown with streaks of blond and one long tightly braided
lock hung past his shoulder.

The river raiders wore assorted scraps of leather or lacquered armor and tattered dlk finery. The
woman who seemed to be the leader had a battered helmet with a crest shaped into the head of a killing
bird, obvioudy taken off some wedthy victim. She was big and muscular, an old knife scar dashing
across dready harsh features. She strode to the edge of the platform and glared down a Maskdle.
“What do you want here, Sigter?’

Yes, you're so terribly dangerous, Maskelle thought, amiling indulgently. | tremble, really | do.
Dangling over the platform, the ropes to control the crane were worn and tangled, and it looked like the
counterweight, a leather sack of iron ingots, was the only thing that was keeping the massve wooden arm
from collgpsing. That will do nicely. She leaned on her g&ff. “1 come to offer blessing, my child.”

The woman stared, then grinned back a her companions. “We're unbdievers here, Siter; we'd
curdle your blessing.”

“Not this blessing. It's just what your sort deserve” Maskelle fdt a dark surge of power under her
feet as she spoke. The river was restless with more than floodwater tonight; it caled to her, senang a
kinship. “But | want something in exchange for it.”

“What's that?’

“Release that man.” The prisoner was watching her warily, without any show of hope, dmog as if he
didn’t recognize her as a Koshan. He didn't look badly hurt, however, just bruised and beaten.

“Oh, s0 you want him for yoursdlf, Sister?’ the leader said. The others laughed and grinned at each
other.

If you don’'t consider the source, it's not a bad idea, Maskelle thought. He was handsome, in an
exotic way, which was probably why the raiders had saved him to amuse themsalves with rather than
killing him immediatdly. The K oshans only demanded abstinence from initiates during the fird three years
of indruction, but it was a common misconception that dl members of the Order were celibate.

Before Maskelle could answer, the prisoner said, “She doesn’'t need a club to get company. Some
women don't.” He spoke in Kushorit, the common language of the Empire, but lightly accented Maskelle
frowned; she should be able to tdl what province he was from by that accent, but she couldn’t place it.
She had been too long from her native land, perhaps, too long among the soft voices of Ariad. The fact
that he knew Kushorit was no red clue it was a common language throughout the provinces too, spoken
by traders, scholars, diplomats.

The leader crossed the stained planks to step close to her captive. She grabbed a handful of his hair
and jerked his head back. “So you don't like my face?’ she said oftly.

| wager she didn‘t do that before he was more securely bound. Maskelle tended to find mde



bullies merdy amusing, but for some reason the femae ones dways stirred her to rage. Careful, careful,
ghe reminded hersdlf. The darkness in the river was so uncontrolled, so near, so willing to be tapped it
was hard to resist the temptation.

Voice dightly congtricted from the pressure the leader was putting on his neck, he gill said, “Your
face | could ignore; it's your persondity and your breath that turn my somach.”

Thistime Maskd le placed the accent; he was from the Sintane. It was a province far on the outer rim,
known for fine figured goldwork and weaving. He was a long way from home. The Sintane didn’t have
deserters or mercenaries like the other provinces, they had outcasts. She looked a the sword the raider
was holding. The hilt might be horn or bone, and the ring between the blade and the hilt seemed to be
plan slver, dl of which told her nothing. The Sitanese sometimes carved family totems into the hilts of
gri, and the ring was often an eaborate piece of jewder’s at. Maskelle sad, “You mug be terribly
afrad of him.”

One of the raiders gave a short bark of laughter and the leader released her grip on the captive to
face Maskdle. “What are you saying?’

“If you aren’t afraid, then cut him loose and let him fight your men. If you call them men.”

The leader came to the edge of the platform and pushed her face close to Maskelle's. She growled,
“l should feed you to the moray, Koshan bitch.”

Seen a close range her scar was an ugly puckered fissure across a face webbed with fine lines and
darkened with ingrained dirt. The woman was bigger than Maskelle, much younger, dl hard muscle, but
Maskelle fdt no fear; her blood was Snging with the urge to kill. She rocked forward on the bals of her
feet, looked into the other woman's glaing eyes, and said with utter seriousness, “The moray would
choke.” Even that was dmost too much; if she said one more word, the dam would break and her rage
would find an outlet whether she willed it or not. Physicdl threats dways made her lose her temper; in dll
the years, that had never changed.

Theraider blinked, suddenly uncertain, perhaps senang the danger but not wise enough to redize just
what the source was. She stepped back dowly, fingering the hilt of her knife. Maskelle waited, smiling,
but the woman shook her head and laughed. “Do as she says. Let him fight.” She gestured to the men
behind her.

Maskelle took a deep breath that the others probably read as rdidf. It was part disgppointment, part
attempt to hold on to her suddenly tenuous sdlf-control.

One of the raiders stepped forward, drawing his long belt knife. The prisoner tensed and Maskelle
held her breath; if they changed their minds now there was nothing she could do about it. But the raider
dashed the man’s bonds and stepped quickly back. The prisoner freed himsdf from the rest of the ropes,
looked around at the raiders, and with admirable self-possession, stretched and rubbed his neck. He
caught Maskelle' s eye and she flicked a glance a the gdlery ralling behind her, wondering if he would
pick up on the hint. She needed the raiders attention to be away from the cargo doors and the crane.

He didn't nod, didn't indicate that he had seen her sgnd, but he suddenly dropped to the platform
and kicked the kneecap of the raider who held the captured sri. The man collapsed with a shriek, his leg
gving way with a sharp crack. The prisoner came to his feet, teking the sword eesly from the raider’s
sheking hand, ducked a deadly swipe from a bori dub as he passed Maskelle and vaulted over the

gdlery raling.

She leaned over itintime to see him catch an old net that hung over the sde and swing down to drop
into the water washing over the lower floor.

The gdlery audience roared, the leader and her lieutenants shouting and cursing as they ran for the
raling.



Down on the floor below, the waving mass of combatants broke into little whirling eddies. In the
indant of dillness she saw severd rivermen with knives or bori clubs surrounding the one man armed with
asword. The blade flashed and the rivermen scattered.

Perhaps it was the rivermen who were trapped now and not the traveler. Bemused, Maskelle
watched the legping, dodging figures. It was like a game, or an entertainment so primitive it looked like
violence to eyes long accustomed to the sophistication of Ariaden or kiradi theater. The prisoner wasn't
widding that blade with deadly intent yet; the plank floor below was awash in dirty water as the risng
river encroached on the lower levd of the outpost, but not high enough to conced the dead bodies that
would surely be sprawled there if he was. Maskdle knew if he killed some of them that would only fire
the others to more fury; it was dl or nothing. She was a little surprised he recognized that as well. The
crowd pressed in again, trying to rush him, but their nerve failed and they splashed away.

“Wel, Sigter, where's our blessng?’ the leader demanded, trying to recover her control of the
gtuation.

Maskelle tried to decide just which invocation would annoy the Ancestors the most. The Great
Opening, the Sgnd part of the Y ear Rite, would get their immediate attention and hearing the words of it
on her lips should dicit the quickest response. She turned away from the railing and stepped up onto the
platform, dearing her mind.

As Maskdlle faced the room and lifted her daff above her head, the raiders leader cdled out,
“Attend to the nun, you bastards!” She grinned derisvely around a her companions. “ She’'s going to give
usablessng!”

Some of the raiders turned toward this new diverson, but most were too occupied by the fighting to
ligen. A man dmog too drunk to stand on his feet staggered up on the platform muttering, “Kill the
Koshan bitch—"

Maskdle swung her gaff down and around, damming him in the chest and sending him crashing
backward off the platform. That got ther attention.

The shouts and drunken roaring died away. Into the relative quiet Maskelle said, “I am the Voice of
the Adversary.”

She hadn't spoken loudly, but her words carried across the room. There were gasps and outcries,
proving that some of the raiders at least were among the devout. One quick thinker turned and dived out
the nearest window. The leader stared around, baffled and angry.

Maskelle spoke the first words of the Great Opening. Thiswas too much presumption for the myriad
forces of the Infinite to ignore. All the lampsiin this hdf of the chamber flickered and died.

In the sudden darkness Maskelle swung around to the cargo doors and with the end of her gaff threw
the latch up.

The doors flew open and wind-driven rain rushed in. There were shrieks and shouts as the rivermen
began to panic, shoving and pushing. Maskelle stepped quickly to the crane' s counterweight, drawing the
little knife she used for cutting fruit. 1t was too amdl for the job, but she dashed at the haf-rotted ropes
until suddenly the counterweight dropped.

The reaction was more violent than she had anticipated. The counterweight smashed right through the
floorboards, knocking her backwards. The arm swung and toppled, taking the railing, part of the gdlery,
and a dozen ydling river-men with it.

“l meant to do that,” Maskdlle muttered to hersdlf, sumbling to her feet. The raiders mug think the
post was under attack by hodtile river spirits. They were pouring out the door Maskelle had entered by,
blocking it, fighting and snarling like rats. Then a figure tore away from the other panicked, shoving
bodies and charged toward her, bori club upraised.



It was the leader. Maskdle met her with the end of her gt&ff, catching the woman a hard blow in the
somach and pushing her away. She staggered back but didn’t fal; she must have some sort of lesther or
lacquered wood chest armor under her slk vest. Maskelle couldn't see much in the haf-light, but she
assumed the razor-edge of the heavy wooden club was amed toward her. She kept the saff pointed a
the leader, braced to move. The other woman shuffled to the Side, trying to get past Maskdlle's guard.

Then Maskelle saw that the ropes 4ill attached to the broken crane am and hanging over the gdlery
were jerking and twitching; it had to be the rivermen who had gone over the ral with the crane, dill
trapped in them. Then a head popped up over the edge.

She knew who it was. The trapped traveller had had hair cropped at his shoulders while the river
raiders either shaved therr heads to avoid lice or grew wild wais-length manes. Grinning, Maskdle
angled sSideways, mking poking motions with the staff, asif she meant to try to break for the door across
the gdlery. Her opponent, thinking to catch her between hersdf and the packed door, obligingly stepped
backward, closer to the edge.

The traveler hauled himsdf further up, and when the raider stepped back into reach, he swung his
shesthed sword around and struck the back of her knees. The woman toppled backwards with a
choked-off cry.

Maskdle turned immediady for the cargo doors, usng her g&ff to trip aflaling, foul-smdling shadow
that tried to stop her. Rain and wind poured in, drenching the boards under her feet. She found the ropes
for the winch, but they didn't move when she tugged on them. The other counterweight must be
broken, damn it, she thought, and tossed her saff out, hoping it struck the dock, not the river. She
grabbed the heavy rope and siwung out after it, getting a confused view of the river below with what little
light there was from the cloud-covered moon reflecting off the angry surface. She hoped the travdler had
the sense to follow her.

She scrambled down the rope, not quite as agile as a monkey, wishing she was ten years younger.
The raiders mugt have had the outpost longer than she had initidly thought, or it had been abandoned
before they had ever found it; the rope was beginning to rot, so soft in most places her grasping fingers
went right through the strands. But her feet thumped down on the dock before she knew it.

Cursing, she fdt around on the scarred wood, feding holes and splinters, but not her g&ff. There were
shouts from above and the lamps were flaring back to life ingde the outpost. She stood, the wet wind
tearing a her hair, took two steps toward the bank, and fdl fla on her face. She had tripped over her
qaff.

“Thank you for nothing, Ancient Lineage” she muttered, her own abbreviated verson of the proper
Thanksgiving. She grabbed up the saff, staggered back to her feet, and ran for the bank.

Once in the bush she dowed, knowing a fdl would only make more noise, though the rain covered
mogt of the sound of her passing. When she had gone some distance, she stopped and crouched in the
dark shelter of a dripping tana bush. She heard the thrashing of several people fighting their way through
the foliage near her. The raiders wouldn't stay long in the jungle; it was a different reelm than the river and
they would fear it. Superdtitious idiots, she thought, squatting in the mud. It was the river that would
harbor the evil spirits tonight.

The raiders falowing her thrashed away and she started to stand. Someone touched her shoulder
lightly, a caution not to move; she froze where she was and an indant later heard one more passage
through the bush. There was nothing but the rain after that and the tingle of shock through Maskelle's kin
and the hackles rigng on the back of her neck. Someone crouched in the mud next to her; the arr was
dive with the warmth and breath of a living body. How she could have missed it before, she couldn’t
think. No thanks for the warning, she thought sourly to the Ancestors. In the thirty years of her
gpprenticeship and mastery as Thar Servant, They had sddom been around when she wanted them. She



wished she could say that was the reason she had turned on them in the end, but that was a lie she
wouldn't tdl hersdf. Experimentaly, she whispered, “Are they gone?’

There was the briefest pause, then he said, “They are now.”

Maskele didn't move and for a moment neither did he. Then a greet glop of water from the tana bush
sruck the back of her neck and she twitched. He flinched, stood suddenly and was gone, though this
time she heard him brush againgt the leaves as he passed.

She shook her head and got to her feet, her knees protesting the movement. He must have dimbed
out the cargo hatch behind her and followed her into the jungle He had returned her favor with the
warning, anyway. She dogged further into the bush, wondering why a Sitanese swordsman had travelled
thisfar into the Cdestid Empire. The problem tickled her brain dl the long way back to the road.

She came out of the jungle just where the road broadened out into the Sare. The Ancestors, perverse
as usud, had now seen fit to grant her prayers about the rain and it had dackened to a bare drizzle. It
was too dark to see much of the Sare now, but morning light would reved a broad green plain, cut from
the junglein a perfect square, the grasses as clipped and avilized as any park in Duvapore.

In the center of the plain was a massve rectangular baray, a reservoir of water bordered by broad
sone walks. In the center of the baray stood a temple of the Kashan Order, reached by a stone bridge,
its conica towers meant to resemble the Mountain of the Infinite, a symbolic meaning in every dement of
its design, every portd, every inch of carving. Lamps glowed from its many windows and lined the
gdleies and bridges. To the west of the baray there were three groups of less orderly lights the
campfires and torches of travelers camping here in the safety of the shadow of the temple and the patrols
of its guards. In the glow of one campfire she recognized Ragtim’'s wagon and fdt her heart undench a
litle. She hated to leave the troupe, even though she knew they had been caring for themsdves long
before she had ever met them. I’ ve failed others before. Perhaps that’s why.

She found mogt of them huddled damply in the wagons, with Ragtim trying to keep the fire lit and Old
Mdi grumbling while she dirred the supper. Voices cdled gregtings from the wagons and Radtim
watched her with ill-disguised rdlief as Maskdle walked up to niff suspicioudy &t the cooking pot. Old
Mdi grumbled something inaudible. From the lumps bobbing in the stew, they had arrived in time to buy
some pork from the priests servants to add to the rice and there was taro root baking in the codls.
“Bailing water?’ she asked.

Old Mdi wrapped a rag around one caloused hand and fetched a seaming kettle out of the cods.
“Knew you'd be back,” she muttered.

“There was doubt?’ Maskelle asked, taking a seat on one of the woven straw mats laid out on the
mud. It squished unpleasantly under her.

“Jug Gardick again,” Ragtim said, and gestured disparagingly. “Nothing.”

“Hmph.” Maskelle took the ivibrae and ground it up with the mortar and pestle used for cooking.
Together, and muttering curses a each other, she and Old Mdi got the Suff strained into a pottery cup.
Old Mdi carried it off to Killid s wagon, leaving Maskelle and Ragtim to stare a each other tiredly.

“So wéll be therein two days, will we?” he asked.

“Yes” She flexed her handsin the firdight. Her back hurt from the damp and she fdt old. More then
ahdf decade over twice twenty years wasn't that old for the Ariaden or the Kushorit. But it was old for
a Court Lady, and her hands were dmog as cdloused as Old Mdi’s.

“And ther€ |l be good crowds to perform for?” Rasim was unessy.
“Oh, yes” Though “good” was a matter of perspective. “The best of the best. And generous, too.”
“Ah” Ragtim nodded, looking out over the dark wet plan beyond the boundary of firdight and



wagons. “And the audience with the greeat priest?’

“Hell spesk to you.” Maskelle was taking the Ariaden to Duvapore to see the Ceestid One, the
highest rdigious office in the Cdegtid Empire,

“Two days. If the rain doesn’'t dow us down.”

“It won't,” she said, knowing it was true, a Word whispered in her ear by the Ancestors. They were
good for something, occasondly.

“Ah”

Old Mdi came back from Killia's wagon, a stooped figure on sumpy legs, and thumped her chest
and nodded. From long acquaintance with Old Mdli, Maskelle took this to mean that Killids daughter
hed drunk the posset and it had adready relieved some of the congestion in her lungs. With luck, it would
hdp the fever too and Maskelle wouldn't even have to summon the heding spirits.

Maskelle stood and eased the kinks in her back. She wasn't hungry anymore, even for tea, even for
rice wine. And she didn’t want to answer dl the same questions from the others, once the amdl of supper
permesated the wagons and they began to creep out. She nodded to Rasim and Old Mdi and limped
toward her wagon. It stood dightly apart the way she liked it, the two oxen unharnessed and dozing over
fodder. Old Mdi droveit for her during the day, and had opened the light wooden side panels when the
ran had stopped, so the interior could ar out. Maskelle paused a the dropped tailgate, looking into the
dark. She could see the temple from here.

The massive domed spire was black againg the lighter shade of the sky, the moon shape of the portd
below it bardy vishle mde and femde phdlic symbols woven together. The detall of the terraced
carvings was entirdy lost in shadow. They had passed smdl sanctuaries dong the way, but this was the
firg timein too many years that she had been so close to a true temple.

She moved away from the wagon, one of the oxen swffling a her as she drifted past. The temple was
cdling to her, not the stone shdll, but what it represented, and the power that likeness gaveit.

She walked through the sodden grass until she came to the edge of the baray and stepped up onto the
gtone bank. The Kaoshan priests had the custody of the temples, but they were only datic forms. It was
the End of Year Rite that remade the universe in its own image, and that was only performed by the
Voices of the Ancestors. The End of Decade rites were even more crucid.

Thisyear would be the End of a Hundred Y earsrrite.

Maskelle lifted her gaff, holding it above her head. An echo whispered through her, a reflection from
the Infinite through the structure of the temple. After dl these years, it sill knew her. “I helped another
dranger tonight,” she whispered. “1 didn’t kill anyone to do it. Not intentiondly, at least. Is that enough
for you?’

A dow wave of darkness climbed the temple wadll, the lampsin the windows winking out one by one.

She lowered the gaff and let out her breath. No, it wasn't enough. And now they will all know
you're back. Oh, the ddight in the power never died, that was the curse, and her true punishment,
whatever the Adversary had decreed. She shook her head a her own fally and turned back to the camp.

She reached the wagon and climbed up the back steps, dosng the panels that faced the campste.
She sat on the gill damp wooden floor, looking out at the temple and the Slver surface of the baray in the
distance.

She was fading the right direction for an illuson of privacy, though voices from the other campsites,
oddly distorted over the plain, came to her occasiondly. The night breeze was chilly on her wet clothes,
the drying mud itchy on her legs. And someone was weatching her. She knew it by the way the oxen,
caught in the firdight from behind the wagon, cocked their ears. She found his outline in the dark findly,



about twenty feet away, gtting on his heds just out of reach of the light. She might have walked within ten
feet of him on the way to the baray. Agan, the shock of being so taken by surprise was like ice on her
skin. She waited until it drained away, then quigtly she said, “ Come here.”

The breeze moved the short grass. He stood up and came toward the wagon.

Her saff, as much a part of her as her hands or feet, lay on the wooden bench of the wagon. He
stopped just out of arm'’s reach. Her arm’s reach. She was within easy range of his sword.

He stood in the shadow where the wagon blocked the firdight, but the moonlight was strong. The
heavy dri rested eesly on one lean hip.

Maskele dtretched out her foot, her toes finding the daff where it lay on the rough planks and
gradualy easing it toward her hand.
“What did you do?’ he said.

He couldn’t be asking her what she thought he was asking her; after a moment she redized he meant
the lamps in the temple. “I'm a Voice of the Ancestors.” That was 4ill drictly true, if it didn't actudly
answer the question. “What were you doing in the outpost?’

“Getting killed. Did it look like anything se?’
Instead of taking the bait, she said, “That's afine way to say thank you.”
“| was going up river and walked into them.”

“That' s dill not ‘thank you.” ” Though it could well be the truth. If he had come up the Western Road
from the Sintane, he could have crossed the river a the fords a Takis. But why move dong the bank
instead of going on to the Great Road? W, the Great Road has regular patrols; the river doesn‘t,
not in the rainy season.

He didn't take the bait, @ther. He sad, “Y ou're awizard?’
“No.”

Silence, while the damp breeze made the water in the baray lgp againg the stone banks and the
temple cattle lowed in the distance. Why did she suspect it was the slence of dishdief? Almogt agangt
her will, she added, “I receive the Ancestors Will, when they have any, and trandate it for others. In
return, They dlow me to manipulae the power of the Infinite” An enormous smplification of the process,
but she didn't think he wanted an hours-long philosophy debate.

More slence. The dishdief was so thick it was practicdly dripping off the wagon. Findly, he sad,
“Aredl the Koshan priests wizards?’

Ancestors help me, Maskelle swore under her bregth, then gave in. “To some extent. But none of the
others are like me”

He didn't make any response. He was standing with his arms folded, but she had seen how fast he
could move. Annoyed, she said, “If you don't believe me, you can ask the priests at the temple.”

He jerked his head toward the camp. “Those priests?’
“What?' She sat up, startled, and the staff thumped loudly on the wagonbed.

He stepped back as Maskelle grabbed her gaff and stood up. She could dready hear the bells on the
priests sstrum. Another moment, then he turned and waked—strolled, Maskelle thought, a brow lifted
ironicaly—into the dark. She could hear his steps on the wet grass. Not magic then, and no power about
it. Jugt kil a moving quietly.

Voices from behind the wagon recdled her to the current problem. Svearing under her breath, she
dragged her wet robes off the bench and clambered down to the ground.



There were three Koshan priests standing near the fire, their cobalt blue robes caught up to keep
them out of the mud, and a young acolyte with a sstrum behind them. Beyond the priedts,
haf-surrounding the wagons, was a group of temple guards mounted on the smdl, sturdy horses of the
lower plans. The guards wore dark slk overrobes sewn with chain and breastplates of tightly braided
plates of lacquered iron, their crested helmets fitted with masks to make them faceless and terrifying.

Old Mdi was dill crouching stubbornly by the cooking pot, but the others were hiding in the wagons,
peering anxioudy out. Their eyes followed Maskelle as she crossed the campsite. Rasim was standing
before the lead priest in an attitude of abject fear. Damn overdramatic Ariaden, Maskele thought.
Shaking her head in resgnation, she approached the tableau.

The priest’s eyes flicked over her dismissvey as she moved around the fire, then came back to her in
growing astonishment as he saw her g&ff. The light was catching the old traces of dlver I€ft in the carved
letters of the sacred text. The sparks jumped from word to word as the text wound up the length of the
fine smooth wood like a snake around a pappas tree. The letters were worn down from years of
hendling, but they could 4ill be read. Until they faded from sght, the staff would ill have power. Not
unlike me, Maskelle thought ruefully.

The priest was young and fine-featured, but the shaven scalp under the hood of his robe was marked
with colored designs of the firg rank. The men with him were older but not so high in honor. He stared
hard a her, looking for what was left of her tattoo, but her hair had grown over it, obscuring dl but the
border of the design at her harline. The g&ff told him that her rank was Voice, but not which Voice. He
wet hislips, and said, “You shame us, lady. Y ou should shelter in the temple”

She leaned on the gtaff, mud and dl. She hadn't ever redly expected to arive in secret. “Thank you
for the offer, my son, but | can't.”

His eyes narrowed, dert for insult. He said, “Y ou have a reason for refusng our sheter?”’
“I’'m forbidden the temples,” Maskelle said, watching his eyes.

He stared at her, frowning, and his gaze swept over her, seeing for the firs time past the worn robes.
He would have trouble esimating her age, she knew. Country people aways thought her younger, city
people used to courtiers who spent dl ther timelying in the shade and rubbing oils and creams into their
skin dways thought her older. His eyes went to the saff again. But there are only so many Voices, she
thought. And the chance was he would know where dl the others were.

She watched with interest as the blood drained from his face. “You . . .” He did not step back from
her, though the tension in his body told her he wanted to. He drew in a breath and sad coldly, “So the
rumors were true. Y ou’ ve been summoned by the Ceegtid One.”

“Rumorsfly fast.” She smiled.
A mustle jumped in his cheek. “I have something to show you.”

Maskdle lifted her brows. She hadn’t expected that response. “You know there are very few rituas
I'm alowed to perform.”

He turned away without answering, his attendants hedtily parting for him. Maskelle followed, baffled
and trying— successfully, she hoped—not to show it. What does he want? If thisisatrap . . . If this
isatrap, he's mad.

The priest led her through the dark, crossing through the muddy flats with no concern for his robes,
one of the guards hurrying forward with a lamp to light the way. After a moment she redized he was
leeding her toward the temple's outbuildings, the stables, storehouses, and the quarters for the monks
and servants that stood near the end of the causeway that crossed the baray to the temple. He turned
through a narrow gate in a stone wal, pausng to disperse the guards with a wave. Only his priest
attendants followed Maskelle through the gate.



Insde was a courtyard, the few lamps hanging from hooks aong the wadls illuminating muddy ground
and more gates leading off into the rambling structure thet loomed over them in the dark. Two guards
stood outside one of the gates, and one quickly reached to pull it open as the priest strode toward it.

Insde was a warm close room, the damp ar andling srongly of goat and the ground littered with
straw. The other priests had remained outside, but the one guard with the lamp had followed them in. The
head priest took it avay from him and held it high over the occupant of the wooden pen.

Maskelle took a deep breath, despite the amdl. “It' sagoat.” The man is mad.

It was an ordinary brown goat, Saring up at them with opague brown eyes. The goat turned its head
and bleated, and Maskdle saw what was hanging out of its Sde. It was the rear hdf of a moray lizard.
She stepped closer and leaned down, swalowing a curse. The moray were about a foot long, with tough
gray green hides and a ridge of digtinctive spines dong ther backs to complement their sharp teeth and
clawed feet. This was didinctively a moray, or & least the back sx inches of one. It was stuck againg the
goat’s Sde asif it had grown there, the two back legs dangling, the spiny tal hanging limply. Baffled, she
looked up at the priest, who was watching her with a grim lack of expresson that was impossble to
read. She sad, “It's srange, but such things happen. Animas born with extra limbs or . . . Other,
completely different animals hanging out of their bodies. No, she didn’t think she had heard of that
before. She forged on anyway, “They aren’'t dways omens, though people think ...”

He was shaking his head. He pointed toward a stone block set back againg the wall of the gdl, and
angled the lamp s0 the light fdl more fully on it. Hanging out of the stone was the front hdf of the lizard.

Maskelle wet her lips, feding a coldnessin the pit of her ssomach. She said, “All right, that oneiis, uh .
.. 0dd.” The front hdf of the moray hung limply out of the stone, its front legs and the wicked oblong
head like some bizarre decoration. The stone itsdf was a square block with cracked mortar on the Sdes,
asif it had been broken out of awall.

“Could this be the result of your curse?’ the priest asked.

Maskelle lifted a brow, but she found the bluntness rather refreshing. “A dark power, following in my
wake, you mean? It's possible. When did it happen?’

“Sx days ago.”
She shook her head, alittle surprised. “I wasn't in this province yet. We ve been traveling hard.”
He turned away, the shadows fdling over the mongrosity in the rock as the lamp was withdrawn.

Maskele followed him out into the rdaively fresh ar of the court, where the other priests dill waited
outsde. One of them mugt have redized she wasn't just an ordinary, abeit eccentric, Voice travdling the
Great Road and told his felows, the tenson emanating from them was papable now. The lead priest
stopped and eyed her narrowly. He said, “When | saw you, | had hoped for an easy answer.”

She resisted the impulse to say something philosophica about easy answers. She didn’'t suppose him
to have any more patience with such platitudes than she did. Ingtead, she said, “If it's an omen, it's a
frightening one. I'll tdl the Celestid One of it when | seehim”

“If itisadark power ...

It would be smpler if it was a byproduct of her curse, a wandering dark power tha corrupted
whatever it touched, following in her wake. “If it'sa dark power, I'll ded with it. | haven't been with the
Adversary for seven years, but He does take care of His own.”

There was a gifled noise of shock and fear from one of the other priests. The lead priest glanced
back a them, frowning. He turned back to her, and she could see him recdling what she was, despite
evaything. He hesitated, then said, “1 offer you our hospitdity . . . The guesthouse. . ”



His companions were badly startled, but evidently their fear of her was dill an abstraction, whereas
their fear of him was firmly founded, and they made no open protest. She smiled, badly tempted, and she
knew she hadn't quite |€ft the desire to cause chaos behind. She shook her head. “No, we both know
how that would end.”

He misunderstood and his grey eyes turned angry. Maskelle sighed. She had forgotten what it was
like to ded with the young of the well-born. She said, gently, “You can stand bond for everyone in your
temple, but you aren’t their conscience, and | don't have the time to waste in fighting.”

He iill watched her grimly, no Sgn of any bend in that diff spine. Then he stepped back and gave her
aful sxth-degree bow, only one degree less than the rank actudly due her. He turned away and his
retinue followed with less grace, one of them snesking her an abbreviated bow behind the backs of the
others.

Maskelle walked dowly through the dark, back to the wagons where Rastim and Old Mdi waited for
her by the fire. Rasim let out his bregth in rdief when he saw her and Old Mdi grunted in eoquent
comment. “Trouble?’ Ragdtim asked her.

She nodded and leaned her cheek againg the staff. Trouble. She had known it would happen, but
perhaps she hadn’t thought it would be so soon. Maybe | am too old for this, she thought. Too old for
war, too mean-tempered for peace.

“Should we move on tonight?” Rastim sounded worried.

Maskelle looked around. A few other members of the troupe had broken cover. Firac with his two
young sons, who worked the apparatus on the largest of the puppets, and Therasa and Doria, who
played the spesking women's parts. The travel had been difficult and their oxen weren't in the best of
shape. She shook her head. “No, well stay the night.”

Chapter 2

contents - previous | next

Despite her assurances to Ragtim that dl would be well, Maskelle had sat up the rest of the night on
watch. The priest of the Sare had kept his word. Nothing had disturbed the peace of the plain, or the
serenity of thetemple.

From the time Maskelle had been a young initiate she had been used to deepless nights. The Year
Rites could last for days, and once the Whed of the Infinite was constructed it had to be guarded, urtil it
could be dispersed into wind and water to strengthen the supports of the universe.

Now she sat on the wagon seat next to Old Mdli, thinking of the upcoming Hundred Year Rite. The
sky was overcast and a dight breeze dtirred the thick vegetation on the edge of the jungle to ether side of
the wide road. The damp arr dung to her skin and she fdt badly in need of a bath. The universe didn’t
seem in any great need of support, but perhaps she wasn't as atuned to it as she used to be. She
couldn’t tdl if the uneasiness she fdt was ingde or outsde of hersdf. You are getting old. Your soul
wasn't so divided in your youth, a nagging voice said. Yes, she told it ruefully, much easier to do
damage with a whole soul .

This stretch of the Great Road, leading deeper into the well-occupied outskirts of Duvadpore, was
farly safe from bandits and they weren't done on it. A large wagontrain of merchants was only a few
hundred yards ahead of them, and sngle wagons or amdl groups of travellers had passed them severd
times throughout the morning. They were moving into the country where what had been brackish
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swamplands had been drained and brought back to life by freshwater cands to make the rice-growing
land that supported the capita. Duvapore was a city of water: cands, barays, moats, dl necessary to
support life during the dry season. It dill surprised her how much she was looking forward to seeing it
agan.

Old Mdi elbowed her in the sde, and Maskdle sad, “1 know, | know. | saw him an hour ago.” Of

course, he was closer this time, ganding next to the milestone near a stand of rain trees, looking up the
road.

The swordsman had been pacing them dl morning, just in the shadow of the jungle. He had stayed
near their wagons dl night, a slent companion to Maskelle's londly vigil. He hadn’t dept ether, and he
hedn't tried to approach her, though she fdt reasonably certain he had been conscious of her presence.
He had kept moving most of the night, perhaps to keep himsdf awake, making a wide circuit around ther
camp dmogt asif he was on watch too. Near dawn she had watched him strip and wash in the temple's
baray, an act of irreverence that would have shocked the priests and that Maskelle regarded with wry
amusement. Or maybe her reaction to it was what she found amusing. The Court would consder her past
dl thet, but obvioudy her body dill thought she was twenty .

Old Mdi made alewd noise and Maskelle became aware she was daing. She eyed the old woman
sardonicdly. “Don’'t be disguding. I'm a priestess, remember?’ This sent Old Mdi into such paroxysms
of laughter Maskelle had to pound the old woman on the back before she choked.

Theran didn't return, except for a miging drizzle in the late morning, making Maskelle wonder how
thisluck was to be paid for later.

In the late afternoon the Great Road met the Great Cand, which it would pardld for the rest of the
way into Duvapore. The jungle gave way to a plantation of large-leafed breadfruit trees, papaya and
banana, and a large outpost with two- and three-storied wooden buildings that went up to the bank of
the cand and extended over it to the other sde. Maskelle stood up on the wagon seat and shaded her
eyes. There was a large passenger barge moored to the pilings and severd smdler trading or fishing
boats bobbed on the Hill-svollen waters. It wasn't as bad as the untamed upper river, but it il didn't
look good, and many of the boats were obvioudy waiting until the water level dropped.

There were many Sgns of normd activity: boatmen lounging on the steps to the cand near the crates
and barrels of offloaded cargo, boys and girls on the bridges under the outpost checking the fish traps,
and alarge group of colorfully dressed people stting down to amed on one of the ba conies overhanging
the water. The merchants wagons that had been ahead of them dl day had drawn up on the trampled
ground near the outpost, and there were severd light, fadt-travelling wagons there dso, induding one
bearing the symbal of the Imperid Mall.

Ragtim jumped down from hiswagon and came back to consult with her. “This looks dl right, hey?”
he said hopefully.

She hestated. She had wanted to press on to the temple of llisst Keo, which was within the city’s
outermost boundary, but it was a few more hours of travel at least. Over the years she had grown used
to avoiding people; she had no intention of deivering any innocent bystanders to her curse, and she knew
the lllst Keo was safe from that. But the Ariaden needed to make their living, and to them this post
would look far more like the beginning of avilization than the temple on the Sare. People and travelers
meant possible audiences, and therefore money. If they pressed on, they might have to camp on the road.

As she was conddering this, a wagon pulled by two seaming oxen trundled out of a narrow track
between the trees, loaded down with several hgppily shouting children, an aged farmer, and a large load
of taro. She swore under her breath. She had forgotten how populated this area was. There was no



avoiding people now; there would be smdl farms and larger plantations everywhere dong the road. She
nodded resgnedly. “It'll do.”

They drew the wagons up in a clear spot just far enough away not to encroach on the territory
dready staked out by the merchants, and Rastim and Firac went in to conduct negotiations. Maskelle
tried to hep Old Mdi unharness the wagon, got cursed a for her pains, and Ieft the old woman to it in
disgust. She went to St on one of the fdlen logs above the water steps, not quite sure where this feding
of impatient distraction had come from.

A few of the boatmen came up to get her blessng on their ked-tokens and she gave it, Snce her
blessng was dill worth what it was worth, even though it wasn't currently sanctioned by the temples. The
Ky had lightened, but the candl water was a dull brown, the current fast-moving, and branches and other
debris were caching in the fish trgps and around the pilings. Something drew her eyes to an old barge
pulled up on the bank of the cand for a repair to its aging hull. There was someone stretched out adeep
on theflat roof of the cabin. Not exactly an unusud sght; there were plenty of boatmen doing the same
on their beached craft or in the shelter of the pilings Then she recognized him and she redlized what she
hed been looking for.

He had disappeared earlier that day and she had admitted to none of the initid disappointment,
growing irritation, and progressive worry she had fdt throughout the afternoon. She shook her head a
hersdf. Obvioudy he mus have taken the direct way through the trees when the road curved, begting
them here.

She wasn't sure where this sudden obsession had come from. He was just following them because
they were going the same way and were indisposed to interfere with him; he had aready discovered the
perils of traveling done.

Maskelle looked up, frowning, as Rasim and Firac came down the steps from the post and
squelched across the muddy ground toward her. Ragtim’s face was stony and Firac was muttering angrily
under his bresth.

“| take it things didn’t go well,” Maskelle said as they approached.
“There'sa problem,” Firac sad grimly.

“What?"

“We can't afford it.” Ragtim folded his arms, looking away at the river.

Maskelle gazed up at the Infinite, begging it for patience. None of the Ariaden had ever been this far
into the center of the Empire before. The Temple of the Sare had probably charged next to nothing for
the food and fodder they had used, and nothing a dl to camp in its protection. The outpost mugt charge
aty prices. “You didn't offer them a show?’

“They don’t want one,” Radtim said giffly. He had obvioudy been mortdly offended.

“Not jugt that,” Firac darified, outraged. “They won't let us perform for the merchants or these
others” He waved an am around at the boatmen, now weatching curioudy, and the other travellers and
traders in the compound. “The merchants head driver aready asked if we were performing tonight—"

“Oh, Ancestors above” Maskdle stood up. That was enough. Ragtim looked startled, then aghast.
She ignored him, going around to the front of the post and up the steps to the doorway, her irritation
balling over. Insde she found her way through rooms smdling strongly of fish, lit by smoky lamps or
propped-open windows. Firac was dl but cheering her on, but Rasim was a her elbow, worriedly
muttering, “Your temper, your temper.”

She found the factor in along room that opened onto one of the baconies, stting a a table, arguing
with traders.



A Koshan nun wasn't an unusud sght, but the room fdl slent when Maskelle entered. She went up
to the table and dammed her gaff down across the scattering of coins and papers. Everyone stared,
gap-jawed with shock. Her eyes on the factor, she said, “ Stand up.”

He was a large man, his head hdf-shaved and the rest of his har braided, his face plump and
good-humored, a temperament belied by the sted in his eyes. He amiled placatingly, and said. “Now,
Sger—"

“Revered,” she corrected coldly. She had held the title once and was dill due it by the rules of temple
precedence.

He hesitated, cdculating. She hdd his eyes. The cdculation gave way to uneasness, and he sad,
“Revered,” and stood up. Severd ranksin the temple were addressed that way, and none of them could
be offended with impunity.

She said, “These people are players and can't afford your extortionate prices for shelter unless they
can perform.” Her voice sounded soft and very angry. “Is there any red reason they shouldn’t?’

The factor spread his hands. “No, Revered, but if | et every band of beggars who sad they were
entertainers—"

That sung Ragtim to speech before Maskelle could interrupt. “We' re not beggars,” he said heatedly,
sepping forward. “We do Ariaden and classcd kiradi theater. We've come dl the way from Ariad and
we haven't had a chance to perform since Sakili.”

“It was a misunderstanding, Revered,” one of the other men suggested worriedly.
“If the Revered wishesiit, then they can perform,” the factor said with a giff smile.

Maskelle looked at dl the anxious expressons and wondered what they were seeing. A heavy slence
lay over the room, surdy too heavy for a dispute like this. But that was her own conscience behind that
thought; they couldn’'t know what she was. Had been, she reminded hersdf, had been. “The Revered
wishesit,” she said, and turned away.

Rasim and Firac's announcement that they had won the battle and would be able to perform was
greeted less than enthusiadticadly by the rest of the troupe. Gardick swore at them and Therasa pretended
to collapsein a dead fart.

Even Firac was hestant when Rastim wanted to break out the scenery and do a full-scde Ariaden
production, maybe Conquest of the Inland Sea or Dawncallers. Since they had no money to hire extra
stagehands, thiswould have left everyone exhausted and in no condition to travd the next day. Maskelle
was darmed; it was more important that they reach the safety of Duvapore soon than it was to rub ther
victory in the post factor’s face. She wished she had redized that before garting the whole thing. But
Rasim and Firac were voted down by the others and it was decided that they would do a kiradi comedy
of manners, which could be read without scenery or costumes. Knowing Ragtim, he would 4ill try to
work in afew puppets.

Maskelle would have thought a kiradi comedy a hit too sophisticated for this crowd, except that the
merchants who were to be the primary audience turned out to be from Mahlindi.

The Mahlindi had nothing like theater in ther native country and it had proved wildly popular with
them when they encountered it in other lands. Maskelle had once seen a group of them St for four hours
enrgptured by a Ventredi mordity play performed in a language that none of them could understand.
While they might know nothing of the subtle mores of kiradi noble society that the comedy was drawn
from, they were certain to giveit dl ther intdligent attention and appreciate most of the jokes.



The Mahlindi were even willing to pay in advance, a copper coin for every member of ther party,
induding the hired wagon drivers and guards, whether they wanted to see the play or not. This enabled
the Ariaden to afford fodder for the oxen and overpriced pork buns and rice for themsdves. Old Mdi
saved them money by buying taro chegply off the back of a farmer’s wagon, and fled cackling from the
factor’s assstants when they came to shout a her for private trading in the post compound. But everyone
was in a better humor after a hot med and dmaost looking forward to the performance.

At twilight they lit torches around a flattened spot of ground between the merchants wagons and
theirs. The Mahlindi brought woven mats to protect ther brightly patterned robes from the grass and
proceeded to arrange themsdvesin orderly rows without having to be asked. There were only three chief
merchants, identifiable by the cdlan markings on their cheeks and foreheads, but they had each brought at
least a dozen apprentices and servants. Their guards and drivers arrived in a grumbling, reluctant group
behind them.

Maskelle moved back out of the torchlight, back to the open area between the two wagon camps,
where she could see the stage, the front of the outpost, the place on the bank where the boats were
drawn up, and the road where it curved past the trees. She sat on the wet grass, feding the damp seep
up through her robes. Thelife and torchlight around the makeshift stage seemed like an isolated pocket in
anight of wild darkness. The wind had risen again, tossing the tops of the trees and sending fas-moving
clouds across the moon. The lights in the post were dimmed by shutters and the inhabitants had
withdrawn from the balconies.

Radim waked out to the center of the stage, made the odd Ariaden bow that was the same for
everyone, whatever their rank, and the play began. Maskelle gave it only part of her attention; she was
ligening to the night. She had the growing feding that it was trying to tel her something.

The Ariaden had been ungble to resst induding puppets, and Firac's sons Thae and Tirin appeared
each with one of the big waking puppets. These were eaborate contraptions that fastened to the
operator a the feet and waist, and could be manipulated with rods hdd in the operators hands. The
troupe owned larger ones that took two operators, one gtting on the other’s shoulders, but these were
raivdy smdl and only towered afew feet over the boys heads.

The appearance of the puppets, the light wooden bodies brightly painted and the distorted heads with
their dacking jaws, brought the curious boatmen over. Drawn by the laughter and applause of the
Mahlindi, a party of wedthier travellers, probably passengers from the barge that was weethering the bad
currents, came down from the post. Most of these people had never seen the elaborate Ariaden puppets
before and there was much whispered commentary in the crowd. Someone else was drawn by the noise
aswdl.

Maskele looked for him, and saw him findly just beyond the reach of the torches, gtting on the grass
and weatching. It gave her more informaion about him, though it was nothing that made any particular
sense. She wasn't sure how a Sitanese outcast could have seen kiradi theater before, but he got the joke
that even passed the Mahlindi by, the one that appeared to be an innocuous remark about idle hands and
was actudly a subtle innuendo implying masturbation, to the point where he actudly fdl over on his sde
with laughter.

A burgt of gpplause made Maskelle glance a the stage. At firg she thought the figure crossing in front
of Therasa and Dond s scene was a child, escaped from some parent in the audience. It was a puppet.

“Great Days in the Dawn of Life” Maskelle swore, darting to her feet. How did that damn thing
get out? She circled the crowd hastily, coming up on the wagon that formed the stage right entrance. She
caught Rasgtim as he pelted into her and dragged him behind the wagon.

“l don’'t know,” he whispered franticaly, answering the question she hadn’t had the chance to ask
yet. “Thae and Tirin got the Aldos out of ther boxes, but they know better, they would never—"



“l know they wouldn’'t.” Maskelle leaned around the wagon to peer a the stage. The animate puppet
was sanding, saring out at the audience, the painted face expressionless. Therasa and Doria were dill
sying therr lines, but they were casudly putting distance between themsdves and the puppet. The crowd
dill thought it was part of the show; to people unused to puppets, the one that was waking by itsdf was
no more miraculous than the two that had been controlled by the young boys. Firac and Gardick were
danding out of dght of the crowd near the wagon marking the opposite end of the stage; Firac was
holding a net. Maskelle shook her head. That wasn't going to do much good.

All the Ariaden puppets had names. the Aldos were the two big waking puppets Thae and Tirin
were working. The one that was working itsdf had been Gisar, a down puppet manipulated by srings
pulled from above. Gisar had had the misfortune to be on stage during a performance that had offended a
powerful magigter in the eastern province of Corvaent. It was how Maskelle had fird met Ragtim and the
other Ariaden.

Gisx now lived locked in a box hung beneath Rastim's wagon and seded by dl the protective
symbols Maskelle knew to put on it. It had been getting stronger, the particular nature of the curse put on
it making its malevolence grow with time instead of fade. It must have been able to manipulate one or
both of the boys from ingde its box, so when they had thought they were only unpacking the Aldos
puppets, they had opened Gisar’s container as wdll.

“You'll have to go and get it,” Rastim whispered.

“I know that.” It hadn’t done anything yet, but possibly it was hiding its time, waiting for her. Across
the length of the stage she caught Firac's eye. When she had his attention, she stepped out away from the
wagon.

“Wait,” Radim said urgently. He gestured rgpidly to the others on stage. Ariaden actors had a sgn
language, used for communicating slently during the complex performances. Doria suddenly clapped her
hands and gestured extravagantly stage left, saying something about the townspeopl€e' s dancing festival.
Firac, Gardick, and Killia gamboled onto the stage, followed by the two boys with the Aldos puppets.
Firac whirled the net over his head, looking as much like an escaped madmean as a celebratory dancer.

The puppet Gisar stared at them, backing away from the trap. Maskelle darted onto the stage in the
confuson and it sensed her presence immediatdy, turning to come a her with its hands upraised and
wooden fingers curved into claws. It ran at her, and she thumped it in the chest with her staff, sending the
light body tumbling back. Firac dropped his net over it, and in another moment, Maskdlle, Firac, and
Gardick were dragging the cregture offstage. The audience applauded heppily.

Radtim and Old Mdi ran around behind the other wagons to join them, and between the five of them
they managed to drag the thing back to Rastim’s wagon and bundle it back into its crate without drawing
any unwelcome attention. Almost everyone in the post must be watching the play by now and assuming
any odd activity to be connected with it.

Maskelle drew the sedls again, in wax and in coalblack, trying to ignore the knocking and rusling
ingde the heavy box.

“How did it get out?” Gardick demanded, dill breathing hard from the druggle. The puppet had
managed to bite his hand and Old Mdi was digging the splinters out for him.

The noises quieted as Maskelle made the find Sgn and she sat back on her heds. “ See where the last
sed was scrubbed off? It made someone do that and then made him forget what he did. With the
unpacking you dl were doing for the play, it could have been anyone. It's not such a hard thing, when
someone' s opening boxes, to make him open just one more.”

“Not such a hard thing,” Firac muttered uneesly. “Then why didn’'t it do it before?’
Maskelle glanced a Rastim’s worried face. “It's getting stronger.”



Gardick swore and Firac moaned. “But we're closer to Duvdpore and the chief priest,” Rasim sad
quickly. “In afew daysit'll dl be over.”

Gardick sad grimly, “If we're il dive then. Ow!” The lagt was to Old Mdi, who mugt have dug a
bit deeper than drictly necessary for the last plinter.

“What we need,” Maskelle said, cutting across the growing argument, “is a lock with a key. I'll keep
the key.”

“Use the one on the moneybox,” Firac suggested. “ There won't be much to stedl, not after we pay
our fees here”

Swearing under his breath, Radtim fetched the lock and Maskelle fixed it on the box’s latch. Further
discusson was put off by Doria and Therasa, repedting their last exchange a a shout so Firac and
Gardick would hear their cues. Everyone bolted off and Maskelle followed more dowly, shaking her
head. She would like to think that the puppet’ s escape was the source of her earlier disquiet, but she had
the feding it was only a portion of it and the greater part was gill to come.

Maskele went back to her podtion a the rear of the audience. She looked for her swordsman, but
he was nowhere to be seen.

Chapter 3

contents - previous | next

Near the end of the performance, when mogt of the Ariaden were on stage, something drew
Maskelle' s eyes to the bank below the outpost. The light from the lamps dong the baconies didn't fall
there and the shadows were deep. . . . The light. Maskelle sat up abruptly. There should be smdler
lamps attached to the pilings, so a boat passng down the river during the night wouldn’t be in danger of
griking them. There had been lamps, the lagt time she had noticed.

She got to her feet, her knees cracking in protest at her long immoahility, and made a wide circle
around the audience, out of the torchlight. The boatmen were playing dice with the Mahlindi’s guards and
driversin the very back, and none of them looked up as she passed.

It was very dark near the bank, the shadow of the outpost blocking what little moonlight escaped past
the clouds. She only knew how near she was by the sound of the river and the mud squeching underfoot.
She found the water steps that led down to the bridges under the post, crept down them to the firgt piling.
She ran her hands around the rough splintered surface until she fdt the cracked globe of the lamp; the
glass was dill warm.

S something came out of the river and put out the lamps, she thought, finding the steps again
with her gaff and dimbing back up the bank. But where is it now?

The play had ended and the troupe were taking bows, the Mahlindi thumping their feet and shouting
to show their appreciation. Maskelle moved away from the outpost as the crowd dispersed. She saw the
factor's assgtant gesture emphdticdly at the pilings cdling an order to someone, and others ran to rdight
the safety lamps.

Maskelle withdrew dl the way to the edge of the trees, where she had a view of the whole camp.
There was a group around the factor’s assstant now, pointing at each other and taking angrily; she took
it that some blame was being passed around for dlowing the lamps to go out. It would be nice to believe
it was an accident or negligence, but she didn’t think she was so lucky.
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It was late and the camp quieted down rapidly. The Ariaden were the fird to retire, cranking down
the shutters on their wagons againgt insects and the threet of rain. The boatmen went back to ther boats,
and the Mahlindi and the other travedlers gradudly withdrew into their own wagons, the drivers wrapping
up in blankets and gtretching out on the seats or tailgates. The factor’s guards were dl stationed ingde the
post: the Mahlindi had sentries, but they were dl watching the merchants cargo wagons.

Maskelle paid specid atention to a trader’s wagon nearby. Before retiring he filled a lamp with all
from alarge gourd that hung on the sideboard of his wagon. He had aso banked his cooking fire badly.
Water soirits could be driven off by fire, especidly if they could be lured too far away from a source of
running water.

A little time passed and the lights ingde the outpost went out, one by one.

Sitting on the damp ground under a breedfruit tree, in the dark and quiet, Maskelle began to fed the
night come dive around her. She fdt the wind breathe through the heavy leaves above her, fdt the
impatient river water lgp and tug at the pilings and the ropes, fdt the weight of the wagons on the ground,
the samp of the oxen’s feet. Fdt that she was't done.

He was about twenty feet from her, crouching at the base of a tree a the edge of the compound. Hah
, she thought, easing Slently to her feet.

She made it to within five feet of him before his head turned sharply. “Surprise)” Maskdle sad, a
barely voiced whisper.

She had surprised her swordsman thistime, she fdt, and annoyed him too, though it was too dark to
read his expresson. He was gtting among the knobs at the base of an old cypress, the sheathed Sri on
the ground in front of him. This close to him she could dill sense the scent of the Temple of the Sare on
him, from when he had bathed in the sacred baray. He didn’t say anything as she settled next to him, but
after a moment he evidently decided not to hold it againgt her, and whispered, “It hasn't moved since it
came out of theriver.”

Maskelle hadn’'t expected to see whatever spirit had come ashore during the play, a least not until it
moved into the compound. “How long have you been wetching it?”

She could fed him looking a her. “Since the middle of the play.” Shifting to face forward again, he
added, “1 saw the lamps go out too.”

She decided naot to correct his impresson that she had seen the lamps blown out and not belatedly
noticed the absence of light. She scanned the bank, but dill couldn’t see where the damn thing was.
Giving in, she said, “Where isit?’

There was a snort of exasperation and he leaned closer to her to point. “There, next to the boat with
the broken hull, in the reeds,” he said.

She squinted. She could see the beached boat, a narrow-hulled dip used for quick travel. There was
acrack inthe hull and it had been left abandoned in the reeds on the bank, far from the occupied boats.
After amoment she was able to discern a shape crouching near the bow. She gave the man next to her a
sdeways look, impressed. She had known it was somewhere dong the bank, but she would never have
seen it on her own, not without the Adversary’s hdp.

“What isit wating for?" he asked, dill waitching her.
“Me” she said, and stood dowly.

As s00n as she dtretched her senses toward it, it moved. It stood too and came toward her up the
bank. A large dark shape, a least the Sze of a big man and roughly human-shaped, but its form seemed
to flow and shift with the shadows. Maskelle frowned, staring increduloudy. Water spirits were smdl, the
gze of children. They were little, gray-green creatures, dangerous to desping people or animds, but



eadly frightened by fire.

The man beside her stood, his sheathed sword in one hand. “Magic would be hdpful now,” he
suggested, eyeing the thing that stalked up the bank.

“I'm not awizard, I'm a priestess,” Maskdle said, not taking her eyes off the creature. It's not a
water spirit. It was something new. Ancestors, what a thought. After all this time, I'd have sworn
I’d seen everything. It was within thirty feet of them now and she hedtily rearranged her plans. “Get it to
follow you back through the trees.”

“Fne” He sounded exasperated.
“It's not human,” she cautioned him, as he tarted to move away.

There was alamp hanging from a post at the top of the water steps, one of those the factor’s assstant
hed rdlit. As the shape from the river drew neer it, the light reflected off and through it, as though the
cresture was made of black glass. The flame winked out as the thing passed.

Her swordsman stopped long enough to say, “No, redly?’ before dipping away.

Maskelle moved back into the trees, watching his progress. He went down toward the river, coming
a the creature from the side and dightly behind it. She saw him bend and scoop up something from the
ground, then shy it a the creature’ s back.

Maskelle glanced upwards, gppeding to the Infinite. He threw a rock at it. Rastim could have
done that.

The creature didn’'t so much turn around as reverse its direction, moving with the smooth rapidity of
rushing water, abruptly dosng the distance between itsdf and the man. He dodged backward, made sure
its attention was focused on him, then bolted for the trees.

Maskedle moved rapidly hersdlf, tucking her saff back among the cypress knobs and running toward
the compound. She went to the doppy trader’ s wagon she had spotted earlier and found the large gourd
tied to the sideboard. Sniffing it to make sure it contained lamp ail, she cut it free, dicing a finger in her
haste and need for glence. Then she found a metd cup abandoned nearby and scooped up a quantity of
cods from the banked fire.

When she came back around the wagons, she saw the creature had hdted at the edge of the trees,
but the swordsman stopped and threw another rock &t it, and it couldn’'t resst the chdlenge. It flowed
forward, losng some of its shape asit crossed the invisble boundary into the forest.

Very good, Maskelle thought. At leest it behaved like a water spirit. Maybe it dso scented the temple
on the swordsman, just the way she had. She followed hurriedly as it moved further into the trees,
wedging the gourd under her am so0 she could work the cork out while ill kegping hold of the cup,
which was steedily burning her hand.

She caught up to them just as her swordsman turned a bay in alittle clearing. The creature rushed for
him, il eerily slent, and he ducked and dodged, turning and catching it with an upward stroke of the dri
that would have dissmboweled a man. The metd it the black surface with no discernible effect.
Rastim couldn't have done that, Maskelle thought, impressed.

She crouched down, dumping gourd and cup on the ground, knowing he couldn’'t keep that up for
long. She tore her deeve off and shoved it into the open neck of the gourd, then held the cup up to it.
This better work.

She looked up in time to see her swordsman bowled over backward as the water cresture rushed
him. It towered over him, and she shouted, “Over here! Y ou've got the wrong onel”

It heditated for a breath then rushed back toward her.



She had time for the thought thet it hadn’t seemed to move this fast when it was after someone else.
The rag caught when the creature was right on top of her and she dung the gourd into it, throwing the cup
after it for good measure. The gourd dissolved when it passed through the creature’s surface, the ail
Soreading out in a cloudy wave over it. She ducked an angry swipe from alimb, and for a moment she
thought the ail hadn’t had time to catch. Then fire swept up the surface and the creature tore away,
thrashing and whirling.

Maskelle scrambled back. The creature was a cloudy mass of dark swirling vapor, fire running in
glowing rivulets over its surface. It heaved and sruggled, losng more of its shape every moment, until it
burst and vanished in a spray of water.

Maskelle scrubbed the droplets off her face with her remaining deeve. The water tasted muddy and
foul, like the bottom of the river. Across the clearing, her swordsman rolled to his feet and came toward
her. He stared at her, breathing hard, then said, “That wasn't enough heet to baoil away dl that water.”

Maskelle sghed. She would have preferred to be admired for her cleverness ingead of questioned
for her lack of logic. Sucking on her cut finger, she said, “That was its own dupidity. It panicked and
disspated itsdf.” She shook her head. “It shouldn’t have followed you in here, it should have stayed out
there and made me come after it. But there's not much brain mixed into dl that water.” Thank the
Ancestors for once. “It wasn't an ordinary water spirit, SO we're lucky thisworked at dl.”

He looked down at the disgppearing puddie, then kndt and ran his hand over the grass curioudy,
cupping the water in his pam. “How does it kill people?’

“The little ones lay down on desping people and drown them. This one . . . could do just about
anything it wanted, | think.”

He glanced up at her, then shook the moisture off his hand.

Maskelle started to spesk, but the words caught in her throat. The sense of darm was urgent again,
was more intense with every breath. Idiot, this was a distraction. “There's something dse”

He stood. “Where?’

She was aready running back toward the compound, crashing through brush and tripping over roots.
She swung by the cypress to grab up her gaff, then ran flat out across the open ground toward the
Ariaden’s camp. As she reached the edge of it, she heard the tailgate of a wagon creak.

As soon as she rounded the bulk of Firac’'s wagon, she saw it. There was a figure sanding on the
now open tailgate of her wagon.

She was too far away. The figure turned toward her, raised its hand. Then her swordsman tore
around the back of Rastim’'s wagon, coming a the intruder from behind, catching it in a tackle and
dragging it off the tailgate.

She reached them a moment later. Her swordsman was holding the furioudy druggling figure face
down. Maskelle moved around, trying to get a better look at the intruder as he twisted his head back and
forth in the wet grass, choking with rage. And it was a “he’ she saw, and not an “it.” He was dressed in
torn and dirty trousers like a fiddworker and he was wire-thin, the bones standing out in his outflung
ams. There were no old rank designs on the scap beneeth the gringy dark hair, and there was no
disguisng the rough and calloused skin from long hours at outdoor labor. One of his outstretched hands
was dutching asmdl slver-glass globe.

Maskelle's brows knit. “Bastard sons of pigs” she muttered. The Ariaden, the Mahlindi, the
boatmen, everyone ingde the post, they dl would have been killed. She could fed the power ingde the
glass graining to break free, even as the fidldworker strained to break free from his captor. She stepped
close and caught a handful of the boy’s greasy hair. He twisted away and spat at her, but she had dready
seen what she needed to see. The pupils of his eyes were as Slver-grey as the surface of the globe,



opague and solid, not like human eyes at dl.

Ragtim tumbled out of his wagon and moved to stand beside her, scratching his head and looking
down at therr unwelcome visitor. Heads were peering out from the other wagons. She stepped back and
sad, “Kill him.”

There was a shocked word of protest from someone and Radtim stared at her.

Maskelle ignored him, looking down a the man who had caught the boy, preventing hm from
bresking the globe and setting the curse loose on the compound. He hadn't bothered to draw the gri,
which was sheathed again at his belt. He had his knees planted on the boy’s shoulders, kegping him
pinned to the ground.

The others were dlent now, aghast or baffled. The boy hadn't reacted to Maskelle' s words, though
she had spoken in Kushorit, except to make the same gasping, snarling noises he had made since he had
been caught. Of course, in Teachings, the philosopher Arabad had theorized that speech was impossble
without a soul. So the old fool was right about something, Maskelle thought dryly. | should write him
a letter. She sad, “Whoever sent him here tied his soul to the curse in the globe. He's dready dead, his
body just doesn't redizeit yet.” It was an old magic, older than the temples, and afoul one.

Even though she had jugt told him to do it, the swiftness dill surprised her. The snap of the boy’s neck
was audible. The swordsman stood, stepping casudly away from the now limp body. She recdled that
this was the third time he had surprised her, and according to dl reputable authorities three was a highly
sgnificant number.

She sat on her hedls and pried the globe out of the boy’s hand, bending the dead fingers back to
work it loose. She turned it over curioudy. The glass was free of defect, the slver-grey pigment blended
with it evenly. She knocked it againgt the wagon whed!.

The glass shattered and the contents spilled out on the grass. There was a generd scramble among
the Ariaden to move back. When nothing immediaidy disastrous happened, Ragtim returned. “Dried
snekes?’ he asked, beffled. The globe had contained a bundle of whet did appear to be smdl desiccated
snakes, each no more than an inch or so long.

“Not snakes,” Maskdle said. “Tdaworms” The wisps that looked like dried skin were actudly ther
wings They swarmed like bees and their poison burned into the blood and made the body jerk and
gpasm. A few of them could kill a large man in minutes. 1t would have been an unlovely deeth for dl of
them. “If the globe had broken while he was ill dive, hislife would have fed thers and they would have
swvarmed over everyone in the camp.”

“Gah,” Radim said, or something like it.

Old Mdli, ever practicd, was gpproaching with a straw brush and a amdl shovel. Maskdle nodded
for her to go ahead and the old woman swiftly scooped up dl the dried worms. “Thefire” Maskelle said.
Old Mdi gave her a disgusted ook, but took the shovd to the cooking fire anyway and tipped its
contentsin.

Maskelle got to her feet again, unconscioudy brushing her hands off on her robes. She turned and
found hersdf eye to eye with the swordsman; they were exactly the same height.

He was watching her with an air of irony. He said, “The priests sent him to kill you because you're a
wizard.”

“The priests didn’t send him,” she said, mock patiently. “And ‘wizard’ is a barbarian word.”

He cocked an eyebrow a her, then suddenly turned, drawing the gri, facing the open area beyond
the wagon. Maskelle stepped back, but she heard the footsteps and shouts a moment later. “Damn it,
that’'s the post guard,” she said.



Rastim was at her elbow. “Hide the body?’ he asked, worried.

Maskelle hestated. The Ariaden didn't look like much of a maich for an armed troop, but ther
professon made them quick-witted and used to moving swiftly in concert. Having seen them in action
when the upper-level scenery had started to come apart during the dimax of the performance of Otranto
in Hisak City, she had no doubt of their ability to hide a fresh corpse from even a determined troop of
guards. “Yes, hide the body.”

Radim whirled around and gestured quickly. Her swordsman hopped out of the way as Gardick,
Vani, and Firac descended on the boy’s body. They swept it away and into Rastim’s wagon before the
firg of the guards came into view.

There were about ten of them, surrounding the wagons a a run. The Ariaden, who knew what part
they had to play, milled around near the fire, looking asif nothing odd had happened.

One guard came forward and Maskelle went to meet him, leaning on her gaff.

If he was the captain, he was surprisngly young. And he had intdligent eyes, not something she was
gad to see. He said, “There was report of a disturbance here, Revered.”

“Oh, you mean, the screaming and thrashing around? They were rehearsing their next theetrica, that's
dl,” Maskelle said, amiling, gesturing casualy back at the Ariaden, who were doing a good imitation of a
disturbed henroost. A rehearsal in the middle of the night, after agruding day’s travel and a long play. At
leadt it wasn't pouring down rain.

Not surprisngly, this explanation failed to satify. He eyed her a moment, then said, “Who isthat?’

“What?" Maskelle glanced behind her and dmost dropped her gaff. She had fully expected the
swordsman to disappear; he had had more than enough time. But he was sanding a few paces behind
her. He had, at least, sheathed the ari. “Oh. him.” She looked back at the guard ceptain. “He's—"

Ragim materidized beside her. “We hired him to protect us on the road.”

Maskelle hit her tongue and managed to retain her amile. She had been about to say that he was just
another traveler in the compound, drawn by the commotion. She reminded hersdf to tdl Radtim that she
hed been lying to authority before he was conceived.

The guard captain said, “Then you don’t mind if we look around?’
“Not at dl.” Maskelle shrugged.

Radtim gestured expangvely. “Go right ahead.”

He turned and called to his men. “ Search the wagons.”

S that's how it is. Maskdle il kept her amile, despite theirrationd urge to anger. She had planned
for this hadn’'t she?

The other guards moved forward. Maskelle turned back to the wagons and found hersdf facing her
swordsman again. He was looking at the guards with an intent expression that she had previoudy seen
only on cats waiting for unwise lizards to venture out of woodwork, and he had his hand on the hilt of the
gri. She waited until he met her eyes, and said, “Don’'t draw that.”

His expresson said plainly that she was mad, but he took his hand off the swordhilt. Maskelle walked
back to the fire, aware he was fallowing her.

He stood a pace behind her and to the side when she stopped by the fire, and she recognized it as the
position someone who was acting as her bodyguard would rightfully adopt. Maskelle had only managed
to keep soul and body together for the past few years by saying one step ahead of everyone else, or a
least convincing them that she was. He had been hdping her snce she had found him with the raiders,
and he seemed to think she should know the reason why. Pride and years of conscious and unconscious



deception kept her from amply turning to him now and asking. Maybe pride, and maybe the fear thet if
ghe asked him, he would leave. It was dmost funny.

The post guards weren't dl as diligent as their cagptain. Or as polite. Some of them were only
desultorily poking around & the bundies and chests tied to the outsde of the wagons, others were
pushing their way indgde. If that kept up, Maskelle was going to be very unamused.

One of the men was trying to enter Killias wagon and she was blocking him, trying to explain about
the sick child indde. He refused to ligten, grabbing her arm to shove her out of the way. Maskelle strode
across the camp. “Leave her done” she said, giving him a prod with her gaff.

The guard let go of Killiaand stepped back, unhurt but startled.

“Shesafraid and I’ ve just got her back to deep,” Killiawas explaining, exasperated. “They can look
inif they just don’'t wake—"

It happened so quickly Maskdlle didn't see it. She fdt someone brush againgt her, and when she
looked the guard was dready on the ground, the bori dub daitering off the wagon whed. It was her
swordsman who had pushed past her, who was standing with his back to her, between her and the guard
who was now scrambling to his feet. The guard must have reached for her am or, Ancestors hep him,
made to swing the dub at her.

The other guards were drawing weapons. She thumped the swordsman in the back to warn him, and
he ducked as she swung her gaff up.

Unlike the river raiders, the post guards knew what that meant. They hesitated, and that gave the
cagptain time to react. He ran between them, flingng up his arms and shouting, “ Stop!”

She redized her arms were trembling, and not from the weight of the staff. Her heart was pounding
and the anger alumpin her throat. That was a little close, she thought, sense returning. She lowered the
daff. She said, “You've searched. Now go.”

The captain shook his head, breaething hard. He said, “What' s in that wagon?’

“A dck child,” Killiasaid, sanding up and dapping the dirt off her pantaloons. She was too good an
actress to sound angry, but the blood had drained from her face. “I told him he could look. | just didn't
want himto dimb ingde”

The matter was settled an ingant later when a round, wan face peered over the top of the talgate a
them and whimpered.
“See?’ Killiasad, dropping the tallgate and lifting the little girl into her arms.

The captain Sghed and waved his men away. Some of them had the grace to look foolish, though the
one who had gtarted the trouble was bdligerent and rluctant to withdraw. The captain waited until he
had walked away before he said, “ Sorry, Revered. It was a migake.”

“It was dmogt a deadly mistake” Maskelle told him, thinking, I’'m not doing well at this so far.
Haven't reached the city yet and I’ ve almost broken my oath twice.

He stared a her a moment, uncomprehending, then shook his head and followed his men. As the
guards returned to the post, Radtim let out his breath. Maskelle asked softly, “Where is he?’

“Hrac’'s wagon, in the lower bed.”
“| thought they put himin yours”
“We did, but they were going to search it and we had to shift him.”

She shook her head. She hadn’t seen them do it, though she supposed they had taken advantage of
the digraction. “We Il give him a farewell tomorrow, after we cross the dike” A funerd on the eve of



entering the Temple City was not auspicious. She went back to the fire.

There was a very worried group of Ariaden gathered there. All told, they were not a prepossessing
lat, but then for the Ariaden theater that hardly mattered. Killia hovered near the tallgate of her wagon, a
blanket wrapped around her, obvioudy not wanting to stray too far from her child.

From the expressions on ther faces, the way they kept snesking looks past her, the swordsman had
followed her and was sanding a few paces behind her again. She redized that was the third time he had
moved to defend or protect her. And there was that number three again. The Infinite had been producing
a large number of odd conjunctions lady. It could fed free to stop a any time, as far as she was
concerned.

She sad, “Wwdl?
Gardick, who dways had something to say, said, “Can we expect more of that tonight?’
“No, not tonight.”

There was an uncomfortable dirring. Firac, Dorig, Vani, the others, familiar faces after dl these
months. They were ninein dl, not very many to perform some of the more eaborate productions, but the
Imperid capital of Duvapore would appreciate the intricacy of Ariaden theater where the provincid cities
hadn’t. One or two wouldn't meet her eyes, others looked worried, others merdy tired.

Radim cleared histhroat. “1 think we dl know what sad condition we would be in but for the . .. but
for Maskdle”

She pushed her ragged hair back from her face, to cover her momentary smile Her name dill
sounded odd, spoken in an Ariaden accent. More proof thisland was in her blood; she had been foodlish
to ever leave.

Gardick sad, “No oneis saying different.” He looked around at the others, his expresson combative.
“But we don't have to pretend to likeit.”

Maskdle laughed. Sometimes she liked Gardick.
Then Gardick said, “And who's that?’

He was pointing past her, a the siwordsman. Maskelle pressed her lips together. And sometimes she
didn't like Gardick at dl.

Radim saved her from the embarrassing admission that she had no idea by stepping forward and
saying, “Now, that’s Maskelle' s business, ign't it? Why don’t we dl get some rest? We have more travel
tomorrow.”

That little speech should have occasioned a revolt, if not a amdl riot, but the troupe had become
accustomed to accepting the impossible dong with the unpleasant in the past few months, and dl they did
was stamp and grumble, or exchange tired looks and roll their eyes.

As the others drifted back to ther wagons, Rastim leaned close and out of the Sde of his mouth
whispered, “Who is he?’
“l don’t know,” she whispered back.

He grimaced a her and she grimaced back. She patted him on the back and made shooing motions.
Rastim went rductantly, casting doubtful glances over his shoulder.

She turned back to her swordsman. He was ignoring the curiosity of the Ariaden and matter-of-factly
gudying along dice on his forearm. The bori club must have grazed him. Well, you did tell him not to
draw the sword. “Come with me, I'll clean that up for you,” Maskelle said. Old Mdi had left a brazier
near the fire and she used one of the wicker pads to pick it up.



He gave her an odd look, but followed her back to her wagon obediently enough. She dimbed in and
lit two of the hanging cage lamps with the cods from the brazier, then st it in the padded holder on the
shdf. He was stting on the tailgate, looking over the interior of the wagon. It was furnished with cast-offs
and hand-me-downs and oddities collected in travel, frayed blankets and cushions of faded Tiengan
weaving, a battered copper tea server, Nitaran puzzle boxes. He was looking up at the curved roof
where about a dozen puppets hung, ther painted faces pointing down like an audience of human-headed
bats, their features lifdike in the dim light. They were being stored here because Maskdle had few
possessions and the other wagons were overfull. There were adso pieces of scenery folded up in the
chests and under the bunk. Maskelle moved a stage tree aside to get to the clean rags and sdve.

“You're aheder too?’ he said, somewhat warily.

“Not redly.” Old Mdi had made the sdve. Maskdle wasn't going to mention that in case he had seen
the old woman outsde. Old Mdi’'s appearance didn’'t exactly engender confidence in her kills as a
physician, and she knew the Sintane was farly avilized for the outer reaches. She looked up and saw he
was dill gtting on the tallgate. She lifted a brow. “I could tossit to you.”

He came further into the wagon, taking a place on the bench dmaost within arm’s reach. But again she
head no sense that he was afraid, just careful, like a strange cat that had chosen her for a companion.

She took his am and wiped the blood away. She fdt him react to the contact, just a dight dart,
perhaps because her hands were cold. His skin was very warm and she was more aware of the
pulsebest in his wrigt than she should be. She noticed he was clean, or at least not more filthy than she
was from long days of travel, then remembered the midnight svim in the baray. That didn't hdp her
concentration any.

She was uncomfortably aware that the lagt time she had been this close to a man had been two
months ago when she had helped hold Rastim’s son down so Old Mdli could lance his boil. Before that...
WEell, she wasn't going to add up the days, but it had been along time.

He had said nothing, and under the pressure of that slence, she found hersdf saying, “What's your
name?’

His eyes flicked up to meet hers. Green flecked with gold. “Rian.”

Caught unprepared by hiswillingness to give up that information so reedily, she stared at him and he
grinned a her, obvioudy conscious of having surprised her. Again. Inwardly curang her susceptibility, she
sad, “Isthat dl? No family, no dan?’ If she was remembering rightly, the Sitanese took the name of thar
locd lord for afamily name.

He turned his head and she noticed his right earlobe had the marks of at least four piercings for
ornaments, she knew the Sitanese denoted rank in their warrior caste with ear studs, but she didn’'t know
whet the number Sgnified, if anything. He had laid the sheathed Sri next to him on the bench. She had
thought it without ornament, but this close she could see the ring and the hilt bore deep marks and
gashes— not 9gns of use, but places where stones or figured metal had been removed. Had he sold
everything vauable during his long journey, carefully removed any mark of rank before he left? Maybe
both, she thought. He was wearing an amulet around his neck, next to his skin. She knew it must be
important to him, since he had sold or otherwise gotten rid of any other ornament. It was a smdl disk of
fine white stone on a faded blue cord, inlad with lapisin a runic figure. That doesn’'t tell you much, she
thought in wry sdf-disgust. Your education in the customs of lands outside the Empire might have
been just a little better . But then she had never expected to have to wander them. He said, “Things are
less complicated in the Sintane.”

“If the Sintane is so much better, why are you here?’
“l didn't say it was better, just less complicated.”



When she released his arm the warmth of his skin seemed to ding to her fingers. She took a tana ledf
from the wrapped bundle under the sdlve jar. He watched with a somewhat bemused expresson as she
worked the sweet-amdling save into the leaf. “You don’t want to know my name?’ she asked.

“l know your name. You're Maskdle”
For an ingtant, she fdt cold. “How do you know that?’

Instead of betraying any guilt, he gave her that look she was beginning to be accustomed to, the what
iswrong with your wits look, and explained, mock patiently, “Y ou answer to it when the othersydl it a
you.”

“Oh.” Idiot, she told hersdlf. “The others are the Corriaden Traveling Grand Thestricd, from Ariad.”
“But you're from Duvapore.”

“Yes” Shetook hisarm again and laid the lesf dong the cut, then bound it in place with a dean gtrip
of cloth. She had to grit her teeth to hold back the impulse to explain that the tana had hedling properties
too; his opinion that she didn't know what she was doing was as papable as the dampness in the air. It
had to be intentiond.

He looked & her g&ff. “What's a Voice of the Ancestors doing on the Great Road with a travelling
Ariaden puppet show?’

“It's not a puppet show.”

He looked up at the puppets suspended from the wagon's ceiling, one eyebrow lifted in eloquent
comment. “It's not an ordinary puppet show,” she explained, tying off the bandage and aware she
sounded like afool. And that they had somewhat strayed from the subject a hand.

She looked a him. He looked back, Hill with that same air of ironic comment. He wasn't afraid of her
a dl. Careful, but not afrad. That might be ignorance, but he had cdled her a wizard, and if she
understood what the Sitanese meant by the word, then he should have been. “Why did you follow me?
Y ou were avoiding the road, weren't you? Why come to the Sare and risk the temple guards?’

Asif she hadn’'t spoken, he said, “If it wasn't the priests that sent that boy, who was it?” Since she
hed |eft Duvapore years ago, no one had spoken to her with this sort of directness. If they believed her
guise as atravdling Koshan nun, they treated her with the deference due a rdigious under the protection
of the Cdegtiad Empire and the temples. If they knew who or what she redlly was, they were afraid. Even
Radim and Old Mdi, her best friends among the Ariaden, never questioned her like this, possbly
because they dreaded to hear the answers.

No onein years had told her she was wrong, or so much as implied that her judgment was wanting.
She found hersdf grinning. “1t wasn't the priests. One of the most sacred duties of the Koshan is to serve
the Voices. That'swhy the head priest of the Temple of the Sare offered me hospitdity, though he knew
what he was letting himsdlf in for, from his own people and from the one who sent the boy.”

He stared a her. She knew she had had the satisfaction of findly redly gartling him, though she
wasn't sure how. He said, “Are you anun?’

“Once. Not now.” She adopted a bemused expression, though she hadn’t much confidenceinit.
“Are Voices cdibate?’

“No.” She had actudly opened her mouth for an explanation of the Koshan Order and how the
Voices were lifted above it when they were chosen, when he kissed her.

A persgtent rapping at the Sde of the wagon interrupted them. Maskdlle sat back from Rian and saw
an eye peering cautioudy a them through a gap in the partly closed flap. Ragtim’s voice said, “Excuse
rTe”



Maskelle got up and tore the flgp open. “What, what, what?’
Radim stepped back, pointing across the compound. “The guards are ill watching us” he whispered
urgertly.

She looked past the wagons toward the post and saw severd of the guards at the bottom of the
dairs, gpparently in idle conversation. Stepping out onto the tailboard, she could see the flickering lights
of amdl handlamps around the compound between the Mahlindi’ s wagons and theirs and dso a the edge
of the trees and up at the road. Rian leaned on the gate beside her and pointed out, “They would have to
be moon-crazy not to watch us”

“Thet's true,” Maskelle said, trying not to be distracted by the warm presence next to her thigh.
“They’ll keep anything else from coming into the camp tonight, Rastim.”

“l did redize that, thank you both very much,” Ragim said through gritted teeth. “But there's
something dse”

Damn Ariaden anyway, Maskelle thought, resting her forehead againg the rough wood. “Jug tel
me, Ragtim, redly.”

Ragim cast aworried look & Rian, then lowered his voice and said, “It's knocking.”

“What's ...” Maskdlle frowned. “Oh. It.” Of course it was knocking. The damn thing had an inginct
for when to cause trouble.

“I'm afraid they’ll hear it,” Rastim elaborated.

“Yes, I've got the idea now.”

Rian looked from one to the other. “Hear what?’

She let out her breath. “All right. Let’s go do something about it.”

Rian jJumped down from the wagon behind her and followed them over to Ragtim’s wagon. Within a
few steps, Maskele heard the knocking. If it got any louder, the post guards would hear it, too.

Firac and Therasa stood near the box where it hung beneath the wagon. Maskdlle folded her ams
and contemplated it with annoyance. The knocking was dow and paced evenly, with a funered qudity.
She glanced & Rian, who stood at her shoulder. She wasn't sure if he had seen its performance during
the play or if he had dready left to stak the river creature by that point. She said, “It's a puppet.”

Rian frowned at the box, then looked at her again. “It's moving.”

“Wel, they don’t in the normd course of things, that's true,” Ragim said, Sghing in resgnaion and
scraching hishead. “It's. .

“Under acurse,” Maskdle finished, knowing how long it could take Rastim to get to the point. Some
of the provindids the Ariaden performed for had seen so little of puppets they hadn’t yet grasped the fact
that the wooden congtructions needed a humen actor to move; she had thought the Sintane would be
among them, but evidently Rian knew better. “We need to shut it up.” The knocking was getting louder
dready.

“We could wrap blankets around it . . .” Therasa suggested. “Or bang the drums, that would cover
the noise”

“And wake everyone? Agan?’ Ragim asked. “The traders would kill us—and who could blame
them?’

“Maskelle, can’'t you do something?’ Firac asked, worried.
“The puppet that waked out by itsdf during the play?’ Rian perssted.



“Yes” Maskelle rubbed her forehead. If she used her power, it would just draw more unwelcome
atention from the spirits of the river and the jungle, and there was too strong a chance of other attacks
tonight as it was.

Rian folded hisarms. “If you tdl mewhy it's cursed, I'll tdl you how to stop the knocking.”

They dl stared at him. Maskelle raised a brow and looked at Rastim, who shrugged doubtfully. It was
obvious he didn't think Rian could fufill the bargain. She said, “They were performing in Corvaent and
hed heard stories of a man cdled Magister Acavir ther whole way through the province. He had a
reputation as a penurious tyrant.”

Rian looked a Ragtim, who muttered, “I thought it was just a myth.”

“The Ariaden treat ther rulers with less deference and it's very common to make fun of them at public
plays and fedtivds A sense of humor is considered very important in any high officid. So one night, to
please a baky audience, they subgtituted the name Magister Acavir for some bumbling court offidd in
one of ther Ariaden plays. It worked, the audience did love it. And guess who was there in the very
town they were performing in.”

There was some feet shuffling and Therasa Sghed. “The knocking?’ Ragtim prompted.

Rian shook his head, as if recongdering his association with them. “Put the box underwater. It'll
muffle the noise”

Maskelle rubbed the bridge of her nose. Good. Now | fedl like a fool, too. Rian didn’t redize the
ful efficacy of his suggestion. Water wouldn’t only muffle the sound, it would provide a barrier that the
curse's power couldn’t penetrate. “Not the river.” Running water would be best, but she didn’'t want to
see Magigter Acavir's curse and theriver inits current state brought together, and they needed to be able
to move quickly. Stagnant water would eventudly lose its power to sed the curse in, but it would buy
time to get away from the post before the creature thought of a way to bring the guards down on them.
“If we unloaded one of the bigger puppet’s boxes, and filled it with water, we could put Gisar's box
ingdeit.” All the puppet boxes were proofed with tar and lined with padded g1k to keep water out; they
should keep water in just as well.

Unpacking one of the larger puppets and hauling out its box presented no problem, but filling it with
water and lowering Gisar’s box into it was problematic, or a least the Ariaden thought so. The water
trough dlotted to their camp was about twenty yards past their wagons, in the direction of the post. The
oxen had been watered earlier and were hobbled nearby.

Radim and Gardick carried the large box over to the trough and filled it. The others brought Gisar's
box, dnging to cover the increasingly frantic knocking indde, Firac banging on the lid in apparently
impromptu accompaniment.

Maskelle stood in the shadow of Rastim'’'s wagon, sheking her head. If the post guards thought the
inhabitants of the Ariaden camp more than a little deranged, now they had ample proof to support their
opinions. Rian leaned agang the sideboard next to her. “They're overdoing it just a litle” he
commented. It was too dark to read his expression, but the sardonic note in his voice said everything.

“They dways overdo things. It has something to do with being actors.”
“Why are you with them?’
She glanced sdeways a him. “I met them in Corvadent.”

Frac and Killia pretended to stagger, and Gisar’s box tipped into the larger box, silashing Rastim
and the others. The guards, watching from the steps of the post, didn’t react except to exchange glances.
Probably struck dumb with amazement, Maskele thought.

“The performance that Magister Acavir objected to?" Rian asked.



“Yes. | wasin the audience t00.” Acavir hadn’t wanted to lisen to reason and Maskdle had had to
frighten him a little to discourage him from violence. Another smdl violaion of her oath. Perhaps the
Ancestors would consider it amdl, as well. And perhaps it had escaped the Ancestors' notice how much
she had enjoyed it. Not likely. Rian was ill looking at her. “He wanted to kill them. The curse was a
compromise.”

The Ariaden were carrying the large box back to the wagons dowly, ready to burst into song if the
knocking was il audible, but the water muffled the noise admirably. Maskelle knew they would have a
needlesdy elaborate sory to explan ther actions if anyone asked. She glanced briefly upward in
wordless apped to the Ancestors. Who are probably laughing themselves sick, she thought. “They've
made too much out of this Snce it happened. You'd think a cursed puppet was the end of the world.”
She needed to stop trying to think of a way to lure Rian back into her wagon and focus on the present
gtuation. The continued interest of the post guards was a problem, consdering the activity of Gisar the
puppet. Putting it in the second box was a good stop-gap measure, but it would only work until the
creature thought of something else.

“Why are they going to Duvapore?’ Rian asked.

“To get the curse on the puppet removed.” She watched him carefully, and added, “I'm going to
Duvdpore because the Cdegtid One asked meto.”

Rian shifted againg the wagon. “And you thought no one would look for you in a troupe of play
actors”

“No one did, not dl the way from Corvaent, and | had had a greet ded of trouble before then.” She
let out her breath. The dark spirits that hunted her had been confused by the presence of so many other
living beings around her; they had been long used to her travdling aone, and it had taken them until now
to find her again. She added, “ So I’'m dragging them dong with me for their own good and mine, whether
they likeit or not.”

Rian said nothing for a moment, then, “Why don’t you use your magic?’

Maskelle amiled to hersdf. The night was turning wild, the wind was up, and the river dill rushed
through the pylons supporting the post. She said, “It's not mineto use,” and walked away.

Chapter 4

contents - previous | next

Rian watched Maskelle wak back toward the fire. He had had a long journey, made longer by the
fact that he didn’t know where it would end. Travdling through the lowland jungles had meant unfamiliar
and dangerous animals, raiders, poisonous plants, and strange people with inexplicable customs. He had
been hunted by the savages who lived in the deep jungle, chased by the ten-foot-tall flightless gankbirds
that populated the hills and then laidly drowned in the near constant rain, which had driven him to the
point where he would have been ready to sdl his body for dry clothes, if only someone had given him the
opportunity. The journey had dmost ended on the river fighting those motherless drunken raiders and
cursing his own gtupidity. Instead he had found a woman worth following.

She was ds0 a woman who thought a curse that could make a thing of painted wood stand up and
wak was a minor annoyance. He had seen what the priest-shamans of the Sintane were like. But she had
saved hislife, and it wasn't asif he had anything to lose. Nothing matters, remember? You gave up
your honor, he reminded himsdf. At least she could have the courtesy just to admit that she was a
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powerful wizard, but from what he had seen of the Kushorit and their Koshan priests since crossing the
Empire' s boundary, they were none of them entirdly sensible people.

The leader of the Ariaden had come back from digposing of the puppet’s box and now stood saring
a Rian, his expresson agrim glare. Consdering that he was nearly afull two feet shorter, Rian didn’t find
it a particularly daunting sght. Restim said, “I don’'t know who you are, but you watch your step. She's
an important lady in the Cdestid Empire. A powerful lady.”

Rian shook his head and looked away to conced his grin. No, really? When the obvious euded him
to that extent, he would lay down in a hole and the little actor would be welcome to cover him up.
“What's the Adversary, and how isit different from a Voice of the Ancestors?” He had been hearing
people swear by the Adversary most of the way through Gidde Province and more and more since he
hed crossed the border into the Empire proper, but he had never heard what it was or that it had a voice.
Rian had learned Kushorit back in Riverwalit, to speak to the provincid traders who travelled across the
Sntane to the mountain caravan trails, and who often brought important news of what the other Sitanese
Holder Lords were up to. He knew enough of the language for everyday conversations, but had never
learned the subtleties, and he had been unable to tdl if the people were &rad of the Adversary, or
worshipped it, or both.

Radtim looked cautious, asif the question held a hidden trap. “What are you talking about?’

“You heard me. To the priests a the big temple, she said she used to be the Voice of the Adversary.
What did she meaen?’

The Ariad' s face went dill and sincere, by which Rian took to mean that he was about to hear a very
hbig lie He wasn't disappointed. Rastim glanced around, asif checking for hidden watchers, asif the rest
of the Ariad weren't garing curioudy at them from across the little circle of wagons, and sad in a
whisper, “The Adversary’ s a demon, the demon of dl demons.”

Rian folded hisarms and looked bored, because he knew that would annoy the little man more than
anything else. “That’s pig shit. The Kashans don’t beievein demons. We know that even in the Sintane,
play actor.” Nobody was redly sure what the Koshan rdigion was, but they knew what it wasn't, and it
didn't have anything to do with the grubby cult of demon worship that had spread in some of the outer
provinces, with its curses and witching dolls and trading blood for supernaturad favors. The odd thing was
the Koshan temples in the provinces hadn’t tried to stamp it out, the way the Did priests had. The
Koshans had amply treated it with a supreme indifference that was more damning than any attack.

Ragim glared. “All right, dl right. It's some Koshan thing, like some spirit of bad luck and vengeance,
or something.”

“Bad luck?’ Rian sounded skeptical, though he thought Rastim might be tdling the truth now, at lesst
ashesaw it.

“Bad luck and bad things that happen, something like that. And taking revenge on people. And
judtice. If it was part of any sengble reigion, they would cdl it a demon. They dl get together and draw
lots for who has to be its Voice. A symbal for it is carved into the base of every doorway of every
temple, to scare other demons away.”

The lagt part sounded inexplicable and Koshan enough to be true, a least. Rian drew breath to
pursue the question, but from across the camp Maskelle said, “Ragtim, we can't stay here”

She was ganding by the banked fire, her arms folded, staring off into the night. Rastim muittered, “I
was afraid of that,” and went to her.

Impatiently she pushed her dark hair back from her face and in the glow of thefirdight Rian could see
the loops and whorls of the Koshan tattoo, just at the edge of her hairline. She said, “We have to push on
to Illsat Keo tonight, or we'll just have more trouble.”



Radtim shook his head. “What good will that do? It will be just as bad there as here”
“Not there. Illsat Keo isa Temple of the Adversary.”

“Oh.” Radim said, shifting uncertainly. Rian noted that he didn’t look quite so unconcerned about the
Adversary as he had implied before. Maybe the Ariaden believed more of that demon story than he had

thought.

Maskelle was looking up at the cloud-heavy sky. “When we get up on the road, move the body to
my wagon.”

Grumbling, but not too loudly, the Ariaden made ready to leave. They were so afraid of the cursed
puppet Rian knew it must have done much worse than walk out during plays or knock on its box. Rastim

seemed to be the only one nervous of the prospect of visting a Temple of the Adversary; but then the
others seemed to know little of the Koshans. Not that Rian knew much of them either.

Uniil crossing the river he had avoided even the amdl villages, in case the hunters the Holder Lord's
Her had sent dared to trespass so far on Imperid territory. One night not long after he had crossed the
border he had sumbled on what seemed to be aamdl abandoned shrine, and driven by pouring rain and
exhaugtion, he had spent the night on the stone flags under the dome, looked down on by the hundreds of
faces carved into the wdls. In the morning he had redized what he had been too dazed to notice the night
before: the dhrine had been empty but clean swept, undisturbed by animd droppings or even blown
leaves and dugt, and he knew it wasn't abandoned. He had fled, not wanting to be seen by even some
londy Kaoshan monk-caretaker.

As Rian helped harness the oxen, he watched the post guards watching them. The factor came out on
abacony, wrapped in adeegping robe and a disgruntled air, but no one atempted to interfere with them.
Either the post guards weren't inclined to pursue a problem that seemed to be leaving of its own accord,
or the factor wasn't anxious for another confrontation with Maskelle. From the gossp Rian had heard
from the boatmen, everyone who worked in the compound agreed that she had gotten the better of him
inthe firs one.

Once cdlear of the compound, Maskelle's wagon took the lead with Old Mdi &t the reins. It was o
dark up on the road that even though each wagon had a lantern hanging from the box, the Ariaden cdled
Firac dill had to wak ahead with another lamp. The breeze had died and there was an odd kind of
suspended slencein the night that Rian didn’t particularly like. The cool ar was dill heavy with water, but
the ran hadn’t returned, and without it the jungle a the edge of the road was dmogt too quiet. It wasn't
true jungle Rian knew there were fams and little villages dl through here, and the bets of trees
concedled cultivated fidds, but for dl that they could be in the middle of wild nowhere.

He walked back down the road a short distance past the reach of the lamplight and then returned to
gtand beside Maskelle, who was leening on her daff and watching the wagons crawl by from the muddy
verge. “They’re not following us” Rian said, not that he was much reassured by it.

“But something €se might be?” Maskelle asked, watching him.

He shrugged, feding he was being tested. Maybe she wanted to know how much of the night's
ambient tensgon he could sense. “It just feds wrong, like something' s breathing down my neck.”

She amiled pityingly. “The Infinite touches everyone,” she said, but her tone was more sdf-mocking
then anything else.

“Tdl it to keep its hands to itsdf,” Rian suggested, and went to check the other side of the road.

Maskelle went up to ride on her wagon next to Old Mdi and Rian walked beside it. They kept
moving at the same dow pace, seeing no one ese on the road. Rian 4ill fet they were being followed,

though he knew there were no wagons or horses on the road behind them, not for several hundred yards
a least. He had spent mogt of his early life either hunting or being hunted by raiding parties of the nomad



tribes in the mountains above Tarkat. His indincts told him something was staking them, and if it wasn't
the post guards sent by the vengeful factor, then it was something worse, from the river. In the dark he
could see Maskdll€'s head which kept turning toward the dark belt of trees, which didn’t help ether.

Thetime passed and they travelled quietly; only the occasona shuffling of an ox or a degpy murmur
from one of the other wagons disturbed the peace. After atime, Maskelle dimbed down from the wagon
and walked dong the roadside next to Rian, the glow of the lamp tied to the wagonboard lighting their
way. She muttered, “If it has any wits at dl, it hasto know we' re making for the aty boundary and Illsat
Keo.”

Rian assumed “it” was another water demon, following them aong the river's course. If it was
something worse, he wasn't going to ask. “If it could stop us and it doesn't, there's got to be a reason for
it,” he said, thinking of an ambush somewhere ahead in the dark.

“So say it doesn't want to stop us.” She halted on the muddy bank and leaned on her staff, thoughtful.
The wagon with the lamp pulled ahead and Rian couldn’t read her expression in the dark. Sounding
frudrated, she said, “I can't tdl if it's self-aware and fallowing us out of some intdligent mative, or if it's
just aremnant of what attacked us before, tied to the boy’s body and tralling it. Or if it's both.”

“When are you going to get rid of the body?’ Rian asked her. The corpse had been rolled in an old
blanket and placed in one of the canvas dings that hung underneath the wagon, which were used to haul
fodder for the oxen.

“When we pass the dike that crosses the road and marks the outer boundary of the city. It's not far
now; we've dready passed the fird of the Passage Markers” These were was-high square stones
carved with protective symboals that stood on ether side of the road at intervas of twenty-one feet, and
would apparently continue dl the way to the city. Rian had seen them on the roads that led to the amdler
dhrines and temples, they were another one of those things K oshans thought necessary.

“Does it make such a difference whether we dump the body insde the boundary or outside it?” Rian
knew little about magic and less about reigion, but he had been here long enough to know that the
Kushorit never put anything anywhere, not a road, not a water trough, and probably not a pig sy,
without a reason invaving spirits and the Infinite

She nodded dowly, looking off into the dark.
Ragtim’s wagon drew even with them, and he peered down from the seat. “What isit?’ he asked.
“l dmost made amistake,” Maskdle told him.

An hour later the road began to rise and Rian knew they must be nearing the dike. In country that
flooded during the rainy season, the city would need massive dikes as wel as candsto control the water.
Maskelle was riding on the driver’ s bench of her own wagon, and when the upward dope became more
dramatic, she tapped Old Mdi on the shoulder. The old woman guided the oxen to the side of the road
without a word and Rian waited beside it. The other wagons rolled dowly past them, the deepy faces of
the Ariaden peering curioudy out; only Rastim knew what they meant to do.

When the lagt wagon passed, Ragtim reined in and said worriedly, “Are you sure about this?” He
tipped his head toward Rian sgnificantly. Rian glanced upwards in annoyance.

“Yes, yes” Maskdle sad impdiently, shooing a grumbling Old Mdi across the muddy road to
Ragim’s wagon and glancng over her shoulder back toward the river, as if she could fed something
watching them from that direction. “Jugt hurry and go.”

Old Mdi dimbed up onto the bench and settled hersdf with a gusty Sgh. Rductantly, Ragtim pulled a
battered shovd out from under the bench and tossed it down to Rian, then he shook the reins and the
wagon rolled on.



Rian moved ahead, finding a good spot at the Sde of the road. Maskelle cut the ties holding the ding
to the underside of the wagon bed as he started to dig. Rian had pointed out that burying the ding with
the corpse was a waste, but apparently once it had been in contact with the curse living in the boy’s
remains, it couldn’'t be used to carry food anymore, even food for animas.

As Maskelle came back toward him, she froze suddenly. Rian dropped the shovel and reached for
his ari, but she wasn't looking toward the jungle. She stood with her head tilted a little, as if ligening
intertly to the undercurrents in the night.

When she shook hersdf and moved forward again, Rian picked up the shove again. He fdt obligated
to point out, “Thisis gill a supid way to get rid of a corpse. When it rains again, which will probably be
inthe next hour, it [l wash right out of this bank.”

“We re not hiding it from the Imperid Congtabulary,” she told him impatiently, “we're laying a curse.”
She helped him dig, scraping the muddy dirt out with her hands. The night was very dark with just the
one lantern, and Rian could amost fed the gaking presence buried in the jungle himsdf.

“Wouldn't it be better to dump the body into the cand?’ Rian said, but he didn’'t stop digging.
“Thisbody isdill cursed. If we dump it in the cand, something ese will inhabit it.”
Rian grunted, acknowledging that that was a good enough reason. “But burying it is different?’

“Farmers in the outer reaches bury their dead this way, giving the body to the earth spirits after the
soul is fled to the Infinite. This boy’s soul was long gone before his body stopped living, and this just
might protect it from being used agan.” She stopped to look around a the surface of the muddy
roadway briefly, as if expecting to see something appear on it. “Earth spirits usudly accept the offerings
gradudly, over time, but then the ritud is usudly performed by laymen and not consecrated Voices.”

“So it's better to bury him,” Rian muttered, trying not to think about demons living in the dirt under his
feet. If | learn any more about the Koshan view of the world, I'm going to be afraid to touch
anything, water, dirt, trees. They kept digging, Maskelle reminding him, “It doesn’'t have to be deep,
just enough that we can cover him completdy.” Rian nodded; he could hear branches and pams
thrashing somewhere in the brush and thought, It's close.

Findly, Maskelle said, “All right, that should do it,” and sat back on her hedls, bresthing hard.

Rian tossed the shovel aside and ran for the body, dragging it in the ding back toward the hole.
Maskelle helped him bundle it in. He grabbed the shove again, but she hed up a hand. “Not yet.”

He hestated, glancing toward the trees and the heavy brush. The thrashing was closer, as the intruder
in the jungle fought its way toward them. What it was fighting, he had no idea, except that it was
obvioudy fighting something. Rian dropped the shovd and drew his sword, putting himsdf between
Maskelle and the edge of the trees. Whatever she was going to do, he didn't want it interrupted. “What
dseisout there?’

“The trees, the rocks, the moss, the birds, everything in the jungle. The spirits that live there resst the
intruson.”

Maskelle spoke hurriedly, dawing through the pile of dirt. She had dropped her s&ff beside the pit,
and inther haste they had buried it.

Maskele uncovered the gaff and scrambled to her feet. Rian could hear her whispering something,
not in Kushorit, but some language that sounded very like it.

The thrashing came to the very edge of the brush, just within the deep shadow. Rian tensed and one
of the oxen lowed in darm. But the noise abruptly ceased. The ground grew warm, a heat Rian could fed
through hisworn boots. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw a low ground mist cregping over
the open pit. It was swirling around his feet. He swore under his bregath, tried to ignore the prickle of



unease crawling up his spine, and faced the dark trees again.

Theamdl of rot came up from the pit, heavy and Sckly sweet in the damp air. Maskelle stepped back
from it. “Now we can cover him up.”

Rian watched the edge of the trees, wary for atrick. “It won't try something else?’

She shrugged, looking around for the shovd. “It might. I’ ve never seen a dark water spirit so strong
before. Whatever cursed the boy’ s body mug have done something to it.” She paused and added, “But
for now it's going back to the river.”

Rian waited another moment then shook his head, sheathed the iri, and took the shove away from
her. It didn’t take long to cover the pit, and soon they had the wagon moving again.

lllsst Keo wasn't vigble from the road, but Maskelle had described the marker at the head of the
track that led to it to Ragtim and dl he and the others had to do was follow the short trail through the
trees to the templ€e's gate. When she and Rian reached the marker, she could tdl they had been here by
the deep ruts in the mud, which told a story of a wagon whed sunk deep and freed by hard labor.
“Looks like they madeit dl right,” she said, then noticed Rian was looking up at the marker po<t.

It was around pillar, the stone stained by moss and wrapped about by a few vines. At the top was a
carved image of a gashwing, the largest of the flighted birds in the central lands and a carrion-eater. The
gadwing was one of the Adversary’s incarnations and a common symbal for it. She said, “Let’s go,”
wondering if Rian would comment, but he said nothing, just guided the wagon off the road, turning it to
avoid the spot where the Ariaden’s whed had come to grief.

The clouds had cleared enough that the moon was visble, meking it easier to drive the wagon. It was
a short track through the jungle and soon the lamps on either Sde of the temple gate were visble The
wadl around the temple compound was so low atal man could eesly see over it. There were three amdl
drinesingde, the tdlest of ther ddlicate towers bardly thirty-three feet high. There was dso a library and
quarters for the handful of monks and nuns who lived here, alow series of buildings on the opposite sde
of the compound from the shrines. The Ariaden’s wagons were drawn up outsde next to the low wal,
near the stone-paved edge of the litile cand that watered the temple. There was no room for wagons
ingde, but they wouldn't have fit through the narrow gate, anyway.

There were more lamps burning ingde the compound, and as Rian drew their wagon up to the others,
Maskelle svung down from the box. A blue-robed nun was coming out of the gates, carrying a
handlamp. She lifted the lamp, reveding awrinkled face and the faded designs of her rank on her shaven
skull. She said, “Ah, Sigter, your friends said to expect you. We haven't much hospitdity to share, as
mod travellers don't stop here, but we welcome the company—"’

Maskelle hed the hair back from her facein alank tangled handful, and said, “Barime, it sme”

The older woman stopped, staring, screwing up her eyes to see, asif she had to read the remains of
Maskdl€e's rank design, bardly vishble at the edge of her harline. “My child, it is you,” she sad findly.
She put the lamp down with a shaky hand and came forward to embrace her.

Maskelle managed not to hug her too hard, feding her eyes prick with foolish tears and annoyed a

hersdf for it; the old woman fdt aslight and fragile as a dry wigp of grass. She sad, “I had to come here,
Baime. It wasn't safe on the road.” She laughed, though it wasn't funny. “Do you think HE Il mind?’

Baime drew back, amiling and shaking her head. “If He does, that would be Answering us at lesdt,
one way or the other.” Rian was unharnessing the oxen and she waved a him, the gesture taking in the
others dready in the compound. “Y our companions are al most welcome.”

Old Mdi appeared in the gates and hurried toward them, taking the lead oxen and the harness away



from Rian and batting a him when he tried to help her. Barime took Maskelle's hand and led her to the
temple.

The compound was awash in light, the stone lamps set on the pillars and the edges of the shrines
plaformsdl lit now, reveding the pinkish gray tint of the stone and chasing shadows through the filigree
of carvings. Parrots and tigers and femae figures wove through the three-tiered pediments and the heavy
decoration around the doors. A group of seated figures that managed to combine the grotesque with the
whimsca—men with the heads of monkeys, another one of the Adversary’s incarnations—guarded the
gmdl open court in the center, life-szed and lifdike in the flicker of flame. On the packed dirt of the open
space in front of the monadtic quarters, Firac was giving an impromptu demondtration of Ariaden theater
with one of the amdl gring puppets, a curious group of monks and nuns gathered around him. Maskelle
saw with rdlief that most of them were too young to remember her. They didn't look at dl upset at having
thar rest disturbed, but then Koshans were used to going without deep when the rites required it. Killia
was gtting on one of the low wadls, her daughter in her lgp. The little girl looked much improved, and
curious about the men and women with their shaven heads and colorful tattoos and vivid blue robes.

“You're tired,” Barime said, looking up a her. “There s time to tak in the morning.” She looked at
the group around Firac. “I'll send them back to bed. It's not often we get vistors, and never foreigners
with such interesting toys. Will you take vigll in the shrine?’

“Yes” Maskelle sghed. “For dl the good it will do.”

Barime embraced her again and went to chase the others back into their quarters. Rasim came up to
her, his face drawn from exhaudtion but his expresson holding nothing but relief. “It went well, then,
getting rid of the you-know-what?’ he asked.

“Yes, it went fine” She saw Radim glance suspicioudy a Rian. who was standing a short distance

away and looking around at the compound. She said, Y ou're wrong about him, you know. He doesn't
mean me any harm.”

Rastim gave her a doubtful ook, but said, “Maybe s0.” The templ€' s inhabitants were retiring to thar
quarters, the Ariaden draggling back out to the wagons. He added, “You were right, we should have
come here and not stopped at the post. Gisar stopped his knocking as soon as we got past that bird thing
out on the road.”

“Was it your wagon that was stuck?’ she asked.
“YS, Whyf)i

“No reason.” She was glad she had sent them on. If Gisar had had enough power outsde his box to
trap the wagon whed in the mud, then they had gotten here none too soon. But Gisar was only a minor
creature and would have no wish to draw the attention of the Adversary. “Weé Il be in the dity tomorrow.
You should get some deep.”

“So should you. You look tired to death.” Redtim patted her shoulder and followed the others.

“Thank you,” she called after him. | didn't need that. Not that there was redlly time to do more than
nap; it couldn’t be more than two hours until dawn.

Baime returned as the Ariaden went back to thar wagons. She sad, “It was time you were back.
I'm only glad that | was here to see it” She gave Maskdle the full bow that was due her rank, then
turned to Rian and gave him the courtesy bow due to honored strangers. Rian seemed startled a having
his presence acknowledged, but managed to return the gesture.

Barime embraced Maskelle again and then went back to the temple living quarters. Rian stepped up
beside Maskelle, watching Barime leave, and asked, “Can dl the Koshans do magic?’

She rubbed the back of her neck and let out her bresth. “Yes and no. The closer you come to afull



understanding of the Infinite, the more your abdility to manipulate the oirits of earth, water, and ar
increases.” She leaned on her gaff, looking up at the temple platform. The lamps had been |eft lit for
courtesy to the vistors and the three shrines looked larger without the people to lend perspective. “And
the less your need becomes to use that ability.” She shook her head. “It has nothing to do with rank.
There are monks and nuns, living as hermitsin the deep jungle, who are more powerful than the Priest of
the Sare or any of the higher ranks.”

Rian regarded her, suspicion in those green-gold eyes. “ So Koshans don't use their magic.”
“Not the way you think of it, no.”

“Except you.”

“Except the Voice of the Adversary.” Maskelle went up the steps to the centrad dhrine, past the
guardian monkey men, and stood in the open doorway. The interior was dark, the intricate carving of the
Adversary’s various incarnations lost to shadow.

It was not very spacious or lavish, but no Koshan temples were. The szes and shapes of the buildings
were important, the heights of the towers and the doors, the curves in the carving, the number of paving
stones in the floor, that invoked the spirits of the Infinite, not what was ingde. This one was empty except
for the niches in the walls for offerings of fruit and flowers, brought by the villagers and farmers in the
surrounding countryside. It smelled of damp stone and must and the moss that grew on everything during
the rainy season despite the congtant efforts to scrub it off.

Rian was standing at the bottom of the steps. Patiently, as if prepared to wait dl night. For someone
who could be as sarcadtic as he was, it was alittle surprising. She leaned in the doorway, the rough stone
cool againg her back, and said, “What were you in the Sintane?’

He shifted from one foot to the other, eyed her waily, then said, “I was a kjardin for the Holder
Lord of Markand.”

“What's that?’
“A retainer, a persond guard. There aren’t the right words in Kushorit.”
She mationed for him to come up and he hesitated. “Why is there a demon carved above the door?’

“It' sthe aspect of the Adversary that eats evil.” She shook her head. “The Adversary ian't a demon.
The Adversary eats demons for dinner.” She turned and moved into the little shrine. There was nothing
here, just so much empty stone. You expected something else? she asked hersdf. The dhrine was as
empty of any soirit presence as the jungle and the river were crowded, but Maskelle could sense it was a
recent vacancy. The temple had the fed of a room warmed by aliving presence who had just stepped
out the far door, just before she had stepped in the near one.

Rian had dimbed the steps behind her and she glanced back at him. She couldn’t see his expression
inthe dark, but he was looking up & the shadows where the caling extended up into the tower. She sad,
“The word in our language for ‘Adversary’ trandates to the word for demon in some of the outlying
provinces. That's where those stories come from. The Adversary is the only Ancestor, the only
humanlike spirit, that never lived in this world as a human. Before the rise of the Koshan temples, it was
thought to be the god of luck, both good and bad. But that’s a misunderstanding of its purpose.”

“So what' s its purpose?’
“To destroy evil.” Maskelle moved to the open doorway at the back of the shrine.

There were steps here too, leading up to a round stone platform at the back of the temple. It was
within the boundary of the low walls, but high enough to be awash in moonlight and screened by the thick
green of the treetops, cut off from the light of the court and compound by the stepped tower of the
dhrine. The breeze had died and the night was quiet except for the calls of nightbirds. She sat down on



the smooth stone, dill warm from the day’ s sunny intervals. She heard Rian step onto the platform behind
her and said, “This is a moon-viewing platform. It's important to some of the rituds to know the exact
shape of the shadow patterns on the moon.”

He moved up beside her, looking up at the full moon. There was a mottled pattern of dark and light
across its surface tonight. Without referring to the texts that recorded dl the permutations and their
meanings, Maskdle could only trandate it as far as “portentous events.” With the gpproach of the rainy
season Equinox and the culminetion of the Hundred Y ears Rite, that was only to be expected. Rian sat
down next to her and relaxed into a sprawl.

“Thisis one of my temples,” Maskdle said, “or it used to be.” She shifted around to face him. “Why
did you come to the Empire?’

He let out his breath and started to pull off hisbuskins. “It's along story.”
“Thet’s no reason not to tdl it.”

He wrestled with a recdcitrant knot in the bootlace. She didn’t think he would answer, but then he
sad, “The Holder Lord died.”

She frowned. She could see that prying information out of Rian was going to be no easy task, even
under the best of circumstances. “Y ou were much attached to him?’

“More so than | thought, apparently.” He managed to wrench the buskin off, gasping in relief, and
stretched out on his back.

Maskelle gave up any atempt at subtlety. “1 can see why it's along story, if you tdl it like this”

He sat up on his elbows. “All right. I'd only been a Markand Hold a year. | was part of a tresty
between Markand and Riverwait.”

“Part of atreaty? They trade . . .” She heditated over the word he had used, then settled for “ persond
guards?’

“Not usudly, but when the Holder Lord of Markand' s legion is on the border and he's naming treaty
terms and he points a you and says ‘And I'll take that one,” nobody has much choice about it.”

She watched him thoughtfully. “ So Riverwait gave you up to an enemy.”

“The Lady Holder of Riverwait gave me up.” He looked away. “The Holder Lord of Markand had
been coming to her hdl for years and | was the firg of her cortege. We didn't get aong. He chose me as
part of the treaty because he knew what it would cost her in honor. She didn’t have a choice. Refusng to
gve me to him would have been refusng the treaty, and Markand would have overrun us within a
month.”

“But she gave you up.”

“l know that part, we don't have to go over it again,” he said, some annoyance in hisvoice. “I spent a
year a Markand sarving the Holder Lord.”

She frowned. “ Serving how?’
He sghed. “Asakjardin. A persond guard.”

Maskelle sat back, wragpping her ams around her knees. She could imagine it dl too readily. From
what she had seen of Rian, he would have made no secret of his didike when the Holder Lord had come
to Riverwait on his earlier vidts. The Holder Lord of Markand mugt have been something of a sadistic
games-player to demand the favorite bodyguard of the Lady Holder as part of a treaty in the firg place.
And it must have been an interesting year a Markand for Rian, a virtud prisoner in the guise of a trusted
retainer, and of course everyone dsein the Holder Lord's court would have known.



Rian was watching her face and mugt have followed her thought. “1 made sure he didn’t enjoy it too
much,” he said. “There are ways.”

“l can imagine”
He laid back down and stretched, brows lifted ironicaly. “I think | overdid it, though.”

It was a nice 9ght; she had dways been attracted to lean men with flat Somachs, even if his kin was
alittlelight for her eyes. “Oh?’

“There's an old custom, that when a High Holder Lord dies his best guards and servants go to the
grave with him.”

“Go to the grave?’ Maskelle repeated blankly.

“Continue to serve himin the sunland,” Rian explained. Seeing that she was il baffled, he spdled it
out. “Get killed during the funerd, so the reatives can prove how much they redly did honor the old
bastard.”

She looked away to conced her reaction. To a member of a rdigious order which had debated for
ten years on whether it was acceptable to dlow cut flowers as soirit offerings, the idea of a living human
as part of burid goods came as something of a shock.

Rian added, “1t'sfdlen out of favor. But the priests read the omens and said the Holder Lord needed
company on the journey into the sunland. Everybody, the family, the bodyguards, the wives, the dan
leaders, the Guild Chiefs, dl got together to decide who it would be. Guess who we picked?’

“l see. And | suppose the Holder Lord Ieft detailed ingructions about this to his priests before he
died.” Intdlectudly Maskelle could appreciate the find refinement of cruety, but then she had been told
often that she seldom did much of her thinking with her brain. The Holder Lord of Markand is dead,
she reminded hersdf. Which was fortunate, because otherwise she would have to go to the Sintane and
kill im hersdlf. “How did you get away?”’

“l survived the funerd games, which they let me know was very inconvenient for them. The Holder
Lord’ s Har wanted me put in the tomb dlive, the way they used to do it. The guard captain, who was my
lord officer, thought they should strangle me, whichisaso an old custom. But the chief priest decided to
be magnanimous and had them give me a drug that would keep me unconscious through the burid rites,
0 I'd wake up just in time to suffocate.”

“Smdl favors.”

“Very amdl. But they didn't get as much of the drug down me as they thought, and it took so long
they were late for the beginning of the rite, which starts in the Hdl of the Hold. | pretended | couldn’t
stand, moaned and thrashed around, and they |eft mein the funerary chapel attached to the burid mound,
with only a couple of guards outside. | was just conscious enough to put afinger down my throat and get
rid of the rest of the drug. It dmost took too long, but | was findly able to wake up enough to take one
of the guards from behind and the other when he turned around. | got out of the chapd just before the
processon came into sght. There was nowhere else to go, so | headed for the border into Giddle. The
Her sent hunters after me, so | had to keep going.” He sat up, unbuckled his belt, and haf-drew the dri
to show her the hilt. “ See that? Thisign't ming, it'sthe Holder Lord's. | took it from the offering table. It
hed panthers and stags worked in gold; | sold those in Tirane”

Maskele grinned in gppreciation of the irony, though she suspected Rian had regretted giving up the
sword's ornaments. “Why didn’t you want to tdl me this, why make me pry it out of you?’
He set the sheathed sword aside, though il within easy reach, and laid back down, propping himsdlf

up on one ebow. “You're ardigious and I’ ve been condemned as a sacrifice by priests, how did | know
how you were going to take it?’



“l see” If she was going to do what she knew she wanted to, it was time for a little honesty. “It’s not
haf so bad as some things I’ ve done.”

“And whet's thet?”’

“| killed one of my husbands. Well, some people believe | killed dl of them, and in a way, that's
true”

Bang Rian, he frowned and said, “Y ou had husbands?’

“Three. Thefirg one, llian, died because he trusted me too much. He followed me into danger and |
couldn’'t protect him. | killed Sirot, the second one, mysdf, because of avison | had.” She looked up a
the enigmatic face of the moon, framed by fant faded stars. She had gone over this so many timesin her
own thoughts, but she redlized this was the firgt time she had spoken of it doud to anyone in seven years.
“| thought it was from the Adversary, but | made a mistake. | was using too much power, reying on it
and not the words of the Ancestors.” Regret gung her again and she had to stop spesking to control her
voice. She had hated Sirot by then, and everything had been a good dedl more complicated than she was
making it sound, but the essentiads were redly dl that mattered. “My husband's son, who was only a boy
a the time, was one of the hers of the Old Emperor. The vison told me thet if he took the throne, the
Cdedtid Empire would disappear in a storm of darkness and chaos.” She looked a Rian. “So | tried to
stop that from happening, any way | could. My husband fought me and | killed him for it. The third
husband, Vanrin, was aman who supported me out of love and fally and amhbition, and he was killed in
the fighting afterward.”

Rian was watching her worriedly, his brows drawn together in concern. “But you stopped the boy
from being the her?’

“No, he was made the har, and when the old Emperor died, he took the throne. And nothing
happened.” She laughed alitile, bitterly. “Thevison was alie, a trick of the dark spirits, but | believed it
completely.” She shook her head. “I’ve beenin a great ded of difficulty and mogt of it's my own fault. |
betrayed my sacred duty to the Koshan Peth. The Adversary will no longer speak to me, but while | il
live there won't be anew Voice to replace me, so the Empire has been denied the Adversary’s counsd
for the past seven years. In the fighting | used too much of my power and gained the atention of the dark
goirits, the things that livein the shadows. Like the river when it runs hard and wild like this, and whatever
it was that killed that boy and replaced his soul with something else” She smiled wryly a how long the
catadog of her fally was becoming.

“They punished you for it?" Rian asked cautioudy.

“No, | made my own punishment too, my own curse. Now whenever | manipulate the Infinite, use the
power that most people cal magic, it draws the atention of the dark spirits and they can find me again.
And | can't hear the Adversary. It s like being blind and deaf.” Or worse, because no one's made blind
and deaf because of their own idiocy. She added tiredly, “At firs | was evil, then | was an annoyance.
Now I'm just pathetic.”

Hisvoice serious, Rian said, “Not pathetic.”

“Maybe” A wind gtirred the trees somewhere past the temple, the sound coming to them like the
digant rush of water. Rian was watching her, afant worried crease between his brows. She said, “But of

dl the things I've done, I’ ve never given up anyone to an enemy.” She leaned over, did a hand into the
soft warmth of his hair and kissed him.

When she drew back, he said, “I knew that when [ firgt saw you,” and pulled her down to him again.

Maskele had time to remember that her bones weren't twenty anymore, no matter what the rest of
her thought, and that the stone beneath them was unyidding, but none of it mattered enough to give her
pause. It had been along time since she had been with a man and longer dill Since she had been with one



she wanted this much, one who wasn't afraid of her, whose humor and stubborn temperament matched
her own. All thought dissolved into lean hard muscle under her hands, firg through tight fabric and then
only hot bare skin.

At one point Rian managed to gasp, “Is the Adversary going to care tha we're doing this on his
moon-viewing platform?’

“No,” shetold him, laughing, “it's a very ancient, very honored form of offering.”

Later, her head pillowed on Rian's back, Maskelle drifted into deep. He didn't make a very good
pillow, having no comfortable softness about him, so her degp was light and the trangtion from waking
world to dream was dmost imperceptible at fird.

The dream landscape was much like the red one, though the moonlight seemed to penetrate the
heavy shadows of the trees overhanging the wall to a greater depth, so that she could make out the rough
knotted boles hung with moss and the vines entangling the branches. Her physca awareness of Rian's
body was 4ill intense; she fdt she could have traced every line of muscle, every curve, every old scar.
Thismelded with the dream until she could fed his breathing and his heartbeat as if they were her own.
Helay on his ssomach, his head pillowed on his arms, drowsing just on the edge of deep and kept from
dipping fully into unconsciousness by a need to ligen for anyone or anything gpproaching. This gave her
the freedom to move further into the dream, rigng above the moon-viewing deck to a point near the top
of the stepped tower, so that she could see the whole of the temple laid out below her in the dark. The
three shrines were much as they were in the red world, as were the statues of the seated monkey men
and the quarters for the attendants. But the lamps were not lit in the court and the wagons and oxen
didn’'t stand outside the wall.

I’m seeing it at another time, Maskdle thought. But is it later or earlier? Then she saw a figure
step out of the second shrine and go down the steps, and despite the moonlit dark she recognized herself.
She could see that her head was dill shaved so that her rank tattoo was visble. Ah, soit's earlier.

Then awave of darkness like a slk drape covered everything and Maskelle found hersdf looking at
an entirdy different landscape.

Intimacy on the threshold of the Adversary’ s shrine had been used as an offering for generations since
the Koshan Order firg battled the worship of blood demons for the hearts and minds of the people of the
lowlands. Some later Koshan philosophers contended that it had been some wily priest’s device to
atract converts accustomed to the excitements of human sacrifice, that the spirits of the Infinite, not being
anthropomorphized deities, were indifferent as to whether their followers had sex or not. But it appeared
that those particular philosophers were dead wrong, because with Rian's hep she had gotten hersdf a
dream vison draight from the Adversary.

The moonlight was the same, but the jungle and the cand were gone and in ther place she looked
down a a great dusty plain, limitless and vast, the purple-grey clouds of a recent sorm overhead, the air
dry and cool. The plan was empty except for strange smdl mountains that thrust upwards at intervas,
towering severd hundred feet above her. They were dl oddly unmountainlike shapes, the nearest formed
like a mushroom, with a round base supporting a domed top. And while her dow wits indsted that those
couldn’'t be mountains, that there was no sort of stone that could take these forms naturdly, she saw
pinpricks of light on some of the farther ones. She focused on the nearest dump and suddenly her vison
dtered as her brain transformed the image into redity. They were buildings as large as the greatest
temples of the Kushor-At in Duvapore, carved out of smooth grey stone. The plain under them was not
grey sand but grey stone, seamed with the even shapes of paving blocks. Miles and miles of paving
blocks.



Then she was waking on those blocks, very near one of the buildings, her feet bare on the warm
stone. She looked up a the great shapes towering over her, saw tha the surfaces of them were rough
and worked with strange unfamiliar carving, the shapes of the openings square and well-defined. There
were baconies on some of them, or open gdleries A bridge high overhead connected two of them. She
walked toward the door of the nearest, a round high opening in the base, wide enough to drive four or
five wagons through sde by sde. She was too far to see anything of the insde but the flicker of yelow
firdight.

Then she was on the Adversary’ s moon-viewing plaform again, her head pillowed on Rian's back,
the wdl of the shrine and the trees and the nightbirds and her own sky above.

Maskdle lay there, the feding dowly coming back into her numbed limbs and knew that her spirit
hed truly left her body, thet it had been a red vison, and not just wishful thinking. It was beffling, it was
inexplicable. It's the first time the Adversary's spoken to me since | left Kushor-At, she thought.
Why now? What's changed? There were no answersin the night.

Chapter 5

contents - previous | next

“I've had a letter from the Cdedtid One,” Baime said, pouring tea from the heavy pottery jug, “but
he didn't tell me about sending for you.”

“He hasn't become less cagy in his dotage. He didn’t tdl me why he sent for me ether,” Maskelle
sad. Shefdt alittle light-headed, as she dways did the third deepless night in a row, but they would be
inthe dity by late this afternoon and she could deep in the wagon on the way.

They were gtting under a vine arbor on a little terrace off the monagtic quarters, on braided grass
mats and soft faded cushions. The sun was just rigng and the Ariaden were dill adeep in their wagons,
though the temple attendants had been awake for the past hour. It was cool and the ar was fresh, birds
and monkeys chattered in the greenery just past the low wall, and the day promised more sun than rain.

Baime had made them as free of the temple's quarters as if Maskdle had ill had the governance of
thisand dl the other temples of the Adversary and had a red right to be here. This had included the use
of the bathing room, and even though the water was pumped cold from the cand and there was no
hypocaudt, it had been quite dvilized compared to the arrangements possible on the road. Rian had
aready managed to shed the dressing she had put on the bori club-cut on his arm, and she had replaced
it with materids supplied by the templ€ sinfirmarian.

“l can see why he didn’'t want to spread the word of your return, but | would have thought he could
have trusted you with the reason for it,” Barime agreed. Besides the tea, one of the young monks had
brought fruit, warm flatbread baked in the temple's ovens, and spiced fish paste. It was a welcome
change from taro and dried pork.

Rian was trying not to eat like a garving man, but Barime was hardly fooled and kept passng the
bowls to him. He was sitting behind Maskelle and to the sde, where he could waich the gates and much
of the compound, and the door into the quarters. He had hardly gotten within three feet of Maskelle since
Baime had come out, but she didn’t think Barime was fooled by that, either. It did give her an idea of the
circumspection required by a Sitanese Lord's persona guard, though.

“Maybe ‘trusted’ is the wrong word,” Maskelle pointed out.
“It mugt be the Hundred Y ear Rite” Barime said, ignoring that serendly. “He wants your help with it.”
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“There are so many others he can go to. The provincid Voices, the saventh-leved priests. And he sent
for me over five months ago, before the rite started.” She shook her head, watching the leaves sdtle to
the bottom of her cup. The Ceegtid One had been her friend when she had |eft Duvapore seven years
ago, the only friend remaining to her in the city. But she was't sureif that was 4ill the case. So much had
happened since then and the Koshan temples had suffered from the lack of the Adversary’s council. And
everyone knows whose fault that is.

“Perhgps he smply wants to see you.” Barime watched her thoughtfully.

Maskelle looked away. It was a possihility, she supposed. She amiled alittle wryly. You were hoping
for something more interesting, weren’'t you? She knew Rian was watching her too. “How have things
been a Court? Is Chancdllor Mirak ill our best enemy?”

Barime made a gesture of annoyance. “He is as dways, if not worse. I've never met the man, but |
fed as though | know him from the descriptions | receive in my letters, and it isn't pleasant knowledge.
Kiasha wrote me of a new presence a court, some foreign emissary, who seems to have an undue
amount of influence” She looked a Maskdle serioudy. “Y ou know Mirak won't welcome your return.”

“I would be disappointed if he did welcome it. Much of the attraction of it comes from the trouble it
will cause Mirak. And the others” She glanced back a Rian in time to see him look away, his jaw
musdles tightening to suppress agmile.

Barime amiled. “You haven't changed.”
Maskele made a warding gesture, only hdf in jest. “Don’'t say that.”
“You know what | mean.”

Some hours later Maskelle climbed out of the dim interior of the wagon and into the brilliant sunlight.
She stood on the seat next to Old Mdi and surveyed the road. Rain had come and gone throughout the
morning, but the heat had set in with afternoon. The road had grown more crowded as the day had
advanced and she had not been able to degp much. She was covered with sweat and after being jolted in
the wagon her head fdt as if it was suffed with straw. It hadn’t helped that Rian evidently dept in
increments, waking up when no more than haf an hour could have passed and getting out of the wagon,
then coming back in not much later. He was a few wagons down the line now, waking beside Ragtim at
the Sde of the road. She couldn’t fault him for wanting to stay dert, or for the driving need to do so, but
she knew they were dready wel within the active influence of the templesin Kushor-At and there was no
chance of attack. Or at least, she amended, no chance of attack from restless water spirits, even
strangely powerful ones.

She let out her breath and sat down on the wagon bench, resigned to being awake. Old Mdi grunted
a her and she grunted back. The road rolled on, hot and bright under the sun, the mud hardening in spots
and wet and ginking dill in others. There were more and more travellers, and they even had to stop
severd times and wait for the road to clear. They passed merchants, faam wagons, an Imperid courier,
and a party of Imperid guardsmen escorting an embassy from Kutura-clane.

“l thought we were close” Radim said, for perhaps the third time. He had jumped down off his
wagon and run up to hang off the running board of Maskelle's.

“We are,” Maskelle said, not patiently. They were skirting the edge of Duvapore now and had been
for some time. To the west, past the rice fidds and hidden by the band of trees, was a scattering of
temples, cands, and a resdentid and merchants quarter bordering the giant western baray. They could
have gotten into the dity proper faster by taking any one of the severd turn-offs they had passed, but
Maskelle wanted to go directly to the Temple City.



Perversdy, she said nothing when the road dipped down through stands of pams and fruit trees and
they passed over the second dike. Past it the trees fdl away to a stretch of open fidds that led up to a
bdt of sago pdms at the base of towering stone wals. They glowed golden in the sunlight, stretching for
miles on either sde. Someone in one of the wagons behind theirs shouted with excitement and Maskelle
amiled tightly.

Rian svung up onto the wagon suddenly and Maskelle jumped so vidently she amog fdl into Old
Mdi’s lap. She ignored the quizzical look the old woman gave her; she hadn't redized how tense she
was. Rian settled onto the perch a Maskell€' s feet and didn’t appear to notice her nervous Sart.

I love this city, she thought. Maybe she had forgotten how much. The huge gates stood open, heavy
logs reinforced with metdl cladding, and traffic swarmed through. There were five gates in this section of
the city wall; this one was cdled the Gate of Reunion. Wéll, there were many reunions soon to come. She
wasn't sure what was unnerving her. There were no enemies within these gates that she feared. Except
yourself, she thought, wetching the walls loom larger. Except yourselif.

Rian was watching the guards. “Will there be trouble getting in?’

“No, they won't stop us” Maskelle said. There were two guards dressed in the livery of the Imperid
Congtabulary, high buskins, loose trousers, and short red jackets open in the afternoon heat. One of them
was swinging a bori club idly, but they appeared to be more interested in gossp with the travellers and
traders gathered at the sde of the gate than with stopping any wagons. The Hundred Year Rite would
cuiminate a the Equinox, coinciding with the secular Water Festival and dso this year with the annud
lunar holiday. The celebrations would be huge and people were streaming into the city for it. She said,
“Thisis avilization now, remember?’

Rian leaned back againgt her legs and looked up at her, cocking an eyebrow. “Does that mean they’'ll
let us leave, to0?’

She ran a hand through his hair. The dampness in the ar was meking the ends curl. “It's an open
city.”

He looked unconvinced, but no one gave them any notice as the wagons trundled through the gate
onto a broad paved area. Ahead the view opened up to the western approach to the Temple City.

Maskelle heard a loud startled exdamation from one of the wagons behind her. At the edge of the
pavement afew hundred yards away was a wide moat. The afternoon heat shivered off the cdm water,
which was separated from the river by a sysem of cands. There were a few boats, some fla cargo
barges, but most were pleasure crafts, with people in white gauzy robes shaded by colorful avnings or
parasols.

At firg, inthe light and heset, the grey shapes beyond the water looked like a mountain range in amdl
scae. Then the eyes resolved the mountains into giant stepped domes covered with carvings and statues,
some topped with dender spires. The temples. Maskell€' s heart started to pound.

Peast the moat, a long terrace with three gates made the forma entrance to the city. Beyond that was a
vadt open space of paved court, dotted with groups of brightly dressed people. Past that, dominating the
view on a rigng mound of stone, were the five giant conicd towers and the long pillared gdleries of the
Mara, the Temple of the Mountain.

The road was dipping down toward a broad stone causeway lined with guardian stone lions that
bridged the moat. Old Mdi hdted their oxen for a moment as the wagons in front of them dowed in
ralling out onto the causeway. Travellers new to the city and inexperienced jostled other wagons and logt
each other, and peddiers hawked their wares at the top of ther lungs, anxious to separate the newcomers
from their money before they saw the greater markets further ahead. Maskelle glanced down at Rian. He
was shading his eyes, sudying the view.



Radtim took advantage of the stop to come up and dimb onto the running board on Old Mdi’s Sde.
His round face was shiny with swest, but he looked more excited than anything dse. “Istha the palace?”’
he asked.

“What?' Maskelle redlized he meant the temple. “No, that’s the Marai, the Temple of the Mountain.
Thisis Kushor-At, the Firg City, the Temple City. The Paace isin the Principd City, Kushor-An, over
that way.” She pointed to where another great stone causeway led off to the west, bridging ground,
cands, and another moat to reach the city’s second heart.

“The Cdedtid One lives in the temple?” Ragim perssted. He must be having visons of vast
audiences. This was undoubtedly the largest ity the Ariaden had ever seen.

“Close enough,” Maskelle told him. There were hundreds of temples spread throughout the First City
and the Principd City, each with a precise role in the system that made up a network as complex as the
cands and barays that provided water and transport, and she was in no mood to give a lesson in ether
architecture or higtory. “Just cdm down. WE I get there, dl right?”

“I know that, but what's—" The traffic in front of them started to move and Rastim was forced to run
back to his own wagon.

They rolled onto the causeway, a breeze lifting the warm damp air. The odor coming off the water
was as fresh as that of the wild river, heavy with nothing but the scents of the jungle vegetation cregping
aong the banks and the spices and incenses on the boats. It was often a source of amazement to foreign
vigtors that water carried in man-made channels remained so clean, and they attributed the phenomenon
to the haly nature of the barays and cands. It had more to do with the skill of the origind builders of
Kushor-At and Kushor-An, who had learned everything there was to know about moving water from
one place to ancther in building the dry season irrigation ditches for the rice fidds.

The boats nearby were dl pleasure craft, wide and flat-bottomed, guided by poles fore and &ft, the
passengers protected from the sun by the avnings. Watching the nearest glide by, Maskelle was struck
by a memory with dmost the tangibility of avison: along-ago afternoon on one of those boats, drifting in
the heat of the sun down the cand that led past the palace complex to the western baray, the prow filled
with flowers and the breeze playing through the bells. Annoyed, she shook her head, banishing the image.

The wagon rolled off the causeway and onto the plaza in front of the terraces. It was even more
crowded with other wagons, milling people, oxen, horses. Old Mdi made worried grumbling noises.

“We need to get the wagons out of here,” Rian said, Sanding up on the perch to get a better vantage
point.
Maskelle dragged hersdf out of the past and said, “That way.”

There was a wdled post house to the far right of the plaza, a huge one with room for dozens of
wagons. They made their way to its gate without running over anyone and Maskelle dimbed down to do
the bargaining. Ragtim hovered worriedly a her elbow while she spoke to the atendant at the gate.

“We can only afford one night,” he said after she had finished and handed over a couple of coins to
secure their entrance.

“WEell only need one night,” she told him, and thought, one way or the other.

Aslarge as it was, the post compound was dill crowded. Wagons of dl shapes and sizes, from a light
two-wheded peddler’s cart to huge two-storied wheded houses with shuttered windows and roof
plaforms crowded the enclosure and oxen, onagers, and horses were tethered everywhere. The noise of
the animals combined with the babble of voices speaking in dozens of languages to make a bewildering
din. Rian seemed to take it in stride, though with him it was hard to tdll. The Ariaden were in a gate of
bewildered excitement; the city was everything that had been promised and the variety of the people
could only meen that some of them might want to see theater. Maskelle's presence as an apparent



traveling nun gained them polite attention from the attendants, and with a little help from them they found
aspot to draw the wagons up.

The others ran around setting up camp and Maskelle stepped back out of the way, looking toward
the Mara’ s towers, easly visble over the wall of the compound. Better get it over with, she thought
sourly. Now that she was here, her nerves were making her somach jump. The attendants were adready
bringing fodder for the oxen, and Rian and Firac were trying to figure out the system that filled the troughs
with water from the channels crossng the compound. She caught Ragtim’s am as he bustled past, and
sad, “I'm going to the Maral.”

“Oh. To pray?’ he asked, looking up a her, nonplussed.

“You could cdl it that.” One of her braids chose that moment to fdl in a lank length over her face.
She pushed it back, thinking sourly, You can be sure no one will recognize you. “I won't be gone
long.” She turned away.

“Ah, wdl, take care!” he cdled after her.

She hadn’t reached the gate of the compound when she redized that the person behind her was not
another traveller on hisway out. Rian was following her.

She sad, “1 didn't ask you to come with me”
“l know that.”

She stopped and faced him, giving him the look that had frozen the blood of lower-ranking priests
and made her the terror of the Court, even before she had given them red reasons to fear her. She sad,
carefully, “I don't want company.”

He folded his arms and gave her a look right back, the expresson of someone long accustomed to
the powerful and who had become somewhat bored by thair idiosyncracies. He said, “After last night I'm
not going to be easy to convince.”

Maskelle started to make a sharp reply, but took a deep breath ingead. W, that’s a point. “None
of thisis going to be easy. We're here now. There will be plenty of people needing to hire guardsmen.
You don't have to throw in your lot with me”

He looked away, nothing but annoyancein his face. “ Are you done?’

Maskelle knew thet in the Sintane this was probably dl some terrible insult, but she didn’'t care. She
sad, “Areyou sure?’

“Yes” he sad impatiently. “Are we going?’
“Yes, yes. Ancestors hep me” Maskelle snapped, “we're going.”

They left the compound. She had chosen the road and this gate because it would bring them into the
dty a the point most convenient for reeching the Marai; she had gauged the day as wel, knowing the
Cdedid One would be spending this phase of the moon in the Marai for the Hundred Year Rite. But as
she crossed the plaza toward the second set of inner gates, she found hersdf wishing that the Celedtid
One was in the Baran Dir and she dill had hdf the city to cross.

There were quicker ways, but she found hersdf lingering in the market that had sprung up at the inner
gaes. It was agmdl dfar of carts and awnings, here to take advantage of the travellers entering the city,
but even 0 it boasted bolts of colored slks and cottons, incense and spices and trade goods from
provinces hdf the world away. There was food too—fruit, sweet confections, shdlfish, and roast pork
with honey, kept warm over braisers set up on the paving stones of the plaza, the odors thick in the air.
She found her steps dowing dmost involuntarily.

Rian was looking at a display of metawork, wary and watchful, though no one in the cosmopolitan



crowd seemed to have more than a second glance for a Sitanese swordsman. She looked at the trader’s
wares, spread out on woven mats under an awvning. Her eyes passed over the copper cooking pots and
fancy knives and on to the goldsmith’s work, beads, rings, and ear and belt ornaments.

She kndt down for a closer look. Much of it was Sitanese, little figures of stags and mountain
panthers, animas srange to the heart of the Empire, and winged figures and sea beasts and other
creatures from foregn myths. She nudged an ear stud out of the glittering array. It was smdl, exactingly
shaped into a hunting cat’s head. She remembered that the Sitanese believed that decorated objects
contained dl the powers of the subjects represented. “How much?’

The trader, awizened old man with very bad teeth, seated cross-legged on the mat, bowed his head
to her and said, “For the nun, two five-fall pieces, no more”

“That's far too much.” She had no idea of the proper price of gold or any other precious metd or
sone; when she had last lived here, purchasing such things had been the province of servants. But the
time on the road had taught her how to bargain. She flicked another ear stud, a plain gold bead, out of
the pile. “For the nun, both these a one fivefail piece, no more” It was the most she could afford.

He grinned and bowed to her again. “My apologies, | thought you a traveling nun, lady, newmly come
to the city.”

Maskele grinned back, feding that luck, and possibly the Ancestors, were with her just this once.
“I'm travdling, but I’'ve come—" home “—back.” She handed over the coin.

Getting to her feet, she found Rian weatching the crowd. She handed him the ear studs. “I noticed you
were missng some.”

He stared at her like she had suddenly grown another head, or a third eye. “Don’'t look a me like
that,” she said, pushing on through the crowd.

She came out of the forest of awnings near the bridge across the Marai’s moa and started up the
wide flight of stone dairs to the causeway. From the top the view of the temple was wonderful, the
multiple levels of pillared gdleries clearly definable beneeth the five stepped domes. More of the city was
visgblefrom this angle, a 9ght that would have probably made Ragtim swoon. Smdl tile-roofed wooden
buildings standing on pilings filled the gaps between the causeways and bridges and the bright Slver
surfaces of cands. Green bdlts of foliage and tamed plots of jungle wove in and out among the maor
temples, which towered above the other structures, some atop large plaforms or stepped pyramids,
some with graceful domed pinnacles. She could see the towers of the Baran Dir from here, though at this
distance the details of the carving were lost. The amdl market had whetted her appetite for the city and
she had the strong urge to postpone the vist to the Cdestid One and go over to the far Sde of the
eadtern baray, where there were markets and pleasure gardens and every other imaginadle form of
entertainment. Then she remembered she had only one or two coins left, and of al the things she needed
from the Celegtid One, a loan was not the least. She let out her bresth and started across the bridge
toward the Marai. She glanced back to seeif Rian was dill following her. He was. He had dso stopped
to put on the ear studs and the gold looked good againgt his skin.

The entrance to the Mara was very near and Maskelle was forced to admit that the disturbance in
her somach was pure nerves and not a desire for dinner sparked by the odors of the market. The
Temple of the Sare had reacted to her presence, but this was the Marai, one of the two pivota templesin
the Kushor-At and the Cdestid Empire. Surdly in a place teeming with life, at the center of so many lines
of earthly power, she would go unnoticed.

The broad bridge crossed the Marai’s moat, a span of dmogt four hundred feet. It was a common
spot for people to gather on their way to or from the temple, and they passed priests and temple servants
or workers, and a few groups of wedthy nobles dressed in slk robes and shading themsdves with
parchment parasols. Back agang the balustrades carved into the forms of guardian snake spirits there



were even a few peddiers, sdling plagues with temple dancers drawn on them for foragn vistors. They
hed passed the center point, where stairs watched over by stone lions led down to the water on each
sde, and were dmogt to the gate in the outer wal when Rian said, “Are they going to just let usin?’

“Of course. The temples are open to everyone; what would be the point, otherwise?’ She stopped at
the bottom of the steps that led up to the firg gate and bowed a greeting to the blue-robed doorkeeper
priest, who returned the bow and went back to his discusson with two tonsured students. From the
doorkeeper’s mildy preoccupied expression, she doubted he recognized her, not unless he was a better
actor than Ragtim. Maskelle knew someone would recognize her soon enough, but she wanted it to be
after she had seen the Celestid One. She wanted this quiet reacquaintance with the Maral fird, before
ghe dedlt with its people.

Through the gate was the Marai’s outer court. The temple looked confusng from any distance, but
the layout was redly very smple a series of squares, one ingde the other. The innermost square had the
giant mountain towers at its four corners and in the center. The outer court was as wide as the moat they
had just crossed, but covered with soft green grass, dill wet from the last rain so that Maskelle could fed
the damp hest rigng from it. A walkway crossed it, devated some twenty feet above the ground, dividing
the lunar court on the left from the solar on the right, and leading between the first two library buildings
and the two reflecting pools, then reaching a terrace that bordered the outer pillared gdlery. The court
was modly empty at this time of day, though she could see a few Koshans of different ranks scattered
about in the shade of the library porticos, giving lessons to acolytes and whoever ese wanted to ligten.

She reached the terrace and the shade of the tal pillars of the gdlery and paused for a moment. The
inner court just beyond was smdler, paved with white stone. Several sets of dairs in the walkway that
crossed it led them higher and higher above ground level. There were a great many steps; to keep its
bond with the Infinite, the templ€e' s resemblance to the Mountain had to be more than symbalic.

Rian was uncharacteridicdly slent. Maskelle started across the wakway, feding the sun burn into the
back of her neck. To distract hersdlf, she asked him, “Are priests so feared in the Sintane?”’

He glanced a her. “They aren't feared. But they’ re powerful and they keep their secrets.”

“Secrets?’” They reached the flight of steps up to the second gdlery. So far so good, Maskelle
thought. Her awareness of the temple was growing more intense. She could sense the diminishing of the
soldtice dignment with the end gateways, the growing nearness of the equinox dignment with the great
domed tower in the center. “What secrets?’

“ Secrets about the sanctuaries. If too many people saw the indgde of one, they might start to redize
there’ s nothing there worth paying tribute coin to.”

They had started up the last flight of steps and the words of the meditation ring were passing through
Maskelle smind, drilled there by years of habit. There was a different meditation for each step in every
temple. It was part of the Cdegtid One's duties to complete a meditation ring in every temple in the city,
and the Marai was dways done during the Y ear Rites. She said, “Why should that be a surprise? There's
nothing in the Maral, or any of the other temples. Nothing of note, anyway. People, dudt, bats, crickets,
mosguitoes. The temples are just symbols of the different faces of the Infinite. 1t makes more sense to
look at them from the outsde than in. In fact, the further away you are, the easier the Infinite is to
understand.”

Rian made a noncommittal noise. Maskelle amiled to hersdf. She knew his wits were too livdy for
him not to redlize the Koshan were different, but he wanted more proof first, and behaving as the ultimate
skeptic was probably a good way to didit information. It was didting information from her. She asked,
“Does no one believe in the priests, then?’

“No one with any sense,” Rian said, hisvoice dry.
She laughed, surprisng hersdf. They reached the top of the steps and the second pillared gdlery. A



breeze swept a little dust past the pillars and she could hear a 9strum somewhere indde. There was a
priestess, a young one, coming aong the gdlery, and when they had passed the ritud of bows, Maskelle
asked where the Cdedtid One was.

The young womean gestured back toward the firs solar tower, the one that sat in the upper right-hand
corner of the square. “He s on the Sky Bridge, Sigter.”

Maskele thanked her and the priestess passed on, managing to be too serene and reserved to glance
curioudy at Rian, but only just. They came to the end of the gdlery and Maskelle took a deep breeth and
stepped into the firg solar tower.

Carvings of mountain spirits spirded up the ingde of the dome, which was honeycombed with narrow
bridges and balconies. It was thankfully dark, daylight coming in only through the entrances a the
different levels, and empty.

Empty of everything. The past, the future, the Infinite, like a hollow shell. Maskedlle hesitated, redly
fearful for the firg timein years. If such a powerful temple as the Marai was dead to her . . .

Up on one of the narrow wakways a shadow passed. The shape was that of an older priest, a
common enough sght in the temple, but his sandals made no sound on the stone. Maskelle breathed out
inrelief. She could fed the gtirring of lifein the Marai now, itslink to the Infinite.

She moved further into the tower. A passage led off from the opposite wal, becoming an open gdlery
washed in sunlight as it |eft the dome. Another shadow crossed it as she watched, this one a woman,
dressed in an daborate syle of court dress afew decades out of date.

She glanced back a Rian. He was standing in the doorway, looking around curioudy. He hadn’t seen
the shadows;

to see them one had to be fairly wdl dong on the path of understanding the Infinite. She crossed the
mosaiced floor to one of the interior spira Stairs, saying, “The parts of the temple are named after the
corresponding parts of the Mountain. Sky Bridge is a pass on the eastern sde.”

He followed her up the gairs. “Isthis a red mountain or a Koshan mountain?’

Maskele amiled. “A red mountain, much further west. It's the symbol of power for the spirits of earth
and stone.”

The stairs wound upward to an open gdlery facing the east and looking out over the outer court, the
outer gdlery and the moat. She stopped to stand againg the railing, the warm wind tearing at her braids.
The view was magnificent. The spires of Alamen Kitar, impossbly light and insubgtantid, more like a
dream or vison than solid stone. Arkad, with its green copper dome. The towers of the Baran Dir, the
second hub of the city, with the dark waters of the western baray behind it.

Rian stepped up beside her. She thought he was looking at the Baran Dir, which was dways wha
caught the attention of those newly come to Duvapore. It was a forest of massive towers, larger than the
Mara, dl surmounted by carved stone faces, o large they were visble even a this distance. The Baran
Dir was a symbolic map of the heartland of the Empire, with each tower representing a temple or a
Koshan hospitd. But he said, “1 didn’t redize how big it was.”

He had been looking at the sprawl of the buildings cands, gardens, causeways, and tree-lined
avenues that seemed to stretch to the horizon. She said, “1t's been a dity for along time. Our records go
back over seven hundred years, when the irrigetion canas were firg built, but there were people living
here even before then. The records of the Rite go back longer.” She glanced a him. “Why did you
decide to come here?’

He shook his head. “When | ran thiswas the only way | could go, and | had to get far enough away
thet they wouldn't bother to follow me. Then there was't much point in not going on.”



“Now | know why you wanted to come with me. You're dmogt as rootless as | am.” She looked at
the Baran Dir, the shadows crossing the stone faces. “Y ou know we might be leaving here today with an
angry maob at our hedls”

“Mobs are essy to get away from. No organization.” Rian leaned back againg the pillar and studied
her thoughtfully.
“| suppose attempts on the Throne happen more often in the Sntane?’

“The Holder Lord executed two brothers, a sster, and a cousin for trying to take the Markand Hold,
jugtinthetime | was there, and that was adow year.”

“l keep forgetting what savages you dl are over there”
Rian looked down at the dity again, but a smile tugged at hislips

Maskdlle let out her breath and looked again a the serene faces of the Baran Dir. So little had
changed. That's what I’'m afraid of, she thought again. She pushed away from the ralling. “Let’s get this
over with.”

She turned back into the tower and followed the stairs dl the way up to the top of the dome. The
round chamber had windows looking out over the city in every direction. Framed in one was the lllsat
Sidar, the only Temple of the Adversary within the city. Caught by the image, she didn’t see the ancient
litle man, seated cross-legged on the far Sde of the room just below the window facing the western
baray, until he turned his head.

He was a very old man, with a once strong frame emaciated by age, wrapped in a blue Koshan robe.
The rank tattoos on his scalp were faded and obscured by wrinkles, but his dark eyes were Hill bright.
He said, “My daughter.”

To anyone dse the mask of his beneficent expresson would have been impenetrable, but Maskelle
knew him better than that. She thought she had surprised him, and she wondered if he had not expected
her to come after dl. “My father.”

“Your journey was arduous?’

She stepped further into the room. He was't done; seated on grass mats nearby was another old
priest and a young woman in dark green court robes, with gtrings of amethyst and opals braided through
her hair. “It was agreeable enough, once we passed the boundary.”

His brow lifted, and he turned to the others. “I mugt ask your indulgence while | greet my friend who
has travelled a great distance to meet with me”

“Of course.” The priest stood immediatdy and reached down to help the courtier to her feet. The
upper rank of priests were dl considered equals, so they used no honarific with the Cdestid One. And
gance the Cdedid One dways gave up his names when he assumed the office, the priests cdled him
nothing at dl. “Wewill return at some later day, at your convenience.”

The woman stood a little awkwardly, obvioudy not used to the spare comforts of the temple, and
obvioudy not as anxious to leave as her escort. But she bowed her head and said only, “Cdegtid One”
The priest escorted her to another doorway, and Maskelle fdt her glance rake them.

When they had gone, the Celestid One smiled wryly and gestured for her to sit.

Maskelle took a seat on one of the mats, laying her gaff down behind her, fighting down that sense of
too-powerful familiarity again. Mot of dl she was conscious of an overwhdming sense of rdief. She had
dreaded this meeting and now, at least, she would be free of that anticipation. She noted Rian, correctly
guessng that to remain standing while they sat would be judged rude, had taken a seat on the floor a few
feet behind her and to the side. She hid a amile. The number of doors in the cupola had given him an



ingant’s pause, but he had 4ill managed to pick the spot where he could see dl of them at once.
The Cdedtid One, she thought, had noted it too. He said, “Who is your companion?’
“He s Rian, from the Sintane. They’re mostly agnogtics” She fdt Rian glaring daggers at her back.
The Cdegtid One amiled a Rian. “Then why does he wear the 3gil of Taprot?’

Maskelle turned to look at Rian. His expresson was wary. Conddering that the amulet was currently
tucked indde his shirt, it mugt have at least some presence in the Infinite for the Cdestid One to be adle
to sense the traces of its presence. Resigned, she turned back to the old priest and asked, “And whét is
Taprot?’

“A gspirit of protection, who casts favor on those whose duty is to protect others, to lay bare
fasehood, or to pursue criminds. The Sitanese depict it in the form of a hunting cat, the Gildane as a
monkey, and the Versatin as a crocodile. There are other forms, but those are the main ones of interest.”

That was enough of that. The polite conversation, as if she had gone off on a retreat or a meditation
ring and had just now returned to the city, had to stop. “Wael, you've got me here. Now tdl me what you
want.”

His eyes narrowed. “The V oices have spoken of danger to the Hundred Y ear Rite since the beginning
of this year, but there was nothing specific, only vague wanings. | wanted your hep with the
interpretation of their warnings”

He s not telling me everything, Maskelle thought. She widened her eyes ingenuoudy and said, “All
the other Voices and the seventh-leve priests have dl gone incompetent? The ones that weren't aready,
| mean.”

“No.” He frowned. “But | suspected there would be interference with the Rite”
The slence stretched. Maskelle gavein and said, “What do you mean, interference?’

He betrayed a moment’s exasperation. “If | knew the source of the interference, | should have related
itinmy letter.”

“Oh, | doubt that. Then you would lose the upper hand.” Maskelle propped an ebow on her knee
and rested her chinin her hand. “I suppose you redize what it cost me to come here”

His gaze softened. She wished she could tdl if it was Sincerity or acting. He said, “That | redized. |
would not have asked you if | had not thought it serious” He sghed. “But | wish | had asked you
sooner.”

She frowned and said dowly, “I believe you think it's serious, but that’s dl.”

The Cdegtid One let out his breath, and stared grimly into the distance. This she knew was't acting.
He said, “Then | will show you, and let you judge for yoursdf.”

Rian wondered how the Celestid One would negotiate the way through the Mara and for that matter,
how he had got up into it in the firg place. The steps were too steep and some of the passages too
narrow for a paanquin or alitter. It turned out to be a smple solution; a large young priest camein a a
summons and picked the fragile old man up to carry him eeslly down the Stairs.

Rian wasn't sure what to think of the Cdedtid One. He had never met such an exated rdigious
before, but he had the feding that in this case even prior experience wouldn't have helped. The Koshans
weren't like anybody dse, and the Cdegtid One even more so. The ggil of Taprot, which he had only
kept because it wasn't worth sdling, thumped him in the chest as he started down the Stairs after them,
and he wondered why the Celestid One had mentioned it.



Following Maskelle and the priests through these narrow hdls that opened unexpectedly into galeries
with sweeping views of the city, Rian thought again how strange this place was, built not for humen
convenience but to some other design. It was a design dien to the fortresses of the Sintane, which were
built for defense and to withstand long harsh cold seasons, but the overdl effect was not unplessant.
There was no surface that wasn't carved and not al the subjects were rdigious. Just in the sarwdl there
were rows of lotus buds, snuous dancers, a forest hermit being chased up a tree by a tiger, a market
scene.

They passed severd men waiting in a wide pillared hdl, some dressed in eaborately draped and
colored dlk rabes, two with the swordbelts of guardsmen, though they had the bearing of high rank. They
dl made gestures of respect as the Cdedtid One passed. Rian wished he had bothered to learn more
about the Empire—he wasn't even sure of the Ceegtid One' s red dtatus, if he was a secular as well as a
reigious power. But this place had dways seemed more than hdf myth, even in the more cosmopolitan
Markand. And he had had other things to worry aboui.

They entered an inner courtyard that mugt be raised some thirty or forty feet from actud ground leve,
conddering dl the dairs they had climbed in crossng the two outer courts. In the center was the fifth
tower, an even larger imitation mountain than the ones which stood a each corner. Rian gave up even
looking at the carvings, the detall was too much to absorb and he didn't want to be distracted. Four
covered passages crossed the court, wide pillared corridors each extending from one of the long galeries
to the base of the middle tower.

Clouds had covered the sun, and though the reflection off the polished stone was muted, it was il
temporarily blinding after the murky dimness of the tower. The young priest set the Cdegtid One on his
feet as soon as they reached the bottom of the dtairs and the old man crossed the wide paved court
under his own power, leaning on his saff, his fragile body bent forward determinedly. There were severd
other priests sanding in the shade of one of the porticos, who bowed to the old man as he passed.

He was going toward an open archway in the portico around the base of the centra mountain-tower.
Maskelle made no move to follow him, muttering, “What does he think he' sdoing . . . 7’

“Trouble?’ Rian asked her.

She shook her head impatiently. “That's where the Y ear Rites take place. I'm not supposed to ... Oh,
damnit”

Rian glanced at the watching priests. He read more curiosity than hodtility in their bearing, but perhaps
they didn't redize who Maskdlle was. Yet. He wished he knew enough to sort the truth from the
self-deprecating exaggeration in everything she had told him, but that would come later. The only sensble
course now was to look on everyone as a potentid threat. That shouldn't be difficult, he thought
grimly. It was a habit that he should have no trouble fdling back into.

Maskelle hestated another moment, gpparently oblivious to the curious eyes of the other priedts.
Then she shook her head at hersdf in annoyance and followed the Celestid One. Rian trailed after her,
curgng hisfate. If she had quams about entering the place, then he should stop her, but doing the thinking
was not usudly the place of a kjardin, no matter how witless or stubborn the person to be guarded. Not
that Maskelle was witless. But he had seen enough of her to know that her idea of what was dangerous
was different from that of sensible people; it didn’t mean she couldn’t be killed by a dagger between the
ribs from some mad but lucky enemy.

They entered the tower through an archway that led into welcome shade. Like the other towers, spird
dairs curved up the indde wals to reach the other levels, but at firg it looked as if there was nowhere
else to go on this floor, though he knew from the sze of the place this couldn’t be the only chamber.
There seemed to be nothing except for a massve carving on the far wal, a sylized ocean populated by
drange creatures. Then Rian's eyes adjusted to the sudden dimness and he redized there were two



wdls, one in front of the other, their designs interlocking, so the samdler barrier seemed to fade into the
larger one behind it. The Celedtia One crossed the room and went around the edge of the amdler wall.
His atendant priest was standing in the archway, apparently ready to wait patiently, but Rian followed
Maskelle.

Once around the wall there was a wide doorway, framed by more of the large carved snakes. Rian
knew they were guardian spirits like the lions, but their resemblance to demons was hardly reassuring. As
Maskelle started to step through the doorway, she stopped aoruptly and whispered something under her
breeth. Then she stepped insde.

Rian started after her, but found he had stopped in the doorway too. The ar in the large chamber was
hot and dill and something in it made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He made himsdf move
forward.

Thefloor was carved of one very large, very flat stone, its grey surface dmost as smooth and soft as
pearl. The reason for this extravagance was apparent when he saw what lay in the center. It was a round,
complex, colorful design, about twenty feet across, obvioudy incomplete. At firg he thought it was being
painted onto the stone, but then he saw it was three dimensond, raised as much as an inch off the floor.
Colored sand, he thought. Or powdered shdl or glass. The only break to the floor's seamless stone
surface was araised lip that enclosed the section where the design lay.

Maskelle circled it to the right, gill swearing under her breath, and Rian followed her autometicaly,
henging back a few steps to keep out of her way. It's a map, he thought, though he had never seen a
map that wasn't fla lines drawn on parchment or hide. But in the ridges and depressions and flat
stretches marked with tiny dark green protrusions he was sure he could see mountains and lakes and the
jungle on the lowland plains. It was a more complete map than any he had ever seen, showing things that
in the Sintane were only trader’s tales. Then a closer look showed him these weren't lakes and forests
but complex designs, like the carved arabesques and patterns of |otus buds on the temple wals outside.

He shook his head, alittle dazed. There was something strange about being in the same room with the
thing. Or maybe breething the same air as it; there was something about it that seemed dive. It gave the
impresson of taking up dl available space in the large chamber, as if walls, any wals, were too smdl to
contain it. Rian redized a moment later thet it was a mgp again. He could see the mountain borders of the
Sintane, a deep blue ridged depression that must represent the waters of the Inland Sea.

The waters were moving, waves cravling up the white sand beach . ..

Rian rubbed his eyes and looked again. It was just meaningless shapes now, nothing but complicated
patternsin sand.

He swore softly. He didn’t need to be told this was a powerful magic. Frustrated by the dusveness
of the thing, he tried to fallow the pattern with his eyes, sarting at the incomplete areas and fallowing the
spird of severd layers of built-up colored powders, dl with intricatdy sculpted symbols. He resisted the
urge to make them into towns and valeys and roads and hills. He made it past severd turns, ignoring the
branches that led off to more complex arrangements towards the center, but as the spird neared another
incomplete section, it dissolved into dark sand, the designs ceasing to resemble those on the temple walls
and becoming something ugly and dark. Rian looked away, a sudden condriction in his chest. When he
looked back & it, it was a mgp again, and the section of dark sand was a living storm, worse than any
rany season monsoon, tearing up the terrain that lay heplesdy under it. With a sudden, bone-deep
certainty, he knew that whatever this magic was, something was terribly wrong with it.

Maskele stepped carefully back from the edge of the design, taking Rian’'s ebow and drawing him
after her. Even a step or two away from the thing, the air was alittle easier to breathe. Her voice shaking
just alittle, Maskdle said, “How did it happen?’

The Cdedtid One's voice sounded resgned. “We don't know.”



Rian started guiltily. He had had no awareness that there was anyone ese in the chamber a dl. He
looked around and saw there were three other priests in the room, dl older men, the complexity of their
scap tattoos dencoting high rank. They carried carved gtaffs like Maskelle and they didn't look pleased to
see her. “You don't know,” Maskelle repeated, sounding as if she was hovering in some state between
utter stupefaction and disgust. “Haven't you tried to remove it?’

The Cdedtid One 9ghed and leaned on his g&ff. One of the other priests said, “We have removed it
evay time”

She turned to stare at him.

The man, a grim-faced priest with hard eyes, nodded. “Snce the twentieth night of the Rite when it
was firg placed there. Every day we remove it, every day it forms again. Sometimes in the same ares,
sometimes dsawhere.”

Maskelle shook her head and turned away, dmost fleang the chamber. Rian gathered his scattered
wits and went after her.

The Cdedid One's attendant stared worriedly as Maskelle sormed past and they came out in the
inner court between two of the covered passages. The sun had appeared again and the reflection and
heat coming off the white sone was temporarily blinding, but a least the ar was fresh. “So what
happened?’ Rian asked impatiently. “What isit?’

“It's supposed to be the Whed of the Infinite, the most important part of the Hundred Year Rite”
She ran her hands through her hair, completely undoing her braids, and stopped with double handfuls of
hair, asif she was contemplating pulling it out. “What it isnow, | don't know.” She shook her head, biting
her lip. “The End of Year Rites— Each year the highest Koshan priests, the Voices, make a ... a modd
of the world. Through it the world is remade in its own image. The culmination takes place a the rainy
season Equinox, and the sand that was used to make the modd is collected and dispersed to wind and
water, which strengthens the bonds that hold everything together.”

Rian looked at the tower. Everything? The utter dillness of the ar in that chamber, so different from
the wind-cooled passagesin the rest of the place, the raised lip of stone around the center portion of the
room, made sense now. “That design, that was the modd?’

“W%, ya"
“The black storm-looking . . . thing. It comes back dl by itsdf?’
She nodded grimly. “What | want to know is how it got therein the firg place.”

The Cdedtid One hobbled out of the covered wak and over to them, rasing his hand to shade his
eyes agang the glare. He said, “That was why | wanted your advice.”

“How did this happen?’ Maskele demanded again.

“On the twentieth night of the Rite, Master Igarin fdl suddenly ill.” He looked a Rian and added,
“The rite mugt end on a certain day and delay can't be alowed, o if one of the VVoices can’t continue,
someone mug take his place. A young priest called Veran, who was training to be eevated to Voice,
took over the duty while the others present carried the sick man out to the court and summoned heders.
Veran was done in the chamber for perhaps a quarter hour, no more. When the others came back to
return to their task, it was as you see it. This was eeven days ago.” He shook his head. “I should have
obeyed my first impulse and written to you earlier. If | had, you would have been hereintime”

“Vean, Veran,” Maskdle muttered to hersdf. “He s anew one. Where is he now? What explanation
does he give?’

“Heisin the care of the healers, under watch. He isill himsdf now and can tdl us nothing of how this
happened.”



Maskdll€e's expresson was dubious, as wel it might be. Ignoring the fact that he probably shouldn't
be cross-questioning the Cdedtia One, Rian asked sharply, “What happened to the other priest, the one
he replaced?’

“Heis dead.”

“Poison?’

“There was no 9gn of it.” The old man's face was wry. “The convenience of his indigpostion had
occurred to us”

Maskele grabbed handfuls of her hair again and paced rgpidly up and down the court. The Ceegtid
One watched her hopefully, which worried Rian more than anything. The old man redlly had no idea what
hed happened to ther Rite, and no idea how to fix it. Maskelle stopped and sad findly, “The disruption
that forms every day . . . It's the same Sze as the fird one, that Veran made.”
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“There's more there than one person could do in a quarter hour.”
The Cdegtid One winced. “We redized that.”

Rian asked, “How is the Rite made?’ Since no one had hitten his head off for asking questions, he
didn't intend to stop.

Preoccupied, Maskdle answered, “You drop the sand from your padm and then guide it into place
with your breeth, usng a amdl wooden tube to make it more accurate. It's not as hard as it sounds;
anyone who was clever with his hands could learn to do it.” She looked at the Ceegtid One. “But what
are you doing about it?’

“The highest masters remove the offending section of the pattern, while the others continue with the
undameaged section. They thought they had established the boundaries of the affected area.” The Ceedtid
One regarded her steadily from under his heavy grey brows. “But they have not been entirdy successful.
Sometimes the spot changes its position to avoid them.”

Rian looked from one to the other. | take it they can’'t just stop, he thought. Or sweep it up and
start over. If it was that ample, then surdy they would have done it dready. And if it redly worked as
they thought it did ... If that was redly the world in there, spread out on the floor in colored sand with that
disruption, that dark design of fire and orm and yawning void in it...

“Taking it gpart . . .” Uneadly, Maskdle said, “I'm not sure that’s a good idea.”
The Cdedtid One looked away. “I was afrad you would say that.”

Chapter 6

contents - previous | next

The clouds had returned and a light rain had begun by the time they left the Marai. Crossng back
over the causeway, Maskdle ill wasn't quite sure how things stood between her and the Celestid One,
if he was redly serious about expecting her to stay here and hdp him. She thought he had hoped,
somehow, that she would look at that . . . thing that was forming out of the sand in the Year Rite and tdl
him how to fix it. Fond hope, she thought sourly. But she didn’t suppose he had redly believed that she
would solve his problem so eadly. As she and Rian reached the end of the causeway, she redized she
hed forgotten to ask the Celestid One for money. Well, he had said he would send someone to the post
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house with word for her tonight; she would ask then.

She stopped a the end of the causeway and took a deep breath of the warm damp ar. Darker
clouds now streaked the grey sky, and the foot traffic had increased as people hurried to finish their
errands before the rain turned heavy. More avnings and cheap oilpaper water shades had sprouted over
the little market while puddles formed in the paving. She looked at Rian, who was standing with hands on
his hips, surveying the passers-by at the base of the steps with adisgruntled ar that was increased by the
rain soaking his hair and gticking the thin fabric of his shirt to his chest. They exchanged a look. He said,
“The Rite ... It redly remakes the world?’

She nodded, gathering her sodden robes around her. At the edge of the market there was an
open-sided wooden building where water steamed in copper pots over braisers and a rough stone oven
amdled srongly of sweet bread. Having breakfast with Barime that morning had awakened a craving for
red tea, not what passed for it in the provinces or among the Ariaden, and she led the way under its
shelter.

Maskele went to the back, away from the other cusomers, and sat down on the damp matting that
covered the pavement. Rian took a place where he could waich her back and the approach from the
market. The Kushorit didn't believe in egting out in public streets and avoided it whenever possible;
except for the woman preparing the food and the boy hdping her, the few other customers under the
shelter were foreigners. They stared curioudy at the old nun and the young Sitanese, until Rian unhooked
the gri’s scabbard from his belt and laid it within easy reach, then gazed meaeningfully at them. That made
them shuffle nervoudy and go back to their food and conversations.

The boy brought them teaiin brown clay cups and a banana ledf full of little buns rolled in pdm sugar.
Maskele gave him the lagt Slver bit she had. She watched Rian taste the tea and wince. Kushorit tea was
an acquired taste. “I don't know how to explain the Rite without using ritud language” she began dowly.

“l could see it was a making a map.” Rian frowned, ralling one of the buns around in the scattered
sugar. “But | could adso see that'snot dl it is”

“The symbols are the redity. When | wasfird learning the Koshan way . . .” An eon or s0 ago, she
reminded hersdf. “There was an old story that back when the Kushor-An was dill being built, before the
Cdedtid Court moved here from Td Adra, that word came to the Voices from the outlying idands that
the Emissary of Sakkara had sent an invasion flegt.”

Rian's brows draw together in puzzlement. “ Sakkara?’

“I’d never heard the name before ether. No one has. When the Voices heard of the invason, it was
near the Equinox when the culmingtion of the Rite occurs. They were dill congructing the Whed of the
Infinite and they hadn't yet reached the Aspian Straits, where the fleet would have to pass to reach the
Rijan Gulf and the delta, to sall up the river to Duvapore. The armies of the Empire were very smdl then,
bardy enough to protect the villages and the roads from bandits. They knew the Sakkarans were sending
hundreds of ships. So, when the Voices huilt the symbols for the Aspian Straits into the Whed, they
changed the symbals, just dightly, so that the Aspian Straits were closed. And that's what made the
Inland Sea.”

“What happened to the Sakkarans?’

“No one knows. One gory isthat the Voices didn’t build the Whed fast enough, and they closed the
Straits with the flest indde it. The Sakkarans were so struck by the loss of dl the ships and people that
they never recovered, and dwindled away to become nomads, or went north to join the Batiran Cities.
I’ve heard the Cdegtid One say that he thought it more likdy that in changing the shape of the land, what
they actudly did was change everything about it, its shape, its history, its redity.” Its reality. Could the
dteraions to the Whed dready be afecting the world, even before the Rite was culminated? It might
explan the mongrogty the Priest of the Sare had shown her, and the power of the water pirit. The



thought was not comforting. She continued, “They changed the whole region to someplace dse, that
looked a great dedl like the places where the Sakkaran cities used to be, and they sent the Agpian Strait
and the cities somewhere esg, that looked the same, but with no Cdegtid Empire to attack. Which is
why we don't try to do that anymore.”

She sipped her tea thoughtfully. “We don't know what dl the symboals in the Whed mean. The ones
that show the bottom hdf of the world aren’t even vishle unless you look at them through the Infinite, and
we don't even know what geography hdf of them are meant to represent except what we can see in the
Whed itsdf.”

“There's a bottom hdf to the world?’ Rian sounded alittle skeptical.

She nodded. “The lower ranks of Koshans travel and make maps and bring them back here, so the
librarians can record them and the Voices can try to identify what the dill unknown symbols might
represent. It doesn't dways maich exactly. The theory is that the Whed shows us whét the world would
look likeif we could see it from the Infinite”

“The Holder Lord thought the Koshan monks were spies, though he was never stupid enough to kill
one”

“That would have been stupid,” Maskelle agreed. “That was the kind of thing | used to be sent to
ded with.”

Rian looked out & the dingy market again, the rain splashing on the pavement, the sdls and avnings,
and the grey walls and towers of the Mara floating above the rain-migt in the distance. He said, “If that
dory istrue, then the Kushorit rule the world.”

“In asense. If you can destroy athing, | suppose you can be said to ruleit.” She should have redized
he would see it that way. The Sintane might be behind the rest of the dvilized lands in many ways, but in
understanding the uses and abuses of secular power it might wel be ahead. “It's not cdled the Cdedtid
Empire for nothing.”

“But no one knows.”

She shook her head. “The Voices know. That's the last part of the eevation to Voice, the revelaion
of what the Rite is actualy capable of. The entire Koshan priesthood is based on locaing the people who
can be trained and trusted to be Voices. It's safer if no one ese knows” She took a deep breath.
“Though it's not as if anyone could build a Whed of the Infinite, even if they knew how. It takes years of
learning, not just to know how to make the symbals, but how to weave them in and out of the Infinite
And you have to learn how to ligen to the Ancestors of the Marai, so they can guide you if you go
wrong.” She glanced up at im and demanded, “Why are you amiling?’

“l was thinking of how the Holder Lord would have shit imsdf if he knew.” Rian cocked an eyebrow
a her. “You had that power in your hand, but instead you tried to take the throne?’

“l didn’t want the world. | had a reason for trying to take the throne. Besides, one person can't build
the Whed, or bring the Rite to a culmination &t the right time” She added wryly, “In the Infinite, iming is
everything. For a long while now, mine has been terrible” She set her cup aside rdluctantly. “1 suppose
we d better get back.”

They went outsde and started down the steps to the lower plaza. As Maskelle reached the bottom,
her eyes were on one of the stands in the other section of the temporary market. Rles of gourds and
meons lay on wicker mats and the market woman was looking around as if gauging the crowd and the
possihility of packing up early. Maskedle saw the woman glance her way, saw her eyes widen in shock.
Her own sdlf-consciousness dmogt betrayed her, and it took her an extra heartbeat to redize the woman
was saring not a her, but a something just behind her. Maskelle swvung around, belatedly bringing up
her saff. She wasin time to see a raggedly dressed man only two steps above her, rasing a short club.



Before she could move, Rian melted out of the group of tradesmen hurrying down the steps around them
and caught the upraised club. The man managed a strangled ydl before he met the steps face-firs.

The crowd scattered with Sartled exclamations. Maskelle stepped up and leaned over the attacker as
Rian hdd him pinned to the wet stone, one of hisarms twisted into an eedly breakable position. The man
glared up a her with nathing but whally human maice and fear in his eyes. She glanced up a Rian. “He's
not under any influence” She looked down at the captive speculatively. “Except politica. Are you
Mirak’s? Or did Disara send you? Or Rath himsdf?’

Theman sneered at her but said nothing. Rian said, “Do you need answers?’

A little more fear crossed thar captive's face. Rian's matter-of-factness was more threstening than
any amount of shouted threats. “No.” Maskelle straightened and leaned on her &&ff, the wood and Slver
dick from therain. “It doesn’t matter. Let im go.”

Rian looked exasperated, but hauled the man up and shoved hm away out toward the plaza. The
men fdl, rolled, and bolted off through the crowd.

“A thief, Sger?’ one of the men from the market asked.

A gmdl, somewhat bemused crowd had gathered. Parts of Duvapore could be rough going after
dark, but not here, in the Temple City and at the very base of the Marai. And a Koshan nun should be
sdfe anywhere. These people would find it difficult to believe that a Koshan could be attacked in tharr
own city; even if they had seen the man about to ddiver a blow obvioudy intended to be fatd, they might
discount the evidence of their own eyes. Maskelle said, “Yes, athief.”

With narrowed eyes Rian watched the man run away. “You have a lot of enemies here” he
commented.

“Wdl, yes” she admitted.

The crowd, seeing that nothing else seemed likdly to occur, began to go back to ther busness. Rian
sad, “They were quick to find you, unless somebody a the post house recognized you and warned
them.” He looked at her and added thoughtfully, “Or the temple”

Maskelle started to deny it, then redized she knew nathing of how the currents of power had shifted
inthe past years. “Maybe. Maybe not. Did you see where he came from?’

“He was dumsy. | saw him as soon as we got to the causeway. He was waiting on the other sde of
thewadl between the grassy court and the moat.”

Maskele nodded to hersdf. If the man had been that close to the Mara, then he couldn’'t have been
under any kind of influence. It was bardy possble to work dark magic within the boundaries of
Duvdpore, but the power snk in the Infinite that the Marai formed would overwhedm any lesser force.
She turned to go through the market, where the people huddled under the avnings and shades watched
them and discussed the matter animatedly as they passed by. That should discourage the man's friends, if
he had any. “Didn’'t he see you?’

Rian nodded. “I hung back &t the top of the stairs so he’'d think we were splitting up. He was anxious
and went for you right away instead of waiting to be sure.”” He rolled his shoulders, shedding tenson like
water. “That he came for you here means they don’'t know where we're camped. If we're lucky they
won't have a chance to fallow us back, but don’t count on it.”

“Oh” WA, you could have told me he was there. It didn't appear to have been any of her
business. Rian was drawing more attention now; it wasn't usud to see a nun with a guard attending her,
epecidly one who was obvioudy from the outer provinces. It occurred to her that she might have
stopped and thought a moment about the logidtics of having a Sitanese kjardin who was dso her lover.
She hadn't asked for the guard, but she had wanted the lover. Or maybe she had jugt wanted a friend.



No, let’s be honest. | definitely wanted him as a lover. Everything else seemed to have come with the
territory. If 1 had stopped and thought, I'd sill be here in Duvalpore, in the same circumstances,
but with a nice lump on my head and lonely into the bargain.

* % %

They reached the pogsing house to find tha the Ariaden were dready gving a performance.
Inhabitants of Duva pore typicdly went to ground during the hard rains of this season, but the travellers in
the post house hadn't learned that kind of resgnation. Walking up on their camp, Maskdle saw the
wagons had been arranged in a semicirde and they had taken the giant aildoth that could be draped on
posts to form a mountain backdrop and stretched it from the top of Rastim’s wagon to Firac’s. Under
this shelter, a amdl group of travdlers and ther children crouched on the muddy ground watching
Gardick, Therasa, and Doria doing an abbreviated verson of an Ariaden comedy play. Lamps hanging
from the wagons made it an dmost chearful scene.

Radim was gtting on the tall board of his wagon, watching the performance with a sdf-satisfied
expresson. As Maskdle made her way over to him, he said, low-voiced, “This is a good place for
theater. We only passed the word within the compound, and look how many people came, even with the
ran.”

Maskelle sat next to him. It wasn't dry, but the oildoth deflected the worst of it. “That's good,
because therain isn't going to stop anytime soon.”

Rian, leening againg the wagon and surveying the camp, muttered darkly to himsdf in Sitanese.
Radim gave him an annoyed |ook. On the makeshift stage Gardick was making an elaborate pantomime
of pretending to snesk up on Therasa, who was doing the same to Doria The audience laughed
gopreciatively. Radim asked, “How do we approach the chief priest about—" he lowered his voice
cautioudy “—the curse?’

Gisxr had been quiet ance the lllsat Keo and wouldn't have any opportunity to make trouble within
the aty boundary. Maskelle had been planning to draft Rastim and maybe Firac to help haul the cursed
puppet to the Marai tomorrow to get the Ariaden’s problem taken care of. She started to say this, but
caught Sght of indigo sk, vishble even through the drizzle and mist, coming in through the gate of the post
compound. It was alarge pdanquin. Rian had seen it too, and gave her aworried glance. She said, “No,
blue meansiit’s from the temples”

Asthe pdanquin approached, they could see it was attended by temple guards on horseback and a
number of priests, dl dutching aildoth parasols. The traders and travellers who hadn't ventured out of
their wagons for the entertainment peered out now as the palanquin passed.

The play sumbled to a hdt as the Ariaden caught dght of it and ther audience turned to watch. The
temple guards spread out, forming a loose barrier between the camp and the rest of the compound.
Beside her, Rian gtirred purposefully and Maskelle leaned over to take hisarm and pull him toward her.
He came rductantly, and she fdt rather like a handler hauling on the harness of a two-hundred-pound
hunting cat and hoping it chose to pay attention. He settled againgt her, watching the guards warily.

The curtains of the pdanquin gtirred and the priests gathered around it, two of them hdping the
occupant out. It was the Cdestid One. He shook the priests off, leaned on his aff, and picked his way
through the mud to the aildoth shelter. The awestruck audience shifted to make room for him.
Undoubtedly many of these people, newly come to Duvapore, did not know just who the old man was,
but it was obvious from his attendance and method of arivd that he was important. Carefully, the
Cdedid One made to st down, one of the younger priests hurrying forward to whisk a rattan mat under
hm before his robes touched the mud. The old man settled himsdf comfortably, then gestured to the
actors. “Continue”

After a moment the Ariaden rose to the occason. Doria sammered her next line and the play



continued. “Who isthat?’ Rasim whispered.
“The chief priest,” Maskelle told him.
Radtim stared at her in horror. “This play ign't fit for him!” he whispered tensdly.
“Hewon't care.”
Ragtim moaned, then subsided into a choked slence.

After atime, when the temple guards did nothing but soicdly st their horses in the rain and the other
priests huddled uncomfortably under the edge of the oilcloth, Rian settled againg her alittle and she fdt
some of the tenson in him uncoil. He said, “Does he do this often?’

“No,” Maskdle sad. She saw Radim was ligening dertly too. The Cdedtid One was watching the
play with polite attention, though he hadn’t reacted to anything the actors sad or did. He was probably
deep in meditation and had no idea what was hgppening on the makeshift stage. “It's uncomfortable for
him to go too far from the temples and the connecting canals.” She hesitated, not knowing how to explain
without usng the Koshan words that neither man would understand. “Here in Kushor-At, the symbal is
amog the same as the redlity, and the temples are very powerful symbols. The Cdestid Oneisa symbal,
too, and after being a part of that for so long, it's not easy to be just aman again.”

Radtim scratched his chin thoughtfully. “How did he become Celestid One? Was there a vote among
the other chief priests?’

A vote? Maskelle thought, bemused. The Ariaden were a strange people. “He died.”
Radtim and Rian both stared at her. “Died?’ Ragim repeated.

“To become the Celegtid One you have to become so close to the Infinite, so a one with it, that you
can merge with it and return a will. One morning he died, and later when they were preparing him for his
funerd, he sat up and asked for tea” She amiled wryly. “There are probably a least one or two other
Koshans in the city who can do it and some very advanced penitents hiding out in the jungle. They just
aren't careless enough to let someone see them and force them to take on the duties of Ceestid One.”

She could fed Rian and Rastim exchanging a look behind her back, their enmity temporarily
forgotten. Then Rian asked, “How do you become Voice of the Adversary?’

Radim stirred uneesly, nervous of what her answer might be. Maskdlle said only, “Tha's a long
sory.”

Abandoning the deeth issue and returning to the earlier topic of conversation, Rastim said dowly, “ So,
the chief priest staysin the city?’

“Alwaysin the city, usudly in one of the temples. It's easier for him to travel on the canas than on the
Streets”

After amoment, Rian said, “You're part of that too, aren’t you? The temples and the boundaries. Is it
the same for you, when you leave it?’

The question was too perceptive by far. She ran a hand through his har as a poor attempt a
digtraction and said, “Not anymore.”

Rian was dill watching her, brows drawn together. Rastim said worriedly, “Then why is he here?’

Maskelle saw the gates of the compound opening again, and her eyes narrowed. “That's an easer
question. Look.” She nodded toward them.

There were three more men on horseback there, dressed in the lacquered iron breastplates and
crested helmets of the Palace Guard. They saw the Cdedid One's pdanquin and the temple guards and
stopped in the gate. One of them leaned down to question the compound’s attendant, who shrugged



elaborately. One of the temple guards spotted them and turned his horse toward them, so the interlopers
would be sure to know they had been noticed.

“Are they here to arrest us?’ Radtim asked nervoudy.

Maskelle shook her head. “They can't. Not unless they catch us stedling or killing someone. | imagine
they were sent to ask us—me—palitely to leave.”

After a moment, the Pdace Guards turned ther mounts and Ieft, the attendant smvinging the gate
closed behind them. Maskelle said, “The Cdedtid One never travels in date. He came here like this so
he could be seen here. To make it plain to certain people that I—we—have his protection.”

Rian was dill looking grimly toward the gate. “Whoever sent them won't go againg the Celegtid
One?’ He looked at her again. “Not even for something they want very badly?’

Maskdlle started to reply, and for an ingant thought she heard the whisper of the Ancestors across
the outer edge of her consciousness. She hesitated, but if they had redly spoken to her, ther message
hed passed too swiftly for her to understand. She said, “No. No, they wouldn't. Not for any reason.”
Her mouth quirked at the irony of it, but she told hersdf it was surdly true. “Not even for me”

After the play, the audience hurried back to their wagons through the rain that now fdl more ligntly
but from a geadily darkening sky. The Cdedtid One stayed planted on his mat, looking around & his
hosts with a beneficent amile. Tharr purpose accomplished, he sent away the temple guards and the
priests, with indructions to bring the paanquin back in time to return him to the Marai for the next
meditation ring. When the Ariaden redized that the old man meant to spend the rest of the evening with
them, they panicked. Rastim, quietly hystericd, practicdly dragged Maskelle behind his wagon to ask
what they could possibly serve their guest for dinner.

“The same thing Old Mdi was planning on serving everyone ese. Oh, | meant to tdl you, don't buy
anything from the post house; there's a market right across—"

“We found the market! But he' s a— A—" The little man gestured helplesdy, speechless for once.

“The Koshans are ascetics, Rasim. And he's over a hundred years old, there's not much he can eat
anymore. Some meon or taro will do judt fine”

Radim camed dightly, peering cautioudy around the wagon to where the old man sat. Killids
daughter, ordinarily wary of strangers, crouched next to him showing off her wooden dolls. The Celestid
One was dudying them with grave attention and the little gifl looked about to dimb into his Iap. Ragtim
sad, “The highest personage who ever came to our theater in Ariad was the Protector of Oraddell.”

“All right.” Maskelle had never understood the Ariad’s hierarchy. “It's a good thing the Cdegtia One
came tonight, anyway, whatever the reason. | need to ask him for money.”

Radim stared & her, aghast.

It took some time for the compound to settle down after dl the excitement, but eventudly the other
inhabitants retired to their own wagons and makeshift shelters, and smoke from braziers and cooking
fires mingled with the rain and the mist. The Ariaden hauled out dl their mats and some rugs to cover the
muddy ground around the fire, and the Cdedtid One sat down to dinner with them. Old Mdi had been to
the market, and rdativdy fresh mdon and some papaws were added to the usud baked taro and rice.
As Maskelle had predicted, the Celestid One found nothing unusud in the plainness of the fare and ate
very little of anything.

Maskelle findly managed to interpret Rastim’s winking and brow-furrowing and redized he wanted
her to bring up the subject of Gisar. Obligingly, she turned to the Cdediad One and said, “My friends



have alittle problem. One of thelr puppets is under a curse”
“Ah.” The old man nodded, asif this was a problem commonly brought to his attention.
“In Corvaent, by a magister named Acavir.”

“Corvdent,” the Ceegtid One said, in atone of mild exasperation. “They are very unwise in ther use
of power, in Corvaent.”

“And no sense of humor,” Gardick muttered, from over by one of the wagons.

“It was very active before we arrived in the city.” Maskele shrugged. “One lunar cycle in the outer
gdlery of the Marai, while you're present for the Rite, should take care of it.” The Ariaden were dl
leening forward in breathless suspense.

The Cdedtid One nodded. “Bring it tomorrow and | will have it placed there” There were some
gasps of excitement and Radtim buried his face in his handsin pure relief. The Cdegtid One added, “You
will do me the honor of coming to a temple guesthouse tonight.”

All the Ariaden now looked a Maskelle. Rian, Stting at the edge of the firdight, shifted uneesly.
Maskele eyed him thoughtfully. She said, “All of us?’
“Of course”

There was a girring among the Ariaden, mixed darm and curiosty. Ragtim rolled his eyes with weary
resgnation. Maskelle shook her head. “We ve been travelling dl day and we're not going to move again
tonight. We Il come to the guesthouse, but tomorrow.”

The Cdegtid One raised hisgray brows, frowning dightly. “Tomorrow?’
“Tomorrow.”

They eyed each other a moment, then the Cdestid One sghed. “Very wel. But | will leave some of
the guards here, to make sure you are undisturbed.”

Maskelle couldn’t tdl what Rian’s reaction was from her place near the fire, but she would bet that he
waan't happy. She said, “You think there’ s that much danger?’

“Perhaps, perhaps not.” The old man gestured impatiently. “Thisis too important. | don’t want any . .
. unresolved Stuations from the past to interrupt the progress of the Y ear Rite”

Considering how the Year Rite is progressing, interrupting it could be the best thing, Maskelle
thought grimly. “All right.”

Later that night, the pdlanquin and its attendants returned for the Celestid One. The priests departed
with it, but the temple guards remained, one in the shdter near the post house gate and five others
scattered through the Ariaden’s encampment. Rastim pulled Maskelle aside and asked anxioudy, “What
isthis place we' re going to?’

“A temple guesthouse. They're for Koshans travelling in from the provinces. Or anyone who comes
to speak to the Cdedid One and doesn't have anywhere else to stay.” Radim ill looked worried. It
findly dawned on Maskelle why. “They won't expect us to pay for the use of it.”

“Oh, that's dl right then.” Rastim looked relieved. “ Can we give performances there?”
“Probably. The court should be big enough.”

Rastim returned to the others to take them the good news, and Maskelle retired into her wagon to let
them talk it out amongst themselves.

The camp sttled down gradudly. After a time the wagon board trembled and creaked and Rian
heuled open a shutter and climbed in, muttering under his breath.



Maskelle steadied the swinging cage lamp. She was Stting on the faded blankets covering the bunk
and had shed her wet clothes, wrapping hersdf in the lagt dry robe she had. It was from Meidun, neither
white nor Koshan blue, but red with black embroidery on the callar and cuffs. The night had grown
cooler as the rain grew harder, and she was glad for the robe's warmth. She asked, “What were you
doing out there?’

“l was meking sure they'd let us leave” he said. He sprawled on the floor of the wagon, dripping
muddy water onto the worn boards.

“They're here to protect us” Maskedle said earnestly, though she couldn’'t quite keep her lips from
twitching with amusement.

Rian consulted the calling for a moment, apparently asking it for patience.
“They will keep out any uninvited guests,” she pointed out more reasonably.
He sat back on his hands, looking sour.

She eyed him thoughtfully. “Y ou’ re getting mud everywhere.”

“Thereis dready mud everywhere. There is nowhere, from the Rijan Rllars to the Gulf of Mais, that
isnot covered with mud.”

“There’'s no mud in this bed, and there’ s not going to be.”
That worked.

Later, when Rian's clothes were a damp pile on the floor and he was stretched out next to her in the
narrow bunk, she stroked his back and came to terms with the fact that she was not going to send him
away. It was Hfish of her, perhaps. Not perhaps. Acknowledging one's faults was an important step to
the acceptance of wisdom, but she seemed to have ddled a tha point indead of going on to do
something about them. She asked, “Can you read?’

“Read what?" His head was buried againgt her neck and his voice was muffled.

“Anything. Anrin, maybe?’ 1t was the written form of Kushorit, the everyday language of the Cdedtid
Empire which just about everyone but the haf-wild people of the deep forest tribes learned to read and
write, ether from their village priests or the traveling penitents. The outer provinces had their own written
scripts, but she knew that few outside the noble or rdigious classes there had the skill.

“What's that?’

“Youll have to learn it.” If they stayed long in Duvalpore, and it looked as if they would, he would
need to know. You ‘re being overconfident again, awarning voice whispered.

Rian groaned and nuzzled her neck, apparently in an attempt to distract her.
“Reading isakill required of persond guards here”

His muffled snort was doquently doubtful, but he didn't argue with her.

She asked, “So what is Taprot in the Sintane?’

Hefindly stirred enough to lift his head. His hair was touded and his eyes wicked. He said, “It’'s the
patron of justice, of catching thieves, punishing murderers.”

She ruffled his hair. That is. . . oddly coincidental. The Koshan Order taught that there were no
coincidences. The Adversary and the other Ancestors put the pieces on the board, but they didn’'t give
away the game.

Rian sat up on his ebow, watching her thoughtfully. “Tdl me how you got to be Voice of the
Adversary.”



“That was avery long time ago,” she said forbiddingly.

He settled in more comfortably, apparently willing to wait however long it took for her to bring herself
to tdl the story. She sighed and gave in. “When | was agifl | lived in Rashet, a village some miles west of
here. No one knew at the time, but a cult was growing in the area, centered around a man-witch who
hed learned dark magic from somewhere to the east. He had a gddani—’

“What's that?’
“A girit of the Infinite that has become polluted and crossed back into our world. He was—"
“A demon.”

“All right, a demon,” she agreed, pulling at the blanket and shifting around in annoyance. “The witch
was keeping it by sending his followers out to attack travellers on the Eastern Road and anyone dse who
was out after dark. It fed on hearts and kidneys” The memory was unexpectedly fresh; her firg
experience with violent death. She shook her head and went on. “No one knew why this was happening.
There were just dl these mutilated bodies found in the ditches and the rice fidds. The governor had caled
for extra troops to patrol, but it took time to get them and people were darting to panic. Then the
Adversary spoke to me for the firg time”

Rian was dlent a moment, watching her. “What did he tdl you?’

She amiled. “He doesn't dways speak in words. It's difficult to explain, exactly. And you have to
remember, he'snot redly a‘*he’ He' s aspirit, aforce. Spirits don't have language, they can't speak like
we do, they don’t even think like we do. He showed me the witch and the galdani, and what needed to
happen for the galdani to die. | went there, and | made those things happen.” She lay back and looked at
the wagon'’s ceiling, the candle flame gaining the hanging puppets with light and shadow. “I was very
lucky thet firg time. Or maybe it wasn't luck. In Duvapore, the old Voice of the Adversary had died. |
didn't know that, either. | didn't know anything. But in searching for the new Voice, the Ancestors sent
the Cdestid One and the other priests to Rashet, and there they found me. And alot of dead cultigs”

Rian drew hisfingers through her tumbled braids. “That’'s how the Voice of the Adversary is chosen?
The old one dies, and the Adversary picks a new one?’

“Yes. We dl agreed later that it would have been better to choose a Koshan who had come up
through the ranks in the ordinary way. When | did my service as a penitent, | was not exactly in a humble
frame of mind.”

“But what—" Rian started to say.

“No more questions.” Talking about it had brought everything back to her, more vividy than she had
thought possible. She leaned forward and stopped his mouth with hers, and for once he obeyed her and
proceeded to distract her from any serious thoughts.

* % %

Ancther priest came early the next morning, waiting in the center of ther camp with a couple of
acolytes as attendants. The Ariaden had never been good at getting an early start, being more used to
gving performances in the evening and travelling through the afternoon. After long association with them,
Maskelle was garting to lose the trick of it hersdlf. She found it eesier to stay up for days on end than to
rise early after anight's deep.

Theran had let up, as it often did in the mornings of this season, and the Ariaden staggered around
packing the aildoth and bundling their other beongings into the wagons. The priest, an old man who had
agxth-leve rank by his scap markings and mugt be accustomed to the Ceegtid One's more unusud
orders, watched them camly.

The guesthouse was not far and the streets not very crowded this early in the morning, so they



managed to move the wagons with only a little difficulty. The temple guards were dismissed, leaving them
escorted only by the aging priest. He walked besde Maskelleé's wagon to show them the way,
scanddizing the Ariaden and dartling Rian. When they turned into the wide tree-shaded street lined with
large houses behind wooden paisades, Rastim, who was riding up with Maskelle, muttered that they
mugt have taken the wrong way.

The priest stopped to open the gate of a house directly behind the Marai, the wooden pdisade that
surrounded the house backing up againgt the cand that enclosed the temple. Maskelle saw Rian eyeing
that palisade, and knew he was noting the fact that it was meant for privacy and to keep out casud
thieves, any hedthy adult could eeslly scaleit. Over the wdl they could see the house was two Stories, a
veranda running aong the upper leve shaded by the high-peaked roof and the tdl trees in the court. The
street was lined with smilar houses, the homes of wedlthy tradesmen and city or court officids.

The gate opened on a courtyard of packed dirt, shaded and to some extent protected from the rain
by the broad leaves of the trees. An open areain the back had space to park the wagons and a pen and
roofed enclosure for the oxen, as wel as a gate that opened out to the cand to what was probably the
house's private water dtairs. A wooden shelter to one Sde covered the stone oven and firepit of the
outdoor kitchen.

Maskelle climbed down from the wagon and stretched, letting the priest have the job of persuading
the Ariaden that this was the place they were supposed to be and that it was dl right to put their wagons
inthe back area and to feed their oxen on the bundled fodder stored in the roofed pen. She waked up
the path of paving stones that led to the house.

Thick pillars supported the upper part and divided the lower into pantry, storage, and bathing rooms.
She climbed the staircase that led up to the veranda on the upper floor. The mats that hung between the
pillars to shield the veranda from rain and sun had been rolled up, probably recently since the interior il
andled alittle mudy.

There was a large man room for eating and socidizing, then a number of smdler degping rooms to
accommodate large groups or families The appointments were those of a fine house, the carving on the
doorframes and lintels precise and skilled, the colors in the lacquered wal paintings soothing and delicate.
The subjects were dl domestic, appropriate for any taste: degant gardens, beautifully garbed ladies
weaving cloth, children playing in courtyards, servants working in well-gppointed kitchens, boats on the
cands. Bronze lampstands would shed light over the mats and rugs and low tables in the man room, and
the other rooms dl contained large degping cushions rolled up for storage, with piles of extra cotton
blankets and smdl wooden chests to hold clothes and belongings. It fdt very odd to wak these rooms,
even though she could sense that this was a place of temporary abode only, no one’'s permanent home. It
hed been a very long time since she had been in a house like this. Seven years.

She was in the main room looking out over the court when Rian came up the stairs. He said, “Ragim
wants to know how many other travellers are gaying here with us.”

She amiled. “Tdl him forty or fifty.”

Rian came further into the room, looking around with wary agpproval. “This is a guesthouss?’ he
asked.

“Yes” she sad dowly. “The different temples dl have severa.” Which he dready knew from ther
conversation lagt night.

“Theré sacarving of the Adversary’s demon face above the door.”

Maskdle sighed. She didn’'t see what he was getting at. “ That’s just one aspect of the Adversary, and
it's not a demon face. Most buildings have that carved somewhere, for luck.” Thet the Adversary’s mark
was so prominent on this house' s pediment was perhaps the reason it had been chosen for them.



“So thiswasn't your house?’
“What? No.” Now she knew what he meant. She turned away. “My house burned down.”

Firac's son Thae came bounding up the dairs, then stopped in the doorway to gaze around in awe.
Recovering, he saw Maskelle and said, “That old man is here again.”

That, she supposed, means the Celestial One. She went out to the veranda and down the dairs,
Rian behind her. The water gate stood open to a view of the cand and the back facade of the Mara. A
passenger boat was docked at the base of the steps. It was a wide flat-bottomed craft sheltered with a
white avning and hung with white slk side panels. The breeze played the tiny bels in the fringes. Severd
boys—acolytes or servants, it was had to tdl the difference when they dl wore grubby
breechclouts—legpt down from the boat and began to rall up the panels.

Maskele went down the steps into the thick damp warmth rising off the cand. The Cdegtid One was
gtting in the boat, dutching his saff. She leaned on one of the support poles for the avning and said, “I
don’'t suppose you're here to hep us greet the sunrise”

“| came to bring you to the Maral. Thereismuch to do,” the old man said, glaing at her.

Maskelle didn’t recal agreeing to spend the day daring hopelesdy a the ruined Rite, but it was as
good aplan as any. She stepped back, nearly trodding on Rian, who was standing at her elbow. “Radtim,
get Gisar; we're going to the Maral.”

Radim and Firac ran for Gisar’s box while the other Ariaden jumped for joy and the Cdegtid One
sghed and rearranged his robes. Maskelle leaned on the boat, trying to think congtructively. Starting a
the beginning would be good. She ducked her head under the avning again. “There s something | want
to do firs.”

“Wha now?’ the Cdegid One demanded.
“| want to see Veran, the one who started dl this”

The young priest was not in the Mara but in the hospital attached to the Gila Stdl, a smdler temple
that stood about two dreets over from the Marai and formed part of the interconnecting web of cands
and temples that concentrated its influence. With some grumbling, the Celedtiad One had taken Maskelle
and Rian down the cand to the Gila St in his boat, then sent word to Niare, the priestess in charge of
the amd| temple, to meet and accompany them. He had then taken a nervous Radim and Firac to the
Mara to see to the dispostion of Gisar’'s box.

The hospital occupied three leves of along stone building that stood just to the west of the Gila Stdl.
Koshans had dways believed that the free movement of air was dmost as essentia as the free movement
of water for the hedth of the body, and the hospital’s walls were lined with windows, ther cloth pands
ganding out at angles to keep out the rain and the sun’s heat but il dlow in the breeze.

Niare met them outside on the lower gdlery, near the square fountains on ether sde of the entrance
that brought in drinking water and fed the channds that surrounded the building and aided the heding
power of the place. She was a young woman for her office, and Maskelle supposed she had 4ill been a
nun or alower rank when Maskelle had |eft the city. Niare greeted her with a wariness that showed she
knew exactly who her vigtor was, however.

Insde was a large room, cool and quigt, the pillars carved with the plants that medicines could be
made from and the names of the Ancestors and spirits associated with heding. The sick lay on pdlets
near the walls, with a brazier beside each bed for warmth during the night. In the area near the entrance
many of the patients were stting up, taking or playing a diceboards. Others toward the back of the
chamber lay quietly, wrapped in blankets, degping or slent with pain. One of the blue-robed attendants



cameto greet Niare and lead them toward the stone gairs a the far end of the chamber.

Following their guide Maskelle redized that Rian was looking around as if he doubted his sanity.
Fndly she asked, “What is wrong with you?’

“Who isthis place for?’

She shrugged. “Everyone.” There were a few Koshans of various ranks among the sick, but most of
the patients were tradesmen from the markets in the area or people who lived nearby. Some were
probably beggars, but since daily bathing was required and clean dothing supplied to those who didn't
have their own, it was difficult to tell.

“It doesn’t even gink,” Rian muttered.

The place was hardly immaculate; one attendant was collecting dirty crockery and another was
dedling with the soiled bedding of someone who had been messily ill. “I’'m beginning to be very glad |
never went to the Sintane,” Maskdle said as she started up the steps.

The chief heder waited for them at the top of the sairs. He was an old man, though not nearly so old
as the Cdedtid One. She had known him once, years ago, when he had fira been made chief heder
here. His expression was grim as he nodded to Niare. Maskelle wasn't sure if the grimness was for her
presence or the state of his new patient.

The young priest was a the far end of the second leve, separated from the other patients by some
painted wooden screens. There was an atendant with him, a young monk who squatted petiently beside
the palet. A jug of water and a basin of soaked cloths stood nearby, giving off the scent of ivibrae and
sdfron and other heding herbs. The brazier was full of coas and the young priest wrapped in cotton
blankets, but he dill shivered and tossed his head. His eyes were open and saring and his breasth came
quick and hard, asif he was running a desperate race.

Maskele kndlt beside the bed. Niare asked the chief hedler, “Is there any improvement?’

He shook his head. “He seems the same. He is so fevered that he shivers and seems to be cold. But
he doesn't have the other symptoms of any of the illnesses that usudly cause such fevers. None of the
usud remedies for such things seem to help. He speaks, but much of the time we can’t understand him,
and it is hard to tdl if heis even aware of what he says”

Maskelle looked up at him. “What does he speak of 7’

The chief heder frowned. “Of being pursued by something, some creature. Also of the Year Rites”
He gestured helplesdy. “Nightmares are often caused by these fevers”

Maskelle lad a hand on the young man's forehead. His skin was dry and hot to the touch, as the
heder had said. His eyes turned to her, bloodshot and vague. Hair pricked her pdm from where it had
dready begun to grow over his shaven scalp. She fdt nothing of the darkness about him, nothing of that
restless power that had taken the farmboy’s mind and soul and sent him to their camp with deeth in his
hand. But if it was there, it wouldn't stay. It couldn’t, not in this place. But before this she would
have sad that it was impossible for such a thing to enter the dity at dl, let done the Marai or any other
temple. And the powers that stalked her hadn’'t the conscious wit to attack the Hundred Year Rite.
Circle a myrrh tree three times for luck, she thought, |1 hope they haven't grown wits. Then she
shook her head a hersdf in exasperation. Not everything is about you. Examine the problem from
all the paths.

“Do you know where you are?’ she asked the young man softly.
His eyes darted amlesdy, then focused on her. He whispered, “The Mara.”
That's interesting, she thought. Wasiit ddirium or something else? “What Day isit?’



“The twentieth Day of the Rite. The Hundred Year Rite” Veran tried to St up suddenly and Maskelle
grabbed his shoulders and held him down. The attendant moved to hep her and she shook her head at
him. “It's coming,” the young man whispered. “I have to be here. But | shouldn’t. . . It's not my time—it
mud be a dream.”

It's not his time. Veran had replaced the Voice whose turn it was to work on the Rite. 1 think he's
rdiving what happened.” Perhaps over and over agan?

“We thought so too, but he won't answer questions,” Niare said, sounding weary. “The Cdegid One
tried for hours”

Veran tossed his head and muttered, “1 shouldn't ... | shouldn’t... It's coming... .

Maskele leaned forward and caught the young man's chin, turning his face toward her, waiting until
the bloodshot eyes focused on her. “What do you see?’

He gasped, tried to pull away from her.
She said, “The Adversary commands you to speak.”

There was a shocked irring behind her, but she ignored it; this was what the Celestid One had
brought her here for. She had no right to invoke the Adversary, but in the state Veran was in she doubted
he knew that. The young man's eyes locked on her; his dry bitten lips tried to form words.

“Tdl us what happened when you were done in the chamber with the Rite. Tdl us and accept the
Adversary’s protection.”

He opened his mouth, but his voice was a choked exhaation.

“The Adversary defends the just. He—" Watching him intently she looked, redly looked, into the
young man's eyes.

It was then she redized he wanted to speak. He wanted very much to speak. She saw past the
veneer of fevered ddirium to awareness, and intdlligence, and overwhelming desperation. He knew what
had happened and he wanted to tdl them, but something prevented him. She heard a whisper of the
Ancestors, but again it faded before she could understand the words.

“It' sdl right,” she said quickly, wiping the sweet from his forehead. The indant of darity was passing
and he looked like just another man being driven mad by some illness of the brain, but she knew better
now. “I seeit. | know. You're trapped and you can’'t get out.”

He dumped back with a strangled cry, but it was a cry of rdief. She said, “Try to rest. Don't try to
tak anymore. W€l think of some way to hdp you.”

She stood dowly. Niare was waitching her, worried and dill shocked. The chief heder and the
attendant just looked shocked. Maskdle said, “It's not fever or any naturd sickness. It's possession.”

“Possesson?’ The chigf heder was incredulous. “Here?’
“Here)” Maskdle sad grimly. “Use tamarisk, sandawood, myrrh—"

“l know what to do for possession,” the heder interrupted. He looked down a Veran, his face
troubled. “Are you certain? How—"

“I'm certain,” she said. “But if I'm wrong, it won't do him any more harm, will it?’

Niare lingered to speak to the chief heder, and as Maskelle and Rian made thelr way out, Rian
asked, “Will he do what you ask?’

“Yes. He doesn't like the idea, but that won't stop him.” She added wryly, “He wants the boy to get
wel more than he wants me to be wrong.”



“| thought demons couldn’t get past the city boundaries.”

Maskelle stopped just outsde on the hospital’s portico, out of earshot of any of the patients insde.
The sky was lightening alittle and it looked like the morning rain might hold off for a time. The Gila St
stood across a square of grass and shade trees, its golden stone a little dulled by the wesather. 1t was a
grdl temple compared to the Marai, only about a fourth the sze, with two Stories of gdleried courts
supporting athree-level stepped pyramid, and five smdl, degantly proportioned shrines atop that. Birds
cdled in the trees and Maskelle could hear the bustle of a market just beyond the street wadl. “They
can't. So whatever caused this ign't a demon.” She looked at the Gila Std and the moming mig risng
from the cand behind it. “The Voices who are conducting the Rite would like to believe that whatever
Veran did to the Whed came out of his madness. | think thet's a fond and foolish hope. It's far more
likdy a ddiberate act by something that used Veran like atool.” She started adong the path toward the
temple. “But I'm more used to looking for evil than they are.”

“That' swhy the Celestid One sent for you,” Rian pointed out.

That, she thought, is true. She added, “And the problem with looking for evil isthat you then have to
do something about whatever you flush out.”

There were two women coming up the path from the Gila Stel, both dressed in casudly draped
robes, though the richness of their jewdry marked them as Court Ladies, and probably High Court.
Pearls hung in garlands from their belts, gold draped their necks and banded their arms and ankles. Ther
har was daboratdly dressed, plaited and wound up in buns, held in place by gold pins. One was young
and very lovdy, with high cheekbones and skin so fine it was dmog tranducent. After a moment
Maskelle recognized her as the Court Lady who had been with the Ceestid One when they had arrived
a the Mara yesterday. She would have been an extremdy beautiful woman, but there was no warmth to
her beauty, no spontaneity in her gestures in her conversation with her companion. The spirit dancers
carved on the temples have more life to them, Maskelle thought.

The second woman was older, grey woven through her hair, her robe more modestly draped. It had
been seven years and Maskelle had managed to stop searching every face she saw for old enemies, so it
took her along moment to recognize the second womean as Disara.

Maskelle stopped where she was on the path. Disara's eyes passed over her without recognition; she
was speeking to the other woman, and foreigners and other Strange people were dways to be found near
the hospitals. There were people Stting under the trees near the far Sde of the temple, probably the
women's attendants and servants.

Rian was watching her closdy. “What's wrong?’

She shook her head minutdy. Disara might not recognize her, with her hair grown out and her face
and body hardened by seven years of travel. She wanted to see if Disara would know her and how the
older woman would react.

The two women reached the portico, just as Niare and the chief heder stepped out of the hospital.
There were polite bows and gregtings back and forth, then the chief healer stepped back indde, gesturing
the women to fallow him.

As Disara stepped up to the portico, her eyes met Maskedlle's. Maskelle saw the shocked recognition
in Disara s face, saw her expresson harden to revulson and anger an indant later. She swept on into the
hospitd, leaving the other woman behind.

Sounding relieved, Niare said under her bregath, “That went aswdl as could be expected.”
Maskelle dmost amiled. So she wasn't the only one who had been curious about Disard s reaction.

Instead of following her companion, the young woman was looking Maskelle and Rian over frankly.
Since they hadn’t been introduced and no one was making any effort to do so, Maskelle stared back a



her, hoping she looked as rude as she fdt. Undeterred, the woman said cdmly, “You are the Voice of
the Adversary, laidy returned to the city?’

Niare shifted uncomfortably and started to speak, but Maskdlle sad firgt, “No, | no longer hold that
title. I lost it when | was cursed and exiled from the Empire”

“Ah,” the woman said, unruffled. “1 was misnformed.” Her eyes went to Rian again with a detached
curiogty, asif she was examining a statue and not a person.

Maskdle said, pointedly, “I think your presence is required somewhere ese”

The woman stared at her a moment, expressionless, then made a sixth-degree bow that might be
intended as a subtle insult and continued into the hospitd. Maskelle shook her head and Rian muttered
something under his breath in Sitanese. Maskelle guessed from the disgruntled tone that he didn't
approve of the young womean either. She turned to the path that led past the Gila Stel to the candl.

Niare sghed and turned to walk with them. Maskelle asked her, “Who was that High Court flower?’

“That is the Lady Marada. She comes from the Garekind Idands and is vigting a Court.” Niare
hestated. “She has the Cdestid Emperor’s favor.” She was watching Maskdle carefully. “It is even
rumored that he may make her a consort.”

Maskdl€e's brows rose. “Redly,” she sad dryly. Perhaps manners were different in the Garekind
Idands, then, and the woman had not intended rudeness. It was far to the south, a long and difficult
voyage across the Rijan sea, and few of its inhabitants ever vidted the capitd. “And she vigts the sck
when she in't agtonishing the High Court?’

“No.” Niare's voice was amused. “ She only vigts Veran.”
“Veran?' Maskdle frowned.

“She had asked for indruction in the Infinite, and Veran was teaching her. Informdly, of course. She
has a great curiogty about the Path, but | don't think she fancied the required service as a penitent.”

Well, that’s common enough, Maskele thought. And Veran mugt have many friends who visited him
inhisillness There was no reason why she should fed uneasy at the thought.

Niare |eft them at the Gila Stdl. There were afew boatmen, dicing on the sone bank near where their
boat, its white sk avning trimmed with flowers, was tied up. Four women, dressed wel but without the
profusion of pearls and gold, were stting on the benches under a stand of pams, fanning themselves and
taking animatedly. Maids or waiting women, their eyes did curioudy toward the strange travel-worn nun
and the Sitanese outcast. Maskdlle could see the Cdestid One's boat coming down the cand toward the
temple s water steps. Waterfowl took flight, disturbed by the boat’s passage, and she saw the Ceedtid
One had come for them himsdf. She gazed upward in mute appeal to the Ancestors. Does he think |
mean to try to escape? Rian asked, “Who was that other woman, who looked daggers a you?’

Maskelle glanced a him. He was ostensbly relaxed, but not without that edge of tenson. She said,
“That was Lady Disara, my hushand's mother. The husband | killed.”

Rian stared & her. “You could have told me before” He looked sharply at the people who had come
with the two Court Ladies and managed to lower his voice. “How can | protect you if you don't tdl me
these things? What is wrong with you? Were you run out of the Empire for being crazy?’

“That was one of the reasons.” Maskdle sat down on a bench under one of the trees to wait for the
boat. She sghed and rested her arms on her knees. “I think maybe | might need a kjardin after al.”

Chapter 7
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Asthe Cdegtid One's boat did up to the water steps, Rian scanned the boatmen and the others near
the cand, dert for betraying tenson, a body ddiberately held to conced a weapon, any abrupt
movement. Markand had been good training for this; everyone there, no matter how long in service or
closein rdaionship, could be a potentid assassn. Compared to that, looking for threatsin a place where
everyone was a sranger and he had no idea of the dliances, factions, and undercurrents was dmost
€asy.

Again, the Cdegtid One was unaccompanied except for the boys who poled the boat and the young
priest who helped him up and down steps. Maskelle grabbed one of the support poles and swung essly
down into the boat. Rian followed her.

“You didn’'t have to come after us” she said to the Cdedtid One with some asperity. “Did you think
coming here was a ruse for me to escape?’

“It crossed my mind,” the old man said grimly.

Water gurgled as the boys pushed the boat away from the portico. Rian saw Maskdlle glare & the old
priest and he automatically gauged the distance to the bank, which was lined with terraced wooden
buildings with carved gables and pediments, in case they had to leave the boat suddenly. There were
children playing on the water steps they passed, so the cands mug be free of the predators that made the
rivers so dangerous.

Sill watching the Cdegtid One dmog angrily, Maskelle said, “I’'m an outcast. The upper ranks are
going to object if you try to incdlude mein the Rite, especidly in a Rite as important as this one. Especidly
aRitethis. . . damaged.”

“That’swhy you mugt no longer be an outcast.” The Cdedtid One was looking away, at the gardens
aong the opposite bank. He said quietly, “Y ou've been punished enough.”

She said, “That’s not your decison.” Her hands were gripping the bench tightly, the blood draining
from her knuckles.

The Cdegtid One frowned, showing a hint of the crotchety old man Rian suspected lurked just under
the serene surface, and said, “It ismy decison as far as the Order is concerned.”

She turned a sardonic gaze on him. “I took that road and | can tel you it doesn’t lead where you
think it does.”

The Cdedtid One pressed hislips together. “Don't lecture to me, child.”

Maskelle leaned forward, and thistime the edge in her voice was dangerous. “I'm not your child.”

Rian shifted his weight unobtrusvely. The boys poling the craft were far up in the bow and the stern
and couldn’'t possbly reach them quickly enough to interfere. He braced himsdf to dump the young
priest, who was watching the confrontation with open astonishment, over the side.

The moment stretched. The Cdegtid One sat back, amiling dowly. “You have not logt your fire”

“Don't pretend that was a test, old man.” Maskelle eased back on the bench but didn't rdax. The
young priest was saved from a swvim in the cand, but Rian didn't rdax, ether. Sounding more peevish
than angry now, she added, “There' s dways the chance my intervention would just make things worse.”

“l can’'t think how,” the Cdedtid One said frankly. And unnervingly, Rian thought.

Maskelle shook her head in exasperation. “Why didn’t you just tdl me what had happened when |
got to the Maral yesterday? Why take me in to see it unprepared? Did you think | had something to do
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with it and you wanted to seeif | looked guilty?’

The Cdedtid One sghed. “I wanted you to see it for yoursdf.” He looked a the far bank, rheumy
eyes narrowed. “1 wanted your conclusions to be untainted by any preconception. | have looked &t it so
muchin these few days since it happened | no longer trust my own judgment.”

I must have heard wrong, Rian thought, that sounded almost rational. Maskelle mugt have
agreed, because she grumbled, “Why didn't you say so in the first place?’

“You wouldn't have ligened to me then. You wanted an argument. Now you've had one. Perhaps
you can be content now that you understand my reasons for dl this”

Maskelle just looked at the old man. Rian was a little reassured by the fact that the Cdestid One
could evidently be ared bastard when he set his mind to it. Maybe the Koshans aren‘t that strange
after all.

At the Mara, the Ceestid One led them draight to the inner court, where the central tower stood. In
the portico around the base of the tower, Maskdle paused to tdl Rian, “You can't come in this time,
WEe're going to be doing some things that can’'t be disturbed.” As an afterthought, she added, “And
arguing. But modly dterations to the Rite. Y ou should go home”

Rian ran a hand through his hair, frustrated. There were some servants sweeping the court across the
way and a few priests tadking in one of the colonnades, but no one was within earshot and no one was
paying more than the ordinary curious attention to them. “Who eseisin there?’

“Jud the Voices, afew other priests, probably.” She amiled at him, somewhat fondly.

Rian swore under his breath. “Thisian't a game. You know something's trying to kill you and you
have enemies here.”” He suspected that was a mild estimate of the Stuation.

“Yes, | know,” she said, gumly regarding the polished stone under their feet and dragging the toe of
her muddy and travel-worn sandd over the edge of the step. “I'll be with the Celestid One.”

“What' s that worth?”’

“If violence takes place in the Cdegtid One's dght, the whole Order and anyone outside it who
follows the Path will have to go through a purification ritud.”

To the priests-shamans, at least the onesin Markand, “purification” involved fire, iron, and screaming,
usudly by a nonpriest. “Does thet involve pain?’

Maskelle snorted. “No, worse. Fagting, abstinence, complicated meditation rituads. No one wants to
go through that, not even to get rid of me”

I‘ll never understand these people, Rian thought. He looked at the entrance into the tower. He
hadn’'t had a chance to explore it yesterday. “Is this the only way in?’

“No, there are a couple of others at the upper leves. | think.” At his expresson she shook her head.
“Rian, if anyone isgoing to make trouble, it will be me. Redly. I'm the most dangerous person here” Her
mouth quirked wryly. “Especidly to mysdf.”

“That | dready figured out,” he muttered. There didn't appear to be any other choice. “Fine. If you
et killed, don’t send your shade crying to me.”

“| promise, on what's left of my honor, not to haunt you.”

Rian didn't think much of that promise, but the Cdesid One, who was waiting in the archway,
thumped his gaff impatiently and glared. He let out his breath. “All I'm saying isjust watch your back.”



“I'will, I will.” She made shooing mations a him. “1 was nursemading mysdf a long time before you
canedongto doit”

She and the Cdedtid One disappeared indde the tower and Rian paced the court for a while, trying
to judge how safe the temple redly was. It wasn't a bad place to wait, dl things considered. The clouds
hed settled in and alight rain fdl off and on, seaming off the smooth grey stones of the court and dripping
from the figures of the Ancestors and spirits and hero priests and priestesses of the past carved into the
wadls and gdleries and columns around him. A variety of people seemed to come and go in the court for
various purposes, and few except the Koshans approached the central tower. It gave him time to think
about what they had heard at the hospital, about poor spell-maddened Veran and the dead Voice Igain.

Something or someone had assuredly poisoned the Voice. Rian mortdly hated poisoners. It was an
indiscriminate weapon and he had seen too many innocents fdl victim to it. The worst time had been
when poisoned must cakes meant for the Holder Lord had accidentally been sent to the rooms of his
favorite concubine. The young woman had shared them with dl the servants who happened to be with
her that afternoon, and it had killed dl of them, induding an adolescent lamp gifl and two pageboys so
young thelr voices hadn’t changed yet.

Rian had smelled a poison murder as soon as the Celegid One had spoken of Igarin being so
conveniently taken ill. People never took ill at convenient moments, and dl these priests seemed to live to
vad ages and be as hardy as cart horses. The Cdestid One had said there had been no sgn of poison,
but Rian wondered how much these people redly knew of such things, for dl their herbs and magic. They
didn’'t seem much interested in killing each other.

Rian stopped, weatching a group of priests walk dong one of the covered colonnades that divided the
court, the dark blue of their robes flicking in and out among the grey pillars. He had been shocked to
redize that the temple guards the Cdestid One had brought with him to the post compound redly had
been for their protection, that the highest priest in the Celestid Empire gpparently went anywhere he
pleased without guards, with only the boys who paddled the boat or the young priest whose main duty
seemed to be to hdp him negotiate steps. It's not the Sintane, he reminded himsdf again. That
observation was a triumph of the obvious. Maybe no one in the city wanted to kill the old man. It was
remotely possible. Maybe Rian had just been too long & Markand, with a lord whom mogt rationd
people looked for chances to murder.

A young Koshan woman was coming across the court with an armload of some kind of wooden
packets. Rian watched her with idle curiosty, uniil it became apparent she was heeding directly for him.
She stopped a few paces away. Rian didn't know how to read the rank tattoos yet, but hers looked
farly new on her shaven scalp. She cleared her throat, looked up a him uncertainly, and sad, “My name
isSiger Tiar. | was sent to give you indruction in reading Anrin.”

Oh, really? On close observation he saw that the things she carried were books with wooden covers.
Rian shot a glance at the entrance to the Rit€' s tower. “Sent by who?’

“By—" She hesitated, then finished less confidently, “The one who was the Voice of the Adversary.”

Rian made a noncommittal noise. So Maskdle had remembered her threat to make him learn to read.
He just stood there and stared at the young nun, hoping to scare her away.

It didn't work. More determined than she initidly appeared, she stepped briskly past him to the
shelter of the tower’s portico, sat down on the step, and awkwardly deposited her aamload of books.
She picked one up and opened it, saying brightly, “ Shal we begin?’

“Women,” Rian muttered under his breeth in Sitanese, then gave in gracefully and went to St next to
her.

While she was explaining the basics of what she meant to teach him, he listened with hdf his atention,
picking up one of the books and paging through it to look at the drawings. These Koshan books were



grips of very thin smooth wood, written on with a variety of colored inks and then lacquered over to
protect the surface, the strips then bound together with cords. They were kept in oildoth cases to protect
them from the ever present damp, though it seemed only the binding cords suffered from it. The drawings
in this one were the same sort of scenes that were carved on the wals of the Marai. He hoped every
book in the pile wasn't about religion.

Thenun Tiar was looking past him toward the archway into the tower. Now she said, “Do you know
if there's any progress? Everyoneis very worried and no one will tel us anything.”

If such a thing had happened in Markand, there would have been panic and bloodshed in the
corridors of the Hold. Here, everyone was “very worried.” From what he had heard, the Koshans hadn’t
made much effort to conceal what had happened, but they hadn't tried to spread the word, ether. The
knowledge was probably dill confined to the upper ranks of the temples and the lower who were
attached to the Marai. Rian said, “They don't tdl me anything ether.”

She turned the pages of the book, running her thumb dong the wooden edges, hiting her lip. If she
was trying to decide where to begin, it was evidently a taxing decison. Then she sad dowly, “We've
been wondering ... Not many of us who are in the lower ranks now knew the Voice of the Adversary
before she left, and ...”

Rian waited unhdpfully. He wasn't sure what she was getting at.
Shefindly looked at him, her face worried, and said in arush, “Are you with her voluntarily?

He stared a her, surprised. So what did they think? That | was kidnapped, under a spdl? He
grinned dowly. “Yes. She'stried to get rid of me a couple of times, but it didn't take.”

Her cheeks darkened and she looked away, embarrassed. “It's just that there are so many dories
about her and . . . Some of the others speculated that she had ...”

“Trapped me?’ Rian finished, fascinated. There were alot of questions itching a him that he couldn’t
possbly ask a strange Kushorit woman who was a nun and barely out of girlhood into the bargain. And
anyway she probably had no idea how many men Maskelle had had in the past and if any of them were
better to look at than he was.

“Yes” Tiar sad hurriedly, and grabbed another book off the pile at random and launched into the

lesson.

Rian sat pretend-patiently through whet the various symbals in the written verson of the Kushorit
language meant. After Tiar had gotten over her attack of sdlf-consciousness, he asked her, “Do you
know Veran?’

“Yes” She selected another book, troubled. “I hope he'll be dl right. He worked so hard. He would
have advanced to the saventh levd this year and many thought that eventudly he would be made a
Voice”

So the disaster had ruined Veran's chances for advancement, even if he did recover. It didn’t sound
like the man had much reason to act againg the Rite on his own. “That’swhy they let im near the Rite?’

“Yes, there are dways afew initiates to the seventh levd who are given the opportunity to participate
in the Rite in a minor way. The Voices perform the most important parts, but the others are dlowed to
take their places occasondly, to add to therr knowledge.” She shook her head. “Veran was the youngest
who had ever been given that honor.”

Rian leaned back againg the pillar, watching Tiar sort through the books. If Maskelle was right, then
something had gotten to Veran a some point before he had entered the tower to take the dying Voice's
turn a the Rite. If Veran was an involuntary participant, then it must have caught him unawares; if he had
made some sort of ded with it, then regretted it later or been betrayed, it might make things more



difficult. A guilty man would take steps to cover histrall. “He was teaching a lady from the Court named
Marada?’

“Yes, theforeign lady.” Tiar shook her head, asif recdling something she found baffling. “He said she
was very strange. He thought at firgt . . . Well, he thought she was more interested in him than in learning
the Path. But he told Nasir later that he must have been mistaken.” She colored again and added, “I
imagine I’m not supposed to know that but things do get around. Veran told the others that it was very
hard to understand what Marada meant by the things she said and did. | suppose that's because the
people of the Garekind Idands have very different customs.”

He thought Marada wanted him, but he was wrong, Rian wondered. Or she tried to seduce him
and he refused. Or the young priest had been just as confused as Rian had by that strange, direct way of
looking someone over that Marada had. “ So she redly did want to learn?’

“Y es, she came to study with him quite frequently, every day as arranged. He gave the lessons on the
terraces outside the library of the Myad Keo.”

“When was the lagt lesson?”’

“Not long ago.” She frowned. “Only a day before he became so ill, and dl this happened.” She
gestured back toward the tower.

“Areyou certan?’

“l saw them there mysdf.” Tiar was not stupid. Rian didn't suppose one could get through dl the
learning it took to be a Kashan and not have wits. She frowned, watching him carefully, and said, “Does
that mean something?’

Rian shrugged. If Marada was a poisoner, he didn’t want to see Tiar in the hospitd on a palet next to
Veran's. “It could, but probably not. He mugs have seen dozens of people that day.” Yes, dozens of
people. Family and friends and other Koshans and market vendors and servants, people he had seen
every day of his life without coming to harm, and none of them foreign vidtors with suspicious manners
who had quickly managed to place themsdves close to the Celestid Emperor. He pointed to the book.
“What does that one mean again? The one with the bird'shead . . .” By getting hdf the symbols she had
shown him wrong, he managed to distract her back into the lesson.

“Are you ready to try now?’ Vigar asked.

Kneding awkwardly on the floor, eye leve with the Rite, Maskelle knew that no one else but another
ninthHlevd Koshan could have heard the tightly restrained annoyance in the man's tone. It was buried
under layers of training, discipline, and meditative cam. Dryly, she said, “Yes, I've just been ganding on
my head dl thistime for the joy of ddlaying you.”

Vigar didn't swear, didn't Sgh, and probably didn't even twitch an eydid. He and the other Voices
did not want her here, but the Cdestid One's word was law where the Rite was concerned. They had
not spoken one word of their disagreement and would not; they were dl too far down the Peth of the
Infinite to express such petty sentiments. Maybe that’s why she preferred the Ariaden, who expressed
petty sentiments with a refreshing forthrightness. The Stanese aren’t bad at it either, she thought,
amiling to hersdlf, remembering Rian’s outburst at the Gila Stel.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes. The many lamps made the chamber even warmer than usud and the
dill ar fdt gde in her lungs The patterns of the Rite existed both in this world and the plane of the
Infinite. Following the design as it wove in and out through here and there made her eyes ache dl the way
down to her toes. In building the Rite dl it took was an awareness of the Infinite and the Rit€'s shape
both in it and this world. Untwiding that complexity was a far greater task than building it in the firg



place. She said, “It's actudly intersecting with the edge of the First Mountain. | don't like that.”

“You don't? | find it ddightful that the excrescence is dmost touching one of the foca points of the
power of earth,” Vigar said, histone just as arid as hers.

Maskelle looked up at him, surprised at the show of temper. Smiling, she said, “Redly, Vigar, | didn't
know you had it in you.” The other Voices, sanding or kneding around the chamber, dl gazed & himin
mild shock. There were fourteen of them here. With dl the confusion, Igarin had not yet been replaced,
and though the others had been summoned when the disaster occurred, most were dill en route from the
Temple Centersin the rest of the Empire.

Vigar amiled sourly. “1 take it you concur with our deductions.”

She dghed. “I agree it's not just a random disruption with dark-colored sand. It's woven in the
Infinite, just like the rest of the Rite” The new part was ill forming symbols, as if continuing to delineste
the landscape as the rest of the Rite was. But without knowing what the symbols meant, there was no
way they could tdl what landscape it was. It might be another way of representing the section of the
basin below the First Mountain and the edge of the Western Sea, which was what should be occupying
that area, or it could be something totaly unknown. “1 don't see anything you haven't dready seen.” She
gestured helpledy. “Whatever it is that makes it rebuild itsdf after you remove it...” She had thought
about this dl night, and the only reasonable posshility that occurred to her wasn't dl that reasonable.
Sill, it was better than no theory at dl. “There could be a second Whed of the Infinite” Because of what
the Whed was, in this world and in the Infinite, the two Wheds would in effect be the same one.
Changes made to one would affect the other. “When whoever built it makes tharr adjusments to the
design, we see them reflected here. When you restore the origind symboals, their Whed changes to
match.”

They dl stared at her. She could sense the dishdlief sHtling over the room like a chill fog. Arda, the
only other femde Voice who was present, said carefully, “Who could do such athing?’

“Don't ask ‘who, ” Maskdle said, megting her eyes ddiberatdly. “Ask ‘how.” Once we know that,
then we'll know who.”

Ardas eyes went hooded as she turned over that thought. She and the other Voices were
conddering the idea, that Maskelle could tell, but Vigar was the only one who was gaing a the Whed
indeed of at Maskelle. She waited, saying nothing, seeing the caculation in his eyes. After atime he said
dowly, “It would have to be Stuated on a power center, somewhere in Kushor-At.” He lifted an ironic
brow. “Perhaps the Baran Dir?’

She amiled back. She had to admit, it didn't seem likdy. The power centers were dl caefully
mapped, dl supporting temples or other places of importance in the Infinite. All it would take was an
unoccupied room of good Sze, protected from stray breezes, but there would be too many opportunities
for discovery in the temples. “Perhgps not. But this entire Situation is unlikdly.”

Vigar's brows drew together as he considered. He shook his head dightly. “It seems difficult to
believe, but. . .” He turned to the other Voices. “We will order a search of the mgor temples.”

There were no 9ghs or mutterings of disagreement, but Maskdle could tdl the others were not
convinced. Vigar ignored the potentid conflict and looked to Maskelle again. “Now that we've
addressed the question of “how,” perhaps we could examine ‘why.” What is our opponent atempting to
do with his Whed? What is the purpose of these disruptions?’

For the firg time, he had admitted the existence of an opponent and was not trying to pretend that this
was some sort of naturd occurrence. Maskelle met Vigar's eyes, willing him to understand. “You may
have to let one of them grow alittle, so that we can see what it’strying to make.”

Vigar didn't reply, but his mouth twisted ruefully as he looked at the Rite. Arda said, “We had



thought perhaps you would recognize the symbals, if this was the creetion of a dark power.”

So that wasiit. “One of my dark powers, you mean? Maskelle said, lifting a brow. Now we get to
the heart of the matter . This was undoubtedly why the other Voices had agreed to her presence here.
“Unfortunately not.” The strange symbols had been laborioudy extracted from the Rite over the past
three days. According to Vigar, there was a group of monks and nuns set to making copies of them onto
wooden tablets, which were then taken to the various temple libraries, where other groups searched for
clues among the accumulated wisdom of the Koshans and the Celestia Empire.

Vigar looked even more depressed. “Then we will trace it again, from the Angle of Ascension of the
Southern Range, and seeif that illuminates the Stuation any.”

Well, that's something anyway, Maskelle thought. Vigar agreed with her and was now willing to
admit it, if not in so many words. The others didn’'t Sgh or groan, but from the generd air that hung over
the chamber, they might as well have.

Chapter 8

contents - previous | next

By afternoon, Rian had gleaned a good ded of information about temple life from talking to the nun
Tiar, the servants who came and went in the court, and a group of young priests who had come out to
discuss some obscure point of Koshan philosophy and instead had taken the opportunity to find out if
Rian knew anything about the progress of the Rite. From them Rian had aso found out a great ded about
Veran and his rdations with the Lady Marada, and it dl made him that much more impatient to discover
how the Voice Igarin had been killed.

One of his new acquaintances, a non-Koshan who was paid to manage the Marai’s stores of food
and lamp ail, had told him that the seventh-level priest who acted as Temple Master and supervised its
day-to-day running would have had charge of Igarin’s body.

By wandering around the lower levels and asking people, Rian tracked the Temple Master to a room
in the outer libraries that faced away from the causeway. He was not a young man, but he wasn't old
ether, and had a bullnecked build more like a laborer or a wrestler than a scholar priest. His face was
round and bland, his expresson deceptively mild. He was seated on a ma near a window, with severd
lacquer tablets around him and his fingers stained from charcoa writing sticks. He looked up inquiringly
when Rian stopped in the doorway and said, “Yes?’

Rian redized he 4ill didn’'t know the complex system of bows for the different ranks, or even what
respect was accorded a man who was a seventh-level priest and adso had charge of the whole Mara, so
he just launched into what he had come for. “I wanted to ask about the Voice who died. They sad he
hesn't been buried?’ He suppressed awince at the baldness of the question. At least if | offend him too
much | can always play dumb foreigner.

Bang a Koshan, the priest didn’t react to this admittedly bizarre query other than to say, “It's our
cusom to gt vigl for seven days when Kaoshans of an advanced leve die. This is to make sure they
haven't joined the Infinite temporarily and mean to return.” He looked regretful. “The body has begun to
decay, s0 it doesn't appear Igarin will be coming back to us”

“Oh,” Rian said, somewhat caught off guard. And | thought she was making that up. So maybe the
Cdedid One redly had died and come back to life But the Temple Master hadn't caled for guards or
thrown him out yet, so he forged on. “Could | see the body?’
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The Temple Master eyed him thoughtfully. “Why?’
Good question, Rian thought. “Maskelle told me to,” he said, thinking it was worth atry.

The man's expression immediady changed. Rian redlized he might just be able to get further with the
implication that if he faled to follow Maskelle's orders something terrible would happen to him than
anything else. The Magter et the tablets asde and gathered his robe to stand. “Very wel.”

It turned out that the dead man was kept not in the Mara itsdf but in the living quarters attached to it,
which were in the second gdlery on the west side. The rain had started again, harder this time, but the
quarters could be reached by waking through the outer gdleries that formed the great outsde square
around the main temple and separated the outer court from the inner.

The living quarters were two leves of stone cells opening onto the long porticos facing the temple.
The Master led Rian to a room on the lower floor where several young monks sat just outsde. They
stood up to make bows as the Master approached. He motioned them to St again and stepped past
them into the room.

Rian glanced around, trying to keep his expresson blank. If this was the room Igarin had lived in, then
Voices didn’'t get much for ther service. Surdy the man had had a house somewhere, and this was only
the room he used while he was at the Marai. The wals were carved with forest scenes and spirit dancers,
but otherwise it was bare except for a brass incense burner and a few bowlsfilled with flower petas. The
dead man lay on a dark blue slk mat on the floor of the chamber, wrapped in forma Koshan robes. The
candles were lit in dl the niches and the bronze holders, caging a soft glow on the corpse. There was
herdly any smdl of decay and the man didn’t look as if he had been dead more than a day. Rian looked
a the Magter, suspicious. “Thisis Igarin?’

I‘Ya’l
“Thisman’s been dead four days?’

“Yes” The Magter explained gently, “The Voices have strong ties with the Infinite. Their souls are
woven within it, and when they dig, it takes some time for those ties to unwind. Thar bodies decay very
dowly.”

Rian circled the corpse, playing for time and wondering how he could manage to get a closer look. It
was hard to tdl what Igarin’s age had been. His features had dready taken on the sameness of desth and
he was wrapped up to his chin in the robes. The Master was watching hm closdy. Rian asked, “How
exactly did he die?’

The Magter's round face was grim as he remembered. “He had difficulty bregthing. It came on
suddenly. One moment he was working as usud, the next he was gasping for breath. They carried him
out of the Rite chamber, thinking it was the heat. While they were trying to revive him, he died out in the
court.” He gestured, trying to convey the hopelessness of those find moments. “It happened very
quickly.”

“Were you there?’

“Not when it firg struck him.” The man shook his head. “I was working in the Solar Library. The
shouts for hdp summoned me to the court, but | only reached it intime to seehim die”

If that was dl true, then it had to be something quick, something given to the old man not long before
he died. “He wasn't ill beforehand?’

“No.” The Magter eyed him thoughtfully. “He had had nothing to eat or drink since the evening
before, dmog an entire day. The Voices fagt while they perform ther parts of the Rite” He added, “We
thought of poison, too.”

Rian scratched his head, sudying the corpse. “In the Sintane there's a poison caled thisock, that can



be given through the skin. Assassins treet the outside of a cup with it, and if the vicim picks it up before it
dries, he's dead.” This was dl true, though irrdevant, snce thisock took forever to work and didn't
cause the difficulty in breathing Igarin had experienced.

The man's brows drew together. “1 hadn’t heard of that. Isit a plant that grows in the lowlands?’

Rian shrugged. “No. But it has to be dried and ground to powder before you can make the poison
fromit” He added carefully, “It leaves discolorations on the skin.”

Frowning, the Master stepped forward and stooped to inspect the corpse’s hands. Rian knelt next
to him, trying not to show undue haste, and said, “Better check everywhere.”

The Master unwrapped the corpse’s robe and began to examine the cold waxy skin. Rian watched
caefully. He wasn't sure what he was looking for; something that made as little sense as dl the rest of it,
something strange. Despite the downess of the decay, there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary.
Then the Master turned the corpse’s head and Rian said, “Wait.”

“What?’
“There, isthat abruise?’ Rian pointed to the back of the corpse’s neck.

“l can't tdl.” The Master stood and took down one of the candles. As he hdd it carefully over the
body, the light fdl on the neck and head.

Rian turned the head a litle more. That’s it. There was a didinctive round bruise a the back of the
neck. He lifted the chin and there it was, though it shouldn’t be there. A thin line of bruisng across
Igarin’s throat. He sat back, thinking it over, distractedly rubbing his hand off on his breeches.

“What does that mean?’ the Master demanded, frowning.

“Strangling marks.” Rian pointed to the long bruise across the throat. “That's where the cord caught
his neck. A thick, soft cord, by the look of it.” On mog of the srangled corpses Rian had seen it had
been done with wire, which cut the skin and left a far more visble mark. “The bruise on the back of the
neck isfrom the killer's hand.”

The Master squinted, moved the candle around to throw the light from different angles, trying to deny
the evidence of his own eyes. Findly he shook his head, baffled. “1t’'s there, but it can’t be there. He was
gruck ill in front of fourteen Voices of the Ancestors and the Cdegtid One. He died in the court of the
Mara, in front of a dozen Koshans and servants and guards. There was no one near him except those
who were trying to save him.”

“l know,” Rian said, not hdpfully. He sympathized, but it was only one of the impossible things he
had encountered in the past few days. “I just find them, | don’t explain them.”

* * %

The Temple Master sent the monks outside the chamber running to bring various seventh-leve priests
to conault, then stood outside the door to Igarin’s room, staring thoughtfully into the distance.

“What will you do?’ Rian asked him, curious.

He shook his head dightly. “Consult the temple libraries to see if this or anything like it has ever
happened before.”

“Itll be in there?” Rian rubbed the back of his neck, trying not to reved how unlikdy he found the
idea

“If a Koshan was present when it happened, or heard of it, it will be in the libraries” The Temple

Master amiled briefly, as if he wasn't the least bit fooled by Rian's tone. His expresson sobering, he
added, “1 hope they find something. Otherwise, it's aforeign magic.”



Rian looked away across the grassy court. It was a green so deep, even under the grey sky and the
midy drizzle, that it dmogt didn't look red. He knew he should get back to the court outsde the centra
tower. The Temple Magter had this in hand and there was nothing else he could do here, but he
hestated. Findly he said, “I have a question about Koshan philosophy.”

The Temple Master gestured. “AK it.”
“Wha isthe Adversary?’

The Temple Master flicked a glance a him, but didn’t seem to fed the need to inquire about the
reason for the quegtion. “It's dmog eadier to tdl you what the Adversary is not,” he said dowly. “The
Adversary isthe only Ancestra spirit that was never a living being. It was created by the other spirits to
destroy evil. The other Ancestors speak to the Voices, giving advice and counsd, and they are aso tied
to specific places. Many of them are tied to the place where they lived, when they existed among us as
people. There is no absolute proof of this, Snce they lived so long ago there are no written records, only
gtories and myths. But the Baran Dir was built on the place where the Ancestors that are associated with
heding were said to have made their home, and it is a fact that thar Voices are dways the strongest
there. Since the Adversary was never aliving being, it is personified only inits Voice. So the Voice of the
Adversary isnot just the Adversary’ s voice, but the Adversary itsdf. Or hersdlf.”

Rian found himsdf garing at the carving on the nearest pillar, a scene of some human-shaped soirit
gving audience to a hogt of warriors. He was beginning to recognize the subtle differencesin the face and
the relative Sze of the figure that marked the way the Kushorit portrayed the Ancestors as different from
ordinary humans. He said, “So they hear spirit voices in their heads.” He glanced at the priest and saw
the man was watching him dertly. “And what the spirits say is dways true?’

“Always. But it can be misunderstood. Learning how to understand the meaning of the Ancestors
messages is one of the primary reasons for the years of ingruction in Koshan philosophy. It is the reason
there are Koshans & dl.”

Two blue-robed priests were crossng the court a a hurried pace, probably the fird of those
summoned by the monks. Rian nodded to the Temple Master and vaulted the balustrade, landing on the
ground below and garting back toward the man temple.

Maskelle didn't emerge from the tower uniil very late in the evening. Somewhere behind the clouds
the waning moon would be rigng and the stars coming out. The rain had stopped and the ar was heavy
and warm and dill. The lamps set in niches and hung from the gdleries and windows on the upper levels
of the court threw dtripes of gold on the dick pavement.

She dretched, feding the ache in her shoulders and lower back. This was only a temporary respite.
She was going to have to go back in a few hours, when Vigar would make his find decison whether to
remove the damage to the Rite or not. She wasn't looking forward to that. She looked up and saw Rian
gtting on the wide balustrade of the sde gdlery’'s portico, under the carving of entwined spirit dancers,
and started toward him. “Were you here dl day?’ she demanded.

He countered. “I found out some things”
I‘Wrm’

He hopped down from the baustrade and as they left the centrd court through the west wind
passage, he told her about Marada's vidts to Veran and the marks on Igarin’'s body. “The Temple
Master said he was going to try to find out if anything like this has ever happened before. He thinks it'll
be in the libraries somewhereif it has”

They were in the outer gdlery by the time he reached the end of the story and Maskelle stopped to



look back at the Maral. Lamps lit in the windows and between the pillars outlined the stepped domes
and the upper gdleries. Her thinking was il fuzzy, hdf her mind ill in the Rite and the Infinite. If Igarin’'s
death had been caused by a spdll, and it had to be a spell, then it was of a kind she hadn’t encountered
before. *“So it acts like poison but kills like a garroter. And why would Marada, if it is her, want to do
this?” She used both hands to scratch her head vigoroudy, feding two or three braids come loose, trying
to get her witsto work again. “Is she a sorceress sent from the Garekind Idands looking for awar?’

“There's nothing that says she came from the Garekind Idands,” Rian pointed out. “Nathing except
her word.”

Maskelle stopped, her hands in her hair, frowning a the temple. The Ancestors were taking a lot
tonight and she couldn’t understand one word. “What makes you say that?”

“Givas sad the story he heard from the Quay Arbiter’s servants is that she came off a boat from
Tda, with a retinue of unfriendly maids and guards who supposedly can't speak Kushorit, with nothing
to prove she was from Garekind except a letter with the sedl of some High Sea Lord.”

Tda was anidand port a the mouth of the Great River. Ships from dl over the world docked there.
She could be from anywhere. Or she could have taken a ferry across from the mainland to buy
passage on a river barge, and just claimed to have arrived on a seagoing vessel. Obvioudy Rian
was thinking along the same lines. “Who is Givas?’

Rian jerked his head toward the temple. “He' s the old man who takes care of the lamps in the lower
passage on the west Sde and sweeps the big court in the middle”

“Oh.” Maskdle digested this. “The Garekind Idands aren't the end of the world. They have an
embassy a the Cdestid Emperor’s court, the ambassador must have heard of her—"

“*Maybe he would have” Rian regarded her with a brow lifted ironicdly. “But he died, three days
before she got here, and no replacement’ s come yet. Hisfamily and servants have dl left to go home, and
the few Garekind Idanders who are staying to wait for the new ambassador have been here so long
they’re dmost Kushorit now themselves, and wouldn't know the differenceif she said she was ther own
long-lost daughter.”

“How nice for her.” Maskelle shook her head. “I’'m no good, | can't think. Let’s go home.”

They walked back the long way around, Maskelle oblivious to the light rain. The Marai was at the
intersection of saverd mgor cands, causeways, and streets; there were ill people about, il lamps lit a
market gdls or carried in the hands of servants lighting the way for pdanquins, some of which were
elaboratdy decorated and had avnings stretched into fantastic shapes, sailing ships or giant garuda birds.
When they reached the gate of their house, Maskelle stopped abruptly.

After thar initid reluctance the Ariaden had made themsdves comfortable. The place was as bright as
abawd's house, every lamp lit in the house' s upper floor and the outdoor kitchen. From the collection of
clothes and bedding hanging in the open areas of the lower floor, they had aso been catching up on their
washing. The scent of roast pork and baked taro gill hung over the court, and on the upper levd gdlery
Old Mdi was on her hands and knees scrubbing the floorboards—apparently for the sheer pleasure of
having a floor again, Snceit had been as dean as possble that morning.

In the open area under the tallest trees they had put up a rough scaffold, with hooks and a system of
levers and pulleys to lift heavy scenery and puppets. It was knocked together out of cheap materids and
in a frighteningly haphazard manner. The ground of the court bore evidence of the presence of a large
number of people by churned-up mud, scattered flower petals, and torn fragments from straw mats and
rugs. Maskelle shook her head wearily. “I seem to remember rashly assuring them they could give
performances here. | had no idea they’d put up the whole damn stage and start tonight.”

“Isthat what that is?’



“Yes. You haven't seen Ariaden theater beforeindl its glory?’

Rian shook his head. “I’ ve seen kiradi. They used to come on the Trade Road over the Riadur Pass.”
When he noticed Maskelle staring at himin surprise, he added defensively, “It was something to look at.”

“They had kiradi theater a Markand?’ Maskelle asked, bemused. She had pictured the place as
something like awild boar pit, only with people.

“The Holder Lord liked to pretend to understand foreigners” Rian said, as they started up the dtairs
into the house. “And they had kiradi theater in the High Lord's Hold at Bdladira, so we had to have it
too.”

The man room now looked asif the Ariaden had been living in the house for years. Wooden puppet
cases were stacked up just indde, and rugs from the wagons had been strewn across the polished
floorboards. Their own lamps and battered crockery were piled on the low table and the lacquered
chests. Mogt of the actors were gathered here, discusing the success of ther fird production in
Duvapore with a lot of gesturing, ydling, and rice and padm wine. Ragim stood up to greet them, his
steps wobbling alittle.

“Did it go wel?’ Maskelle asked him.

Radtim gestured happily. “It was wonderful. There was a very good crowd. Wedthy people and ther
sarvants. Thereé's some important officids from the digtricts outside the city saying in the houses dong

this street, and they came with their guests. A man even asked us to perform at the festival that’s coming
up!”

Maskelle stopped. “The Equinox?’

“Ves”

“Wha was the man's name?’

Ragtim thought abouit it, weaving back and forth dightly. “Giaram Kisnd Something . . .
“The G'Ram Kisil?’

“Yes, that was it” Rasim beamed. “He's going to send his people to make the arrangements
tomorrow. He said we should perform in the Grand Plazaiin front of the Outer Court. Is that a theater?’

“Sort of. You'll likeit. Lots of room for the stage,” Maskelle assured him.

Radtim turned to give thisintdligence to the others and Maskelle and Rian escaped down the passage
to the degping rooms. Keeping her voice low, she explained, “The G'Ram Kimil is the warden of the
public fegtivals. It's a post gppointed by the High Minigter, to organize entertainments for the crowds to
keep them under control while the priests are performing the Rites. The grand square is the plaza in front
of the Marai. Radim has just agreed to make Ariaden theater a principd part of the entertainments for
the largest fedtival of the year.”

“l hope that’s a good thing,” Rian muttered.

“It's whet they came for,” Maskdle said, amiling a little to hersdf. “It doesn’t surprise me. They tdl
the stories very differently from the traditiond plays that the Kushorit are used to. | just hope Rastim and
the others don't mind performing in front of severa thousand people. | don't think they’re used to
crowds that Sze”

“Y ou mean after the festiva we could have hdf the city lining up to get into our cow yard?’

“Wel, yes” Maskelle found the room where Old Mdi had brought her things in. Her faded Tiengan
blankets had been lad out on the bed pad. “I hadn't thought of that.” She pulled her muddy sandds off
and dropped down onto the cushion. “Maybe | should find somewhere else for them to do it. | could get
the Cdedtid One to give them another house”



Rian sat behind her and started to rub her shoulders. It was even harder to think with his fingers
digging into the tense muscles of her shoulders and neck, but she made hersdf ask, “It would make more
sense if we knew why Marada wanted to do this, if she did do this”

“Why has to be somebody ese's job. | just know who. There€'s too many coincidences. She's the
Emperor’ s concubine but—"

“She's not a concubing,” Maskelle objected. Surely the Emperor’s not old enough for that, she
told hersdf. She hadn’t been gone that many years. “She's a Court Lady.”

“Whatever you want to cdl it. She comes down to the temples to make friends with priests, and out
of dl of them she picks Veran, and out of dl of them Veran's possessed by a demon.”

“Wedl, when you put it that way,” Maskelle said thoughtfully. She remembered she had respongibilities
to her little household, whether it chose to listen to her orders or not, and asked, “Did you get anything to
edt today?’

“The Temple Master fed me. He feds sorry for me because you brought me here againgt my will and
everything.”

“Oh, thank you. That'sdl | needed,” she grumbled. She felt warm breath on her cheek, then his teeth

in her earlobe. At that less than opportune moment Firac strolled in with a Koshan priestess following
him. “ Someone wants to see you,” Firac said brightly.

. The priestess looked startled. Maskelle Sghed and Rian sat back on the cushions, propping himsdlf
up on one ebow. Fortunately the priestess was only second levd, so it would take & least a day or two
for the story to spread dl over the city. Firac ducked out of the room and the woman cleared her throat
and said, “I was sent from Niare of GilaStdl.”

“YS’?’
“Theyoung priest Veran is dead.”
Maskdle said sharply, “When?’ at the same time Rian sat up and demanded, “How?’

The woman looked from one to the other and opted to answer both. “He died not an hour ago. Late
this afternoon, after the chief hedler changed the treatment, he dept quiglly and seemed much improved.
The monk who was watching him said he woke and asked for water, and when he gave it to him he lay
back down, and the next moment he was dead. The chief heder came from his quarters to examine him
but. . .” She gestured hepledy.

Rian flung himsdf to his feet, an abrupt move that made the priestess start and eye him a little
nervoudy. He paced across the room, muttering to himsdlf. Maskelle demanded, “Was anything wrong
with the water?’

The priestess turned back to her. “No, nothing. The chief hedler tried it himsdf.”

“Tried it imsdf—" Maskelle rubbed her face. Foolish, lucky . . . There were a greet many words to
describe the chief heder’s action, but there was no point in saying them to this woman. “All right. Is that
al?

“Yes. Niare says she will come to the Mara tomorrow to speak to you hersdf.”
“Very wdl. Thank you.”

Rian managed to contain himsdf until the woman had left, then he said, “It was Marada. She was
there today. Why can't the Cdegtid One just order his guards to go get her?’

“Because we don't have any proof,” Maskelle said, exasperated. “Just because she's in the right
place at the right time, and she can’t prove she's who she says sheiis, and her circumstances a court are
suspicious . . " She was hardly convincing hersdf with this, and Rian's expression told her it wasn't



working on him, elther. She added, “And anyway it's not the Celestid One who has to be convinced, it's
the Emperor.” If Marada had been a Koshan, the Cdestid One could have questioned her himsdlf. If she
hed been any ordinary Kushorit citizen, the Celestid One could have dragged a Magidtrate out of bed for
an order to have the Congtabulary watch her home. But as a foreigner in the Ceegtid Court, she was
under the Emperor’s protection. It was more frudrating for Maskelle than Rian redlized. If she had il
been able to widd the tempora power of the Voice of the Adversary, she would have been able to go to
the Cdedtid Home and arrest Marada hersdf. “Andif she's as influentid as rumor says, hell be hard to
convince”

Rian flung himsdf down on the cushions next to her. “Then let’s get proof. | know where she lives
Givastold me”

Maskelle buried her face in her hands. | took an oath not to meddle with the Celestial Court. |
should tell my suspicions to the Celestial One and not pursue this myself. But she asked, “What do
you expect to find?’

“l don't know. Something. They aways forget something.”
Maskelle considered it. “You don't think she's clever enough to cover her tracks?’

“I've seen lots of clever people who didn't and ended up stretched on an execution rack with
buzzards edting ther innards” Rian shook his head and looked toward the doorway. Maskele could
read impatience to be out and away in every line of his body. “She has a private guesthouse like this one,
to the west in the Principa City, near the big east-west cand. She doesn't live in the paace and the
Emperor’s men don't search her rooms. Why shouldn't she keep her poisons or her magics there?”

“The Emperor wouldn't have men search her rooms even if she did live a the palace, not unless she
did something to warrant it,” Maskelle corrected, but there was sense in what he said. And another
grim little window on life in Markand, she added to hersdlf. Her oath warred with logic and indinct,
and logic and indinct won. If we' re wrong, then we' ve caused no trouble and nobody will be hurt. “I
can't go tonight, | have to go back to the Mara soon. WEll have to wat urtil . . .” She hestated,
frowning. She had no idea when or if the work on the Rite would give her leisure to run about the city
sneaking into peopl€'s houses.

“It's better if | go done” Rian pointed out. “I'm less likdy to be recognized. Nobody knows me”

“Hmm.” He was probably right, for more reasons than that. She was not exactly accustomed to
acting by gedth. “It'll be better to wait another couple of hours before you go. The homes of courtiers
and government officids are down there. They'll entertain until late at night, and it's not far from the
pleasure garden didrict.”

“If she'sthere | can't search the place. Asitis, | may have to try afew times before | can get in”

“Veay wdl.” Maskele gave in, not too ungracefully. He spoke with the confidence of someone who
did thisevery day. | hope kjardin isn’t also Stanese for “ housebreaker .”

“Jugt don't get caught.”

Chapter 9

contents - previous | next

Thiswas thefirg time Rian had been out of the Firgt City. He had familiarized himsdf with the layout
of Duvapore by taking to the porters and servants at the Marai and the post house they had stayed in
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the firgt night. With the cands and the long avenues, and the Kushorit fascination with east-west and
north-south axes, it wasn't a difficult plan to commit to memory.

Kushor-An, the Principd City, had five mgor entrances, and Rian found the causeway that led to the
nearest by going past the Marai and the amdler satdlite temples beyond it. At one point he passed
through a market where many of the sdls were dill open and found himsdf pausing in front of a cloth
vendor. The lengths of slk and cotton and brocade sparkling with gold thread were displayed to
advantage in the light from dozens of brass lamps. He found himsdf wanting to buy something for
Maskelle, though for a kjardin to give a gift to his lord was unthinkable. But then, he wasn't kjardin
anymore. And Maskedlle made the Lady Holders of the Sintane look about as formidable as the frazzled
womean a the other gdl sdling gourds. You don’t have the money, anyway, he reminded himsdf, and
kept moving.

The causaway to Kushor-An turned out to be a 9ght worth seeing in itsdf.

Walking down its broad paved length in the cool damp night ar, he passed between stone giants,
each more than thirty feet tdl. In thelight of the torches mounted between them, he could see some were
meant to look benevolent while others were grotesque six-headed mongters. In another place he would
have thought they were meant to represent gods, but here, there was no tdling. In the darkness beyond
the barrier of the giants there was sometimes the water of a cana, sometimes marshy ground. It was too
dark to seeif there were any buildings there.

Even a thistime of night there were ill people out: porters with yokes over their shoulders, peddiers
with exotic goods or food, idlers, guards, and servants forming processions for the palanquins of the rich.
Evenin Markand and the High Lord's Belladira, the two largest Holds in the whole Sintane, the streets
would have been dark as pitch and empty of everything but demons, thieves, and murderers at this time
of night. Duvapore ill pulsed with life.

Rian wasn't the only foreigner out late, ether. He saw severd Medara Idanders with dan marks
painted on ther faces and other travellers who could easily be from any of the outer provinces, though
there was no one who looked Sitanese. A party of Mahlindi merchants in their brightly patterned robes
stood under one of the giants, gesturing up at it and talking excitedly. Rian crossed to the other Sde of the
causaway in case these were the same Mahlindi who had been on the Great Road with them, but they
were too occupied to notice him. Then a procession escorting some noble from Kutura-clane came
down the causaway guided by a Kushorit officdd and some menin city guard livery. The Kutura-clane
wore bright feathered cloaks and tal headdresses and even the Mahlindi stopped to stare at them as they
went past. Rian fdt less conspicuous every momert.

Maskelle, fortunatdly, had not thought of the argument that there were not many Stanese in
Duvapore and that she and Rian had been seen together dl over Kushor-At, so he was judt as likdy to
be recognized at this point as she was. And she thinks you ‘re not going to find anything, he thought.
Jugt because Maskele waan't likdy to leave damning evidence strewn about didn't meen the Lady
Marada was as careful. People who thought they were clever enough to plot secret killings often made
the same migtakes as haf-witless petty thieves. And, he told himsdf, it's been a long time since you
caught somebody you didn’t wish had gotten away. His oaths had forced him to send dozens of men
and women to traitors deaths for trying to kill the Holder Lord, something he had wanted to do himsdf,
probably far more than any of them had.

At the end of the causeway was a gate guarded by two stone eephants, each large enough to do
battle with any of the giants. Ther tusks looked like red ivory, and on ther harnesses gilt and gems
glittered in the torchlight. Past the gate a wide avenue led up to another grest temple, its lower levels hung
with lamps, but mogt of it ot in darkness. That had to be the Baran Dir. From seeing it a a distance in
daylight Rian knew it was a truly massve structure, larger even than the Marai, and that dl the towers
were topped by benign stone faces. The Palace was somewhere up there too, to the west of the temple.



There were dozens of large buildings around the Baran Dir, some wood, some stone, visble only as
lighted windows in shapeless masses in the night. The avenue leading toward the temple stretched
between two cands where pleasure boats dill drifted, the lamps on their bows reveding people in bright
slks lounging on cushions and drinking wine.

He found the street he wanted hafway down the avenue to the Baran Dir and crossed a bridge over
the cand to reach it. The street was lined by large palisaded houses, hanging lamps glowing golden on
roofs ornamented with heavy carving and widdy extended beams, shade trees and pams growing in their
courts. Maskelle had been right, severd houses were brightly lit and noisy, with richly dressed people
and servants going in and out of the gates and smdl caravans of paanquins crowding the street in front of
them. Rian counted down and found the one that should be Marada's. It was dark except for a muted
olow of light over the palisade, probably from the outdoor kitchen.

He went down the street cautioudy, saying away from the lighted gates, his boots making little noise
on the soft ground. There was another cand at the far end—he could glimpse reflected light on the water
between the buildings fronting it. The wideness of the street and the flowering bushes planted dong the
palisades made stedth easy. The house compounds were set gpart from each other, with dleys between
them leading over to the next street. He dipped down the dley next to Marada's guesthouse and saw
that behind it on the other street was what must be the manse of some high offidd or noble it was three
gories high, with lamps glowing and people moving on dl the baconies. He hesitated, but the noisy
house' s courtyard was large, and a stand of trees blocked the direct view into the dley. If he waited and
came back tomorrow there would be every chance the owner would be holding an entertainment then,
too.

Rian jumped and caught the top of the paisade, hauling himsdf up to look over and scraping his
hands on the rough wood. The court was empty, the house dark. On the far Sde there was firdight and a
couple of lamps near the kitchen hearth, but if anyone was there they were kegping quiet. Marada only
hed afew maids and 9x or so menservants, congdering the Sze of the processions that Kushorit nobles
routindy dragged dong to their entertainments, she would have mogt of them with her. If her servants
were anything like those in the Sintane, any left behind would be dozing until their mistress returned.
Drums and cymbals made a counterpoint to unfamiliar stringed insruments from the noble's house as
Rian scrambled over the top of thewadl and dropped to the packed dirt below.

He crept toward the back of the house. On the lower floor the screens had been dropped between
the pillars, dosng off what should be storage and the bathing area and quarters for the servants. Rian
didn’t mean to go up through the indde of the house anyway. He froze as a voice spoke softly from the
kitchen area and another answered. Two at least, he thought. The words were incomprehensible but
then according to the gossp Marada' s servants couldn’t or wouldn't speak Kushorit.

Rian waited long enough to be sure the two weren't about to jump up and investigate any suspicious
noises, then he continued to the back of the house. There he dimbed up the outsde of the great corner
pillar, feding for hand- and footholds in the carving. The wood was dick with damp and it was hard
going. It occurred to him that being caught sneeking into the chambers of aforeign noble lady who was a
guest of the Celegtid Emperor himsdf was a transgression likdly to badly upset even the usudly serene
Kushorit. The explanation that he was only looking for Sgns that she was a poisoner and a murderess
was not likely to be wdl received either. Worry about that when it happens, he told himsdf.

He reached the raling of the veranda and climbed over, dropping down to a crouch. The house
stayed quiet and dark, and the low muiter of voices continued from the outdoor kitchen. He dipped into
the nearest doorway.

A smdl cage lamp had been I€ft lit in the inner hal and he picked it up. If he stayed away from the
doors and windows on the far sde, the light wouldn't be seen from the kitchen area just below. He
skirted the edge of the common room, the light gleaming off the lacquered woodwork and the colors in



the wdl pantings. The room was bare except for the low table and the cushions that mugt have come
with the place. He passed on into the degping rooms.

The house was larger than theirs but not so wdl laid out, the individud rooms bigger but not so many
of them. The firg few he looked into were aso oddly bare. The bed cushions had been unrolled so he
supposed they were occupied, but their owners had I€ft little Sgn of their presence behind. The Ariaden
had moved into their house in force with puppets, stage parapherndia, children’'s toys, dishes, and
discarded dothing. This house looked like theirs had the day they had arrived.

Then he reached a large chamber at the back and paused in the doorway, baffled. It was anything but
bare. The floor and the bedding were littered with slk wraps in jewd-like colors, the wooden chests
covered with scent bottles and tangled jewelry, jade and pearl gleaming softly in the light from the lamp.

He took a dow step into the room, by habit careful not to disturb anything, though it looked as though
an ox had dready trundled through. So she has the laziest servants in Garekind, or wherever she
comes from. Funny that she let them get away with it. Rian had lived in the private chambers of both the
Lady Holder of Rivewait and the Holder Lord of Markand, and been wdl acquainted with the persond
lives of many nobles as part of his duties, and he knew people of that class didn't live like this. The room
amdled foul, too, asckly swest, rotten odor.

He poked around in the fdl of dlk on the floor with the toe of his boot and uncovered another blaze
of color. He kndlt to look more closaly, pushing the crumpled fabric aside to reved a Berani carpet. It
was a large one, dmogt hdf the length of the room, deep red trimmed with black, with figures of stags
and big cats and a whole bestiary of mountain animas picked out in gold and Slver threads in exquisite
detall. Rian whigtled slently in appreciation.

These carpets came from lands far to the north and had to be carted over miles of frozen mountains
before even coming within reach of the Sitanese traders, who paid raw gold for them. The Holder Lord
of Markand, the biggest pig’'s ass in creation, had had one not a quarter this Sze and kept it properly
hung up on the wall to prevent it being soiled. Rian knew what that one had cost, and this, with finer
colors and so much larger, must be worth far more; it had to be one of those gifts from the Cdedtid
Emperor they had heard about.

And she treats it like sawdust. Rian lifted aside a length of indigo slk to see a broken bowl and a
large dried gain of brown sauce. That was the source of the foul odor. Ants had found it and a trall of
them led away under the other debris. He stood, shaking his head. The Lady Marada was one thing on
the outsde and something ese on the ingde. That was worth natice in itsdf, but it dill didn't prove
anything. It didn’t make her interest in the priest Veran anything other than sympethetic and it didn’t mean
she had killed him.

He started to search in earnest, Sfting through the scarves and robes and the other litter on the floor
and the bed. He sniffed the scent vids and checked the scattered collection of jars of creams and colored
powders, but they seemed to contain nothing harmful. He searched the two chests at the back of the
room, but they held only folded linen. The chest a her bedside was next and he shifted double handfuls
of tangled gold chains, hair ornaments, am and ankle rings off it before he was findly able to lift the lid.

It held more crumpled slk, more chains and armlets, a headpiece with jade lappets, and in the bottom
awooden box, inlad with polished stone. Rian lifted it out and opened it, expecting more jewdry or
another neglected Imperid gift. Probably cracked sun-diamonds or spilled godwine, to judge by
what she did with the carpet. The box contained a bdl of ivory or soft stone, carved with a complex
design. It wasn't Kushorit, oddly enough. Every avalable stone or wood surface in the Empire had
caving onit, and Rian fdt he would have been able to recognize Kushorit work now if he was haf-blind.
Thiswas unfamiliar. He turned it over thoughtfully. The lines were less degant, the hand not as skilled as
mogt Kushorit work. There were no flowers or people worked into the design, and it was strangdy
asymmetrical. The candidight touched it, turning the dull surface to pearl, then to an opaescence tha



amost seemed to glow. Rian redized a heartbest later that the light was coming from within the stone.

He closed the box and sat back on his hedls. That's... interesting. He hadn't known what he was
looking for when he had come here, but now he had the strong feding he had just found it.

He started at a sharp voice from the front of the house. His time had run out. He dumped the box and
ahandful of jewdry into one of the sk shawls and wrapped it up into a makeshift bag. If the thing was as
important as it looked, they would miss it quickly; let them think he was a thief and it might buy a little
time

Rian bolted down the passage back to the nearest door, then out onto the veranda. He heard running
footsteps from around the front of the house and vaulted the raling.

He hit the ground and fell, ralling to help absorb the shock. Ignoring the pain that shot through his right
knee, he scrambled to hisfeet and ran for the palisade. The bundle dowed him down on the dimb; as he
reached the top someone grabbed hisleg.

He kicked backward, connected with solid flesh, and was free. He hit the ground on the other sde
and heard shouting and a gate banging open. He ran for the other cand, away from the torchlit street and
the more crowded avenue. Rian wondered how quickly the thief-takers would respond; consdering this
neighborhood was so close to the Palace, they would probably be here with dismaying speed.

There were large buildings fronting this cand, and in the dark they didn’t have the degant lines of the
houses behind him. He ran between two of them and saw there were barges pulled up on the dirt under
the pilings of the one on the right. The place stunk of fish and tar.

As he reached the muddy edge of the bank he heard voices and ducked down behind a piling. He
eased forward enough to see the front of the building. Balconies overhung the water and another barge
was floating a alamplit dock that extended out into the cand. There were three men onboard, but they
hadn’'t seen him. They were standing around alamp mounted on the side of the barge, passng a jug and
discussing the unrdiability of other boatmen not present.

Rian glanced back up the dley toward Marada's house and saw figures with lamps and torches
gathering in front of it. Marada might not have many servants, but she hadn’'t hestated to rouse her
neighbors in the emergency. He needed to get away from here, far away, fast. One of the men on the
barge stepped off onto the dock and started to untie the mooring rope. The barge was about fifteen feet
long, piled with baskets and baes. It's better than nothing, he thought grimly.

He opened the shawl and scooped out the jewdry, shoving it down into the soft mud near the
beached boats for the boatmen or some lucky beggar to find. He wrapped the shawl around the box
more tightly, then tied it around his neck.

The boatmen were pushing the barge away from the dock with heavy poles, credting ripples and
gplashes. Rian crept through the straggly grass to the bank, did over the stone embankment and into the
water, the noise of the barge’ s movement covering any sound he made.

He pushed away from the bank, toward the middle of the cand. The water was cool and at firs he
could touch the bottom, but it rapidly dropped off. The barge was drifting out from the dock and the
lamp wasn't throwing much light over the sdes. One man was paling at the front and the second at the
back. Rian took a deep breath and went under.

He came up dowly a the sSde of the barge, just his eyes and nose above the water, and caught hold
of the dimy surface of one of the pontoon logs. On the bank men were searching under the pilings of the
building next to the shipping business. The boatman who had remained behind was running toward them
with a lamp.

“What's dl that?’ a voice from the barge above his head asked.



“Who knows?’ was the philosophicd answer.

Rian relaxed a little. The barge had been caught by the dow current in the center of the cand and it
would have taken forever to turn it and bring it back to the dock anyway. The box was bumping into his
chin. He hoped the water didn't hurt it. Or break it. If the bal was like that grey glass bubble the
enspdled boy had carried into their camp outsde the dity . . . Then I’'ll be dead o fast | won't know it.

The search party on the bank was Ieft behind as the barge drifted smoothly down the cand. Buildings
rose on ether side, tal like the shipping house, some with lamps glowing in windows or on baconies. The
barge reached the point where this cand met one running north-south, and both boatmen came to this
gdeto pole off the bank. Rian clutched the box and ducked under the surface. He stayed under as long
as he could, grasping the dippery logs and waiting for the barge to turn into the other cand. It did, just
before he ran out of air, and he came up again as the barge straightened out and was caught by the new
current.

Judt as he decided he had put enough distance between himsdf and the search, the houses lining the
banks began to show more light and there were suddenly people everywhere. There were torches on the
docks and water stairs, and pleasure craft with avnings and flowers tethered near the bank. Music and
voices drifted out over the water and the light outlined the shapes of trees in lush gardens between the
buildings. The barge passed one house with four levels of baconies, dl crowded with people, and the
lamplight sparked off bronze and gold and bright colored silks. Rian sunk down until only his eyes and
nose were above the water. Fortunately dl the light on the bank would only make the center of the cand
that much darker and the reflections on the water were sure to confuse the eye.

Rian was thinking of the wild river and the large number of dangerous things that inhabited it when he
fdt something twine around his thigh. He gripped the wet log and fought the urge to throw himsdf out of
the water and up onto the barge. Then a large white flower bumped him in the head and he redlized they
were passing through a smdl underwater forest of lotus. Tdling himsdf not to be an idiot, he shook his
leg free and sank down in the water again.

Then the buildings abruptly dropped away and the barge passed a short cand that seemed to lead
into avast area of empty water. Rian redized it had to be the western baray, the large square reservoir
that was haf water supply and hdf holy symbol of something or other. He let go of the barge and let
himsdf drift toward the bank.

When the barge had passed on, he untied the shawl and set the box up on the stone embankment,
then hauled himsdf up &fter it, the water waighting his clothes, making it an unwiddy process. Findly he
was able to St on the edge. The night breeze was cool and he pulled his shirt off and wrung it out, then
drew the Holder Lord's dri to check the coating of all on it.

There were stands of trees and severd temple complexes around the baray, great dark mountains of
gone in the night, only a few lamps or torches to mark doorways. Another temple stood on a stone
idand in the center, a round one with little towers topped by elaborate cupolas. It wasn't lit and looked
tantdizing and mysterious in the night, the water reflecting back the moon-shaped porta of its doorway.
Rian made plans to come back some quiet night and explore. It occurred to him that dark magic, demons
that crossed ancient protective barriers, and the chance of being taken as a thief dl notwithstanding, he
was glad he had come to this city with Maskelle. Especidly with Maskelle.

He eyed the little wooden box, gtting innocuoudy in the sodden shawl. He just hoped they hadn’t
cometo it too late.

Much later Rian was trudging down the dtreet that pardleled the moat on the Mara’s east Sde,
dmog home. It was dill an hour or so until dawn. He had avoided the whole area around the Baran Dir



and the main gate into Kushor-An out of caution, in case one of Marada' s servants had seen him running
across the court. Consequently he had gotten lost. The lesser gate he had chosen led out into one of the
suburbs where craftamen and laborers lived, where the houses were much smdler and closer together,
though most of them 4ill had room for garden plots and breadfruit or banana trees. The streets didn't
fallow the even plan of the other areas, and the north-south cand he was usng as a landmark was further
out than he had thought. By dimbing a tree he had seen the torches that burned high in the tops of the
Mara’ s five towers and gotten pointed back in the right direction.

As he rounded the large house at the top of their street, he stopped abruptly and sank back into the
bushes next to the paisade. Three men in breastplates and hemets stood under the gate lamps of the
house across the way. They were taking to a degpy porter, who was shrugging and pointing to another
house down the street. Our house, Rian thought. Constabulary he might have expected, but not this. The
crests on ther hdmets resembled those of the men who had come to the post compound &fter the
Cdedid One's entourage had arrived. Something else going on here.

On impulse, Rian ducked back between the houses, toward the cand. Near the stone bank was a
grdl shrine dedicated to some odd little spirit with severd arms and more heads. He had seen it in the
daylight yesterday. It would have looked like a demon except that the faces on dl the heads were amiling
infar too friendly a way. Fumbling in the dark, Rian dug at the mud next to its base, making a hole. He
worked the box into it, sill wrapped in the damp shawl, and scooped dead leaves and grass over it.

Dudiing his hands off on his pants, he started back to the street. He could have worked his way back
aong the cana and gone in through their back gate, but he didn’'t know if Maskelle was il a the Mara,
and if they redly were after him, he didn’'t want to lead them right down on top of her. He dso knew
from Markand thet if they were after you, avoiding them temporarily never did you any good. The only
way to dodge trouble permanently was to ran for the outer city gates and not come back, and there were
too many reasons he didn’t want to do that.

Rian went down the street without trying to conced himsdf, stepping around the mud puddles left by
the last rain. The night ar was heavy with damp and the scent of wet greenery. The guards were gone
from the gate of the house across the way, but a prickling on the back of his neck told him they hadn’t
left entirdy. Morning life was garting to stir behind the palisades, and through the occasional open gate
he could see degpy cooks stoking the domed bread ovens.

He was dmost home, crossng in front of a dark house with a closed gate, when a man stepped out
from behind the corner of the wal in front of him, flicking up the shidd on a lantern. Rian stopped,
reached for his sword hilt, but then hooked his thumb on his belt instead, pretending to just now redize
that this wasn't a footpad confronting him. He could hear two more coming up behind him.

The one facing him took a couple of steps forward, dowly, eyes narrowed suspicioudy. He was no
ordinary guardsman. He wore the wrapped dlk trousers and open brocaded jacket that Rian had seen
on the wedlthier passers-by in the streets, but over it he had a heavy lesther swordbelt studded with
figured gold. The lamplight struck glints off the gems in his rings and the archer’s wristbrace he wore.
Rian read the combination of finery and utilitarian wegpons and knew this man was of the warrior-noble
class, who formed the officer corps of the Empireé s amies. The man said, “You are the Sitanese who
came here with the Voice of the Adversary?’ He spoke the Kushorit words dowly and carefully,
obvioudy expecting the barbarian not to understand.

“Yeah. What's it to you?’ Rian folded his arms, not wanting to be stabbed from behind by some
overeager recruit.

The noble said, “You will come with us”

Rian sensed one of the guards behind him reach for his swordarm and he sidestepped, making the
men sumble and curse. “Why?” Rian said, sounding startled. “What did | do?’ Too many poor fools had



gven their guilt away to hm Imply by acting like trapped conspirators the fird time they were
confronted. He was dartled, a little He couldn’'t believe he had been recognized a Lady Marada's
house. You carried evidence out of there that she was a sorceress, idiot. You should have expected
this.

They stepped toward him again and Rian backed away. The odds were terrible. At the other end of
the street he saw two more guards on horseback coming thisway, moving a a dow wak until they were
sure which direction their quarry meant to bolt. The noble lifted the lantern and said, “ Cooperate and you
won't be harmed.” Something about the way he said it told Rian that he didn’t quite believe it, either.

Then one of the guards dipped the bow off his shoulder and notched an arrow.

That made the odds even worse. Rian caculated the man could get off three bolts by the time he ran
to either end of the street, and maybe two if he tried to go over the wal behind him. Ddliberately, he
pulled the sheathed gri off his belt. One of the guards shifted warily and the bowman took a step back.
Rian watched them derisively, then tossed the weagpon to the noble.

The man caught it one-handed, and nodded. “Good decison,” he said.

WE Il see about that, Rian thought, submitting mosily gracioudy as a guard came forward to search
him. He knew there were enough of them to beat him unconscious and throw him over the back of one of
the horsesif they had to, and he didn't intend to limit his dready few options just to show them a good

fight.

The court of the Maral was empty when Maskelle came out of the tower of the Rite again. She was
bone-weary and her shoulders and back ached from leening over. The searches of the other temples had
50 far turned up nothing. No suspicious activities, and certainly nothing so unusud as another Whedl.
After much deliberation Vigar and the other Voices had decided to remove the unknown symbols from
the Rite once again and continue. Maskelle 4ill thought it was exactly the wrong course of action, but
couldn’'t mugter any argument good enough to convince the others. And it isn‘t as if I've given them
any good reason to listen to my advice lately, she thought, Sghing wearily. Standing in the dark,
looking up at the lamps flickering in the gdlery windows, she considered lying to them and saying that the
Adversary had told her it was a terrible idea. 1t wouldn’t work. The Cdedtid One would know if the
Adversary started to speak to her again, and she couldn’t rely on him not to expose the lie

What if the lie were true?

She waked out of the Marai, down the long flights of steps to the causeway and across the outer
court, then the glent dreich of black water with only the moon's reflection and the stone lions for
company. When the causeway reached the plaza, she turned away from the streets that led to their
guesthouse and instead went toward the Avenue of the Moon Risng. It led to the lllsat Sidar, the Temple
of the Adversary.

There were dill people on the plaza, some carrying lamps, some scurrying furtively in the dark. She
supposed Disara might have sent someone to follow her again, if it was Disara who had sent the other
one, but her mood was too fey to bother with that. And it was night, and the moon was on the wane, and
the Adversary was strong. She could fed the city around her like aliving thing, the beat of its heart in the
gone under her thin sanddls, its bresth in the breeze over the water, its warm blood flowing through the
cands.

The avenue led away from the plaza, past the smdler temples that marked the lesser Sites of power
and connection to the Infinite. She could fed them dl in the dark, the ones set back from the avenue and
separated from it by sacred and symbolic moats and flanked by libraries, the tiny ones of only one or two
rooms, set low to the ground and close to the Street where a passerby could eeslly leave an offering of



frut or flowers or tie a fragment of bright fabric to the pillars. There were no houses behind or between
these temples, no markets growing up on the amdl plazas in front of the larger ones, only stretches of
grass with wild mulberry and ilex and red jasmine. There would be quarters for priests and penitents and
the temple servants, but they were set far back from the street.

The avenue ended at the lllsat Sidar.

There was no ceremonid moat. The avenue narrowed to a walkway, passng between two long low
buildings enclosing pillared courts, the templée's libraries. There was lamplight glowing from the windows
of one, reveding laie-night scholars, but Maskelle passed slently. The wakway became a broad stone
dair that led up ahill that was part naturd, part man-made, shored up with stone long ago when the city’s
foundations had been laid. She dimbed the dairs to a wide terrace edged with knee-high statues of
blackhead snakes, one of the Adversary’ s forms. There were two minor shrines facing each other across
the terrace, now only shapes in the dark. A second, steeper dair led up to the centrd dhrine, a larger
building thet if viewed from above would be in the shape of alotus.

Maskdle stood in the entrance, breething in the scent of the place, of cool dank stone and old
incense. She moved further in, through the firs court with its celing open to the dark sky, then to the
inner sanctuary thet lay just beyond.

A few candles had been lit in stone cage lamps, throwing gold light on the carvings and making the
garuda birds and the other mongtrous crestures seem to flicker with life The effect was curioudy like
watching some of the Ariaden’s smdler puppets on their shadowbox stage. In the center of the floor was
around gold plate, etched with ancient symbols of the Infinite too worn to read now, rubbed away with
time and the softness of the metd.

Maskelle could fed the pulse of the city, the Marai, the Baran Dir, and the other temples, but of the
Adversary’s presence there was nothing. The temple had the fed of the Illsat Keo, an empty room,
recently deserted. So recently she could dmost sense the warmth of the departed body. Maybe anything
else was too much to expect.

Except He gave you that dream. Dream, vison, warning. The Adversary’s messages weren't
usudly so hard to understand. If you knew they were messages. She shivered, not from the dank air. |
won’'t make that mistake again. A misinterpreted prophecy was what had gotten her into dl thisin the
fird place. The rest had been her own fault, compounding her origind error. | won't make that mistake
again, but I’'m so damn tired of being sorry for it, she thought bitterly.

Thefigure stepped out of the shadows across the dark chamber, a solid darkness one moment, a man
the next, the light touching dark-colored slk and gold. Ah, Maskelle thought, too used to the vagaries of
the Ancestors to be surprised. So that’'s what brought me here. She sad, “Sirot. Come to say
welcome home?’

The man waked toward her, stopping not ten paces away. There was no dust on the stone tiles to be
disturbed, or not disturbed, by the passage of hisfeet, but she fdt that his body was not warming the air
and his breath was not dirring it, despite the apparent subgtantidity of his presence. Sirot said, “So you
returned after al.”

He was exactly the same as he had been in life, an image caught in time without the mutability of
memory. Hislong dark hair was caught back by a gold clasp, his sharp features harsh in the candidight.
His trousers and jacket were black, dmost mdding with the shadow except for the fine sheen of the
fabric and the gint of gold armbands. Maskdlle said, “1t was only a matter of time”

“To face the scene of your defeat?’ He amiled, hislipsathinline

“I may be defeated, but I'm not dead. Fity you can't say the same.” Shades had no power to touch
the living, but she had never feared Sirot even when he was dive. She had loved him once, when she had
been too young for judgment but old enough to mistake willfulness for certainty.



He laughed a her, a curioudy flat sound that seemed to travel no more than the distance necessary to
reach her; it didn’'t cast faint echoes off the stone walls as her voice did. He said, “My son has the throne.
That'sdl that ever mattered to me”

“Yes, | found that out,” Maskelle agreed. That, at least, was true. Sirot had never wanted anything
except the throne of the Celestid Empire for his son. If he had wanted Maskelle once, that had given way
to hisambition long before her fase vison had made them enemies. It had been later that she had killed
him, when she was older and no wiser. Killed him for naothing, for his son had taken the throne anyway
and her vison of disaster had not come to pass.

“And what other wisdom hastime revealed to you? Enlighten me” He spoke with that subtle edge of
contempt that had once amused her when he had demondtrated it on others. He had been subtle and
clever enough to hide his contempt for her until the find break between them.

Maskell€e' s shoulders ached and she was suddenly too tired for this, tired of ghosts and memory. She
sad, “Istha what you're here for? I've admitted that to the world, Sirot. | was tricked, fooled, lied to.
Thevigon was fdse. You were right and | was wrong.” Saying it to a dead reflection of a soul long gone
to the Infinite was nothing.

Hisamile died, and his eyes stared into hers, flat and opaque. He said, “Was | right?’

That waan't the answer she had expected. “What do you mean?’ she asked, before she could stop
hersdf. It was never a good ideato ask questions of shades.

If this was a shade. Maskdlle fdt something dir in the temple, a restless flow of power. The
Adversary.. ..

Sirot said, again, without expression, “Was | right?’

In the next breath he was gone. Maskdle cursed, buried her face in her hands. The sense of the
Adversary’'s presence had gone with him. No, it wasn't the Adversary, it was Srot. He came to
destroy what little calm you ’'ve managed to attain, only that.

She lifted her head and sighed. The temple fdt warm again, warm but empty. She looked at the gold
disk in the floor. It marked the closest point in the temple to the Adversary, the carefully caculated point
where this world came closest to the Infinite. Even people who had never explored the Path could
receive visons by sanding on it. Let’s test our resolve, then. If the Adversary wouldn't spesk to her
there, she would know he would never speak to her again. Before she could think better of it, she
stepped onto the gold disk.

Images struck her with breathtaking force. She saw the greast stone buildings with their flicker of
candight, the vast grey plain. But this time the dry cool ar was suffocating, heavy with sharp fear and
desperation o intense it choked her. Soon, soon, soon, her own voice whispered. They will move
soon. They can't afford to wait.

Maskelle opened her eyes. She lay on her back, on the cold stone floor of the temple, Saring at the
arches carved into garuda birds. She sat up and grabbed her head. “Ow.” She couldn't have been
unconscious long. It was dill dark out and the candles in the lamps hadn’t guttered. No answer would
have been answer enough. Now dl she had was another puzzle.

The grey dawn light was filtering through the trees when Maskelle reached the gate of their house.
She trudged across the muddy court to where Old Mdi sat on a bench in front of the kitchen firepit,
poking suspicioudy at the oven. Maskelle picked up the pottery jug that was set to warm in the ashes,
but it was empty. She asked hopefully, “Tea? Food?’

“Intime” Old Mdi growled. “I've only got two hands.” One rheumy eye gazed at Maskdle criticaly.



“You need a bath.”

“Thank you, yes, | know.” Maskelle started up the stairs. Old Mdi snarled a her and, Sghing, she
stopped to take off her muddy sandals.

Updtairs there were unconscious Ariaden strewn around the common room and she picked her way
across them carefully. She paused in the doorway to her room, saring a the empty bed, until her mind,
trapped somewhere back in the past amid the patterns and symbals of the Infinite, registered what was
wrong. Rian was't here. He should be back by now. It's not that far to the west Palace district.
Unless something had gone badly wrong.

She checked the other rooms fird, just to make sure he wasn't with anybody else, but Doria and
Therasa were together and Killia was sharing a bed with her daughter. An unworthy impulse, she told
hersdf. Perhaps seeing Sirot’s shade again had shaken her more than she had thought. She went back
downgtairs and did a quick turn through the lower leve of the house, but the storage areas and pantry
were empty and the tiled floor of the bathing room was dry. She came out again and went to the kitchen,
where Old Mdi was putting lumps of dough on the baking stones in the oven. “The water jars are full,”
the old woman hinted again.

Maskelle ignored her. “Did Rian come back last night?’
“No.” Old Mdli glared & her. “He swith you.”

“Hée' s not with me”

“What did you do with him then?’

Maskelle started to reply sharply, then bit her lip and said, “1 let him go to search the house of a
womean who might’ ve killed a couple of priests with magic.”

Old Mdi rolled her eyes and shook her head. Maskele snapped, “Wdl, now | redize that.” She
paced, shoving her hair back out of her eyes. “Maybe he went back to the Marai and fdl adeep waiting.”
She couldn’'t do anything until she looked there fird.

Radim staggered down the stairs, dutching his head asif trying to keep it from fdling off. “What's dl
the noise?’
Maskelle started toward the gate. “Sorry, go back to deep,” she told him, then saw the gate at the

back of the compound that faced the cand was swinging open. She stopped, frustrated. | don’t have
time for this.

The Cdedid One's boat was docked at their water steps and the young priest-attendant was lifting
the old man out. Maskelle cursed under her breath, but one couldn’t ignore the Celestid One when he
came to your own house, no matter who or what one was. She crossed the muddy court to meet him.

The attendant sat the old man down and he came toward her. Rasim hurried forward, trying to
graighten up and not look half-dead, and Old Mdi was standing ready with a mat in case the old man sat
down. As Maskdle reached him, she said impatiently, “I’'min a hurry—"

“Ligen to me” The Celestid One held up one hand.

Maskele suddenly knew what this was about. Intuition or the Ancestors, it didn't matter. Her throat
fdt tight. She said, “He'd better not be dead.” Rasim and Old Mdi stared at her.

Deliberately, the Cdedid One said, “I had a message from Hirane of the Baran Dir. Your friend was
brought to the Celestid Home by the guard during the dawn meditation.”

Maskele nodded, looking away. Rian was right, she thought. She could seeit now, just as dearly as
she could see the dark eruption in the Rite. “That’sdl | needed to know.” It hurt to talk and she redized
it was because her jaw musdles were o tight.



Radtim looked at Old Madli, baffled. She hissed, “The Stanese”
The Cdegid One shook his head. “Let me ded with this”

“Oh, no.” She amiled. “He's gone to dl the effort of having Rian brought to him, just to get my
attention. | could hardly deny him what he has asked for, now could 1?7’

The Cdegtid On€e's eyes narrowed. “Y ou will let me ded with this”

Maskelle s rage cryddlized into a hard knot in her chest. She turned and strode for the gate. Behind
her she heard the Cdestid One shouting for his attendant and his boatmen.

Chapter 10

contents - previous | next

The guards took Rian back toward the gate of Kushor-An, down the causeway of giant guardians.
Hisfirg thought was that they were going back to the Lady Marada' s house so someone could point and
say, “It was him!” If she had used her magics to see who the intruder had been, there was nothing he
could do about it. But they passed the way that led to Marada's house and continued up the broad
avenue toward the Baran Dir.

The guards didn’'t know quite what to make of him. They had expected him to put up a druggle, so
he had gone quietly. He had heard the man who had confronted him caled Lord Karuda by the others,
30 he knew he was correct in his initid assessment. It was mildy annoying thet they had found dl his
knives Karuda himsdf 4ill carried the gri. Like a trophy. Careful, Kushorit lord; trophies like that
come with high prices.

Asthey walked, Rian saw Karuda half-draw the Sri, examining the bare hilt and the ring, rubbing his
thumb over the places where the figured gold had been removed. Rian eyed him warily. He suspected
Karuda was too sharp for his liking. As they neared the great gate, the noble raised his hand, stopping
them under a large brass lamp hanging from the harness of one of the giant dephant guardians. He
stepped closer to Rian, looking him over thoughtfully, then said, “You're a kjardin. Which lord do you
belong to?’

He had the pronunciation as right as his Kushorit accent would dlow. Rian rapidly weighed the merits
of daming Riverwait or Markand and decided on neither. “No one. Not anymore” Let Karuda think he
was athief, an outcast, anything. Just don’t let him think it would be a good idea to send me back. It
hadn’'t occurred to him until now that that could be a possibility. I'm not going back to the barrow. Not
alive.

Karuda's brow lifted skepticaly. If he knew enough to look a the remains of the caste marks in
Rian's ear and use aword which didn’'t have an equivdent in Kushorit, then he knew how unlikdy it was
that akjardin had been dlowed to leave his Hold without catastrophe or scandd. Karuda asked, “The
High Lord?’

Rdid a the wildness of this guess made Rian look honestly puzzled. “No. | was from Sorde.” That
was asmdl Hold even closer to the mountains than Riverwait and surdy Karuda wouldn't know it.

“l went to the Sintane once with the Kushorit ambassador,” Karuda said, eyeing him ddliberatdly. “
Kjardin don't leave their Holds.”

Rian could have given him hdf a dozen ready lies, but Karuda would know them for it immediately.
He said only, “This one did.”


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Frowning, Karuda only looked at the Sri again, sheathed it, and moved on.

The dawn light was beginning to illuminate the Baran Dir, the faces that surmounted its many towers
gazing in massive beneficence over the amdler temples and the sprawl of wedthy homes and gardens that
grew up just outsde its moat. It wasn't meant to look like an ever-risng mountain like the Marai, but it
was built up on two high stone terraces that raised the central towers more than a hundred feet in the air.
The stone was alighter color than the other temples and glowed arich gold in the dawn.

They couldn’t be teking him to the Baran Dir. As far as Rian could tdl it had something to do with
hospita's and hedling. The Maral was redly the main temple in the city, though the Baran Dir seemed to
occupy the most centra location. It was hard to remember that Duvapore was organized according to
the invisble geography of the Infinite and not the real world.

Near where the avenue turned into a causeway to cross the Baran Dir's moat, they turned west on
another wide paved street, skirting the edge of a large plaza which was nearly empty at this early hour.
There were wdls on the far Sde, dl carved with eephants engaged in game hunts in the forest, the theme
brought partly to life by the heavy band of trees and foliage visble just over the top. They were heading
for a gate guarded by stone lions and some of the misshapen spirit creatures. Rian concedled his
increasing bafflement; Duvapore was lad out in a strange fashion, but he didn't think a prison could be
Stuated anywhere near here.

Past the gate was a short paved avenue, this one lined with walls carved with fedtival scenes, shaded
by padms and sycamore. Stone latticework showed they were actudly on a causeway, crossng a stretch
of water too large to be a cand. In Duvapore moats were consdered spiritud rather than defensive
barriers; it was asif they were going into atempl€e's precincts.

At the end of the causeway they went up a set of steps to a large garden square. At the top Rian
findly saw what had to be their god. The square was enclosed on three sides by a rambling and complex
arrangement of buildings. Sprouting long verandas and roofed balconies, some were as much as three or
four stories tdl and were built around enormous old trees. The peaks of the red-tiled roofs were
ornamented with huge carved beams that pointed upward like horns at the ends.

As they led him across the garden, they passed plots dl taken up with bright flowering shrubs, the
vivid colors muted by the grey dawn light, and two large square pools, one deeply sunken into a stone
basin with steps leading down into it. There were guards posted at intervas and a few workers fully
occupied with deaning a raised stone channd that watered one of the basins.

They were not going to the broad shaded portico of the man building, but toward an archway in the
garden wall that led to an interior court with pams and other trees hanging over the wall. As they neared
it he could see the arch was framed with polished and gold-tipped dephant tusks. Rian thought, If it's a
prison, then the Koshans and the Kushorit really are crazy. He stopped at the base of the steps that
led up to it, planting his feet when one of the guards pushed him. He said, “What isthis place?’

Lord Karuda glanced back at him, his expresson closed, and didn't answer. The biggest guard gave
Rian another hard shove. He shifted hisweght to keep his balance and stood his ground. Rian supposed
that sort of treestment was dways effective on the peasants in the market, though he would have thought
any one of the porters who carried burdens yoked on their backs could have beaten the man into the
ground one-handed.

Karuda pressed his lips together, annoyed. Rian had the feding they didn't want to make a
disturbance here. The aggressive guard uncertainly fingered his sword, contemplating further persuasion,
and looked to Karuda for ingruction. Findly the noble said, “Thisis the Celestid Home.”

Rian just stopped himsdf from cdling Karuda a liar. He looked at the large complex of buildings
agan, rluctantly admitting to himsdf thet it did look a lot like a Kushorit paace. All right, you only
thought you were in trouble before. The guard gave him another hard shove. Rian kept his baance and



ignored it. Karuda shook his head, for a moment looking dmost as puzzled as Rian fdt, then turned and
went up the steps. Rian followed without persuasion, much to the guard’s annoyance.

Jugt past the archway the lush garden court was shaded by pams and ilex and a massive cypress
whose roots had didodged many of the paving stones around the square pool. The scent of flowers
mingled with sandalwood incense. On the far Sde of the pool was a pavilion with a red tile roof
supported by stone pillars. There were cushions on the polished wooden floor, and courtiers on the
cushions, three young men, probably of the warrior-noble rank like Karuda, but in their slks and gold
they looked as s0ft as doves. Standing to one sde was a Koshan priestess, robed in blue and dutching a
slver-wrapped gaff. She was asmdl derly woman with thin lips and a grimly determined expression.

Another young man who didn’'t look soft at al was pacing on the far Sde of the pavilion. His long
dark hair was pulled back from a narrow face with sharp, handsome features. He was dressed in a
ample open jacket and trousers of watered green sk, but his armbands, anklets, and pectoral were
heavy gold. He stopped abruptly and turned toward them as Rian was brought in. Rian saw the man's
face was dark with anger.

Karuda bowed, and though Rian was't practiced at interpreting the different levels of the Kushorit
bow, he knew that one sgndled an even greater degree of homage than the Cdedid One normdly
received. | know who thisis, he thought, feding a shock that was like a punch to the pit of his scomach.
The guard behind him kicked a his knee, and Rian kndt smoothly, back draight, stting back on his
heds. It was the proper eiquette for showing fedty to the High Lord of the Sintane, and even if they
didn’'t know that, the gesture could hardly be interpreted as disrespect.

He hadn’t expected the Emperor to be so young. He had thought of him, if he had thought of him at
dl, as somebody like the Cdestid One, if not quite so ruinoudy old. This man couldn’t be much above
twenty, if that. “That'shim?’ the Cdegtid Emperor said, hisfull lips curling with contempt.

Uh oh, Rian thought. He hadn't accused Lady Marada of being a murderer to anybody except
Maskelle; the Emperor couldn't have heard about that. I'm either dreaming or dead, he thought.
Probably both. Even if it had been obvious that he shared the bad opinion of Marada hed by the
servants attached to the Marai, that couldn’t have found its way to the Emperor’s ears in so short a time,
unless his spies had near supernaturd abilities.

“Itis, Your Mgesty,” Karuda said. His voice was colorless, only the tendon it took to keep it so
betraying any opinion. Rian didn’t think Karuda was a possble dly, but he could tdl the noble wasn't
entirdy happy with hisroleindl this. Whatever dl this was.

The Emperor said, “Stand up.”
Rian stood.

The blow caught him across the cheek. Rian saw it coming, rocked back on his heds to absorb the
force of it. He fdt one of the Emperor’ s rings open a cut under his cheekbone. He doesn’t hit nearly as
hard as the Holder Lord used to.

For just a moment the Emperor’s expression was disconcerted, possbly a Rian's lack of reaction.
He turned away, paced dmog to the edge of the pavilion and stopped, figs knotted. He jerked his head
a the courtiers and said, “ Get out.”

All three immediately got to their feet, gracefully, though not wadting any time, and made their bows.
When they had gone, there was quiet for a moment. In the trees birds sang, gregting the dawn, and the
tenson stretched.

Then the Emperor turned his head and asked softly, “Where did Maskelle find you?’

At least he's not asking about Marada, Rian thought. At least not yet. He hesitated, but he couldn’t
think why the Emperor had the remotest interest in him. If he really cares so much who Maskelle



travels with, why aren‘t Rastim and the others here? He said, “On the Great Road, two days south of
Duvdpore, lord.” He had no idea what the Kushorit called the Emperor when addressing him directly
and knew that meking a mistake would be a serious tactica error, so he used the Sitanese honorific for
the High Lord.

Fortunately no one seemed to care. The Emperor faced him, saring. “Two days ... Before she came
to the city?’

“Ya,”

“The implication is obvious,” a new voice said. Another man stepped up into the pavilion from a
hidden path through the foliage. Rian managed not to twitch at his sudden appearance. He was older, his
dark hair greying and pulled back behind his head in an eaborate knotted braid, his face hard and cam.
He wore enough gold to mark him as a noble, but there was no ogtentatious display, and his air of power
didn’t require the support. “Our information was correct. She has made foreign dliances”

“What use would an dliance with the Sintane be?’ the Emperor snapped.

True, Rian thought, just managing to keep his face draight. The warring lords of the Sntane made
terrible dlies for each other, let done for the Cdedtiad Empire, which they regarded with suspicion and
fear. They suspect Maskelle of making a foreign alliance? It was dl part of her past, the mistaken
vison, the throne and her second husband's har. But they must have known she was here that first
night, when the Celestial One came to the post house. If they suspected her of treason, then why wait
until today to fetch Rian in? Surdly the Cdedtid On€e's presence would not have been enough to stop
men under the command of the Emperor himsdf.

The Koshan priestess, sanding forgotten on the other side of the pavilion, said suddenly, “The Voice
of the Adversary has no need of dliances. Chancellor Mirak knows this”

That explained part of it, anyway. Rian remembered the priestess Barime, a the lllsat Keo, had
mentioned Mirak as an enemy of the Koshans at court. Mirak gazed at the old woman with amusement
and sad, “This priestess has divided loydties”

“So, now Hirane makes a foreign dliance? The Magter of the Baran Dir and the Cdegtid One
conspire againg me?’ The Emperor snorted derisively.

At least he's not a brainless lordling, Rian thought. The Emperor seemed more than able to make
up hisown mind. Not that that was likdy to help Rian’s Stuation. Though he had to admit he ill had no
ideawhat his Stuation was.

Mirak, wisdy, didn't argue, and the priestess Hirane Smply stood slently, though a grim smile played
about her lips. The Emperor stepped up to Rian again, his face dark but thoughtful.

Rian made himsdf relax, expecting another blow, but the Emperor only said, “You weren't sent by
the Sitanese High L ord, were you?’

“No, lord,” Rian said, keeping his tone even but willing the younger man to know it was true.
“Are you warming her bed?’
Rian's eyes narrowed. He didn't answer.

The Emperor sudied him intently. “She draws men to her. Then she kills them. She's done it many
times before. She did it to my father.”

He was trying to sound mocking, but was too obvioudy taut with anger to be saying these things for
his own amusement. Saying | heard about your father and he was a power-hungry little shit of a
lordling who should have been gelded and hung out for the birds to eat was hardly likdy to improve
the gtuation any, so again, Rian said nathing.



After along heartbeat of slence, the Emperor stepped back. He glanced dmost angrily & Karuda, as
if it was hisfault Rian was here, then said, “Take him away.”

Karuda and his men led him down the stone-paved path through the heavy foliage. It was narrow,
and with the trees shading it and the dim morning light, it was idedl for making an escape attempt. Except
for the amdl fact that the Cdestid Emperor was less than twenty paces away and the lagt thing Rian
needed was to get himsdf and Maskelle accused .of another attempt on the throne.

The path led toward the high log wal of one of the buildings, to an archway that opened into a
high-cellinged entrance hall, the woven lattice panels over the openings to the upper leved balconies letting
inlight and ar. The wdls and pillars were carved with scenes of priests and warriors and more of the
strange multiheeded spirit creatures, the designs touched with gold and pearl inlay. Rian began to fed
conscious of the gtate of his clothes, not improved by dimbing paisades and the swimin the cand. Prison
he had been prepared for; this sent prickles of unease up and down his spine.

They went through more large, ary rooms, lit by bronze candlestands or elaborate lamps that hung
from the heavy beams overhead. Rian saw two guards posted a the end of a hdl, dressed for show in
breastplates and crested hdmets with half-masks, and a few deepy servants scrubbing tile on one of the
upper gdleries. They passed a hdl where the walls were pandled in huge sheets of ivory covered with
ddlicatdy etched scenes of dashing amies. He had been to the High Lord's Hold a Bdladira and
thought it rich beyond imegination, but this place made it look like a pigkeeper’s hut. The Markand Heir,
S0 greedily pleased with the treasures that had come to him when the Holder Lord had died, would have
writhed in envy.

They went up a spird dair of large stone blocks that had wide windows overlooking another garden
court. The gairs led up to a landing with two guards posted outsde the doorway. Rian tensed, knowing
this mugt be their god, but it was only a room, large and high-callinged, with a broad balcony looking
down on the shaded garden court. Rian looked a Karuda, now truly baffled.

The noble said, “You're aguest here, not a prisoner.”
“A guarded guest.”
“Yes. For now.”

Karuda didn't leave, but just stood there, watching him. Rian went to the balcony, saw that there
were guards down in the court dso, though it might be possible to go up the timbered wal and onto the
roof. The room hung out over the court, so that would probably be easy. Rian turned back into the room.
It was furnished like a Kushorit house with cushions, a few carved chests and a low table. There were
doorways leading off into at least two other rooms, and the wal paintings and the carving dong the
doorposts and the lintds was of a high qudity, inlad with fine wood and stone.

Karuda asked suddenly, “Will she come for you?’

“That's the plan, isit?’ The noble made no answer, and Rian knew he was right. He was being used
as bait for Maskelle. The sanctimonious bastards. He was used to controlling his anger, had swallowed
down rage through that entire impossible year & Markand, but this dmaost broke his control. He found
himsdf amiling tightly, an expresson which Karuda weathered but made the guard who had followed him
into the room shift warily. Rian said, “You'll get more than you bargained for.”

“She s an old woman—"

Rian laughed. Karuda stopped, and Rian could see the noble didn’t believe his own words ether. He
repeated, “You'll get more than you bargained for.”

Karuda hesitated, asif he wanted to say more, then turned and walked out, the guard fallowing him.
The others remained at the door.



Rian went to the balcony again and gripped the carved baustrade, letting out his breath. Marada and
her possible plots, the Cdestid One and the damage to the Rite, al suddenly seemed of little importance.
We're for it now, he thought grimly.

Maskelle entered the Celestid Home through the Golden Door, the main entrance that lay across a
short bridge from the Great Square of Kushor-An. She went down an avenue lined with mimosa, under
gone arches that, like the Passage Markers on the outer gpproaches to the city, served as protective
barriers. The cloud cover had set in and the morning light was diffuse and dimmer than it had been a
dawn, though the early rain hadn’t started yet. The walk across to Kushor-An had been a long one and
had given Maskelle time to think. That thiswas dl part of some sort of trap was obvious.

The Golden Door was just that, a great golden gate balanced so exactly that it would swing open or
closed with a touch. It stood open now. There were guards, but they ignored her, some daring
nervoudy, some making what they thought were unobtrusve warding gestures. Beyond the Door were
the steps up to the broad portico of the Great House, with three levels of gdleries above it going up to
the huge red-tiled roof. Built of heavy timber from the upland forests and supported by round stone
pillars, this was the place that ruled the Cdegtid Empire. It was so familiar and so strange. Like returning
to awedl-known placein adream or vison.

Spoeaking of visions ... It was an obvious trap, but as to who was behind it... That is not so obvious
, she thought. It was encouraging that she could 4ill think. Anger had been a heady intoxicant and she
hed dways enjoyed that sensation of being balanced on a blade's edge. Rage had dways |eft her oddly
clear-headed, but this time it was even more so; Rian's life might hang in the balance and she didn't
intend to make a mistake. The awareness that if she wasn't careful she would ddiver hersdf into her
unknown enemy’s hand helped as wdl, but it was less important. She was rather looking forward to
confronting an enemy just now. Any enemy.

Arrayed on the portico was a group of Imperid guardsmen and a young warrior-noble she didn’t
recognize. Maskdle stopped on the paved path about twenty paces away, leening on her daff, and
counted guards. “Only ten?” she said, her voice sounding brittle and bitterly amused, even to her own
ears. “That's an inault.”

The noble stepped down toward her. “ Revered, we're to escort you only—"

Maskelle stopped ligening. She had expected contempt or impertinence at the very least from these
young men who had been hardly more than children when she had left Duvapore. The noble's ar of
determined resignation reminded her they weren't doing this of their own valition and saved dl their lives.

There was a direct line of power running under her feet from the Baran Dir to the Arkad Temple, and
through it she could fed the strong reverberation of the Maral, and further off, the subtle echo of the Illsat
Sidar. She drew on it and used it to widen her perception of her surroundings, right up to the clouds
henging high overhead heavy with water. Stimulated by the contact with the power running through the
earth, the power of the sky inherent in the clouds legpt out. Drawing on the temples for the strength she
channeled it down to impact harmlesdy on the stone pavement equidistant between her and the guards.

For an ingant the world was raw light and sound. She gripped her gaff and stayed on her fest,
temporarily blind and deaf. The violence of the ringing in her ears made her teeth hurt. When her vison
cleared she saw the guards were scattered, some sprawled on the ground from shock and terror, but dl
unhurt. Some had dropped their bori clubs and swords, and dl were now dragging off their helmets. Heat
burned into her pam from the Slver in her gaff, and she knew that dl the meta within many yards was
now hot to the touch. The ar sndled raw and burnt. There was a dark geaming hole in the pavement
where the power had struck. There, she thought, a little dazed hersdlf. Are you pleased? Every dark
spirit within miles will be drawn up to the city boundary, waiting for you to leave. She answered



hersdf, Yes, | am pleased. | reminded them of what | am and why they shouldn't trifle with me with
no harm caused to anyone but myself. Something wasn't quite right with that, but she would worry
about it later.

The noble staggered to his feet, daring at her. He didn’t try to stop her as she waked past hm and
climbed the steps to the portico.

She went through the ivory-framed archway into the entrance hal, quiet now and dim, with the clouds
cutting off the morning sun and the lamps nat lit. It was fragrant with the scents of the fine inlaid woods in
wadls and floor, and the semiprecious stones set into the carving gleamed in the shadows. It was too
quiet, even for thistime of day.

As Maskelle passed the antechambers and rooms reserved for waiting supplicants and petitioners, dl
empty, she knew that they had been cleared because of her presence. They should have been full of
offidds on red business and people who meant to try to seek some persond favor or matter of justice
from the Imperid secretaries, who aso had their audience rooms in these hdls. To clear this place
quickly, without resorting to threats of violence which would only cause a full-blown riot among the
regiond governors and high court advocates who were sure to be here, was an impossibility. Only one
men could have emptied the place with a smple request. Maskelle's jaw ached from unconscioudy
grinding her teeth.

She came to a huge room, the caling going up the full four stories to the peak of the roof, with the
center portion open to the gradudly lightening sky and covered only by the giant skeleton of the heavy
support beams. The floor was paved with fine white stone, with two steps down to a shdlow pooal in the
center, directly under the open roof. The floor under the pool was mosaiced to resemble a naturd pond,
blue water laced with lotus and other languid flowering water plants. Theilluson of an outdoor pond was
increased by the presence of a dozen or so large graceful herons, standing or staking degantly about the
shdlow poal.

The wide doors just past it led into a large dark room, this one with the empty fed of a place normdly
bugtling with people. It had a floor of wood inlad with ivory and the caling arched high overhead, the
sections between the carved beams painted a deep indigo and starred with gems that glittered like ice in
the light from a few gold candlestands. At the far end, on a dais raised two steps off the floor, was a

heavy gold bench.

Seated on the steps in front of the Throne, his g&aff across his knees, was the Cdedtid One.

Maskelle stopped a few paces from him, folded her arms, and said, “Why did you clear the hdls?
Did you think I"d kill everyoneinmy path?’

“| wanted no one to take the opportunity to interfere with you. Any further, that is” he said, sounding
tired. “Your friend iswdl. | made certain of that.”

The anger went out of her suddenly. She was tired, too, and her ears hurt. And it came to her that it
hed cost the Cdedtia One something to cross the dity by boat to be here before her, to reach the Great
House from the Celestid Home's cand dock and clear the hals before she reached it. She crossed the
short distance between them and sat down beside him on the steps. “Wdl.”

“I'm too old for these plots” he grumbled. “Thet was aways your duty.”
“Thank you. | think.”

“l meant to ded with the plots, of course.”” He gestured in irritation. “Raith inggts this was his own
idea. Perhaps he even bdievesit. The boy isjust as stubborn as you.”

The Cdedtid One was one of the few people in the Empire who could use the Celestid Emperor’'s
gven name and talk about him as if he was an errant acolyte while seated three feet from the Throne. She
asked, “It wasn't Marada?’



He frowned at her as though the question sounded mad. “Who?’
“A Court Lady vigting from Garekind. | saw you speak to her a the Mara, the day we arrived.”

“*Oh, her. | can't tdl them apart anymore. She had requested an audience with me to gawk, the usud
reason these foreign vigtors do.” He glanced at her sharply. “Why do you think she caused this?’

Maskelle shook her head. “She was the only stranger close enough to Veran to ... do whatever was
done to him.” There was so much she didn’'t know yet. She needed to find out if Rian had managed to
get into the guesthouse, if he had found anything. “ She's a favorite of Raith's”

“That will make matters difficult.” The Cdegtid One rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Is there any proof
or only suspicions?’

“Jud suspicions.” That is the thing | don’t understand, she thought. Someone with dark power
did this, that’s obvious enough, but how did he learn so much about the Rite? Even with access to
the Koshan libraries in Kushor-At, theoretical knowledge wasn't enough. It would take practical
experience with building and shaping the sand patterns of the whed, and weaving it in and out of the
Infinite to make that new section, and make it so quickly.

That knowledge might have come voluntarily from poor dead Veran, or maybe even the Voice Igarin,
but ... But | doubt it, Maskelle thought. Rian had found out enough about both men to support her gut
indinct. As Igarin had grown older he had grown closer to the Infinite, as most Voices did. He had hardly
left the Mara at dl in the past few years. Veran had been wdl occupied with his sudies and his
indruction to younger Koshans, Lady Marada had been the only odd intruson into his life And the
Temple Master and some of the Voices had examined the books and notes in Veran's quarters, and
confirmed that there was no trace there of the unknown symbols. Something used Veran, that has to
be it. Something invaded his mind and used him like a tool, and Marada killed him to keep him
fromtelling us.

“And what about the Rite?” The Cdedtid One sounded like any querulous old man in the market,
complaining about taxes and the price of rice. “Who is working on that while we chase each other across
the city?’

“Vigar and the other Voices—’

“Bdls” the Cedestid One sad didtinctly. Maskelle, though more used to his eccentricities than others,
amod fdl off the step. “I wanted your opinion. | had Vigar's dready.”

“l don’'t know what my opinion is. It feddswrong to removethe. . . obstruction, but we can't leave it
in. The Equinox is tomorrow, and if they dl work on it together and no one trods on someone's deeve
and fdls on the Whed, they’ll bardy finish in time as it is” She rubbed her face. “I think the Adversary
findly spoke to me againin the lllsat Sidar but what he showed me has nothing to do with the Rite” She
wasn't going to tdl him about seeing Sirat. 1 think I’ ve done something to mysdf, so | can't understand
what he says even when he does speak to me. My fird decent vison in seven years and | can't
understand it.”

He watched her worriedly. “That isn't possible”

“Jug because something's never happened before doesn't meen it's not possible. It could be
happening right now and we wouldn't know—" She stopped in confusion. She had heard a whisper just
then, not the chiding voices of the Ancestors, but the strong tone of the Adversary. It lingered, like the
taste of copper in her mouth. A warning. Something is happening now, but we don’'t know what or
where. She swore under her breath. These warnings that made no sense were going to drive her mad.

The Cdegtid One was shaking his head. “Cdm yoursdlf. Meditation—"
“I'll try it,” she said, ganding up suddenly. She wanted to leave, now. Whatever the answer was, she



was more likdly to find it in the Illst Sidar or the Marai than here. “Tdl me where Rianis and well go.”

The Cdedtid One’'s mouth twisted. “There is something more. Raith wants you to spend the night
here. As a gesture of fedty.”

“What? He must be mad!” She redlized she had shouted the words. Anticipating that must have been
another reason the Celestid One had cleared the place. “1 should be with the Rite tonight, with Vigar and
the others”

The Cdegtid One snapped, “I am as aware of that as you, | assure you.”
“Then what's the point of this?”

“He believes this will demonstrate your reformed character.” The Ceedid One's expresson as he
sad the words suggested that there was an extremely foul odor associated with them. “If the boy were a
foal, thiswould be easier to somach.”

“He gives me an opportunity to start trouble and heartily wishes thet I'll take it.”
“Thet too.”

“Doesn’'t he understland we don't have time for dl this posng? | should at least be there when the
Voices complete the Rite, justin case. . . . You did tdl him about the Rite, didn't you?" she demanded.

“Yes. But he doesn't understand. None of them do. They have little awareness of the Rite. It has
been with them their whole lives, thair parents' lives, back to the time of the Ancestors, as condtant as the
aun or the air, and they think it will continue as dways, with or without our interference.”

Maskdle turned away, rubbing her aching temples. “1 hope they’re right.”

As s00n as Rian judged it had been long enough for the guards to relax ther initid vigilance, he tested
his theory about the roof.

It was rddively easy to reach the very edge from the bacony by standing on the balustrade and
leening out from the supporting post. Fortunatdly, the guards in the garden below did not look up, and the
view of the others was blocked by alarge pam. The tiles were dick enough to make it chancy as it was,
if the rain started they would be as dippery as looking-glass. He managed to drag himsdf up onto the
roof after a few breathless moments, then saw that this part of the building was overlooked by an
adjoining structure, with jutting cupolas and a long gdlery just under the eave of its peaked roof. Before
he could move more than afew yards toward it, someone saw him and the darm was raised.

Cursing, Rian retreated, dropping back down to the bacony. The guards at the outer door hadn't
noted his absence, but the thump when he landed caught ther attention. They rushed into the room,
drawing bori clubs, only to stop when they saw him standing on the balcony, arms folded, glaring at them.
After garing suspicioudy at him, they findly went back to their post.

Rian paced impdiently, kicking one of the brocaded cushions The effort of the dimb had
accomplished nothing except to open the scabbed-over cut on his forearm which itched and bled
duggishly. He knew it must dready be too late to stop Maskelle from coming to the Palace, even if he

managed to escape right now.

Suddenly a crack of lightning, close enough to make Rian flinch, reverberated through the room. He
stepped to the bacony again while the echoes of thunder died, squinting up at the sky. It looked no
darker than it usudly did. That was strange. While it rained with dreary regularity in the lowlands, it
didn't often sorm except at the beginning of the rainy season. The two guards at the door were
commenting on it in soft voices, as surprised as Rian was.



Wait, he thought. That couldn’'t be . . . W, it could. He had warned Karuda himsdf.

There was no more lightning and Rian went back to pacing, tdling himsdf she could take care of
hersdf and it didn't matter that he couldn't get out to hdp her. Still, he had come up with severd
incressingly unlikely escape plans when he heard her voice outsdein the stairwell.

He was a the door in a heartbeat, though the two guards hurriedly moved to bar his way. He started
to shove past them, bori clubs or not, then saw Maskelle coming up the steps, with a stone-faced Lord
Karudatraling her. A moment later ayoung priest appeared carrying the Ceestid One up the steps after
them.

Karuda was trying to say something to Maskelle. She ignored him, usng distracted pokes from her
d&ff to nudge the startled guards out of the way asif they were sheep that had Strayed into the road. She
shoved her way into the room and said, “Are you dl right?’

“Yes” Rian reminded himsdf he couldn’t grab her and shake her and demand to know what in hell
she thought she was doing here.

“What did they do, throw you into the cand?’ she persisted, looking him over worriedly.

Rian had dmogt forgotten about the expedition to Marada's house. It seemed an age ago. With
Karuda standing there watching both of them, he said tightly, “ Can we discuss that later?’

Maskelle turned to Karuda, who had followed her into the room. “Go away. Take the guards with
you. Now.”

Rian had time to notice that Karuda looked the worse for wear himsdf, that he had removed his
archer’ s wristbrace and had a new red burn on his hand in roughly the same shape. Stubbornly, Karuda
sad, “I have been ordered—"

He was interrupted by the entrance of the Cdedtid One, who had been set down on the landing by
his attendant priest. The old man hobbled into the room, sheking his head. He was followed closdly by
Hirane, the priestess who had been with the Emperor in the garden, and two more priest-attendants. The
Cdedid One looked at Karuda sourly. “I know your orders, young one. Go to Mirak and tel him his
plot is successful if he intended it to greetly inconvenience the Voices of the Ancestors and dl the upper
ranks of the Marai, and indeed, their servants and the lower ranks as well.”

Karuda looked at the Cdedtid One asif he wanted to argue, then his lips set in a grim line and he
turned to leave. Rian said, “My sword.”

Karuda didn’t stop, but a moment later one of the guards came back from the landing with Rian's gri
and dl three of his knives. He handed them over quickly and withdrew.

Rian buckled the sheathed dri to his belt again and hadlily put his knives away. “Is this over now?’
Maskelle shook her head, her face drawn and exhausted. “No, not yet.”

Rian froze in the act of tucking the last knifeinto his boot, looking up & her. “Wha?’

“| have to ay here the night, apparently as some hdfwitted show of fath.”

Half-witted is right, Rian thought. “What about the Rite?’

The Cdegtid One muttered, “Thet iswhat | would like to know.”

“I did my best,” the priestess Hirane snapped. “1 only caught word of this because one of my
gxth-leve priests had a dawn meditation with the Chancdlor this morning.”

“Thisdidn’'t go through the Imperid Secretaries?” Maskelle asked, frowning.

“It appears to have been a private act on the part of the Throne” Hirane replied, her pinched
expression betraying what she thought of that. “1 couldn’t discover who was behind it. Mirak was in



favor of it, certainly, but | couldn’t tdll if he indigated it or not.” She looked at Maskelle, and for the first
time her face softened alittle. 1t may be that the Throne thought of this for himsdf.”

Maskele muttered something under her breath and turned away, going out to the bal cony.

The Cdedtid One looked after her for a moment, then shook his head. “We must get back to the
Mara. Today will be critica.” He gestured to his attendants and Hirane to follow him.

Rian was thinking hard. Whether this plot was Mirak’s or Marada's doing was irrdevant a the
moment; whoever it was was sure to try again. And nobody’ s using me as bait again, either.

Rian checked the landing and saw that the guards were gone. He dipped out onto the stairs and,
moving quietly, went down to the floor below. The room there was empty as well, but he heard voices
from the door that led out into the garden and stepped softly acrossto it.

Karuda was informing the guards in the garden of current developments. Rian heard the noble's
footsteps crunch away on the gravel path, then one of the remaining guards muttered, “Y ou should have
seen it. She called lightning out of the sky.”

Rian ligtened to a biased account of Maskdle s arivd at the Cdestid Home, wondering how much of
it was true. It explains the lightning, at least, he thought. When it seemed there would be nothing dse
worth hearing, Rian went quietly back up the steps and into the main room. Maskelle was 4ill sanding
out on the bacony, leaning on the balustrade. There was much he needed to tdl her, but he couldn’t think
where to dtart.

When she heard him behind her, she gtirred restlesdy, and without looking back at him, said, “Now
you' ve seen for yoursalf.”

He didn’t have time to figure that one out. “They think the High Lord sent me to you, tha you'rein
some kind of plot with him. One of them does, anyway,” he added, remembering the young Emperor’s
reluctance to accept the suggestion.

Thisat least made Maskelle glance back a him, baffled. “I’'min some kind of plot with who?”
“TheHigh Lord of the Sintane”
She snorted and turned back to the view. “Oh, asif that's likdy.”

Rian made himsdf take a deep breath. She was safe, for the moment, anyway; there was no point in
letting thelr enemies’ tactics get to him. He thought he knew what was bothering her and decided they
might as wel get it out in the open. He said, “The Emperor isyour son, isn't he?’

She didn’t turn around. “Yes. Not by law. | gave him up to his father’ s family. He had a better chance
a the successon that way. And | didn’'t redly want a child.” She gestured around at the suite, a her
temporary captivity. “So thisiswhat | get for it.”

Rian sad, “I’ve got three.”
“Three what?”’
“Three children. In Riverwait.”

Sowly she turned around, leaned back agang the baustrade, and folded her ams. Frowning
thoughtfully, she asked, “How many wives?’

“None. Kjardin aren't dlowed to make bonding contracts. But we' re popular with women who want
children. And then | was the Lady Holder’s favorite, so she—"

Maskelle hdd up a hand. “1 think | have the idea.” Her tone was somewhat cool, but a least she had
log thet ar of deadly introgpection.

“There's something edse—’



“l don't know if | can take anything ese just now.”

“| found something a& Marada s house. A box with something like an ivory bdl in it that glowed when
| touched it. | took it so you could look at it. There were other things too, subtle things. The house didn’t
look ... right. If you want to search it again, we don't have much time. They know somebody was there,
but they don’t know who.” He added ruefully, “Or at least | thought they didn’t, until this happened.”

“Anivory bdl that glowed? Tha doesn’'t sound like anything I've ever heard of before” She shook
her head, troubled. “ She' s brought foreign magic into the dity and it will be interesting, to say the least, to
hear how el judify it. Where is the box now?’

He told her where he had hidden it, and finished, “I wanted you to see it before anybody ese,
epecidly the other priests.”

“Yes, if it's priests she's after . . .” Maskdle said dowly. Then she grimaced. “Why do | have the
feding she dready has wha she' s after?’

He leaned on the baustrade next to her. If there were guards left down in the garden, they weren't
vishle “The Rite?’
“Yes” She massaged her temples. “I'm beginning to wonder if the second Whed has to be on a

power center after dl. The Infiniteis very close to our world right now. Maybe it's enough that a Whed
be on aline between two power centers. Or very close to one”

He nodded. “The cand between the Baran Dir and the Marai. We should find out who gave her that
house.”

“It was the Throne,” Maskelle said, with a trace of bitterness. She shook her head with a grimace.
“We need to pay Marada another vist.”

Rian watched her worriedly. “But you think it's dready too lae”
“Yes” She nodded. “Fird let’'s get that box.”

But when they went to the spirit shrine near their guesthouse where Rian had hidden the box, they
found nothing but a ruined scrap of mud-stained slk—the scarf he had used to carry it.

Maskelle examined the silk, feding a leftover resdue of some magic dinging to it. It had afoul taste,
sour and strange, and she couldn’t quite remember encountering anything like it before. And with the
number of dark powers she had encountered in the past few years, that was hard to believe. “You're
sure they couldn’t have followed you?’ she asked Rian, who was searching for tracks dong the mud and
grass a the edge of the cand. Not that she thought it was much of a possbility.

He gestured in exasperation, Stting on his hedls to examine a disturbed dump of grass more carefully.
“They turned out haf the neighborhood to catch me. Why let me get dl the way across the city with it if
they knew where | was? And they couldn’'t know I'd be stopped before | got it to you.” He shook his
head.

“Yes. She used magic to find it.” Maskelle let out her breath. “Foreign magic” In my city. She
remembered poor Veran and anger stirred, hot and welcome.

“She's a sorceress, this woman?’ Rasim asked, looking from Maskelle to Rian. He was poking a
dick into the mud and searching around the base of the statue, asif hoping the missng object had merdy
been migplaced. He had seen Maskdle and Rian come down the street with the Celestid One's
entourage and come out to see what they were doing.

“For her sake, | hope s0,” Maskedle said. She went back to the road, where the Ceestid One's



white paanquin waited, his attendants parting for her like a shod of startled fish. He lifted the curtain and
peered out.

“Proof?" he asked.

“No.”

He closed his eyes and sighed, sarting to withdraw into the palanquin.

She sad, 1 need afree hand.”

He stopped, watching her, his rheumy eyes expressionless.

Shelifted her brows. “You don't trust me”

His mouth twitched, not in amusement. “I trust you as far as you trust yoursdf.”

That's a hard one to answer, she thought ruefully. She said only, “Remember the Rite”
He was dill another moment, then nodded once and withdrew into the paanquin.

The procession moved away, the acolytes going to the front to clear the way with sstrums, and she
walked back to the shrine.

“Did he say we could do something about Marada?’ Rian asked, looking up at her.

“Yes” Maskdle amiled. Something to do, at last. “Tonight shelll be getting a vigt from the
Adversary.”

Chapter 11

contents - previous | next

The sky cleared toward evening and the sunset was bloodred.

The whole dity would agree that it was an omen, though there would be much debate over what spirit
or Ancestor it came from. With one look Maskdlle knew it immediatdy; it was the Adversary’s omen. If
there had been no Sgn, it wouldn’t have changed her mind about what she meant to do; but it was good
to have the confirmation.

It was evening now and the candles were lit in the bronze and gold stands of her palace suite, sending
warm shadows playing among the gilded and inlaid carvings on the wals. In the jasmine-scented breeze
from the windows there was disant music and mingled voices, the sound of one of the many banquets
being given by high officids and courtiers in the Cdesid Home's gardens tonight. If she had stood and
looked out the window and over the garden wall, she would see lamps hung from low branches or
floated on the pools in little idands of flowers. It reminded her that as far as the rest of the city was
concerned, thiswas Festivd Eve. Rasim had mentioned that the Ariaden were engaged not only for the
officd celebrations tomorrow but for a specia kiradi performance tonight a the home of the Lord
Portmaster of Tdla, who was in the city for the fediva and giving a party for a hundred or so of his
closest friends. In afew weeks the puppet Gisar would be able to rgoin them, purged of its curse by the
Mara’s influence

“Thisisa bad idea,” Rian said, for perhaps the hundredth time.

Maskelle sat on the floor, eyes closed, her hands turned pam up in the meditation pogtion. Her
awareness was Flit, part of it in the room and the rest roaming the night outside. She could fed the damp
breeze from the window lightly on her skin, and more strongly as it tore through her insubstantid spirit


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

body.

The Cdedtid One had sent severd young Koshan monks with them, to act as his withesses and to
perhaps exert a restraining influence on any of the Throne' s impulses to ir trouble. They were camped
out in the stairwdl now, practicing meditation rituds, and she could hear the soft echo of ther voicesin
the Infinite Old Mdi had dso come with them, apparently feding that if Maskdle was daying at the
Paace she needed an atendant to lend her countenance. Maskdle had mixed fedings about this she
didn’'t want to put the old woman in danger, but Old Mdi had comein handy, terrorizing and then driving
away the servants who kept showing up on various pretexts. Most of them were undoubtedly spies sent
by Mirak, Disara, or other old enemies, but there had been nothing for them to see. Rian had sent away
anything in the suite that could possibly be poisoned, and from the extent of the ligt, Maskdlle wondered
how there was anyone dive l€ft in the Sintane.

She could hear Rian pacing and knew he was doing it to ddiberately wreck her concentration.
Without bresking the trance, she said, “It would be better to do thisin the lllsat Sidar.”

The pacing paused. “Why?’
“Then I'd have hdp that would cooperate and keep its mouth shut.”

She was trapped here for the night by her agreement with the Throne, or a least her body was. After
tdling Vigar about Marada and the strong possibility that the second Whed was located somewhere in
her house, they had made their plans for tonight. Then Maskelle had spent the day in the difficult
baancing act of removing the dark portion of the Rite grain by grain while the other Voices continued
with the rest of the design. The symbols she and Vigar had uncovered as they had taken off the outer
layer of dark sand were even less encouraging. They were inexplicable patterns that seemed to hint a
gorms and ruin, and the K oshans who were searching the libraries had found no record of them so far.

Maskelle and Vigar had aso confirmed the hypothess that the patch of dark sand had been growing
larger. It had been trying to creep out dong the Western Ascension, and if it had managed to traverse
that axis, it could have gone anywhere in this hemisphere. With the second Whed destroyed, they would
never know what the purpose of it had been, but Maskdle was willing to sacrifice that knowledge for
safety.

The other Voices would be completing the last part of the Whed now. If they hurried, it would be just
ready by the culmination point of the Equinox tomorrow, and the dimax of the Rite would take place as
ordained. Maskdle meant to give them the time they needed. The Cdegtid One was spending the night
with the other Voices in the Rite chamber. All of the lower ranks had been given specid indructions to
ward themsdlves againg spirit possession—a precaution that was normaly only necessary outsde the
boundaries of Kushorit dities and villages, when Koshans traveled in the deep forest or on the wild
rivers, anywhere particularly strong dark spirits might be encountered.

The pacing had started again. Rian said, “Forgive me. | meant, thisis a supid idea.”
“And your naturd timidity kept you from saying so before.”
“l did say so before.”

Maskele remembered that Rian had never mentioned how the old Holder Lord of Markand had
died. She suspected strongly thet it had been from exasperation. “How did the Holder Lord die?’

There was a hestation, then suspicioudy, “From afit, why?’

“Jug confirming a supposition. If you can't be quiet, go gt with Old Mdi.”
“If that old woman dgps me on the ass one more time—"

“Rian.” Maskdle took a sharp breath, opening her eyes. “Come here”



He stopped on the far Sde of the room, watching her warily. “Why?’

“Jus come here”

He came rductantly, taking a seat on a cushion in front of her. “Why?’ he said again.
“I’'m going to show you exactly what I'm doing. Give me your hands.”

When she hdd his cadloused pdmsin hers, she closed her eyes again and said, “Ligen to the wind in
the trees. Think of nothing but that.”

She extended the window in the Infinite to include him, knowing it might not work. Some people were
amply blind to the Infinite. But after a moment she fdt his tense grip on her hands relax. She shifted her
awareness to the Infinite, where her spirit body hung above the Mara in the dark and tearing wind. For
an ingant she fdt him beside her, then he jerked his hands away.

She opened her eyes. He was giving her an indignant look. “Y ou could have warned me”

“It's the twilight world, the connection between this world and the Infinite Everyone sees it in a
different way. Now do you want to come with me or not?’

“All right, dl right.” He gave her his hands again.

They were in the ar high above the Marai. The wind was sronger here, tearing through their spirit
bodies. The streets were dark canyons, the buildings insubgtantid blurs, and the people were only moving
smudges of color againg the darkness. Many of the streets and plazas were lit by torches for the fegtivd
crowds, but they were dim red blurs, like banked cods. Only the temples, shrines, and cands were
sharply visble They glowed with a soft inner light, the carvings standing out in such high rdief they were
amog readable from this height. The faces on the Baran Dir were warm and dive, and the smdler
temples and shrines glowed like fdlen stars. Except the Marai. Thelight around the Maral was not soft. It
was sharp, outlining every stone of the templein warm yelow fire, and it pulsed with the growing power
of the Rite. The causeway across the moat was covered with what looked like a solid red glow: the
procession of Koshans entering the Maral for the opening ritud.

She could fed Rian waiching it. She said, “Marada's house” and guided his sght in the right
direction.

Two seventh-level Koshans and severd monks and temple guards from the Mara were watching
Marada's guesthouse tonight. They might not have any proof they could show the Throne, but Rian had
seen enough to make the Celestid One put the woman under observation. In spirit form Maskelle could
see something that was invisble to the watchers, except perhaps for the saventh-leve priests. There was
aradiance around the house, a dull, Sckly blue glow.

“What istha?’ Rian asked. “What's she doing?’
“Watch. She ll have to move soon; they must be dmost done with the Rite by now.”

The Infinite hummed with power; whatever Marada was doing was nearing completion. Then
suddenly the blue glow died, coalesced into a point of light near the center of the house.

“Now we get our proof,” Maskelle breathed.

Something was leaving the house, moving down the gdlery, drifting over the raling to dight gently on
the ground.

Its outline was blurred glver, shifting and changing as it drifted out of the house's compound and
down the street. The people it passed did not react to its presence.

“It'slike the water creature from theriver,” Rian said.
“Something like, something unlike. This wasn't what | was expecting.” She saw tha the two



seventh-leve priests didn't sense its passage ether. It wafted past them, through the wall of another
compound, through the house within it that was crowded with people, across the cand on the other side.
It was meking a sraight line for the Marai.

Maskelle had known thet there was some sort of soirit in the business when Rian had found the marks
of a garrotte around Igarin’s neck. But she had thought Marada was leaving her own body and taking
gpirit form, with the help of some specid foreign magic that kept the high-leve Koshans from sendang her
presence. But whatever that was, it wasn't Marada. And it was utterly impossible for a pirit to progress
ina draight line across the power pathways of Kushor-At and Kushor-An.

Maskelle cast around for a form to take and fdt a bird spirit high overhead, drifting in the night sky.
Bird spirits belonged to the Adversary: another omen. She cdled to it and fdt it circde and then fdl
toward her.

When it came close she fdt Rian dmogt break the trance. All razor-tipped green and gold fegthers
and flashing claws, it too dosdy resembled what he thought demons looked like. But he didn't et go of
her hands. She explained, “My spirit sdf can't truly touch or move anything; this spirit can.”

She fdt awing brush her cheek, opening up aline of fire as the sharp-edged festher cut her skin. |
need you, she thought to it. Just for a short time.

It circled her warily. She knew it recognized her. To watch?it said.
To hunt.
It laughed and opened itsdf to her, and suddenly she was looking through its eyes.

Its vison was sharper then that of her spirit body. It could see the temples and the cand's even more
cearly than she could, but the houses and other buildings were dill just big brown blurs, the people nearly
invighble It hadn’t seen the creature moving away from Marada s house until she looked through its eyes.
She heard it hissin surprise. Kill, the bird spirit whispered in her mind.

Soon, shetold it.

They watched the creature drift across the Mara’s moat. Maskelle was dill amazed by the temerity
of the thing. She had to change her course to fallow it, flying above the sraight line of the causeway; even
the Adversary’s proxy had to approach the Marai through the correct passages.

Once across the moat, the creature moved through walls, again teking the straight path through the
temple that should have been impossible. Maskelle had to make each square of the inner and outer court
before she could drop further toward the ground, buffeted dong the way by the power entering and
leaving the temple.

She brought hersdf down to the inner courtyard and fdt her own toes curl in reflex as the spirit's
claws touched the damp cool stone. The lamps here were dim orange glows, and there were strange
blurred shapes that were dl she could see of the people moving in the court. She stepped out of the bird
spirit and it crouched, waiting.

Her quarry drifted across the paving stones, the slver nimbus around its form alittle sharper now. The
creature was moving toward the centra tower, toward one of the blurs that stood near the archway. This
blur was more well defined than the others, its presence in the Infinite stronger.

Maskele recognized the Celestid One. So that's it. She shifted to block the cregture’s path.

It stopped, then tried to go around her. She moved again and it hated, drawing back a little. It
seemed to see her even less dlearly than she could seeit. It tried to go around her again, reeching for the
Cdedid One. Now she could see the cord inits hands.

Now, she told the bird spirit, kill.



With a shriek that echoed through the Infinite, the bird spirit legpt onto the creature.

They fought across the court, twising and writhing, teeth and claws throwing back shards of light.
Maskelle knew the higher-levd Koshans in the Mara would sense this, she fdt the Cdedid One's
awareness dide across her.

Struggling desperately, the thing shook free of the bird spirit, throwing it hafway across the court. The
bird spirit tumbled in midair, adizzying bdl of green and gold, then shot back toward its opponent like an
arrow. She saw the thing try to wrap its cord around the bird spirit's neck and the spirit went
insubgtantid, laughing, to reappear again and tear lacy remnants of the thing’s flesh away.

Watching in fascination as the bird spirit tore into Marada' s creature, Rian heard a sudden urgent
shout from behind him. He turned to look, but couldn’'t tdl which of the blurs in the court it had come
from. Then he heard it again, dill coming from behind him, and redlized he had heard it with his red ears,
not whatever passed for ears here.

He looked at Maskelle, but a crash of wooden furniture decided him. In another heartbeat he was
gtting opposite her in the room in the Cdestid Home. The room wavered in and out; he took a deep
breath and pressed his hands to his eyes, trying to adjust to the abrupt trangtion. The noise came from
the anterooms where the monks were on guard. One of them was shouting for help.

That jolted him back to full awareness. He rolled back off the cushion, catching the dri up on the way
and drawing it as he came to his fedt.

In the doorway one of the monks was blocking the way, trying to hold someone off with a soal. Old
Mdi was a his back, armed with a heavy gold pot. Past them he could see a figure in dark robes with
lacquered armor and a crested barred hdmet disguisng its face. One of the other monks sprawled
unmoving on the floor.

Torn and bleeding, the spirit thing fled out of the Marai’s court. Maskelle went straight up,
almost losing sight of it as she and the bird spirit threaded their way out of the pathways of power
around the temple. But the thing was fleeing straight across the city and she knew what its
destination must be. It was going back to Marada’s guesthouse, to its master.

Rian pushed Old Mdi aside, caught a handful of the monk’s robe and yanked him out of the way, just
as a Kushorit short sword cleaved the air where the young man had been standing. Rian dung the monk
behind him and ducked a second swordcut. He dammed into the armored man, knocking him back out
of the doorway and across the Sairwell.

There was one lamp lit in Marada’s guesthouse, in the common room, the light leaking
through the wicker of the closed shade panels onto the balcony. There were no walls of power
around it, and Maskelle alighted on the balcony without resistance. By unconscious habit she used
the partially open door to enter the house, the bird spirit dipping through the wall next to her.

She gave hersdf the semblance of a body so she could see more clearly, and the room swam
into focus around her. Marada sat at a low table under a single candlestand. Several Kushorit
books lay on the table, and in front of Marada was a glowing ball of light.

The armored man threw Rian off and he smashed into the carved pands next to the stairs. One of the
monks must have gone for help; there were two lying dead or unconscious on the floor and three il
ganding, again blocking the doorway between the armored man and Maskelle. The one armed with a
dool started forward, but Rian motioned him back. Redizing where the most effective resstance was
going to come from, the man ignored them, driking down a Rian. He rolled away from the blade,
dashing upward with the giri.



The blade diced between the deeve of the dark robe and the lesther gauntlet, severing the wrist. The
gauntlet hit the ground but there was no spray of blood and Rian dmost died when the astonishment
made him hesitate. The armored man’s sword thudded into the wal above his head as he ducked and
came to his feet. He had an ingant to exchange a baffled look with the monks braced across the
doorway.

Marada looked up at her, no expression on her lovely, perfect face. Maskelle could see her in
sharp detail, something that should be impossible with spirit sight. She's not a person, Maskelle
thought. She's a spirit, but she exids in the world and in the Infinite at the same time. But that was
impossible.

“You killed Igarin with your shadow creature, and you somehow took possession of Veran's
mind, and made him do your will. Am| correct?”

In her colorless voice Marada said, “ You are correct.”

Maskelle looked down at the books. They were works of Koshan philosophy. She brushed her
spirit hand across the cover of one and said, “ You should have included The Book of the Adversary
in your course of study.”

Marada watched her, a small cold smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “1 didn’t need it.”

Rian parried two cuts and ducked and rolled again, damming into the far wdl to avoid the armored
man's rush. His opponent was doing well for a man with only one hand. They were making an incredible
racket and no Palace Guards had come yet. The monk who had gone for help might have to run dl the
way to the Baran Dir.

“Tell me who you are and why you did this, and | may let you live,” Maskelle said.

“You can't stop us.” Marada ‘s eyesdidn’'t waver. “ It's too late. And your own philosophy will
not let you harm me.”

The bird spirit laughed, its amusement making the Infinite shiver around them. Maskelle said,
“You really should have read The Book of the Adversary.” The glowing ball must be doing
something, but Maskelle couldn’'t see any effect in the Infinite. Her spirit eyes could see shadows
moving insde it. She felt Marada’s creature behind her, saw the loop of cord come over her head.

Maskelle stepped through it. “ Is that its only trick?”

The armored man came for him again, backing him into the corner, and Rian parried the cuts, until
one blow bashed the gri right out of his hands. He dropped to the ground under the return blow and
kicked the man in the kneecap. The man hit the ground and Rian legpt on him, pinning his sword am
down. The body bucked and twisted under him, amost throwing him off, and then the handless am
punched him below the ribs, hard enough to stop his bresth. The man's drength was close to
supernaturd. I’m not going to be able to hold him. Then amonk landed on the man's legs and another
onewas a Rian's sde, hdping him hold down the swordarm. “Get the sword,” Rian said through gritted
teeth.

Marada leaned over the glowing ball, whispering to it. It was a strange harsh language
Maskelle couldn’t understand, and certainly nothing that was spoken in the Garekind Idands. As
if she needed more confirmation that the woman was an imposter. She could fed in the bones of
her real body a growing resonance, coming from the canal that connected the Celestial Home
with the Marai. The

Whed of the Rite was almost complete and Maskelle couldn’t afford to wait for answers when
she didn’'t know what else Marada might do to ruin it. She said, “ One last chance.”

Marada ignored her. Maskelle let out her breath. “ 1 was lying about letting you live, anyway.”



She released the bird spirit and it flowed past her, eager for prey.
Marada might not be entirely human, but she screamed like one.

The third monk scrambled for the gri, as their opponent heaved and twisted to free himsdf. He didn't
seem s0 much interested in getting away as in inflicing as much damage as possible. The monk trying to
hold down the man’s kicking legs wrestled with the handless arm, trying to keep it from punching Rian,
but he could hardly hold it. Rian had aready fdt one of hisribs crack.

He grabbed the gri’s hilt as the monk brought it up and diced the blade down on the dark gep
between the man’s gorget and hdmet. He fdt an indant of resistance, then the blade jarred his hand as it
struck the wooden floor.

Suddenly he was kneding on the chest piece of an empty set of lacquered armor and robes, the
greaves and arm pieces strewn around him. One of the monks gasped in astonishment and the other
picked up an empty gauntlet, turning it over wonderingly.

Rian tipped back the hemet. It was empty. He shared alook with the monk who had brought the gri.
“This sort of thing happen much here?’ he asked.

Later that night, Maskelle paced in front of the balcony, distractedly braiding her hair while waiting for
Rian, Hirane, and the others to return from Marada s house. They had gone there to arrest the woman's
sarvants and to destroy the second Whed. She knew Rian dill wanted to search for clues to Marada's
identity and purpose here, but that was a secondary god. Dedroying the second Whed took
precedence.

Maskelle could fed the tenson dill in her shoulders and back, and the knowledge that the last
preparation for the Rite was underway only made it worse. The resonance of the voices of the priedts,
monks, and nuns echoed from the Maral, where they performed the chants that were the firgt step in the
ceremony of the Great Opening, which would end when the Rite was culminated tomorrow. The Temple
Dancers would be filling the outer court, moving through the ageless patterns in the light from scores of
lamps, and hundreds of people would line the wdls to watch.

The disturbance had woken the whole Palace and Maskele had taken advantage of the sudden
aurfeit of servants to order a bath brought in, and now she was wearing her red Meidun robe, dean if not
cam. Sill disturbed hersdlf, Old Mdi bustled around like a hen with logt chicks, dearing up the debris
from the fight and grumbling.

Hirane of the Baran Dir had sent a score of temple guards and a couple of seventh-leved priests to
make sure the rest of the night was undisturbed, but Maskelle knew there would be no further trouble
here. The slite had adso been infested with messengers, from the Imperid Secretaries down to the
functionaries whose job it was to keep the dairs clean, dl demanding to know what had happened. The
temple guards were sending mogt of them off, except the ones with too high a rank. Maskdle was
sending those off hersdf, with succinct commentary on the inherent dangers of being a guest in the
Cdedid Home. She hoped her comments were repeated to Raith's lackeys, and wondered what his
reaction would be when he discovered just what his new favorite, Marada, had done.

The Pdace Guards had not been able to come to ther ad because of an invisble barrier that had
formed over the tairs. Maskelle would have been indined to doubt this, except thet she had seen for
hersdf how powerful Marada had been. And the monk who had gone for hdp had run straight into it and
been unable to get through from the other sde. Now there were guards everywhere in the garden outside
their suite. Now that they aren‘t needed, she thought with an annoyed shake of her head. Marada
shouldn’'t have been able to send one of her creatures indgde the Cdegtid Home, any more than she
should be &ble to send one ingde the Marai. Now if | just knew what she was, what she wanted,



where she came from, and who sent her, everything would be fine.

One of the monks had been killed defending Maskelle, and the thought made her want to kill Marada
dl over again. | should have told the bird spirit to make it dow, she thought, tying off her lagt braid
and tossing it over her shoulder.

There were louder voices from the sairwdl and she moved back into the room, waiting impatiently.
The knot of guards at the door moved aside as Rian strode in.

Maskelle mationed sharply to the Koshan heder, who had been waiting petiently in the corner. The
woman advanced on Rian determinedly, adready opening the wooden box where she carried her
medicines.

Rian saw her coming at im and said, “1 don’t need any—"

“Let her look at you,” Maskdle said. “The monks told me you were hurt.”

“All right, dl right.” Rian stripped off his shirt, reveding a dark, painful-looking bruise on hisright side,
just over his ribs. He sat down on the mat and the heder kndt next to him, clucked her tongue and
probed gently a the injured area with her fingers. Rian didn’'t wince, but Maskelle could tdl it hurt him
and so could the hedler. The woman released him and began to dig through her box. Rian ignored her,
tdling Maskelle, “It wasn't there”

“Not there?” Aghast, Maskelle sat down on the cushions, burying her head in her hands. | am o0
tired of being wrong, she thought. “It has to be there”

“l know, but it wasn't.” Rian’s tone was brusk, but she could tdl he fdt it as much as she did. “No
sand or anything else they could have made one with, ether. They must have been hiding it somewhere
ese” He rolled his shoulder carefully and winced. “We caught everyone she brought with her, four
women and seven guardsmen. None of them will talk, yet.”

Maskelle shook her head, trying to make hersdlf think again. She poured a cup of pamwine from the
saving set on the table. Handing it to Rian, she asked, “Do the others ill pretend not to understand
Kushorit?’

He nodded. “I couldn’t tdl if they were faking it or not. Neither could Karuda or any of the
Koshans.” He drained the cup and shrugged, then grimaced at what the incautious movement had done
to hisinjury. Maskelle lifted a brow a him and he gave her a disgruntled look.

“l don’'t suppose the priests could tdl if any of her people were the same sort of creature as Marada,”
she said.

“That's what they want you for.” The heder had taken out a length of bandage and started to wrap
Rian'sribs. He lifted hisarm to |t her, looking annoyed.

“l couldn’'t tdl that Marada was what she was, until she reveded hersdf,” Maskele pointed out.
Can't these people do anything for themselves? she thought in irritation. What did they do while |
was gone?“They didn’t find out anything?’

He shook his head. “The priests are dill searching the house. We brought that ivory bal thing back
here, but it won't glow anymore.” The heder tied the bandage off and Rian told her, “It's too tight.”

“Good,” the woman sad sharply.

Maskelle got to her feet. The Ancestors were whispering that no good could come of this, but that's
what they usudly said. “Where are they?’

* % %

Marada's companions were being held in the Cededid Home's guard house. This was a long
sone-waled barracks that stood back againg the south moat wall, concedled from view of the pleasure



gardens by a heavy screen of bamboo and breadfruit trees. It had its own Watergate, causeway, and
dock, where the prisoners had been brought by boat. They were being held now in the big common
room, surrounded by guards and priests. The outer wal had open arches facing a little court and the
greenary that shielded it from the gardens, though the air was dill warm and dank.

Garekind Idanders were the same stock as the mainland Kushorit, and there was nothing unusud in
the gppearance of Marada's servants, except what were gpparently habitud sullen expressons and a
drange lack of fear at their arrest. They hadn’t been harmed during ther capture, though their clothes
looked as if they had rdlled in the dirt. They dl wore rough plain trousers or wraps, no jewery, like
fidldworkers stripped for labor. It was odd that Marada hadn’t chosen to equip them more lavishly; most
of the wedthy in Duvapore kept their retinues wel dressed as another way of showing status.

“They are ddfiling the Cdegtid Home with ther presence here” Hirane said, folding her aams. The
priestess of the Baran Dir was grim, her thin form rigid with tenson. The Cdestid One was dill occupied
a the Mara with the other Voices. Hirane should be there too, but the protocols of tonight’s ceremonies
could spare her presence whereit couldn’'t spare the others. Chancellor Mirak was dso present, dressed
infestival finery, with Lord Karuda a shadow &t his back.

“It'salittle late to worry about that.” Maskelle picked up the ivory bal from the table where it rested.
Except she didn't think it was ivory. The texture was wrong, and though it was hard to tdl in the
lamplight, she thought the color was off as well. She tried to fed it with her inner senses, to ligen to it the
way she could hear the currents of power in water or ar or the stone of the temples. There was nathing.
The power that had made it shine with light in this world and the Infinite might have died with Marada.

“These people should be taken to the prison,” Hirane persisted.

Maskelle looked from the white bl to the face of the oldest servant. She was a stocky woman with
grey hair, just as planly dressed as the others. She had probably been Marada's chief maid. There was
no defiancein her cold dull eyes, just a complete lack of interest. Too complete. “I'm not o sure that's
true” Maskelle said, thoughtful. The woman’s only jewery was a wooden amulet with an earth spirit 9gll
on it. It was the kind of token worn by the village shaman who had helped people placate or defend
agang the spirits, before the temples had risen in the Celestid Empire.

Hirane snorted. She folded her arms and looked away. “By your own evidence they cooperated with
that woman in an atempt to nate—"

Hirane was an intdligent, perceptive guardian for the Baran Dir, but she didn't like being argued with
by anyone but the Cdesid One. Maskelle didn't like being argued with ether, but she explained,
“Marada wasn't awoman. We don’t know what she was.” She stepped closer to the oldest servant and
looked into her eyes. “And | don't think I'd cdll this cooperation.”

“You'rethinking of Veran,” Rian said, waiching her closdly.

“Yes” She nodded dowly. Poor dead Veran, who | should have watched much more carefully.
“He was a priest, trained in meditation disciplines. If he was close to fighting his way free of whatever
controlled hismind and kept him from speaking to us, then that’s why he had to be killed.... How would
the same condition look on a person who wasn't trained, who had no way to fight?’

“You told the chief heder that Veran was possessed,”

Mirak said dowly, dmost unwillingly. He took a step closer. “Possessed by what? And why can't the
other VVoices and the saventh-levd priests see what you seem to see?’

“If 1 had those answers, we' d be further forward in this matter than we are now.” Maskelle rubbed
the bridge of her nose, tired and annoyed. “The only thing | can say is that this seems to be a deception
only the Adversary has the knowledge to penetrate. That is why the Ancestors created him, to be their
guide where they couldn’t go.” She turned the globe over again. Maybe | should just break it. The



Adversary and the Ancestors remained stubbornly slent on the subject.
“Isit to be a philosophy lesson?” Mirak asked, his voice an amused rumble.
“If you'rein need of one, | can send afifth-leve priest to supply it,” Hirane told him sharply.

At least she's impartial in her irritation, Maskedle thought. She hefted Marada's bdl again. “I'll
keep thiswith me” Stepping closer to the oldest woman, she looked into her eyes.

There was dill no expression there. She might have been garing into the eyes of a dead woman. Like
Veran, this woman might be trapped indgde her own body, sruggling to get out. Like Veran, it might be
possble to reach her, if only for an ingant. Maskelle stretched out her power toward the woman,
drawing on the Celestid Home's place in the network of temples. There was a barrier there, something
of the Infinite and of the world at the same time, as Marada had been. Maskelle pushed at it, but it held
firm. She fdt power flow down toward her from the Baran Dir, from the Marai with the Whed of the
Infinite set into its heart like a great glowing jewd, and pushed again.

Suddenly she fdt the presence of the Adversary, flowing through her, lending her a srength that
sruck forward into thet barrier, shattering it like glass.

Maskelle caught the woman, then fdt her own knees give out on the way down. They landed on the
gritty floor together, but she managed to keep the woman's head from driking the stone. Dizziness
overwhemed her for amoment and it was dl she could do not to keep from fdling over on the woman in
her lap. Looking down at her white face and the pain etched there, Maskelle thought, Ancestors, she's
dying. She reached for the Adversary again, but fdt it withdraw. It couldn’t, or wouldn't, help her.

The woman's fingers dug into her arm and she gasped, “Ligen. | was a heder and a shamaness of the
old magic, until that woman came to our village on the coast at lutara and trapped us”

“Trapped you how?’ Maskelle asked. Rian was leaning over her shoulder and she could hear Hirane
shouting for the guards physician.

“With that bal. She made us look into it and it trapped our minds, made us do whatever she willed.
There was something indde it, dive, it had aface. . . .” She shook her head wildly. “She made me— |
know the old magic, the death magic. | never used it, but she knew | could. She made me bind a dead
boy’ s soul to a curse, atdaworm bal, and she sent him after someone— Warn—"

“It'sdl right, he was released. No one else was hurt.”

A brief expression of rdief crossed the woman's face. “ There were others with her, she wasn't the
only one. They look like people, but ingde .. .” She gasped.

“How many others?’

“l don’t know. | saw four . . . men.” The woman's voice was afant rasp.
“Tdl uswhat she wanted. Tdl us—’

The womean diffened in her arms, then went limp.

Maskelle watched her eyes go 4ill and set. She lowered the womean to the floor and let Rian hep her
up. She glanced around, and saw that Mirak had Ieft the chamber hurriedly with his attendants. From
their muted voices they werein the court outside the archway.

Looking grimly down at the woman, Rian said, “She didn't know anything dse. If she knew why
Marada was here, she would have said that firs.” Glancing up, he said, “We need to find thet village”

Karuda said, “I'll send men tonight.”

Hirane nodded to the seventh-level priests who had helped search Marada's house. “They will go
with them, should those others she spoke of remain there”



| should go with them, Maskdlle thought, then, No, not until after the Rite is over. lutara wasn't
near a power center, and the second Whed of the Infinite couldn’t be there.

“What about the others?” Karuda said, eyeing the other servants who dill stood impassive,
surrounded by their guards.

Maskelle looked at Hirane, who shook her head dightly. She saw in the old woman's eyes that she
knew aswel as Maskdle did that it might be kinder to kill them. But Maskedle wouldn't give that order,
not yet. “Lock them up, under guard,” she said hdplesdy. “Maybe we can find away to free them.”

Seaing the faces of Karuda and the others, she wasn't the only one who found this doubtful.

Chapter 12

contents - previous | next

The day dawned hot and clear, unusud for this season of daly rains. It would make it easy for the
priests to judge the exact moment of the Equinox, when the Rite would draw to a close. The chanting had
stopped early this morning, but the Marai’s stones dill sang with it. Despite Marada's interference and
her strange brand of power, the temple fdt exactly as it should, even to Maskdle. She had risen before
dawn and, bringing Rian with her, had gone to the Marai to make certain everything was dl right. The
crowds had adready been thick in the streets and the cand's nearly clogged with boats, but any craft with
the Imperia sedls had right of way and they made the trip in good time.

Once there she had walked an abbreviated meditation ring over the whole Marai, diminding the
rituds but checking every cardind point, every resonance chamber, every corner of each court. She
could find no wesknesses in the structure, not in the physicd or the spiritud realms. After the first hour,
they had passed Vigar in the solar Sde of the inner court, on the same mission.

Maskelle had reached the far end of the gdlery on the lunar Sde of the outer court when the steady
growl of the fesival crowds on the other Sde of the moat rose to a roar. “Maybe that's Ragim getting
lynched,” Rian commented, leaning on the baustrade in one of the openings between the pillars.

Maskelle glanced out on the court below and read the time from the length of the shadows on the
wdls. It was midmorning and the Ariaden should have been performing some time now, from what Old
Mdi had told her of the plans for the entertainments. “Hopefully it's the end of the play,” she said. “I
think they're doing The Mask of Night!” With hdp conscripted from the hundreds of workers the
Warden of the Public Fedtivals had available, they would be able to handle the complex scenery
movements and the big puppets.

“Did you want to see it?’

“Yes, but I'm aure if | ask nicdy, | can get the whole thing repeated for me tonight. With a
blow-by-blow description of the audience' s reactions.”

Smiling, Rian cocked his head at her, pretending to doubt it. “You think so?’

“l don't see how | can avoid it.” She leaned her g&ff in the corner and stretched, easing the kinks out
of her back. She had brought Marada's white stone to the temple, not liking to leave it behind in the
palace. She had given it into the safekeeping of the Temple Magter, to be stored in one of the cupboards
inhis quarters within the Marai. It might be only afocus for Marada's strange power, like the saffs used
by the Voices when they were away from the temples, and would be empty and usdess now that its
owner was dead, but she wanted to keep an eye on it. “At least after the Rite culminates, | don’t have to
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worry about anything ese”

Then she saw a monk running toward her down the length of the gdlery, his expresson urgent, and
thought, Why did | say that?

He stopped and bowed hurriedly to her. “Revered, your presence is asked in the outer court, in front
of the third gdlery gate, by the Ceegtid One.”

“All right, I'm coming.” She followed him rductantly. She was a little surprised they were cdling her
to the outer court. If something was going to go wrong, it would go wrong in the heart tower, in the
Whed of the Infinite The ceremonies surrounding the culmination of the Rite were complex, but
worthless for anything but entertainment value. “What is this about? Has there been another problem with
the Rite?’

“l waan't told, Revered.” The monk glanced back a her worriedly. “But Chancdlor Mirek is there,
and guardsmen from the Palace.”

“But the roya party should dready be in the inner gdlery for the invocations” The ceremonies
involved the presence of the Celestid Emperor, who had been brought herein aformd procession earlier
in the day. Maskelle had planned her examingtion of the temple carefully to avoid the Emperor’s ritud
progress to the inner gdlery.

“They are there, Revered.”

She glanced a Rian and saw the sgnificance of this wasn't wasted on him, either. | exist to be
tormented for the pleasure of the Adversary, she thought.

They went down the steps of the entrance to the outer court. Maskelle saw the temple guards arrayed
on the lowest step under the porch and read the tension in their stances. They made space for her to pass
before she reached them and she stepped down onto the terrace.

The sun was bright on the two reflecting pools on either Sde of the stone terrace and a damp heat
rose off the deep green grass. The scatter of pams around the large court provided no shade
whatsoever. Standing on the cross-shaped terrace were the Cdegtid One, his attendant priest, and
Hirane of the Baran Dir. Maskelle sensed Rian tense next to her and a heartbeat later she registered what
he had aready seen. They were fadng Chancdlor Mirak, Lord Karuda, and a dozen or so Paace
Guards.

Haf surrounded by the Palace Guards were the Ariaden, dill in their stage dothing and face paint.
The children, except for Firac's two sons who worked puppets in the show, were not with them. They
would have been left back a the guesthouse with one of the Kushorit servants attached to the place,
sncether help hadn’'t been needed with the props and other little chores. That was one smdl mercy a
least. Old Mdi was there, though her help hadn’'t been needed in the play. The old woman had an
uncanny &bility to involve hersdlf in everything.

It explained the roar of the crowd. Kushorit theetricas tended to be fresform and would often go on
for hours if the audience was dill interested. The play mugt have been a success and the crowd had
expected more of it, and been disgppointed to see the actors leave the stage.

It didn’t matter. Thisis enough, Maskelle thought. She was getting very tired of Mirak’s interference.
She walked past the Koshans, dmost stepping on the Palace Guardsman who didn't move out of her
way quickly enough. “Ragtim, what are you doing here?’

“Theré' s a little difficulty,” he said, sounding embarrassed. Firac, danding a his ebow, moved
uneasly and looked down at his feet. The sun was mdting the white paint off ther faces and they both
looked awful, but she didn’t think they had been hurt by the guardsmen.

Karuda stepped toward her and Rian shifted just enough to block his way. The noble started to



speak, but Maskdle ignored him, saying, “Radtim, please, just tdl me”

“We were arrested.” He shrugged, apparently philosophical about it. “At least they let us finish the
play. | don’t know what they didn’t like about it—"

“Radim, they didn't arrest you, and certainly not because of the play,” Maskelle said, she hoped
patiently. Ragtim was doing a good job of tdling the story briefly for an Ariaden. “They don’'t bring
caimindsto the Mara.”

“I'm pretty sure we were arrested—"
“Radtim, don’t argue with me just at the moment.”

Maskelle took a deep breath. Something going on here. More than just court intrigue and the
shifting politics of power. There was nothing wrong with the Marai, there was nothing wrong with the Rite
and nathing likdy to go wrong with it, surrounded as it was by the Voices as they did the invocations for
the roya party. She could fed the growing tenson as atightnessin her chest, but it seemed to be coming
out of nowhere. She said to Ragtim, “Stay here.”

She had meant for Rian to stay there too, but he followed her anyway as she went toward the
Cdedid One and the others. They had dl been watching her and she had the uncanny sensation for a
moment of feding like one of Ragtim’s puppets. She asked Mirak, “Why did you bring these people
here?’

Ignoring her, Mirak turned to the Celestid One. He said, “Y ou understand the necessity for this”

The old man's expresson was less yidding than the stone faces carved into the temple wall behind
him. He said to Maskelle, “Tdl our vistors to go into the inner court.”

She looked back a Radtim, jerked her head dightly. He caught the hint and started for the gtairs up
into the gdlery, the other Ariaden tralling after him.

Mirak turned, about to gesture to Karuda to stop them. Maskelle fdt a swvell of tenson that was sure
to end in something rash, but the Cdestid One said, “I don’t recommend it, Chancdllor.”

Maskelle had heard that tone only once before in his voice and that had been when he had told her
that if she wanted to move againg the Celestid Throne she would have to kill him fird. It sent a little
shiver of cold memory through her and her own impulse to take action died.

Mirak paused and regarded the old man. The moment stretched. Then he let his hand drop. Karuda
shifted uneasily as Rasim and the others made ther way past the Temple Guards and into the shade of
the enclosure. Mirak sad findly, “Y ou choose a strange cause in which to exercise your authority.”

The Cdedtid One didn't bother to acknowledge the Sde issue. “Does the Rite mean nathing to you?’
he said.

“I mean to make sure she and dl those she brought with her leave the city when the Rite is over.” The
Chancdlor betrayed no sgn of anger or any other emotion except quiet confidence.

“Oh, I'll be leaving the city.” Maskelle had no idea it was she who had spoken urtil she saw the
Cdedid One and Hirane garing a her. The words had come draight from the Ancestors. It was one of
the more annoying forms of prophecy, when the spirits spoke as your own voice. The world was S0
close to the Infinite at thistime of year that in haly places like the Mara the barriers became so thin as to
be dmog insubgtantia. The effect would become worse as the Rite drew closer to culmingtion. She just
hoped the Ancestors didn’t decide to say anything particularly damning in front of Mirak.

“You take too much on yoursdf,” the Cdestid One sad to the Chancdlor. The old man spoke
quietly, but Maskelle dill heard the warning tonein his voice. She saw Hirane tighten her hold on her Saff
and sensed the older woman’s unessiness.



“I’'ve dways bdieved the Koshans had too much power in the Imperid system,” Mirak sad camly.
“Asyou know.”

“When have | given the Throne commands? | give him advice, which heis free to take up or ignore as
his own judgment suits him.”

Maskelle suspected Mirak had been preparing for this test of his power for a long time, that her
presence had only provided him with a much looked-for opportunity. It was the worst of bad omens to
have this sort of confrontation between religious and secular authorities, at this fedival during such an
important Rite, and in the Maral of dl places.

Such things would not have escaped Mirak’s cdculation. But if he thought to wring concessions from
the Cdegtid One by forcing him to capitulate rather than continue such an inauspicious disagreemernt,
then he hadn’t counted on the old man’s stubbornness.

“The next to hold your office may have the ambition you lack.”

The old man’slips thinned. “A man with ambitions cannot hold my office—"

Maskele winced in anticipation of what was coming next.

“—unfortunately | can't say the same for your position.”

“Perhagps you take too much on yoursdf,” Mirak said, his tone amused but his eyes hard.
“This can be settled later,” Hirane broke in. “The Rite is more important than this bickering.”

Maskelle fdt someone standing behind her and turned. She found hersdf looking down at the
Cdedid One. A glance over her shoulder confirmed the fact that the Cdegtid One dill stood confronting
Mirak and the others. She turned back to what was standing in front of her. She fdt curioudy hollow,
distanced from redity, free of emation. After seven years, here was the Adversary. Not jugt a hdf-vison
that might be a dream, not a ghost hinting at doom. She said, “You need to choose a new Voice to take

my place”

It looked up a her, an odd gleam of humor in the ageless eyes. “All right,” it said, obligingly. “I
choose you.” The voice was the Cdegtid On€e's as wdl, but it sounded oddly flat and she knew she
wasn't hearing it with her ears.

Suddenly she was indde the chamber of the Rite, but the shape of the room and outlines of the
carvings on the walls were subtly distorted. She looked down and saw the world was at her feet, glowing
with life. Mountains, rivers, deltas, the gulf and the sea, the oceans beyond, dl in perfect detal. The
Adversary stood next to her, dill in the form of the Cdedtid One. It said, “The sacred mountain is a the
center of the universe”

Puzzled, she nodded. “Everyone knows that.”

“Not everyone” He pointed down. The world was revolving around the centerpoint of the Rite.
“They don’t know it. Those who covet thisworld. The center doesn’'t move.”

Not again, Maskele thought. Another vison she couldn’'t understand. “Those who covet this world.
Marada and her people?’ Dizzy, she had to look away from the spinning landscape at her feet. “Why
can't | understand you? Is the fault in me?’

“No,” it said. Its eyes tracked the progress of the rotating world. An expresson crossed its face, a
mix of confuson and regret, near panic. “The faultisin me”

Maskelle stared, feding her heart freeze in her chest. “What's wrong?’ she whispered. “What's
wrong with you?’

“With me?’ it said, its features smoothing back into blandness.



Maskelle shook her head dightly, bewildered. Did | imagine that?*Y ou said the fault wasin you.”

The glowing world at ther feet threw a dizzying reflection onto its face. It sad only, “Ask the right
question.”

“Thet'sthe trick, ign't it? You never have to do anything useful, just make me guess” It didn’t react
to the bitterness in her voice; she had been fodlish to even think that it would. She gestured hdpledy.
“So it was no usg, killing Marada?’

“Marada spoke the truth, it was dready too late” Its amile was dmost glesful, then its face abruptly
turned serious. “Y ou have both one opponent and many.”

One of the nameess fears Maskdle had been prey to dl day suddenly became solid and red. |
missed something. She 4ill couldn't see it. | must be the most useless Voice of the Adversary in
history. “Can you tdl mewhat | need to do?’ she demanded, frustrated.

Its gaze went to her and it no longer had the Celestid One's eyes, but the eyes of something mad and
grange. Then it stepped close to her and the rest of the room seemed to fade into shadow, until there
was nothing but its voice. “Stay in the Marai. Whatever happens, stay. You must be here. To leave
would ruin everything.”

She was in the court again, the hot sun on her back. She leaned on her g&ff, trying to adjust to the
sudden change. The Adversary had findly spoken to her again. She had wanted it for so long and now . .
. She was a little afraid. That was an odd vison. Maybe more than odd. No, tha was her own
interpretation coloring the Adversary’s words again.

Rian was weatching her worriedly. She knew he had sensed that something had happened, that he
might even have seen her spirit temporarily leave her body. It was odd that the highest-ranking Koshans
in the Empire were standing on this terrace and only Rian had noticed. He's the only one who sees me
clearly. The thought had the ring of the Ancestors in it too. Mirak was il talking, Hirane was playing
arbiter, and the Celegtid One stood like something carved out of clay. He needs to get out of this sun.
That thought sounded more normd; she was farly sure it was dl her own. “I'll go,” she told Mirak,
“when the Riteis over. Not until then.” Her own voice sounded hollow and strange now.

To the Cdegid One, Hirane added, “You must go to the roya party. If the Great Opening is
delayed—’

“I know,” he snapped. He stepped close to Mirak. “Leave this place”
“I will.” Mirak’s gaze was cam. “If she returns to the Cdestid Home.”

Maskelle looked away toward the outer enclosure, amiling a little. Whatever was moving these events
was usng Mirak asits pawn, whether he was aware of it or not. She would not let it force her to leave
the Marai. The Ancestors whispered in the back of her mind again. She couldn't understand dl the
words, but the meaning came through as strong as a prophecy and with amost enough force to weaken
her knees. It's not going to be safe here. It wasn't going to be safe anywhere, but the Marai was a the
center of the danger. Dammit, | should have sent Rastim and the others out. She would rectify that
mistake immediatdly. But fird . . .

She turned to Mirak. “I have to stay until the Rite is over. But take Rian with you as proof of my
good behavior.” Behind the Chancellor she could see Rian's expression turn incredulous.

Hirane drew breath as if to speak, but said nothing. Maskelle could fed the Cdedid On€e's eyes
boring into her. He would know she was doing this for a reason. She just hoped he trusted her.

For the firs time Mirak |ooked directly a her and Maskelle knew she had surprised him. She smiled
agan, knowing it wasn't a pleasant expression. “You've dready taken pains to find out he's a vaduable
hostage to use agangt me; why waste another opportunity?’



Mirak lifted a brow, sudying her. He couldn’t refuse this offer without his motives being cdled into
question though she could tdl he wondered what game she was playing at. Findly he said, “Very wdl.”

She met Rian's eyes steadily. She was counting on the fact that he wouldn't disobey her in public.
Mirak turned away, his men dosng around him as he moved down the causeway. Karuda waited for
Rian.

Maskelle faced him for another heartbesat, then he turned and followed Mirak, Karuda fdling into step
beside him.

Maskelle drew a deep breath, now that there was no one to see it but Hirane and the Celegtid One.
He |l hate me for that, she thought. But at least he'll be alive to do it.

“What game do you play, daughter?’ the Cdestid One asked, eyeing her thoughtfully.

Maskelle shook her head. “Something is about to happen. | don’t know what. The Ancestors and the
Adversary are spesking in my head so loudly | can't tdl their words from my thoughts. And none of it
makes sense”

“| thought you could no longer hear the Adversary,” Hirane said sharply.

“l had a vison in the lllst Keo on the way to the city, another in the llisat Sidar, and . . . one just
now. He spoke to me” She admitted wryly, “He was obscure, but inggent.”

“What sort of vison did you have?’ the Cdedtid One asked, frowning.
“You said nothing of thisto me” Hirane said to him. “If the Adversary has returned—"
“Youdidn't ask me” hetold her abruptly. “Return to your duties, we'll discuss this later.”

Hirane's eyes narrowed. “Go indde, old man” She dtarted across the causeway, her attendants
moving to follow her.

The Cdedtid One watched her wak away, his face unreadable. Maskdlle offered him her am as they
started up the steps back into the Marai. Answering his question, she said, “The Adversary appeared as
you, showed me the Rite, and told me to stay in the Marai, no matter what happened. I'm as imperfect
an Oracle as ever.” They paused in the shade of the gdlery. “It did mention Marada s people, the people
who ‘ covet our world.” ”

The Cdedtid One looked weary. “The wal between the world and the Infinite is dways thin on the
days of the Rite. But for this Rite it ssems dmogt nonexistent. | have word from dl the Voices and half
the seventh levd in the city of visons and warnings. Perhaps it's only that thisis a Hundred Y ear Rite”

“But you don't believe that. You—" Maskdle stopped. Somewhere power swdled and rose like a
wave on the sea. She could fed it echoing down the cands and the sacred paths of Kushor-At. But
whereisit coming from? It had to be the culminaion of the Rite, but ... She stared at the length of the
shadows on the floor of the open gdlery. They're too early. Maskelle shared a Sartled expresson with
the Cdedtid One. The old man’'s face had gone grey. Without having to discuss it, Maskelle picked up
the skirts of her robe and ran down the galery, making for the inner court and the centra tower.

The Rite was aways brought to culmingtion at the Equinox; it had never, in dl the years of Kushorit
history, been executed at any other time. What thiswould do she wasn't sure; the voice of reason in her
babbled that it couldn’t be that bad, they were only hours away from the proper time. If it was some
buried sabotage of Marada's, set to proceed even if she was no longer dive to reap the benefits, then
Maskelle wasn't sure of the use of it.

She reached the end of the gdlery and pelted across the second inner court. She logt a sandd on the
steps up to the fird gdlery and had to pause to tear the other one off. The flow of power was stronger
and the tagte of it was acidic and unfamiliar, as if againg every principle of Koshan philosophy and craft



something ese had invaded Kushor-At’ s reservoirs and was flowing over the city. It couldn’'t have been
worse if the mud from the rice paddies had suddenly risen up to break the flood gates and stream into the
cands. Every Koshan she passed was reding under the shock of the ondaught. If it was the Whed'’s
culmination, then something had gone very, very wrong.

She reached the fird inner court, running out into the open area toward the centrd tower. Then it hit.

It was like a physcd blow, asif something heavy had struck her in the back. Maskele staggered,
then sank to her knees, pressng her hands to her face. It came from behind me; it's not the Rite.
Power swdled and raged like a storm, tearing across her body and her mind.

* % %

Rian walked down the bridge, trying to keep his expression controlled, but it was an effort. He could
fed Karuda s eyes on him and hoped what he was thinking wasn't there to be read on his face. | can't
believe she did this. He didn’'t know whether it was some plan he was Smply too dense to see the logic
of, or if she had suddenly gone insane.

He looked out over the water toward the low dike and barrier wall, feding hisgut twid. It was stupid
to fed betrayed. Thiswas just the way of the world.

At the midpoaint of the bridge Mirak stopped and motioned Karuda to come to him. “Return to the
temple and fallow her. Make sure she keeps her vow.”

Without a word, Karuda bowed and turned away, going back toward the Mara’s enclosure. Rian
fought the urge to make a break for it. He had known this would happen and now he wouldn’'t even be
there to do anything about it. Mirak looked a him, brow lifted speculatively. The Chancdlor said,
“Perhaps you're not as vauable a hostage as | thought.”

“Try it and see” Rian said, medting his eyes. He wasttired of playing it safe. If Mirak wanted to have
himkilled, let it be for a good reason.

The Chancdllor’s lips thinned, but he didn't deign to answer. He started for the end of the bridge
agan and Rian followed, the guards dosing in behind him.

A hot wind lifted his hair, sudden and strong, and he looked up, frowning. There’'s a storm coming,
he thought &t first. There was a grey cloud on the horizon, visble above the buildings and the walls of the
dty in the distance. Then he remembered this wasn't the plains of the Sintane and he shouldn't be able to
see storms coming on the horizon miles away.

One of the guards swore. The group hdted and Mirak stared at the riang greyness above the city
wal.

Rian squinted, lifting a hand to shade his eyes, trying to understand what he was looking at. This
wasn't a sorm, it was awdl of clouds.... Not clouds, it was a solid wall, becoming darker as it drew
closer. The noise of the fesivd crowd was dying out, the sound dropping away in waves. The black
wave grew larger and Rian redized it was now on this Side of the city wall. The sudden redization of how
huge it was took his bresth away and he redlized he was backing up without conscious valition. Its
shadow was travelling across the terraces to the broad plaza that lay before the Mara. Its shadow was
blatting out the sun.

There were screams risng from the crowd now. Rian fdt the stone of the bridge' s balustrade againgt
his thighs and knew he had nowhere dse to go. Maskelle' s words were echoing in his head: 1t's more
likely that in changing the shape of the land, what they actually did was change everything about
it, its shape, its history, its reality . . . changed the whole region to someplace else, that looked a
great deal like the places where the Sakkaran cities used to be. . . . Which is why we don’t try to
do that anymore.



Rian turned and bolted back down the bridge, running for the temple's entrance. The wind hit him
with sudden force, throwing him againg the stone. He tried to stand and the next gust tumbled him over
the balustrade. He struck the cool water hard, going under. Coming up sputtering and gasping for air, he
looked wildly around for the temple enclosure. There was no one else on the bridge and he hadn't seen if
the others had run or gone over the side. Then he saw the black wal had reached the outer edge of the
moat.

That's it, Rian thought. There was nowhere to go. It had to be the Rite. Something went wrong.
Very wrong. The darkness moved out over the water and seemed to dow, asif pressing forward againgt
a steady resistance. Rian discovered he couldn’t just float here and wait for it, not even if there was
nowhere to go. He kicked away from the bridge and swam for the temple enclosure. The noise of the
cty had died away and the silence was complete except for the sound of his own thrashing in the water.

Rian was dmog there when something lifted him up and flung him againg the rough ground at the
base of the enclosure wall. He struck it with sunning force and lay tumbled there a moment, gasping for
ar.

He pushed himsdf up on his hands and knees, shaking his head, dizzy and sick. Pain from his ribs
stabbed him again and he clutched at his side, gtting back on his heds. Then he noticed the water was
gone, replaced by giant paving blocks, each one of smooth grey stone. Oh, no, Rian thought. | really
don’t want to know. He made himsdf ook up.

The sky was dark and railing, like a summer thunderstorm, and under that sky was another city.
Buildings as mountainlike as the temples of Kushor-At and Kushor-An, but far stranger. The nearest,
perhaps hdf amile avay, looked like a giant overturned pottery bowl. Others were cone-shaped, or like
pillars with giant bals set atop them. Surfaces that the Kushorit would have used for giant sone canvases
were modly bare, marked only with one or two bands of geometric shapes. Trying to deny the evidence
of his eyes, Rian looked toward the front of the Marai.

The moat and the bridge over it, the plaza and the walls and the city itsdf were gone; he could see the
causeway that ran through the outer gate of the Mara’s enclosure not far away. It dead-ended about
levd with where he had fdlen, the stone chopped off asif by mason’s tools.

He looked back out a the strange city. There were no people anywhere. The festival crowds that had
surrounded the Mara had vanished with everything e se.

Rian got to his feet, dumbling as hisright knee tried to give out. He redized he was shivering, though
the ar waan't cold. He wiped sweaty pams off on his shirt. Panicking was beginning to seem like an
appropriate response. He wished he had screamed earlier when the wind or force or whatever it had
been had thrown himinto the wall; it seemed like sdf-indulgence to do it now.

He started toward the gate, limping, new bruises making themsdaves known. The only sound was the
wind sweeping dust over stone, a whigpering noise that seemed to echo with threat and londiness and
loss. Rian took a deep breath. He had come to the Ceestid Empire looking for a different world right
enough, but thiswasn't what he had had in mind.

Rian reached the outer gate and leaned on the pillar. The court on the other sde of the wal looked
the same, except the color of the grass was dull and lifdess under the dark sky and the only sound was
the gtir of the pdm leavesin the empty wind. A rustlein the grass that wasn't the wind made him freeze.

For a long moment there was nothing. Maybe I've gone crazy and none of this is actually
happening. It was a heartening thought. Then he heard it again. He stepped to the edge of the causeway.

Karuda lay on the grass near the base of the causeway. As Rian watched he dirred feebly and
groaned. Rian contemplated the unfamiliar sky in exasperation. It would be him. He swung over the low
bal ustrade and jumped to the ground, landing awkwardly. Karuda groaned again as Rian rolled him over.
The noble had a bleeding gash on his temple, but he blinked and opened his eyes.



Leaning over him, Rian sad flaly, “Guess what.”

Sowly, Karuda pushed himsdf up on his ams. He stared a the churning sky. “The Rite . . .” he
managed to say.

“Yeah, the Rite. But a least that little problem with the Koshans having too much power in the
Imperid system is dl taken care of. Too bad Mirak isn't around to appreciate it.” Rian turned away in

disgug, limping toward the steps thet led back up to the causeway. If Karuda had survived ingde the
Mara, the others must have too.

* * %

Maskdl€e's head hurt. She knew she was 4ill in the Maral before she opened her eyes. The gritty
stone under her cheek resonated with the templ€' s power, but something was terribly wrong. She pushed
hersdf up on her arms, lifted her head.

The sky was grey, the clouds dark and angry, asif a storm had just passed. It was dmogt familiar.
The breath caught in her throat. Her visonin the lllsat Keo.

“Oh, no,” she breathed. “Oh, no, oh, no.” She lad her hand flat againgt the stone of the pavement and
extended her awareness outward, through the courts of the Marai, inner, firs outer, lunar and solar, to
the outer wal just before the moat—there it stopped. “Thisisn't happening.”

Rian was kneding a her sde then, one hand under her am to hold her up. She stared a him
increduloudy. “What are you doing here? | sent you away from this”

He was looking worriedly up at the strange sky. “Jugt lucky, | guess”
She shook her head. Nothing worked, nothing. “Help me up.”

He pulled her to her feet and she wrapped an am around his waist. Leaning on him, she buried her
face againg his neck, bregthing in the scent of warm human swesat. It was another connection to the
world asit had been. She took a deep breath. “We'rein trouble.”

“| figured that out,” he said into her hair.
She lifted her head and looked toward the end of the passage. “I need to see outsde.”

Running footsteps in the court made them both turn. It was Rastim, white-faced and anxious. “What's
happened?’ he said, low-voiced, as he reached them.

Maskelle shook her head. “I need to get to the firs solar tower.”

Radtim picked up her gaff and tried to hand it to her. She shook her head. Cut off from the spirits and
the power of the temples, it was only so much dead wood and slver now. His mouth twiding in distress,
he leaned it againgt the wall.

All the lamps had gone out dong the colonnade, and as they neared the corner tower it was amost
too dark to see. Maskell€' s knees were weak and she waited to fed the Mara’s force sart to fade. The
temple would die around her until the stone was nothing but a shell.

They reached the entrance to the western tower and Rian started up first. The chambers off the
darwdl were quiet and the ar unnaturdly sill. When they came out on the gdlery, Maskdlle moved
forward to lean on the parapet.

It was the plain of her vison, vast as time, sretching away into the dark horizon under the purple-grey
sorm-churned sky. In the distance a wind drove a wal of dust across the giant paving blocks that
formed it, and from the height of the tower she could see a mountain range in the distance. The city she
had seen rose like smdler mountains around them. The nearest structure was a strange bulbous shape,
like three bdls of stone perched atop each other. It was decorated only with wide bands of unfamiliar,



meaningless geometric carving. It was so strange that it was frightening to look at, and Maskdle found it
hard to draw afull bresth until she turned away.

Rian asked her quietly, “The Rite brought us here, didn't it? Something went wrong, like you
thought.”

“The Rite didn’t bring us here.”

“Youmean ... it sanilluson?’ Rastim'’s voice was hopeful.

Ariaden are the eternal optimists, she thought ruefully. She shook her head. “I1t's not an illuson.”

“Oh.” Radgim flattened his hands againgt the parapet uneasily, seeking reassurance from the familiar
gone. “Then how ... 7’

“Thisis our world. We haven't gone anywhere. They brought thisto us. Thisis what the disruption to
the Rite was for. It let them do this”

“No, redly,” Ragim said, as if hoping she would change her mind. Rian said nothing, looking out at
the dien landscape.

“Yes, redly.” Maskdle touched the Mara’ s power agan tentatively, waiting for the inevitable. But the
temple wasn't dying yet.

It fdt, in fact, alittle stronger.
The center doesn’'t move.

She redized both men were daring at her, that Ragtim had spoken again and she hadn’'t heard a
word. She sad, “I just heard the Adversary.”

“And that means?’ Rastim prompted worriedly.

She shook her head and turned back into the tower. Behind her, she heard Rian say, “It means we're
not dead yet.”

Maskelle went back down the stairs, down the gdlery toward the inner court. She could hear voices,
hushed and frightened, and when she came out into the open below the centrd tower, she saw a group of
about forty people, huddled in the gdlery and the portico around the tower. Some of the younger priests
were on the upper level where they could look out over the plain. She saw one pointing, another shaking
hishead in dishelief.

And the Mara’ s stone throbbed with the templ€e's heartbegt, stronger with each step.

The rest of the Ariaden were there, and Therasa and Firac hurried toward her. “What' s happened?’

The question was echoed by the others. It was a mixed group, most of them Koshans. “I’'m not sure,”
Maskelle told them. What she wasn't sure about was whether she was lying or not. She was beginning to
think she had misunderstood again.

She stepped past them, through the portico and into the tower. There was no one in the outer
vestibule and she went around the wal to the chamber of the Rite.

Vigar and the other Voices were there, many of the older ones dill lying on the floor in shock or
unconsciousness. Vigar was just dimbing to his feet with the help of a young nun. But Maskelle had eyes
only for what lay on the chamber floor beyond him.

The Cdedid One lay as dill as a dead man, his head pillowed on a bundied-up robe, two of the
younger Voices anxioudy leaning over him. She went to his side and they made way for her. He wasn't
breething and she touched his face gently. She whispered, “I'm sorry.” The Mara’s power mugt be in her
imagination, or it was some temporary dtate that would quickly fade.



She fdt Vigar ganding behind her. “He may come back when the shock is less” he said, his voice
rough.

She didn’t look up. “Come back to what?’

Vigar touched her shoulder and she findly looked at the center of the room.

The Whed of the Rite was whole and dmogt undisturbed. A path was torn through the edge of the
outer ring, through the border protection symbols and into the eastern rise. Someone mus have been
thrown into it when the shock of the change took place.

But that little disruption was nothing. The Rite was nearly intact and ill waiting for its culmination. |
was right, she thought. It came from somewhere else, not the Rite. At least, not our Rite. Maskelle
looked at Vigar. “We didn't do this”

He shook his head. “No.”
Shefdt alittle of the tightnessin her chest ease. She took a deep breath.
“Who did?’ one of the other Voices said quietly. “That's the question.”

We return to the basics of our philosophy, Maskelle thought. It was the fird lesson of the firs step
on the Koshan Peath. When you seek an answer, first define the question. She said, “That will do for a
dat.”

Maskelle got to her feet and walked back out to the portico. The strange purple tint of the sky gave
the carvings an unfamiliar cast, but the Marai was dill itsdf. Ragtim was with the other Ariaden, giving
them reassurances she could see he didn't believe. Rian moved to stand next to her. “Over there” he
sad softly, nodding toward the west side of the court.

Mirak was there, in the shdter of the colonnade, sanding with another man dressed as a courtier
whom she didn’t recognize. “Ah, that’sdl | needed,” Maskdle said under her breath. “I thought he was
outside the boundary.”

“Sodid|.” Rian's expresson was grim. “He must have run back down the causeway.”

Ancestors, Raith is here too, Maskelle redized. The Celestid Throne and his most favored courtiers
and advisors had been here for thelr part of the invocations. She saw Karuda, battered and bleeding,
ganding with three other Palace Guards. Most of the temple guards would have been outside in the
crowd, but a smdl contingent of Paace Guards would have come with the Ceestid Throne into the
temple.

Vigar stepped out onto the portico and stood looking up a the sky. “The woman Marada . ..
Whoever sent her . .

Maskelle nodded. “The disruptions to the Rite were part of this. There was a second Whed, and
those symbols were of this place.”

“We have to know how they learned enough of the Rite to do this”

Maskele couldn’t argue with that. Knowing how meant knowing who. She could fed Vigar’'s eyes
boring into her. Then he said, “You are the Voice of the Adversary.”

“Only in name.”
“In name and power.”

“And authority?” She looked a him, lifing a brow inquiringly. She was holding her bregth, hdf in
dread, hdf in anticipation.

He stepped back and gave her the full ninth-degree bow, the obeisance and respect due to the chief
reigious of the Koshan temples and the Cdestid Empire.



Maskelle s glance flicked around the court. They had dl seen, the seventh-levd priests, the two other
Voices who had followed Vigar out into the court, Karuda and Mirak.

She nodded to Vigar. “Go back to the Cdedtid One. We can try to summon the Hedling Spirits; that
may help him return fagter.”

Vigar's brows lifted. “ Can the Heding Spirits answer our call after what has been done?’

Asif | know, Maskdle thought grimly. “I heard the Adversary earlier. If he can reach us, they can.”
Of course, the Adversary was fa more perdstent and far more ferocious than any of the other
Ancestors. It might only be lingering after the others had gone. No, don’t think that. Those thoughts
were the firgt step toward giving in, and she didn’t intend to give in. Not now, not while the Marai’ s heart
dill best.

Vigar nodded, thoughtful, and turned back to the tower. When he had gone, Rian said, low-voiced,
“Whet was that about?’

“When the Cdegtid One is dead, the Voice of the Adversary is the chief rdigious of the Cdedtid
Empire” She looked around the court of the Mara gumly. “The last part of which we seem to be
ganding on.”

Rian stared. “The Cdegid One's dead?’

“For now.” She shook her head. “There's dead and there's dead. While the Mara is dill dive, while
| can ill hear the Adversary, he may come back.”

“So Vigar judt told you you'rein charge of this. . . this. . "

“Disagter? That's whet the Adversary is for.” Her mouth made a dry amile. “The tasks no one dse
wants.”

Rian let out his breath. “We re going to need guards, lookouts. Without the moat, the outer wdl isn't
much protection.”

“You take care of that.”
Rian jerked hischin a Karuda. “What's he going to say about it?’
“Whatever you tdl hm to.” She motioned for Karuda to come to her.

He crossed the court toward them and bowed to her, to the correct degree. She said, “You teke
your orders from Rian now.”

He indined his head, and without waiting for further Sgns of acceptance, Maskelle went back to the
centrd tower.

Chapter 13

contents - previous | next

The dry wind tore a Rian's har as he stood outside the Mara’s low wadl. In the distance he could
see the unfamiliar shape of the mountain range. There were dark clouds so low over them they brushed
the cone-shaped peaks. The nearest building was only a few hundred yards away. It was shaped like
two giant stone bdls ganding next to each other, with three open bridges connecting them, the whole
about as tdl as the Maral’s centra tower. From here he could see an opening in the base of the nearer
bdl, large enough to drive four wagons through side by side.
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Rian glanced a Lord Karuda. The Kushorit were afraid to gpproach the strange city. Rian couldn’t
blame them for it; he was terrified of the thought himsdf. Standing here, outside the low wadl of the Mara,
he could fed his heart pounding like one of the Temple Dancers drums. Karuda' s face was as immobile
as a datue's, but Rian had the feding the noble wasn't any happier about this than he was.

Karuda caught Rian's eye and made an “after you” gesture. Rian lifted a brow in gppreciation, then
dtarted to walk.

After only a moment, Karuda followed, and after a much longer moment, the Sx Palace Guards who
had been chosen to accompany them followed him. Only three of them had bows, the most useful
weapon if anything came at them across the open ground. Most of the guards who had accompanied the
Cdedid Throne had only been armed with short swords. The temple guards had been outside the wall,
hdping keep the crowds in order, and there had been no need to have more than a ceremonid
detachment of the Palace Guard indde the temple with the Throne.

Rian squinted, trying to see indde the dark opening in the wal as they covered the distance toward it.
He wished that someone in the temple had had a distance glass; it would have comein very handy. More
detall of the building' s decoration was vishle now. He could make out the angular designs on the bands
of roundels carved on the wide part of the bal sections. There was no dgn of life No hint of Marada' s
people, if it had been her work that had done this No birds, no insects even. The city was utterly quiet
except for the wind and the noise they themsdves made.

If anything did come a them, ther only advantage was that they would see it across this open
expanse. And that’s only while the light holds, Rian thought. The sky, purple-grey with angry clouds,
hed been getting gradudly darker for the past hour at least.

“WEl be perfect targets,” Karuda said grimly, obvioudy thinking dong the same lines.
“We're perfect targets anywherein the Maral,” Rian pointed out.

Karuda drew a sharp breath, then shook his head. “I know.” They walked in slence for atime, then
Karuda sad, “So. Are we enemies?’

Rian didn’'t answer immediately, trying to gauge the man’sintent. The wind pulled at ther clothes and
one of the men waking behind sneezed at the dugt in it. Karuda was looking ahead toward the building
and Rian couldn't read his expression. Findly Rian said, “That depends on you, doesn't it? And Mirak.”

“Mirak is acting for the Ceegtid Throne”

“The Cedegtid Throne can't hdp us now.” Rian jerked his head back toward the Mara, where
Maskelle was. “She can.”

Karuda didn’'t have to ask who he meant. “The chief rdigious of the Empire serves the Throne. Does
se?

“If she didn’t, | think you'd know by now.”

Karuda lifted an ironic brow. “That is probably true. Unfortunately.”

Rian thought Karuda redized as wel as he did that this was no time for Court machinations, when the
Court no longer existed and they might dl be dead within the day or the hour, but he couldn’'t give over
dl suspicion yet. The problem is, some people are just that stupid, and Mirak may be one of them.
“What exactly does Mirak think she's going to do?’

Karuda looked into the distance and findly shook his head once, as if in dismisd. “Make an
agreement with our enemy.”

Karuda didn't sound certain & dl, as if he wasn't any more attuned to the Chancdlor's thinking
processes than Rian was. Rian didn't find that terribly comforting. “We don’t know who our enemy is”



“l know that.”

“Wel, maybe well know soon.”

“Or wéll be dead.”

“Then it won't be our problem.”

Karuda s short bark of laughter hed no mirth.

Even if they were never attacked, Rian knew they had only a limited time here. Unless the storm
overhead broke, the only water was in the double reflecting pools on ether sde of the causeway and the
other amd| basinsin the temple courts. The firg solar tower contained a storeroom with bags of rice and
taro root and some bundles of sugar cane, which were used to pay the temple servants, and a the
moment this was their only source of food. The Temple Master was sorting it out and talying the amounts
now, and soon they would know just how many days supply they had. If this place even had days.

There was no way to approach the building subtly, no possible cover to take, so they smply walked
toward the doorway. As they drew closer, Rian was relieved to see tha appearances hadn't lied; the
place did seem deserted. Grey dust had gathered in drifts dong the edges of the walls, and this close he
could see there were cracks in the carved roundds and some of the windows above them had pieces
broken from the sides. Whatever lay beyond the wide doorway was logt in shadow.

Rian reached it fird and stopped just ingde the archway, letting his eyes adjust. This was the most
dangerous moment, when something could come a him out of that darkness. But nothing moved except
the dust and the wind.

The shadows lightened to reved an open, empty chamber. W, it's not going to take as long to
look through it as | thought, he redized, not sure whether he was disappointed or relieved.

It was avast space, taking up the whole of the building, the wdls curving to the dome high overhead.
Wan light came through the amdl windows, throwing odd speckled patterns on the grey mottled stone.
The place smdled thickly of dust, age, dead dde air. Rian stepped indde tentatively, then moved to the
sde, fallowing the curve of the wal. Highin the far Sde, he could see the round openings for the bridges
that connected it with the second part of the structure.

Karuda and the others fanned out, looking around, equaly mystified.

Rian touched the stone of the wall. It was cool and the surface was rough, lightly pitted. He dug at the
dust with his boot, exposing the place where the wdl joined the pavement. The seam was as close as tha
between the paving blocks outsde. He had thought the Kushorit were the masters of stonework, but
whoever had built this city had obvioudy been even more skilled.

“Nothing,” one of the men whispered, looking up at the height above.
“No bats, no birds, no spiders,” Karuda said, glandng around &t the dust-strewn pavement.
Rian knew that wasn't what the man meant. “No,” he told Karuda. “No tairs, no ladders.”

They returned to the temple, entering through what had been the north sde water gete in the outer
wall. Leaving the smooth paving blocks for the more familiar stone of the steps was a rdief, and Rian
rolled his shoulders, trying to shake the feding of having a target painted on his back. Karuda paused to
speak to the sentries posted at the gate and Rastim, who had been hovering nearby, hurried to Rian's
gde. The Ariaden had been brave enough to come out a short distance onto the pavement, which was
more than mogt of the Kushorit were willing to do, but he hadn’'t quite dared to follow Rian and the
others dl the way to the firg building. Rastim asked worriedly, “Did you see anything?’



Rian swalowed a sarcastic answer and said, “No, it was empty. Completely empty.” Ragtim was, in
hisway, trying hard to be hepful, though about the only thing he had been good for so far was keeping
Rian company while he waked around and saw just exactly how terrible the Studion was. Rian
explained briefly what they had seen in the firgt building. The other hdf of it, the second bdl that was
connected to thefirg by the bridges, had not had an outside door.

Rastim rubbed his chin, puzzled. “Wood,” he said. “The inner floors were dl of wood, and it's been
S0 long it's turned to dust.”

“It's possible,” Rian conceded. “Funny the trees haven't grown back after dl thistime”

“It won't help,” Karuda said as Rian and Ragtim reached the terrace that bordered the wall. The
noble was watching the last group of sentries take their position in the low tower in the corner. “Anything
could come over thiswal.”

To say the Mara hadn’t been designed for defense was an understatement so laughable it was dmost
imbedilic. The outer wal that was meant to border the moat was low and broken by four gates barred by
nothing but broad flights of water steps that now invited entry from the open ground surrounding them.
Rian didn't think much of ther chances either, even with Karuda's men a each entrance and temple
servants and monks posted as sentriesin dl the vantage points.

“Then what will hdp?’ Rian asked serioudy. “I'd redly love to know.” Ragtim shifted, but managed
to keep his mouth shut.

Karuda sad nothing. No one had seen any movement or sgn of life out in the dty so far, but
someone had built it, just like someone had brought them here. Or brought here there, Rian thought. No
one was discussing it, but Maskelle and the other priests knew that the Marai had not been somehow
snached from its foundations and dropped in this strange barren world; the cloud that Rian had seen
cover the aty had brought this world within it, had laid it over the surrounding country like a carpet over
floorboards. What they didn’'t know was why the Marai was dill here at al, if it had been left intentiondly
or had somehow saved itsdf and anyone within its boundaries at the last instant. Though that might prove
to be more a curse than a mercy, depending on what else lived in this place.

Karuda s gaze had shifted to the sky. Ignoring Rian’s question, he said, “It's getting darker.”

“At least that means there's a night,” Rastim put in suddenly. “This place may not be as strange as it
looks. If there' s a night, there has to be a sun past those clouds somewhere.”

Karuda just stared a him.

“If there' s anything here” Rian explained to the Ariaden rdluctantly, “it may be more likdy to attack
a night. And we won't see it coming.”

Rasim drew a sharp bregth. “Oh.”

Karuda sad, “I'll bein the inner court,” and walked away toward the front of the temple. As soon as
he was out of earshot, Rastim said, “That one could make trouble.”

“Thank you, Master of the Obvious” Sheking his head, Rian started across the court toward the
steps up to the gdlery.

“Don't get snappy with me, Sintane, I'm on your Sde.” Rastim said, right on his hedls.

“Oh, good.”

Reeching the gdlery, Rian heard aregular tapping echo down the pillared hal. He stopped at the top
of the steps, frowning. “What's thet?”

Ragtim looked around, baffled. “ Someone hammering on the stone?”
“No, that's wood.” The walls threw back echoes, meking it difficult to tdl where the tapping was



coming from. Rian drew hisgri and dowly paced down the gdlery.

The outside wdl had openings between the pillars that gave a view onto the terrace and the grass
court; the indde wall was solid except for the doorways into the second inner court. Anything could have
entered the Mara during the confusion after the change. The tapping seemed a little louder and Rian
knew he had chosen the right direction.

In the shadows at the base of a column he saw along dark shape, but a cautious step closer reveded
thet it was only a wooden box. A familiar wooden box. Rian let out his breath. This damn thing.

“Gisar. | forgot dl about it.” Ragtim blanched. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes” Rian moved closer and circled the box, though he was careful not to touch it. At leest the
lock dill looked secure. He supposed if it could do more then tap, the thing would have gone on a
rampage by now.

“What are we going to do?’ Rastim muttered, wringing his hands. “It could make someone let it out
agan. It could—"

Rian did the dri back into the scabbard. “Radtim, if you're going to panic, pick something dse to
panic about. There' s plenty to choose from, and thisis the least of our problems.”

The actor pulled himsdf together with alittle shake and took a deep breath. 1 suppose you're right.”
His brow furrowed with worry, he added, “But what about the noise? It might lure someone out here and
trick him into releasing it. Will we have to put a guard on it?’

Rian had to admit the actor had a point. Thinking it was worth a try, he kicked the box. “Hey, demon
puppet. Be quiet or we'll use you for firewood.”

The tapping ceased. Ragtim looked hopeful. Then alow, gravdly voice said, “Let me out.”
“Yah!” Ragtim legpt back a step.

Rian fdt the hackles on the back of his neck itch. “Did it ever do that before?’

“No.” Ragtim shook his head, his eyes wide.

It said again, “Let me out.”

There was a strange grinding note under the words, like wood grating panfully. The other Ariaden
puppets had hinged jaws, so the operator could make them appear to speak. Theimege of the thing lying
packed in its box, that fake jaw working, gave Rian a chill. To the puppet he said, “I don't think so0.”

“l can hdp you.”

Ragtim’'s expresson went from horrified to incredulous. Rian snorted and said, “And we should
bdlieve you because you' ve been so much help in the past?’

“I’'m not cursed anymore. The spirits of the temple came into me and frightened the curse away.”

Oh, I'll bet, Rian thought. It might have sounded dmaost convindng had the thing's eerie voice not

hed quite such a coy note to it. Something had gotten into it true enough, but it wasn't any spirit that came
from the Maral. It said again, “Let me out. I'll hep you.”

“Of course, well let you out.” Rian backed away, mationing for Rastim to follow him. The actor
circled wide around the box, watching it asif Gisar might suddenly legp out a him. Rian added, “Just give
me some time to find the key.”

He led Radtim to the nearest door into the second inner court and said, “Wait here while | find out
what Maskelle wants to do about this” Personaly he was hoping for a bonfire. “Don’t let anybody go
near that thing.”



“All right.” Radtim nodded, his round face worried. He wiped his pdms off on his shirt, glancding back
a the box waily. “We can't redly burn it, you know, unlessthisthing that’sinit now is different from the
origind curse. Maskelle said destroying it would just release the curse and make it more powerful.”

“Thet's good to know.” Rian swore under his bregth as he started away. Behind him, he heard Gisar
begin to laugh, a painful wrenching sound that conveyed a fiendish amusement.

Rian found Maskelle in the centrd court. The place had begun to divide up into separate camps,
which wasn't an encouraging development. The royd party wasin the east Sde of the gdlery, behind the
centrd tower. The priests, assorted monks and temple servants, and the Ariaden were in the south sde
of the gdlery and the court around the tower itsdlf. The Voices were in the chamber of the Rite, repairing
the portion that had been disturbed during the change, but so far they seemed to be able to cross back
and forth between the two camps with impunity. Rian hoped it stayed that way, since it was Vigar who
was the key to Maskelle' s authority here.

The rest of the great temple was empty, except for the sentries posted in the towers and dong the
outer wall; everyone's indinct seemed to be to Say as close to the centrd tower and the heart of the
temple as possible.

As Rian came through the passage into the court, he saw most of the priests were up on the second
levd of the gdlery, heads bowed in a meditation pogtion, chanting in that low, rhythmic way he had
heard the night before. He couldn’t understand the words; they must be from that specid Koshan variant
of Kushorit, but he ill thought it sounded different from the chants lagt night. Last night, before the
world ended. He shook his head and started down the steps. Last night seemed like yearsin the past.

Firac and Gardick caught him hafway across the court. Gardick had his customary suspicious scowl,
but Firac just looked worried. “Any news?’ he asked anxioudy.

“Wdl, yes” Rian admitted reluctantly. He didn’t want the word about Gisar to spread, but these two
dready knew mog of it and he couldn’t risk leaving Ragtim aone with the thing for long. “Not good.
Rastim’s kegping an eye on something in the north sde of the third gdlery. Can you go and help hm?’

Firac looked puzzled. “On the north side of the . . .” He had helped ddiver Gisar to the temple and
recognition lit his face. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes”
“What?' Gardick demanded.

Frac caught his friend’'s am and hauled him toward the passage, saying grimly, “I'll tdl you on the
way.”

Rian crossed the court and stepped up into the south gdlery. They had closed off one of the Sde
passages by drgping some of the white festival banners over the openings and made a bed there for the

Cdedid One. He picked his way past the little cirdle of nuns who were gathered around the entrance,
murmuring to themselves in meditation, and lifted the drape to step indde.

The makeshift room was kept warm with a couple of braziers, though their supply of wood was
limited. Rian had enjoyed ordering the temple servants to break up one of the royd litters for its wooden
poles and supports, but he knew just how hallow avictory it was. There were two libraries in the second
court and two in the third court, if they got desperate for firewood, but no one wanted to tak about that.
It would mean admitting there was no way back. And Rian knew anyway there was no paint to it; the
supply of food would run out long before the supply of fud.

The Cdegtid One lay on a pdlet, his attendant priest and Old Mdi gtting on the ground next to him.
The old man was utterly dill and looked as dead as the Voice Igarin had when Rian had persuaded the



Temple Magter to let im examine him. The young priest was deep in prayer or meditation, but Old Mdi
glanced up as Rian stepped in. She grimaced a him, an expression that might be either a welcome or a
waming to keep his voice low, then wrung out a cloth over a bowl of water and placed it on the old
man's forehead.

Maskelle sat nearby in the meditation position he had seen her use before, her eyes closed. Her face
looked hard in the muted light and Rian knew the Cdegtid One's condition frightened her, though he was
probably one of the few who could tdl. And if he knew Court factions and intrigue, then on the other sde
of the gdlery it was dready being said that she wanted the Cdestid One to stay dead. In the next few
days, if things continued to go badly, the story would change to suggest that she had killed the old man
hersdf. Back againg the wall, wrapped up in a piece of sacking, was Marada's white stone bdl.
Maskelle had retrieved it from the Temple Master’s keegping to examine it again, hoping that in this
drange place it would provide some due to their enemy’s identity or locetion, but as far as he knew it
hed told her nothing yet.

Thear was heavy with incense and Rian sneezed. Old Mdi glared a him. Without opening her eyes,
Maskelle sad, “Come here”

He stepped across to St on his hedsin front of her. She was doing that spirit-waking thing again, the
way she had lagt night, when the bird-demon had killed Marada. When she hdd out her hand, he took it.

As s00n as Rian closed his eyes he was outsde the Maral, in the dien city, feding the unbdievably
strange sensation of the wind tearing through his insubgtantial body. He had expected to be high up in the
ar, but they were only afew feet off the ground.

Taking up his entire fidd of vison was a dark grey stone wall. After a moment he got the trick of
moving and rolled backward to get a better view. The wdl arched up and away and he redized it was
the sde of a dome. About midway up was a carved roundd, like the bands of decoration he had seen on
the building to the north. The design was of concentric rounds of raised or sunken squares, with other
geometric figures woven between them. In the ears of his red body Maskedll€'s voice sad, “It doesn't
look like writing. 1t's not complicated enough. Unless it's one or two symbols repeated over and over

agan.

Rian tried svinging around, noting that he couldn’'t see Maskelle's spirit body. After a couple of tries
he managed to face the right direction to get aview of the Marai from a distance. It looked odd, framed
agang the nightmare sorm sky and the strange city, ripped away from the other temples that should
surround it. The wind carried a curtain of sandy dust across the stone between their podtion and the
temple, but nothing ese moved. He swvung around to eye the strange building again, trying to estimate
scde. If he was judging it aright, this was the squat, bowl-shaped one to the east. “What about the
ingde?

“Thisis as close as | can get, and it was hard going to make it this far. The power pathways are dl
gone, no cands, no rivers, no roads, no croplines, no footpaths, no game trails, nothing. Not even any
resdue of where they were.”

Rian fdt a sck feding settle in his ssomach a more confirmation thet this was their world. He couldn’t
afford to think about it now. He said, “I’ ve got something to tdl you.”

She dropped his hand and abruptly he was back in the incense-heavy ar of the Cdedid One's
sgckroom. He sat back with a thump, startled at the sudden change, and Maskelle amiled apologeticaly
a him. “Sorry.” She stretched and shook out her hair. “Let me guess. Trouble with Karuda?’

Rian leaned back on his hands, waiting for the room to stop spinning. “No, trouble with somebody
dse Gsa.”

“Gisa? Maskdle frowned. “Who the— Oh, him.” She was puzzled. “What can he do? The curse
should be dmost gone now.”



“It might not be the curse. It could be something ese, or a least,” he added ruefully, “that’s what it
sid”

Old Mdi shook her head and muttered under her breath.

Maskdl€e's brows rose. “It said?’ At his confirming nod, she gazed up at the caling the way she did
when she was curang the Ancestors. She told Old Mdli, “I’ll be back soon.”

Out in the open gdlery, Rian thought the scent of impending sorm in the ar was stronger. Maybe it
would rain. He stopped in the gdlery to tdl one of the temple servants to make sure anything that could
possbly catch and hold water was set out in the open. As the man hurried off to organize help, Rian
caught up with Maskelle, who stood out in the court, squinting up at the sky.

Shesad, “So it is getting darker. | thought my eyes were going.”
Rian nodded. “It'll be ... interesting to see what happens then.”
“Thet's one way of putting it.”

“Isthe Ceestid One any better?” Rian asked her as they went up the steps to the passage. The man
looked dead to him, but dl the Koshans were so determined that he wasn't, or that a least it wasn't a
permanent condition, it scemed easier to fdl in with ther belief. And he redly didn't want the old man to
be dead. Rian waan't sure what it would Sgnify if the old man did come back, but the Cdestid One was
likethe Maral itsdf, and his continued existence would somehow mean tha not everything was as bad as
it seemed.

“The same.” She shook her head. “There s redly nothing we can do except wait and watch. When he
comes back, it will be sudden.”

They passed under the second gdlery and out into the second court. The chanting of the priests
sounded louder and was beginning to take on that low reverberation that had echoed dl the way to the
palace lagt night. “What are they chanting for? The Rite?’ Rian asked her.

“No, it's something different. They're trying to make the Mara a little less vulnerable. 1t's a very
ancient ritud the Temple Master knew of.” She pushed a stray lock of hair back behind her ear. “We
won't know if it works until . . . well, it works.”

“What will it do?’

“It will make awdl around the temple. A wall we can't see, but that we can fed.”
He supposed he had seen stranger things, especidly recently. “All right.”

She grinned unexpectedly. “Wait and see.”

Radtim, Firac, and Gardick were gathered in a tight little knot in the doorway, nervoudy wetching the
box that lay down the hdl in the shadow of the pillars. Ragtim glanced toward them as they crossed the
court and the relief was evident on his face. He hurried to them and reported in a low tone, “It keeps
asking to be let out.”

“Of course it wants out,” Maskelle said. She ran her hands through her tangled braids and sighed. “It
can't kill anyone whileit'sindde that box.”

“l hope not,” the Ariaden muttered.

Rian followed Maskelle past Firac and Gardick. He could hear Gisar making little wooden chuckling
noises to itsdf. She paced cautioudy toward the box, stopping a short distance away and gtting on her
heds to eye it thoughtfully. Rian circled around the box to stand opposite her.



Before Maskele could speak, Gisar said, “Did you come to let me out?’
Maskelle lifted a brow, exchanging an ironic look with Rian. She said, “And why should | do that?’
“My curseisgone” it said, and the coy note was back. “I can hep you.”

“l don't think your curse is gone. But | think your curse may be finding it a litle crowded in that
wooden body right now.” Her expression thoughtful, she added, “Help us how?’

“Help you destroy your enemies.”

“l don't think s0.” Maskdlle stood, sarting to turn away. She added to the others, “These demons
have no imagination.”
“You don't even know who your enemies are.”

Its voice was subtly different. Deeper, less coy, more sure. Maskelle paused, weatching it carefully.
Skepticism evident in her tone, she said, “And you can tdl us?’

“They journeyed here from a dying place, to take this place for their own.”
Maskdl€e's face went dill. “Thisplace . . . The Cdestid Empire?’
“The Cdedtid Empire, the Sintane, the Ariad, and beyond.”

Rian heard Rasim draw a sharp breath. He thought, It knows who it's talking to. He wasn't sure
why the thought should give him such a chill of foreboding. Maybe because the demon had seemed more
like something that was just reacting to them, randomly and mdicioudy. A knowledge of who they were
and where they came from seemed to imply a more thoughtful intelligence. Maskelle was right, it's not
the same demon anymore.

“They did this? They constructed a Whed of the Infinite to transform our world into theirs? Thar
dying world?” Maskelle said dowly.

“What's the sense of it?” Rastim burst out. Maskele squeezed the Ariaden’s shoulder, sgndling him
to be slent, and Radtim jumped asif he had forgotten anyone e se was there and muttered, “Sorry.”

Ignoring the interruption, it said, “They miscaculated.” It sounded baefully pleased, asif it ddighted in
the mistake. “They meant to bring their dty here, to take the place of Kushor-At and Kushor-An, and
from there to take the rest. Instead they brought dl their dead world.”

“But what can be done can be undone.” Maskelle eyed the box, her expression thoughtful and a little
predatory.

“And done again, while they have the second Whed.”

“We had thought of that,” she said dryly.

“Wdl for you.”

“Tdl us where the Whed is”

It didn’t answer. They waited, and Maskelle asked more questions, but that was dl it would say.

Gisar with a new demon, Maskdle thought wearily. And a demon that seemed to know far more
about their enemies than they did. “I'm arad Gisar may be a log cause” she sad to Ragim as they
walked back through the gdlery.

They had left Gardick to watch the thing, and Rian, not wanting to take any chances, had cdled in a
couple of Karuda s men from the outer court to help him.



“That's dl right,” Ragim answered with a little shudder. “I redly don’t think we'd want him in the
company anymore.” He gestured helplesdy. “But what are we going to do with it?’

“I'll talk to the priests. WE Il put a guard on it, one of you,” Maskelle nodded to the Ariaden, “and a
Koshan, to make sure it doesn't play any tricks”

Rian folded hisarms. “What do you think it is? Something like Marada?’
“Possibly. But why did it tdl us about them?’
“To frighten us?’ Radiim said with a grimace. “I think the less | know of what's going on, the better.”

Maskelle smiled, shaking her head as she stepped back out into the court. “Maybe you can hide
under a blanket and I'll wake you when it's over?’

Before Rastim could reply, Firac spoke, his voice rough, “So you think it will be over, then?
Sometime?’

It was the question no one else had quite dared to ask. Ragtim watched Maskdle nervoudy, waiting
for the answer. She paused, sanding down in the court, looking ahead toward the centrd tower where it
rose over the gdleries Andly she said, “Oh, | think it'll be over. Whether well dill be here when it is, |
can't say.” She glanced back up at them. “I'll tdll you when | know.”

Firac nodded. “Wdl enough.”

The Temple Master met them as soon as they came through the gdlery into the inner court. His face
was drawn and worried, and he said, “The Throne wants to speak to you.”

They gathered in the court outside the portico of the central tower. The Emperor had sent dl his
guards to hdp watch the gates and the outer wal. The courtiers who had accompanied him stood
between the pillars or sat on the baustrades of the gdlery, grim faces hiding confuson and fear. Rath
himsdf sat under the portico on one of the padded seats taken from the royd litters. Maskelle was
dartled a how old he looked. His office had aready etched fine lines of care around his mouth, and his
eyes were deeply shadowed. Vigar paced impatiently near the portico, obvioudy anxious to return to the
Whed, where the other Voices dill worked. Chancellor Mirak stood with Karuda on the gdlery steps.
The other Koshans, the temple servants, and the Ariaden were an anxious audience in the opposite
gdlery. The chanting of the priestsin the upper leves rose and fdl like the howl of the wind.

Maskelle moved to a podtion directly opposite the Throne's, with Rian and the Temple Master
fallowing her. Rastim and Firac moved to join the other Ariaden. A few people were taking, but dl the
voicesfdl avay as Maskele took her place.

Mirak started to speak, but Raith hed up his hand for slence. The Emperor met Maskelle's eyes,
and sad only, “Wel?’

Maskele amiled tightly, admiring his cdm and the way he had shifted the burden onto her. It was a
gedure that said, If you are the chief religious of what’s left of this Empire, then act like it. She
folded her ams and said, “WEe ve discovered something new, but the sourceis, a best, dubious.”

There was afant sirring of curiosty and unease through the crowd, as she repeated the gist of what
the demon had said. Even Vigar stopped pacing. When she had finished, Raith shook his head a little.
“Why would this creature betray its own people, if it is one of them?’

“Thet's the question,” Vigar said.
Raith glanced over a him, frowning. “Do the libraries tdl of anything like this happening before?’
A very Koshan question, Maskdle thought. Echoing her own words to Rian last night, Vigar said,



“There are many places that touch the Infinite” He waved a hand, gesturing a the strange city beyond
the walls and gdleries. “We have the evidence of our own eyes that it's possible. If these people the
demon speaks of learned the power to travel from place to place, in search of a new home to replace this

Maskelle took a deep breath. “Bdieve it or not, the Stuation is the same as it was before this
happened,” she said. “We need to search for the second Whed.”

“Why? Why not Smply begin the Rite, if you believe it will restore things to what they were?” Mirak
protested.

Maskele saw the flicker of annoyance on Raith's face and surprised hersdf with a amdl surge of
pride. He realizes it, too. As Vigar drew breath to answer, the Throne said, “Our enemies have proved
that they can create a Whed of the Infinite smilar to our own. If the demon didn't lie, they made a
mistakein ugng it. Presumably they won't make that same mistake again. All they have to do is rebuild
their Whed and we will have no second chance.” He leaned forward. “We must destroy ther daility to
use the Rite againg us”

“Exactly,” Vigar said before Mirak could spesk. “It takes the combined power of Kushor-At and
Kushor-An, and every other temple center in the Empire, to initiate our Rite. That power is stored now,
inthe Whed and the Infinite, ready to be expended. It will take another year for us to rebuild our Whed,
and then it won't have the force of a Hundred Y ear Rite. We have no second chance.”

“Which begs the question,” Maskelle began carefully, “where is their power coming from? Not our
cties or temples. And there isn't anything Smilar here, unlesswe amply can't fed it.”

Vigar shook his head, unwilling to speculate.

Karuda stepped forward and said, “Will they know our Whed isintact? If they do, they’ll come after
it”

Maskelle fdt Rian shift beside her and knew he had drawn the same conclusion.

In hismild voice, the Temple Master said. “The Marai isno longer undefended.” His arms folded into
the deeves of his robe, he nodded up at the priests in the upper levels. “The barrier is complete. What
they do now isonly to keep itin place”

“WeEIl send out search parties for the second Whed,” Rath sad, ganding. “Leave enough men
behind to watch the boundary, but finding that Whed must be our firg task.” He looked around &t dl of
them. “Smadl groups, with a few trained warriors, and a priest or monk who knows what to look for.
When they find it, they will send a message back for the others to make a plan of attack.”

There was amurmur of agreement and rdlief through the crowd.

The Emperor glanced up a the darkening purple-grey clouds. “It seems night is coming. The groups
should be ready to leave at fird light.”

Maskele exchanged alook with Rian. The Emperor was right. No matter the urgency, they couldn’t
send anyone out to sumble around in the dark. The Temple Master added, “It will take time to teach
everyone how to move through the barrier around the temple. That can be done during the night.”

And we'll just have to hope that we're here to see the next day, Maskelle thought, taking a deep
bresth.

The sky was rgpidly growing dark.

Chapter 14



contents - previous | next

After the roya party had retired to therr sde of the Mara and everyone ese had been dispatched to
make the various preparations for tomorrow, Rian stood in the inner court of the Maral with Maskelle,
watching the night fdl. It was quiet except for the low chanting of the priests.

It was dready so dark Rian could hardly see Maskelle ganding at his elbow; it made the ydlow
flicker of lamplight in between the pillars of the gdleries ook as bright as the sun. He said, “If Marada
and her people were from here, how do they live? What do they do for food, water?” He knew someone
hed lad the stone blocks on this plain and built this city. It just didn’'t seem reasonable that they could ill
be here.

Maskelle looked up at the now inky blackness of the sky and shook her head. “I don’'t know. | have
afeding Marada was an even stranger creature than we thought. | saw she seemed to exig in the Infinite
and our world a the same time. Maybe . . . they don't need the same things to exis as we do.” She
shrugged. “Perhaps we'll ask about it when we find them tomorrow.”

Rian hoped that was arhetoricd “we” If Gisr was tdling the truth and Marada s people were here
with their Whed, then the search expeditions would be even more dangerous. With the Cdegtia One
gone, they couldn’'t afford to lose Maskelle too. How he was going to talk her out of it, however, was
another question and not something he wanted to worry about right this moment. “Why wouldn't they
cometo us, that's what | don’t understand. Whether they meant this to happen or not, surely they have
to do something about us?’

She drew a dow breath, ill lost in thought. “I don’t know. | wonder . . . This place feds dead to me.
Dead or dying.”

Rian fdt a coldness sttle in the pit of his somach. That was something else he hadn’t been thinking
about. The wind whipped through the court, carrying the scent of emptiness and dugt. “Couldn’t thet be
because of what it did to ... the red world?’

He was looking a the east 9de of the gdlery, trying to make sure no one was cregping out to ligen to
thar conversation. Mirak and his faction had been ominoudy cooperative; Rian would have preferred a
direct confrontation to force dl the innuendo out in the open where it could be fought. At least the
Emperor seemed to beinfirm control for now.

Maskelle stepped close to him suddenly, turned his chin back toward her and kissed him. It was a
deep kiss but quick, and if it was meant to distract him from his question, it worked. She stepped back
and said, “We're not dead yet.”

It was what he had said to Radtim this morning, he remembered, watching the white gleam of her robe
disappear into the shadows as she waked back toward the south sde of the court. He heard a light
scrape, asandd dipping againg stone, from behind him. Rian turned, stepping back warily. A man was
ganding in the portico of the centra tower.

“Something | want to show you,” Karuda's voice said.

Rian hesitated, trying to decideif he smdled atrap or not. It was too dark to see the man's face. One
sure way to find

out. He nodded and followed when Karuda led the way across the court.

They went through the courts to the west outer gdlery, then down it toward the corner tower. From
the windows that looked out on the slent stretch of the grassy court, he could see three dim glows on the
wal, the lamps of the sentries, muted to keep the light from ruining the men’s night vison. There was a
brighter light at the bottom of the airsin the tower, where a lamp had been |eft burning. In its light Rian
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saw Karuda's expresson was tense. The shadows made the carvings that spirded up the walls look
threetening, the Snuous Temple Dancers appearing more snister then erotic.

As Karuda started up the dars, Rian stepped sdeways, looking up through the tower, but he
couldn’'t see anyone lying in wait. Maybe things weren't bad enough yet for that kind of factiondized
infighting; it was hard to tdl with these Kushorit. Karuda glanced down but said nothing when Rian
sarted up the Sairs.

At the third levd Karuda stepped out onto the bacony. There were three men crouched there, dl of
them temple servants. Rian didn't relax; he waan’t sure of the loyalties of dl the servants, though most of
them seemed to lean toward the priests.

One of the men stood, pointing across the plain. In a hushed, frightened voice he sad, “There. It's
getting brighter.”

Rian looked where he was pointing and forgot his suspicions. On one of the massve dark shapes
outlined againg the sky, pinpricks of light glowed, the red flicker of firdight.

Maskelle leaned on the parapet, looking toward the flickers of red that hovered in the dark like stars.
Mirak was sanding just within the doorway behind her. The Temple Master had moved up next to
Maskelle and Rian was stting on the balustrade. The sentries had been sent down to the bottom levd of
the tower to wait.

Maskelle heard footsteps on the sairs and a moment later Karuda stepped into the doorway. He
reported, “You can see the fires from dl of the other towers” He added rductantly, “It seems to go
forever.”

“If there were that many people here, we should be able to hear them,” Rian said, sounding
frugtrated.

Maskelle took a deep bresth and nodded. She didn't think the fires meant people either. At least, not
the kind of people they were used to. “We |l wait until daylight, then go out.”

“‘We,’ ” the Temple Master repeated.

She nodded. “1 have to go.” She could fed the Adversary pulling a her, more clearly than she had fet
it in years. The Infinite was closer, somehow, even though the other Voices said they couldn't hear the
Ancestors. But the Ancestors have always been tied more closely to the land, the water, the air. All
that was different now. The Adversary had dways been identified and personified by its Voice.

“And leave the Maral unprotected?’ Mirak said. He had been uncharacterigticaly dlent until now.
But he's always been a cautious man, she thought, and he was outnumbered here,

“My duty is not to protect the Maral,” Maskelle told him, turning away from the digtant fires to face
him. She couldn’t see his expression in the heavy dark, but he would know she was looking a him. “My
duty is to find that second Whed and destroy it.” She heard Rian dir restlesdy, but he didn’'t protest
aoud. She knew his present forbearance wouldn't stop him from protesting doud later.

Mirak was slent a moment. “The Voice Vigar gave you the authority of the Ceegtid One.”

“Vigar's duty isto protect the Whed, with the rest of the Voices. If there is anything that will help us,
it sthe Rite. But it will be usdess to execute the Rite while whoever did this dill lives. If they’ve done it
once, they can do it again.” She looked a the Temple Master. “When | leave, you become the chief
rdigious of the Celestid Empire”

The Temple Master Sghed, sounding weary. “1 thought you might say that.”



Maskelle amiled to hersdf. As long as we ‘re carrying on the tradition of awarding it to the
person who wants it least. “Now don’'t go and make any sweeping decisons on the Reform of the
Eighty-Frst Passage of the Water Invocations while I’'m gone.”

Hisvoice dry, the Temple Master replied, “There go my plans for the afternoon.”
“l see no cause for amusement in this Stuation,” Mirak said, his voice brittle as glass.

“Nether do we, redly,” Maskelle said mildly. He' s close to the edge, she thought. And he could fdl,
or be pushed, over. Unlike those of us who went over the edge years ago and have been looking up
at everyone ese from the bottom ever since. It worried her alittle. She knew what he was likdy to do
inhisright mind, and he was dangerous enough as it was. She didn’'t know what he would do if he was
panic-stricken enough to break. “I would honestly like to answer dl your questions, but | won't have any
answers until we find these people and—’

And kill them.

“What isit?’ Rian asked sharply.

Maskelle redized they were dl daring a her. She shook her head. “I heard the Adversary again.”

The Temple Master drew a sharp bregth.

“How very convenient,” Mirak said, his voice laced with vitridl.

“Oh, the one thing the Adversary never is, is convenient,” Maskelle said under her breath. “Fnding
thet second Whed,” she said aloud. “That' s the firgt step.” But only the first step, she thought.

* * %

“Sintane, | need to talk to you,” Ragtim said.

“Not now.” Rian didn’'t bother to look up. With the help of a couple of nuns who had been doing
duty as sentriesin the tdler towers, he was drawing a rough map of what he had seen of the layout of the
aty around them in soot on the flat pavement of the second outer court. The night was an absolute pitch
black, carrying no moon, no stars, and no reassurance that day would ever return. It's just the clouds,
Rian had told himsdf. There was a red ky up there somewhere. | hope. Working in the flicker of
lamplight had given him a headache and he was in no mood to ligen to Ragtim. He had spent the last few
hours with Karuda, organizing the guards and Koshans into search groups, then sending them out to the
Temple Magter a the edge of the barrier to learn how to cross back and forth through it.

Rian hadn't completely believed in the barrier until he had fdt it himsdf, but it made a wal as
impossble to penetrate as sone or wood. To cross it you had to wak in a pattern: Left three paces,
draight two paces, right three paces, sraight one pace, then turn left and out. Follow the steps in reverse
to get back in. No enemies were going to sumble on that formula by accident. Rian had thought the
chanting of the priests would become an annoyance after a time, but now it was reassuring, a cadming
counterpoint to the silence of the night and the londly echo of the wind.

“It'simportant,” Radtim said through gritted teeth.

Rian looked up a him. Only a few lamps were lit to conserve the short supply of ail, and the
orange-ydlow glows were as bright as stars on theralling of the second-level gdlery, at the archway that
led through into the centrd court, and scattered through the lower levels where the people were gathered.
The lamplight threw just enough illumination onto the Ariaden’s face for Rian to see his expression.

Rian sat back on his hedls, brows drawing together. “What isit?’

The two nuns looked up from a prolonged discusson over whether the building with the eight spires
was behind or to the west of the one with horns, worried at his tone.

“Gisar,” Ragtim said grimly.



There were plenty of lampsin this section of the third court, their light flickering over the wdl carvings
and the pillars. They dearly illuminated the empty box, its lid carefully set aside. Rian touched the wood
where Maskelle had written the protective sgils The ink had been burned away; he could see and fed
where the wood was singed.

“It must have spelled you to let it out, likeit did at the camp that night,” Rastim said tiredly, wiping the
dust from his face with his deeve. Rasim had sad that when he came to rdieve Firac a watch, he had
seen that Gisar was gone. Firac and the Koshan priest hadn't been able to see the box was open until a
frantic Rastim had pointed it out.

Now the two men looked rebellious. Firac folded his ams stubbornly and the priest began, “With dl
respect, | don't think—"

Examining the locks, Rian shook his head. “No, it opened this from the ingde” He could see where
the thing had forced the locks apart. Running his fingers over the ingde of the lid, he could fed where the
heat had started. “The 9gils were burned away from the insde, too.”

Karuda swore, sraightening up from where he had leaned over to look at the lock. Rian had sent for
the noble as soon as he had heard Ragtim’s story. He had dso sent one of the nuns to warn Maskelle.
The Kushorit said wesrily, “Thisisdl we need.”

Rian couldn’t disagree. He got to hisfeet. “So let’'s start looking for it.”
Karuda rubbed his eyes, then nodded sharply and started away. “I'll organize a search.”

Rian took the opposite direction, heading down the gdlery toward the arch that opened into the outer
court. Though he hadn’t shown it to Karuda, he was grimly afraid. There was no tdling what Gisar would
do. He wished he had some idea what to do if he found the thing.

Rastim hurried to catch up with him. “Why are you going this way?’

“If it's possessed by one of Marada s people instead of the demon, it'll try to get back to them,” Rian
sad, asthey reached the steps and started down. “It could be heading sraight for the way out.” All the
creature would have to do would be to leave the third court by the middle stairs and head draight across
the outer court to the gate. If it could hide itsdlf from Firac and the priest, the sentries at the gate wouldn't
have a chance.

“Oh, that's apoint,” Ragtim said, fallowing him.

Rian reached the bottom of the steps and started across the open area. The wide grassy expanse of
the outer court was dark except for a couple of lamps on the water gate directly opposite the entrance to
the gdlery behind them. The ground was carefully even and free of obstacles, so it wouldn't be hard to
cross, even when you couldn’'t see your feet in front of you. Rian took a deep breath, the smdl of dill
damp earth and green temporarily blotting out the odors of dust and emptiness carried on the wind.
Thinking it through, he said, “It won't be able to get through the barrier, but it'll be trapped between
there and the wal—"

They were hdfway to the gate when a figure rose up out of the dark suddenly. Rian shoved Rasim
back and caught the blow in the chest, hard enough to make him sumble. He ducked the next one by
indinct and drew hissin. He could hear a weird jangle, as if whoever had attacked them was wearing a
lot of noisy jewelry.

He blocked another blow with the sword, feinted and drove it in toward what should have been his
opponent’s midsection. The return blow knocked him off his feet and he fdt the gri jerked out of his
hand. Ragtim had gotten to his feet and now dove forward, trying to grab the thing from behind, but it
threw him off.



Rian scrambled to grab the fdlen sword, then rolled up into a crouch. This couldn’'t be Gisar, this was
big, big as a man. The sentries from the gate had heard the fight and were running this way, one of them
carying a lamp. The shape dodged forward, back toward the temple, and Rian threw himsdf at it in a
tackle. He caught it around the knees and landed on a tangle of wood and metd wire. Rian floundered
for a moment, trying to tdl by fed what this thing was. It suddenly contracted under him and threw him
off.

Rian hit the ground hard and looked up as the guard arrived with the lamp. The creature was standing
over him and he redlized with a shock thet it was Gisar. Or that it had been Gisar.

He remembered the puppet from when it had waked out into the middle of the Ariaden’s
performance in the outpodt. It had been a amdl thing, only waist high, with a brightly painted wooden
body, the arms, legs, and head srung to the torso with wire, meant to be moved individudly by the actor
who worked it. Now the wood was distended and lengthened until it looked amost like diseased flesh.
The wires had grown into a profuse tangle, danding out from its body like the spines of some sea
creature.

Before they or Gisar could move, a howl roared over the court. It was the wind through the empty
buildings, megnified to monsoon strength. Gisar whirled and knocked the lamp out of the astonished
guard’'s hand. Rian fdt rather than heard it run past hm and made a grab for it, but the wires dipped
through his hands. He scrambled to his feet and bolted after it.

Gisar was heading for the outer wal. Rian ran blind, guided only by the jangle of the wires and the
thump of the puppet’s feet. He hoped he didn’'t dam into one of the pam trees that dotted this enclosure,
but he couldn’t risk losing the creature. His dark vison began to return as he neared the low wal and
heard Gisar scrabbling at the stone, dimbing it.

With no moon or garlight and only the few lamps a the water gate further down the wall, Rian saw
only an odd-sized shadow moving in the darkness about where he judged the top of the wal to be. He
sheathed the ari and jumped, logt his grip on the weeathered stone and fdl back, then jumped again. He
kept his hold this time, finding footholds in the carving and pulling himsdlf up to perch on top, ignoring the
tight pain in his sde from hisinjured ribs. The wind had risen, tearing fitfully at his hair and clothes, and he
couldn't hear Gisar anymore.

He dropped to the ground outside the wal, landing on the uneven strip of packed dirt that was dl that
remained of the moat that had surrounded the temple. He braced himsdf, hdf expecting Gisar to legp on
him, but there was nothing but the howl of the wind. It was impossible to see anything in the empty dark
of the plain stretching out from the temple. The pinpricks of light ill glowed in the void where the strange
aty lay, but there was nothing ...

Rian stared hard. The shadows had seemed to ripple, as if something moved out there, not far
beyond where the priest’s barrier lay.

He took afew cautious steps forward urtil he met the barrier. After hearing Maskell€'s description of
it, he had expected a solid invisble wall, but it wasn't that smple. It didn't fed different at dl, it was
amply a place that it was impossble to wak through unless you followed the directions of the priests.
Experimenting with it earlier, he had discovered that if you pushed on it long enough it would start to push
you back, but it didn’t hurt you. He stopped there, leaning on it, trying to lisen for the dight sounds the
wind might cover and make shapes out of the darkness.

“..thisway..”

Rian stepped back, flattening himsdf down againg the stone by inginct though surdy whoever was
out here couldn’'t see him either. Catching only snatches of words over the wind, he could tdl the voice
was a man's, the words Kushorit, but he couldn’t recognize the speaker. He heard what might be a
reply, garbled by the wind.



He crept dowly dong the wall toward the source of the voices, putting one foot in front of the other
with utmost caution. There was no way to tl if the speakers were ingde the barrier or out. They could
be from the Marai, braver than ther fdlows and willing to investigate the outsde world in the pitch dark,
or even a couple of priests paforming some sort of task necessary for the barrier, but somehow Rian
didn't think so.

He froze, hearing a dumping sound like heavy footsteps. He thought he could see movement in the
darkness, but it was too jerky, too strangdy angular. Whatever was out there, it wasn't humen. It
couldn’'t be Gisar ether; for dl that the puppet looked like an abomination, it moved lightly and naturaly.
And this thing doesn’t jangle, Rian thought. He started forward again.

He heard a scrabbling, asif dumsy feet tried to find purchase on the dirt and rock aong the base of
thewadl. It's insde the barrier, he redlized with a shock, and pushed forward.

Sx paces dong the wal he ran into something heavy and sharp-edged, like a man wearing lacquered
armor. It was hdfway up thewadl and he grabbed it, throwing hisweight back to haul it down.

It was strong and dung like a monkey. He clawed a it, trying to find a head or a neck or any other
vulnerable spot to injure, but it was armored dl over and he couldn’t find anything thet felt like flesh. It
batted at him, then suddenly twisted and kicked, sending him sprawling backward.

Blinding light suddenly blossomed over the plain. Rian flung up an am to shidd his face, scrambling
back againg the Marai’swall.

Spots flared before his eyes, but he made himsdf look. The light was coming from two swirling clouds
that hovered above the ground on the other sde of the barrier. They gave off a pearly, iridescent
illumination that lit up the plain and cast the low wadl into high relief.

It looked like therr hogts had findly come to cdl. One of the whirlwinds moved forward, and in
indinctive fear Rian pushed himsdf away from it until he fdt the wall press into his back. But it stopped
abruptly. He watched it try to press forward again, and again it faled. The barrier was holding.

The two whirlwinds began to move pardld to it, toward the front of the Marai and the corner solar
tower. Eddies of that strange phosphorescence broke free with that motion, drifting down to lay in
puddies againg the stone.

He remembered the armored thing that had tried to dimb the wall and looked wildly for it. It was
gone.

The whirlwinds are a distraction, Rian redized suddenly. So the thing that got in . . . He pushed
away from the wall and ran dong it toward the gate, past the glowing clouds. He catapulted himsdf up

the steps and indde so quickly one of the Kushorit guards on sentry there dmost took his head off with a
bori club and Ragtim legpt back with a short hystericd yep.

“Sorry,” Rian muttered. Leaving the guards saring in darm at the whirlwinds, he grabbed Ragtim’'s
am and dragged him toward the temple. “What now?’ the Ariaden gasped. “What are they? Something
to do with Gisar?’

“Gisar isthe least of our problems” Rian told him, bresking into a run once he was sure Ragim was
falowing. “Tdl Karuda to meet me where Maskelle is. Something's gotten insde” he cdled back to him.

He heard Ragim moan, “Oh, | didn’t want to hear that.”

Sitting in mediitative slence in the quiet dimness of the little room they had made for the Celegtid One,
Maskelle thought she heard someone cdl her name. She opened her eyes.

The makeshift curtain over the archway was dill closed, the dust caught in the folds undisturbed. The



nun who was heping to watch over the old man lay curled adeep in her robe in the corner. Old Mdi sat
back againg the wadl, drowsing, but surdy close enough to wakefulness to hear someone speak just
outsde.

Maskele looked thoughtfully at the Cdestiad One' s unconscious form, hope irring. Then she heard it
agan.

She came to her feet. Thistime she recognized the voice. She stepped to the door curtain and drew it
back. One lamp burned low in the gdllery outside. By its wan light she could see Killia and Doria adeep
by the wall, and three of the temple servants on the other side. She could hear nothing but their quiet
breathing. Nothing. Not even the priests chanting. The air fet dead and ill, without a whisper of breeze.

Hah, she thought, lifting a brow. A barrier of power surrounded them, isolaing this little part of the
temple from the rest of the world. Findly, the attack she had anticipated. At least it was something she
could get her teeth into; faceless, formless enemies were impossible to fight.

Leaving the Ceedtid One's side would be fally. She stepped back from the doorway to the center of
the room. Making her voice mildy inquiring, she said, “Who are you?’

Old Mdi and the nun didn't tir, and she knew something must be keeping them unconscious. Then
the curtain stirred and lifted and Maskelle took an involuntary step back.

It was Marada. She wore court finery, a gold-shot slk robe and pearls braided into her har.
Maskelle knew what ghogts looked like and this wasn't one, but the colors of her costume, her festures,
seemed judt dightly blurred. So it was only the host body Maskelle's bird soirit had killed; Marada,
whatever she was, had survived. Keeping her voice mild, Maskdlle said, “Marada, how kind of you to
vigt”

“| told you that you couldn’t stop us” Wearing her odd Hiff amile, she stepped further into the room.

Maskelle reached for the Adversary and fdt nothing. It had picked afinetime to desert her.

Somehow Marada sensed it. She said, “Y our spirits can't help you here”

Maskelle fdl back a step, fdt her foot knock againgt the white stone bdl where it lay near the
Cdedid One' s pdlet. That had been the focus for Marada' s power, though the lack of it hadn’'t seemed
to hurt her. It was the only weapon Maskdle had. “How did you get here? Did the second Whed bring
you, or did you travel here on your own? Y ou mus be capable of it; it's how you got to our world in the
fird place, ign'tit?’

“l didn't come to answer your questions.” Marada flexed her bands and Maskelle remembered the
Spirit-cregture that had strangled Igarin.

“Let me guess, you came to kill me?’

Irony touched Marada s opaque eyes. “How did you know?’

Maskele picked up the stone bdl. “Are you sure you didn’'t come for this?”

Marada' s expression didn’'t change. “That can do nothing to stop me”

Maskelle tested the weight of it in her hand. “Redly?’ She took a step forward and swung it at
Marada.

Marada fdl back, throwing up an am to defend hersdf, but the stone glanced off her head. Maskelle
fdt her am jar with the impact. More proof the woman's form was an illuson; whatever Maskelle had
struck had been more solid than flesh and possessed of sharp edges.

Marada shoved her back, sending Maskelle crashing into the wal. She fdl and rolled away, her
shoulder aching from the force of the impact. She grabbed up the stone again. Marada started forward,
reeching for her, and Maskelle leaned back to throw the stone.



Jugt before she threw it, she fdt the Adversary’s power touch her. Lightly, as if it wanted to remain
unobtrusive. She channdlled the force of it into the stone and let it go.

The stone struck Marada s chest and seemed to pass through her body, griking the wal behind her.
Boundng off the wal with a heavy thump, taking a chunk out of the Temple Dancer carved there, it fdl to
gmash againg the floor. Old Mdi and the nun sat bolt upright with cries of darm.

Maskelle looked up intime to see Marada s form waver and collgpse in on itsdlf. She arted back as
anumber of other objects struck the floor with thumps and crashes.

Thenun stared and Old Mdi cursed. Maskelle told them, “We were invaded.” She edged forward to
examine the debris.

It was nothing but trash: fragments of flat building stones, rocks, shattered remnants of smooth
dark-colored pottery. Litter, from that wreck of a city out on the plain, swept together to form a
temporary shel for Marada s spirit. Did the woman—if she was a woman—ever have a body of her
own? Maskelle wondered. Or was she dead and her spirit lingering, seizing whatever form was available
when she needed to be corporeal ? Perhaps that was why Maskelle had sensed degth in this place. There
were dill people here, life of a sort, but they were dead, only their spirits left behind.

Sound from outside washed over her like awave as whatever barrier Marada had placed around the
room faded away with her death. Maskelle heard the low murmur of chanting and a babble of frightened
voices, then Rian burst through the curtain, sopping abruptly when he saw the collection of debris on the
floor.

“Marada,” she told him. She lifted a twisted piece of the strange blue-tinged metd. “Her spirit was
usng this mess, working it like that demon worked Gisar.”

Rian looked over the odd fragments, dismissed them with an annoyed shake of his head. He sad,
“Gisar got out. It led me draight to the place where this thing got through the barrier. And there's
something dse—"

Karuda shouldered his way through the others outsde, casting a puzzled glance down a Marada's
remnants as he pushed his way in. “You'd better come,” he told Maskelle abruptly, looking a little
dartled a being indde the enemy’s headquarters. “ Ther€' s something outside.”

Maskelle made it to the first solar tower and careened up the stairs, Rian and Karuda beside her. She
was breathing hard when she reached the top and pushed past a group of guards to see the Temple
Master, Mirak, and the Cdesid Emperor danding on the gdlery, looking out toward the ceptive
whirlwinds that hovered just on the other side of the barrier. A furiouswind tore at ther clothes and hair,
keening among the openings in the tower above them. Past them she could see movement in the deep
wdl of shadow on the plain.

At firg she thought it was people, a large number of them, moving out there in the dark beyond the
wal. But the movement was abrupt and inhuman. More of them, she thought. Creatures—constructions,
perhaps, like Marada had been.

She stepped forward and leaned on the baustrade, reeching for the Adversary. It was dow to
respond, and she prayed it wasn't loang whatever hold kept it here with them. 1t was ther only hope.

“Arethey people?’ the Temple Master whispered.
“No,” Maskelle said, dmost as 0oftly. “They can get past the barrier. One dready did.”

Rath was garing a her. He turned back to look out a the dark. “They mugt know we meen to
destroy their Whed,” he muittered.



“A traitor,” Mirak said grimly. “We know the creatures can take human shape, imprison human souls.
There' s one here, with us”

Maskele shook her head, frowning. Something wrong there. “Gisar, the demon has escaped. It's
too much of a coincidence. It could have warned them.” She saw Rian's sharp glance, but he sad
nothing. If by some trick of the Ancestors, Gisar was hdping them, she didn’t want to reved it just yet.

“How?" Mirak asked sharply.

Raith spared a moment to give the Chancellor an annoyed look. “The same way a human traitor
would have”

Maskelle stopped ligening to them. She could fed the Adversary’s presence now, hear its voice in
her head though the words came too quickly to follow. She closed her eyes and fdt it fill the space
around her. Whatever those creatures were, they had been dead along time. She fdt a flash of contempt,
bitter and hot, and wondered where it came from. Not from the Adversary, surdly. She mugt have fdt the
emotion hersdf, and it was reflecting back to her from thelr tenuous connection to the Infinite,

She blinked and opened her eyes. She was gtting on the floor of the gdlery, Rian supporting her. The
Temple Master kndt in front of her, chefing her wrigts. The Throne, Mirak, and the guards had Ieft. The
night was slent again; the howl of the whirlwinds and the creatures on the plain were gone. “What. ..”

“It sdl right,” the Temple Magter told her. He didn’t look asif it was dl right. He looked as if he had
seen something that had horrified him.

Rian helped her to her feet and she looked for the creatures. The whirlwinds had vanished, and there
was no more movement out past the wdl. She said, “They left?”

“They died,” Rian told her. As she steadied hersdf on the balustrade, he pointed. She squinted, trying
to see, and findly made out ill shapes lying on the stone.

“The Adversary?’ the Temple Master asked.
Maskelle nodded weskly.
“l didn’t know it could do that,” Rian said, sounding impressed.

Chapter 15

contents - previous | next

As s00n as the cavelike darkness began to lighten to grey, Maskdle went to the south gate in the
outer wal and through the barrier with Rian and Ragtim. After the attack last night, the priests had atered
their chant dightly, just enough to change two vitd steps of the path through the barrier. It would be
changed again tonight, as darkness fell, and again every night they spent here.

The sentries on the gate watched them curioudy, the older one pointing out to Rian that they couldn’t
cover them while they were outsde the barrier. Maskelle didn't think that would be a problem; ther
opponents had shown no indinaion to attack during the day.

The sky was 4ill heavily clouded, but the ar was warmer and amdled faintly of smoke. Despite the
dimness of the morning light she could adready see that the dark plumes over the distant mountains were
larger.

The bodies of the creatures who had tried to attack 4ill littered the ground outside the wall, but as
Rian kicked one over Maskdle saw that, like Marada's remnants, they weren't bodies at dl. Rocks,
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fragments of carved stone, smashed pieces of dark-colored pottery dung together in a roughly
man-shaped form. It didn’'t seem to have a head, but then Maskelle supposed whoever had created it
hadn’t thought the creature needed one.

Ragim stared. “Thet' s dl thet' s left?’
Maskelle shook her head dightly. “That’ s dl there ever was.”

“Something just put them together out of whatever was lying around and sent them after us?” Ragtim
sad in wonder, looking around at the debris. “Like puppets.” He shivered in disgust. He was taking
Gisar's activities very much to heart, and seemed to think that he and the other Ariaden were somehow
respongble for the trouble it was causing. Maskdle didn’'t have the time to St down and convince him it
wasn't true, that no one could have anticipated any of this, especidly not the bizarre change in Gisar's
demon.

Even the Adversary hadn’t been able to warn her; at least, not in away she could understand.

“Like that armor inthe Palace,” Rian said, poking at the remains of the creature again. He sat on his
heds to turn the pieces over. “Like Gisar. Or what it changed Gisar into.”

Maskdle pushed her har back and let her bresth out wearily. Her skin was gritty with the
wind-blown dust. “It would help if we knew if it led you to the spot where Marada was coming through
the barrier by accident or design. And how Marada learned the way through at dl.” Gisar had been seen
throughout the night in the outer court and the third gdlery, sometimes as close as the lower levd of the
second gdlery. It had hurt no one o far, only gppearing long enough to make people chase it. Maskelle
hed been awake dl night, bracing for a possible second attack from outsde and trying to get the
Adversary’s help to track down ther resdent demon, but the Infinite had been unresponsve. Rian
looked weary too; she knew he had gotten only an hour or so of deep, Stting up agang the wdl outside
the room where the Cdestid One lay. He was as determined to catch Gisar as she was.

“I'm sure | heard another voice” he said. He shook his head, dill saring down at the litter, though
she could tdl his thoughts weren't on it. “1 think she knew the way through because someone told her.
Which means they know our plans”

Maskelle nodded grimly. They were ill going to send out the search parties. There was nothing ese
they could do.

Radim had moved over to the other hegps of debris that lay nearby, picking through the remains.
Maskele saw Karuda and a few guardsmen come out of the gate, make tharr way through the barrier,
and stare around at the “bodies’ of the creatures.

Rian got to his feet and absently rubbed his hands on his pants. “You can't go out with a search
paty,” hetold Maskdlle.

Ragtim looked up, his expresson intent.
Maskelle stared from one man to the other. “Oh, so you two decided this?’

Radtim scratched his head and looked away. Rian Sghed and stared up at the dark cloudy sky. “Yes,
that’ s it. While we were tearing the place apart looking for a demon puppet, we ve been plotting against
yw.”

She rubbed her forehead tiredly. “That's not exactly what | meant.”

“You can't go with us. All the priests are keeping the barrier up. If Gisar goes after the Voices, or the
Cdedtid One, or the Whed—"

“l know,” she said sharply. “1 know.”
“I'm going,” Redtim said conversationdly. He stood, looking off at the buildings to the south, ther



gpires and domes wregthed in migt. “Which direction are we taking? | think—"
Rian stared & him. “Who are you taking to?”
Ignoring that, Maskelle asked the Ariaden, “Are you sure you want to do this?’

Radtim tucked his thumbsin his belt uneaslly. “I talked it over with the others and we're dl going out,
except for Mdi and the girls” He told Rian, “I’'m going with you.” With a shrug he added, “It stands to
reason. We're not needed here. And we want to pull our weight. Epecidly after the ... Gisar incident.”

Maskdlle threw her amsin the air. “ Chasing him last night was helping.”

Rian eyed the actor-manager for a moment, then said, “If you go with me, what are you going to do?’
Ragtim bridled. “Help. What dse?’

“No. What are you going to do?’

Radim hesitated. Maskelle folded her arms and looked at the ground, hiding a smile. Ragtim huffed
and findly said grimly, “Whatever you say.”

“All right. Y ou can come.”
“Wdl, thank you very kindly.”

“Now that we ve got that settled . . .” Maskelle looked around, trying not to think about anything but
this present moment. “Which way are you taking?’

“South,” Rian said, taking to the ground. She was a little surprised to see it; he had won arguments
with her before. She seemed to recdl that he had won most of them. She redlized he knew how she fdt
a being forced to stay behind, and sghed a little. He said, “There're three groups going out this way.
WEeI| spread out to cover more ground.”

Maskelle looked south, hoping for guidance. Her eyes passed over a tal Structure with two spires
ganding up like horns, then came back to it. Something . . . No, she was't sure. She shook her head in
annoyance. Since this had happened the Adversary was ether too close for comfort or completdy
absent. “I’ll follow you in spirit form aslong as | can.”

Outside the gate in the south wdl, Karuda folded the square of paper that had ther plan for the
search drawn on it and said, “If you find it, no heroics. Send someone back for help immediatdy.”

Rian nodded mock-solemnly. “I know. We agreed on that last night.” The sky was only a little lighter
and the men who would form the search parties for this direction were gathered around, checking their
weapons, and curioudy examining the remains of the creatures as he, Maskdle, and Ragtim had earlier
thismorning.

Karuda grimaced but didn’t reply, tucking the folded parchment into his belt. The Kushorit noble had
meant to lead one of the parties going to the east, but now he was saying behind to oversee the defense
of the Maral. He didn't look happy about it. He looked, in fact, like the circumstance left hm not only
bedly embarrassed but had irreparably injured his honor. Rian knew he must have been ordered to Say
behind by Mirak or the Emperor.

The group Rian would lead had two Paace Guards, one temple guard, two temple servants, and a
monk, plus Ragim and Rian. There were two other groups going out from this Sde and Radim was
helping with the others who were dividing up the supplies. By turning out the entire contents of the temple
storerooms, they had scrounged up severa coils of rope and enough candles and handlamps to go
around. There were dso water flasks for everyone and a ration of food. Everyone was armed, though
some only with makeshift clubs.



Karuda sad shortly, “Good luck,” and walked away.

Rian turned to redlize they had had an audience, that his men and the other two groups were watching
them with concern.

“Lord Karuda is very proud,” one of the Padace Guards said. Rian thought the man's name was
Idoru.

“That'swhy he should be with us” Rian said, which made everyone happy except Rastim, who rolled
his eyes and muttered, “ Diplomacy, who would have thought it?”

Rian made sure everyone knew the atered steps to go back and forth through the priests defensive
barrier. After paforming the maneuver for the fifth time, Rasim objected, “Look Sintane, | have
gxty-three playsin my head. | can remember afew dance steps.”

“All right, fine” Rian wiped dusty sweat off his forehead and gave in. He picked up one of the packs
with their supplies. “Let’'s go.”

He waved to the leaders of the other two groups and they started away in the same direction Rian
and Karuda had taken yesterday. Ragtim positioned himsdf a his sde, taking cheerfully. They would be
able to see and hear the other groups for a time, but the plan cdled for them to spread out as they
searched, to cover more ground. Asthey neared the firg building, the one they had examined yesterday,
Rian glanced back at the temple and movement caught his eye. He stopped, gazing back at it, squinting
agang the blown dust.

Radtim kept waking—and taking—for a few moments before he noticed. He jogged back to Rian's
Sde and asked with annoyance, “Did we forget something?’

“No. | thought | saw someone following us”

“Ah” Ragim shidded his eyes with his hand. “Perhaps it's jus someone coming dong for a little
while, you know. Out of curiogty.”

Rian turned to stare a him, incredulous. “What, like dolphins after ships?’
Ragim immediatdy became defensive. “Why not?’

Rian shook his head, looking back at the temple. He didn't see any movement now. Perhaps it had
only been someone left behind and running to catch up with the other group. Or hisimaginetion, or a trick
of thelight. In this place? With our luck? Not likely.

“That'sme” Maskelle whispered in his ear.

Rian jus managed to turn his darmed twitch into a shrug and rubbed the back of his neck. He
remembered that she had said she would follow in spirit and he hadn’t redlly considered what that would
mean.

Radtim was frowning at him.
“Come on,” Rian said, sitling his pack more firmly on his shoulder and amiling alittle.
“l was going dready, you're the one who stopped.”

“High Revered?’

Maskdl€e s eyes were filled with the strange city backed by the smoking mountains. It took a moment
of concentration to say the word doud and not whisper it in Rian's ear. “What?’

“A person has come from the Celestid Emperor. He wishes to speak with you.”



“The person or the Emperor?’
“The Emperor.”

Ah, well. This had to happen soon enough. And a least Raith had chosen to make his request
before the searchers had gotten too far into the city. She extended her spirit out toward them again and
whispered, “1 have to go. It shouldn’t be long.”

“WEell try not to have fun without you,” she heard Rian say doud.
“What?" Ragim sounded startled.

Smiling faintly, Maskelle brought hersdf back to her body. She blinked and rubbed her eyes, focusng
on the nun who had brought the news. “Who came with the message?’

“A courtier, High Revered. | do not know him.” The nun looked a little worried, as wel she might;
they had seen no one from the paace contingent except Mirak and Karuda and the guards.

“Wel, | probably don’t know him either.” Maskelle stood and stretched, ignoring the twinge from her
knees. She went over to check the Celestid One.

As she kndt beside him, Old Mdi said, “Still dead.” Despite the irreverence of her words, the old
woman's tone was bleak, her brow creased with sorrow.

“l didn't suppose any different.” Maskelle touched the old man's forehead lightly. His skin fdt dry
and coal. | could use some help here, she thought to him. It’s not like you to hide from a fight.

Maskelle stood and went to the door, brushing asde the makeshift curtain. In the gdlery outsde a
courtier was waiting, being impalitdly stared at by Doria and Killia Doria was holding a bori club, though
fortunately she wasn't actively threstening anyone with it. The man was young, not much older than Raith,
and looked as grim and tired as everyone esg; the only thing that marked him as a courtier was the slk
brocade of his robe. He bowed to her and said, “High Revered, the Throne—’

“l know,” she said. “I'll go with you.”

Killia touched her deeve. “Are you sure?’ she whispered, spesking Ariaden. “What if it's a trick?’
Doria nodded worriedly.

“It' sdl right,” she told them, raiang placating hands. “Redly.”
“You want us to come with you?’ Doria asked, eyeing the courtier with wary suspicion.
“No, wait here. | won't be long.”

She followed the courtier through the gdlery and out into the central court. The courtier glanced up at
the men and women lining the upper gdleries. They were dl 4ill rapt in concentration, the soft murmur of
their chant riang and fdling in the dry air. He said, “How long can they do this?’

Maskelle glanced a him and saw the uncertainty under the veneer of grim determination. “As long as
the food and water hold out.”

He led her to the corner tower and the dairs that went up to the second-level gdlery. She caught
glimpsss of the other members of the royd party in the tower rooms and the chambers to the side, their
fedival clothes showing the wear after the days of unaccustomed use. A few of Karuda's archers, Ieft out
of the search parties to guard the temple, were posted & regular intervas. Everyone watched her with the
mix of curiogty and fear she was long accustomed to. Except now there was something ese in thar
expressons. Hope? Maskelle wondered. That would be typical. They look to me for their salvation,
and | have only questions, no answers.

A room had been divided off from the gdlery by a couple of fesivd banners, and outsde it waited
more guards and another couple of courtiers, these two armed with swords. One of the guards drew the



curtain back and the courtier who had brought her here bowed and gestured for her to enter.

Maskelle stepped insde and saw Rath ganding across the room, his back to her. The openings
between the pillars had been draped too, but the curtains were pulled back now to let in the wan daylight
and a little of the breeze. The room was sparsdly furnished with a couple of makeshift pdlets and a
brazier. One of the young Court Ladies was seated on a cushion, holding a smdl lute in her l1gp. Without
waiting for the Emperor’s command, the woman got to her feet hurriedly, bowed, and stepped out
through the curtain.

Maskelle took a deep breath and smply waited.

Raith turned to face her, his sony expression tdling her nothing. “So.” He dill wore the slk and gold
of the festival dothing, but he had put off some of the heavier pieces of jewdry. “Here we are.”

“Indeed.”

To her surprise, he looked away, biting his lip, forehead creased with some srong emotion she
couldn’'t name. His voice thick, he said, “You were right, then.”

Maskedle watched him a moment, aware how very little she redly knew about him after dl these
years. “Right? About what?’ It happens so seldom, lately. . . .

“This” He gestured down at the court bitterly, then up at the Sckly purple sky. “If | took the Cdedtid
Throne, disaster would result.” He laughed sharply. “If | had known this was the kind of disaster you
meant, | would have taken my own life”

Maskelle shook her head, suddenly unsure what to say. “This is... Raith, this ian't the vison | had.
That vison was fdse”

“Wasit? He stared a her. “You don't cdl this dissster?”’

“l cdl it disaster, but—" She couldn’t continue. Raith was the one who had alowed Marada at court.
But it was such aamdl mistake, to find a foreign courtier pleasing. Marada had fooled advanced priests
and spoken to the Celegtid One himsdf without reveding her intentions or her strange origin. How could
Rath possbly be to blame? And even if she had never received admisson to Court, that wouldn't have
stopped her from living in the city, seeking indruction from Veran or some other unlucky priest. |
thought | killed her, and it till didn’t stop this. “We dill don't know what happened, or who created
the second Whed of the Infinite. We ve only a demented puppet’s word that there is a second Whed; it
could be tdling us only what we want to hear, mindlesdy repesating the theory Vigar and | had. The
Whed wasn't a Marada's house, where we expected to find it” She rubbed her tired eyes. She
couldn't say here and console Raith for long; she had to get back to Rian and Rastim before anything
happened to them. “I know now she didn't die when | thought she did, and she obvioudy had dlies we
knew nothing about.”

Raith stood slently a moment, then took a deep breath, seeking control. He took a couple of steps to
the balustrade and looked down at the court, where some of the temple servants were drawing water out
of the basins. “So Lady Marada was some sort of spirit creature? Karuda said she was killed while trying
to assassnate the Celestid One with magic, but then she returned to attack you last night.”

He sounded oddly dispassionate about it, asif he had had no close relationship with the woman at dl.
Maskedle sad cautioudy, “Yes. And she was certanly the one who killed Igarin and Veran” She
hesitated, and added findly, “I’'m sorry.”

Saing pensvely out a the court below, Rath made a dismissve gesture. Then he glanced a her,
puzzled. “ For what? For Marada?’

Maskdle studied his face. She sad dowly, “For Marada. I'm sorry it was her. | heard you were
much attached to her.”



He shook his head, dill puzzled. “No. She was close to the Court, but...” He saw her expresson and
added, “Why? Were there rumors? There aways are. But she was more attached to Chancellor Mirak.”
He snorted and looked down into the court again. “The gossips told me he gave her the richest of gifts It
was unusud for him, he wasn't one to succumb to beauty. | suppose he fedslike afool now.”

Maskelle drew a deep breath. “I... see”” Oh yes, now | see.

“It'sfunny how Gisar helped uslast night,” Ragtim said as he plodded dong, shidding his eyes as an
eddy showered them briefly with dust.

“What?’ Rian asked. They were working their way south through the city, the strange empty buildings
rigng like mountains dl around them. They investigated doorways that opened into huge cavernous
gpaces and others that led only into rubble-filled warrens, dl that was |eft after the upper floors collapsed.
There were no paintings, no carvings except for the spare geometrical designs, no statues, at least none
50 far, though Ragtim had found one place that had had severa spots on the walls where it was apparent
the carvings had been removed ddiberately, and not smply worn away by wind and time. Rian wasn't
sure what to make of it, though he supposed it might be something like when arivd lord seized a Hold
and destroyed his predecessor’ s likenessesin the wal paintings.

The city fdt even more vast under the sunless sky the further they got from the temple. In the distance
the wind drove sheets of dust across the stone, sometimes creeting whirlwinds that shattered againg the
massive stone buildings They had been able to hear and catch glimpses of the groups to the left and right
of them for the firg part of the day, but for awhile now they had been done.

“And you know, if we hadn’t run into him, we'd have gone outside the wal,” Ragim continued.
“Maybe even outsde the barrier snce it would have been safer to look for him from the other sSide, with
him trapped indde it and unable to get to us. We' d have run right into those things”

“S0?" Rian prodded, though he knew what Ragtim meant.
“So it was lucky. And odd.”

Damned odd, Rian thought, but there were no answers. He craned his neck to look up a the
buildings around them. The one right above them had a bridge coming out of its dome, stretching across
the plaza to atdl thin pillar. “Here' s another one with a bridge.” He turned and waved to the men across
the square, who started back toward them.

Radim sighed and looked back again at the heart tower of the Marai, just visble between the two
buildings behind them, but made no other comment. Rian had been looking for a building with a bridge or
ba cony that they could dimb up to and get a better perspective on the city but dl those they had found
90 far had been unreschable,

As the others reached them, Rian stepped back, looking up again at the dark windows high
overhead. “Come on, let’stry to find the way in.”
“Perhgps there ian't one,” Radtim suggested hopefully.

Rian started away, fdlowing the curve of the wall. “Then in that case | hope you like to dimb.” He
gestured up to the windows, a good fifty or Sty feet up the side. “What did you think | brought the rope
for?’

“That was ajoke, wasn't it? | ask, you know, because | wasn't aware it was possible for a Sitanese
to have a sense of humor.”

A few of the men hid amiles, which Rian ignored. Rasim was keegping everyone's spirits up, and
though Rian hated to admit it, the Ariaden’s comments were funny. They started to work their way



around the building and found the doorway on the far Sde. It was square and large enough for a river
cargo crane. All the doorways had been large; it made Rian wonder if what had lived here had been
people after al.

The interior was dark and they had to pause and light the lamp before going any further. As the
temple servant who carried it held it up, they saw that this chamber was filled with rubble too, but
something had madeit dl fdl to one sde of the structure, so it made a rough ramp againg one wadl. Rian
squinted, trying to see if the opening to the bridge was reachable. He could see it wasn't blocked by
debris, there was afant daylight glow coming through it.

“Wha did that?’ one of the men asked, puzzled by the odd pattern of the debris. “The rest of the
floor is clean, asif it's been swept.”

Rian took the lamp and lifted it, seeing the man was right. He shook his head. More myderies. He
handed the lamp back and said, “Wait here. I'm going to seeif | can get up to that bridge”

The Koshan monk, whose name was Aren, stepped forward. “I'll go adso.”
“Me, too,” Ragtim sad firmly.

Rian didn’'t argue with him. Rastim had a need to prove his bravery, and Rian was willing to let the
Ariaden do it.

They started to dimb, Rastim scrambling agildy dong. Occasondly their progress didodged rocks or
fragments that rolled down on the men watching below. Rian could hear them curang as they dodged out
of the way. About hdfway up, he could fed a strong breeze from the bridge opening.

They reached the top of the pile and Rian could see the square door was jugt within reach. It was
nothing more than a short tunnd through the wal of the building, then it opened up into the bridge.

As the talest, it was easy for Rian to reach the opening, haul himsdf up, then help the monk, who
turned back to give Rastim a hand. Rian went forward cautioudy to the end of the tunnd and paused at
the mouth.

The bridge was a dab of stone about twenty feet wide with alow baustrade, only afoot or so high. It
stretched out to the pillar, but strangely there didn’'t appear to be a door on the other end. The view was
jugt as incredible as Rian expected, and the city now lay before them.

He walked out on the bridge, mindful of the gusty wind, but it didn't fed strong enough to knock him
off. The monk and Ragtim followed carefully. Rian stopped at about the middle.

From this angle he could see round buildings, each like a giant bowl of dark grey pottery set
bottom-up, stood in aline on the outskirts asif forming a boundary to the rest of the city. Fortresses? he
thought, trying to puzzle it out. He supposed archers could fire on gpproaching troops through the amadl
windowsif they had to, but it wasn't practica. Maybe that was just the way these people put thar cities
together. Maybe the Kushorit cities with their sraight lines and cand's and avenues would appear just as
beffling to them. If those cities were till there, Rian reminded himsdf. Bastards.

The monk Aren grabbed his arm suddenly and pointed. “There”

Rian looked. The man was pointing at the domed building with the horn-shaped spires. There was a
broad avenue leading away from it toward the west, the only approach to it Rinn could see. He Started to
ask the monk if he thought the structure was some sort of temple, then he redized what the man was
actudly pointing at. There were openings high in the dome and out of one of them poured something that
looked like a digortion inthe air.

“Those things, the clouds that came to the temple last night.” The monk spoke so softly Rian could
bardy hear him over the wind.



And they were coming thisway. “Down,” he snapped.

Ragim yelped and dropped like a rock, covering his head. Rian and the monk crouched down behind
the low balustrade. A sound rose above the wind, a low howling tone. It grew louder and Rian and the
monk exchanged a grimace. The creatures were flying right toward them.

Rian risked a look. “Another attack. Do you see it, Maskelle?’ The blurring in the ar grew repidly
larger asit drew closer. Heart pounding, Rian pressed himsdf againg the low wall.

“She seesit. Surdy she sees it,” Ragtim muttered. He wet his lips nervoudy, looking around as if he
hoped to see a convenient shelter spring up somewhere. “Wha do we do?’

“Don’'t move,” the monk advised fervently.

The high thin howl that was unpleasantly familiar from last night grew louder, but it was high overhead.
Then the tone changed and it faded into the distance toward the Marai. “Maskdlle, did you see it?” Rian
asked again.

| saw, her voice said inhis ear. | have to help the others now. | won't be with you for a while.
“All right.” Rian got to hisfeet, brushing his dusty hands off on his dustier pants.
“She heard you?' Ragtim asked cautioudy, il huddling by the balustrade.

“Yes. She said she wouldn't be watching us while she dedls with the attack. Didn't you hear her?’
Sometimes Ragtim had been able to hear Maskell€' s Foirit voice, Sometimes not. It seemed to unnerve
the Ariaden, and it might be that he was somehow unintentiondly blocking it.

“Not that time” Ragtim got to his feet, looking nervoudy toward the Marai. “The barrier will hold,
won't it?’

“It will hold,” the monk said firmly.

“If it doesn't. . .” Rasim was dill garing bleskly at the temple.

“Radim . . .” Rian threw hisarmsin the air in exasperation. “If it doesn't hold, we're dl dead. Is that
what you wanted to hear?’

“Sorry, sorry.” The Ariaden shook himsdf briskly and shouldered his pack. “Beng dramatic, force of
habit. Let's go.”

“Thank you.” Rian started away. If they came dl this way and found nothing, then returned to the
Mara to find nothing ... At least now they had agod.

They climbed back down, the loose stone mking it far more awkward than the trip up. Once there,
he told the others briefly what they had seen.

“WdI?" Rian asked when he had finished. “We could go back and report to the others, or push on
and look over that place oursdlves. We're so far out that if we return to the temple firgt, we wouldn't be
able to get back out here before dark.”

“Ancther day here,” one of them muitered.
Rian fdt the same way. “ So we push on?’

There were generd nods, and no grumbling or outright fear, though Rian supposed they were dl as
terrified as he was.

“What's the worst that could happen?’ Radtim declared as they made their way to the door. “They
could turn us into those stone creatures we saw last night.”

“They looked as much like people as they looked like monkeys” Rian objected. “That doesn't
count.” The game— which they had been playing off and on through the day— was “maog horrible thing



that can happen.” Rian had thought he was good at anticipating the worst, but Rastim was winning hands
down. He hoped the othersin their group were enjoying his defeat. He said, “All right, dl right, 1 give up.
Why don’t you tdl usaplay?’

Radtim took the victory in good part, launching into the plot of an elaborate kiradi play about warring
noble families Rian found himsdf relieved that Rastim had made the decison to come dong; it would
have been easy to go mad out here with nothing to think about but the consequences of falure. Maybe
that’s what happened to the people who built this place. They had built their palaces and stripped the
world bare with the effort of it, then gone mad in the solitude, leaving only demons behind them. A nice
ideg, but it didn’'t explan Marada, or how they had built the Second Whed.

“Damn it,” Maskelle whispered. She didn't need the didiraction.
“Maskdle?” Killid s voice invaded her trance. “We found him.”

She opened her eyes and stood, sheking out her robes. The Ariaden and Karuda were sanding just
ingde the curtain. Maskelle said, “Theflying things are coming back. We Il have to hurry.” She had sent
Killia and the other Ariaden to find Karuda, who had been directing the search for Gisr and seaing to
the temple's defenses.

Karuda stared at her. “ Another attack?’ he asked sharply.

“I'll let you ded with them in amoment. | only need you to tel me one thing” She pushed past them
out into the gdlery, tdling Killia, “Warn the Temple Master there' s an attack coming.”

As she hurried away, Maskelle started across the court to the central tower. Karuda followed, his
expresson baffled. “That wasn't why you summoned me?’

“No. | need to ask you something.” She led him under the arch into the central tower, and Karuda,
suddenly redlizing she was leading him to the inner chamber, halted aoruptly in the foyer.

Maskele turned impatiently and he gestured at the carvings on the wall. “Are you sure—"
“Come on,” she snapped.

Jug indde Vigar waited. The other Voices were arrayed around the Whed of the Infinite in
meditation positions, their concentration and the soft low murmur of their chant forming a second barrier
around the Whed. Thefind repair had been completed on the Rite late lagt night, and since then it waited
only for the destruction of their enemies Whed before it could be initiated.

Maskelle met Vigar's skeptica gaze as she stepped asde and motioned for Karuda to enter the
chamber. She had had only afew moments to tdl Vigar her theory, impatient as she was to get back to
Rian and Ragtim. Vigar had thought she was wrong. Not the first time for that, she thought.

Karuda stopped again, this time struck by the effect that the Whed had even on those not wel
atuned to the Infinite. Maskelle looked closdly a him and what she saw on his face made her heart
clench. The Whed of the Infinite wasn't kept deliberately concedled, but its fragility meant thet few
besides the Voices and the others attached to the Marai ever saw it.

Karuda s expression in the candidight was more startled then awed.

Certain she was right, Maskelle took hisarm and drew him nearer, past Vigar, dmog to the edge of
the invisble barrier formed by the other Voices. She remembered Rian saying tha they should discover
who had chosen that house for Marada, so advantageoudy placed near the cand that formed the direct
line between the Baran Dir and the Marai. She had assumed it had been Raith. One wrong assumption
which had led to disaster. “Have you ever seen the like of this before?’ she asked.



Karuda nodded and Vigar hissed under his breath in shock and deep anger. His eyes met Maskdle's
and she knew the chief Voice was her dly in this, whatever came next. Maskelle looked a Karuda again
and asked quigtly, “Where?’

The sky was darting to take on that tinge of dark purple that had marked the arivd of dusk
yesterday, when they reached the avenue that led up to the horned building. Rian leaned around the
corner for a cautious look. It was about as wide as one of the Kushorit processona avenues, and was
lined with tal imposng structures with many baconies and gdleries on their upper levels. There was a
huge doorway in the bottom of the horned building, large enough for an animate manifetation of one of
the giant Kushorit statues to comfortably groll through, but Rian didn’t want to approach it so directly.
They would have to work their way down behind this row of structures and come at it from a Sde or
back entrance.

It wasn't that far from the Marai, so they wouldn't have a long trip back. He glanced around at the
others. Ragtim looked weary and a little white around the eyes and the others appeared exhausted as
wel. Rian was too accustomed to long days of travd or hunting to be very tired, but waking on the
unyidding stone for so long was making his feet hurt.

He moved back to where the others waited and motioned them to follow. They made their way down
behind the row and findly to a round structure that flanked the horned building. The wind whipped
around the curving wall, blowing dugt into Rian's eyes and tearing a his hair. Rian winced away and
Radim coughed and scrubbed at his face with his deeve.

Asthey cleared the wdll, Rian saw the Sde of the horned building was badly damaged. There was a
great crack inthe dark stone that had torn an opening a Street leve. It looked as if it had been struck by

lightning, or a Sege engine.
The opening was amost choked with rabble, but there was just enough room for them to scramble
through. Rian paused as his eyes adapted to the dark, then he froze, a cold prickle cregping up his spine.

At the far end of the ruined chamber was a doorway into a corridor, gpparently unharmed by
whatever had collapsed this sde of the building. Along the wal was a series of bowl-shaped lamps with
flames burning in their center. “1 think we found the right place,” someone muttered from behind him.

There was a genera murmur of agreement. “1 want alook down that corridor,” Rian said. “Then well
take the word back to the others.”

“Good,” Ragtim said under his breath.

They started to work their way across the ruined chamber. A low, mournful howl echoed from
somewhere. It sounded like wind moaning through a cavern, but here there was no teling. | hope it’s the
wind, Rian thought, teking a deep breeth.

“I’'m going to write a play about this,” Rastim declared, kegping his voice low.

From his tone Rian could tdl he had heard the sound, too. But he only said, “Good for you. Are you
going to include the part where you amost wet yourself when the flying creatures went by overhead?”’

Radtim snorted. “What do you mean ‘dmog’ ?’

Rian bit hislip to keep from laughing. They were keeping their voices low from inginct; he didn’t think
anything would be able to hear them over the hiss of the dust againg the stone.

“Is she back yet?’ Radtim asked, serious now. “I haven't heard her.”

“I haven't either,” Rian admitted. He didn’t know who he was more worried about, them or Maskdlle
and the others back at the temple.



“l hopeit'snothing . . .” Rastim began, then shrugged. “I suppose we'll find out later. It can't be too
important to us right now.”

Then somewhere across the chamber Rian heard the distinct sound of afoot knocking againg a loose
stone.

One of the flying things wouldn't make noise.

Rasim bounced agitatedly and Rian waved him and the others back behind a pile of rubble. The
Ariaden managed to creep back behind it quietly enough and Rian started to advance cautioudy toward
the sound.

Rian heard that whigper again, afant scrape againgt the gritty stone, and this time he could tel where
it was coming from. Whatever it was, it was waiting for them to come through that next doorway.

The other men were watching him dertly from the cover of the pile of rubble. Rian motioned for them
to stay where they were. He looked a Ragtim to make sure the Ariaden was paying attention, then
gestured for him to head across the room, toward the outer door.

Rasim nodded sharply then stood and moved briskly toward the door. Their opponent took the bait
as soon as the Ariaden broke cover, slepping into the doorway and leveling a crossbow at Ragtim. It's a
man, Rian had time to redlize, just like us. He threw himsdf forward and the man sensed him &t the last
ingant, swinging the heavy wooden wespon around to strike Rian in the shoulder.

They hit the ground and Rian tore the bow away, damming his opponent in the head with the stock.
Radim was bouncing around them, bori dub upraised, shouting, “Get him, get him!”

Rian ralled off the man and came to his feet, handing Ragtim the crossbow as the Ariaden scrambled
back out of the way. When the man staggered to his feet, he was facing Rian's gri. He stared at them,
panting. He looked Kushorit, even as Marada had, and he was dressed in trousers, an open vest, and
sandals that wouldn't have gotten a second glance on any street in Duvalpore.

“Who are you?' Radim demanded. As the others joined them, Aren the monk gaped in surprise.
“That's Vanthi. He'swith Chancdlor Mirak’ s party.”

The man grimaced in contempt and looked away.

“He s one of them,” Rian said. In Mirak’s party. Oh, he had a bad feding about this. “Taken over by
Marada, like her servants”

That name got his attention. The man glared at them, eyes narrowed. “You killed her, but your tricks
won't sop us,” he said, hisvoice low and grating.

“We ve got more tricksin our bag than we know what to do with,” Rastim said archly, “so you just
better tak while you can.”

Whatever that meant, Rian thought. “Tdl us where the Whed is. It's nearby, or you wouldn't have
bothered to try to stop us”

A sudden howl of wind nearly burst their eardrums and the others ducked and scattered. The man
used the ingtant of distraction and charged them. He bowled Rian over, but Rian threw him off and rolled
away, coming to his feet again. Ducking a wild blow, he stabbed the man in the ssomach, freeing the
wegpon with a jerk that turned the thrugt into a dissmboweling stroke. He didn’t bother to watch the man
fdl, his attention caught by the wind rushing into the chamber, its force dmost enough to knock him off
his feet. The whirlwinds must be returning. They couldn’t get out the way they had come in. Further into
the building was their only chance.

Radim had dready come to that conclusion and was pulling a his arm. They bolted back through the
archway and into a high-ceilinged hdl. Running down it, they could see other corridors leading off. They



came to an intersection of another, larger hdl and Rian saw fading daylight at the end of it. “That way.”
He pointed and there were cries of rdief from the others. They started toward it when Ragtim grabbed
Rian'sarm.

“Look, thet light,” the Ariaden said, wondering. “That must be something.”

Rian looked a the opposite end of the corridor where Rastim was pointing. There was a strange
murky light, not flickering like firdight at dl. Whirlwinds or not, Rian redized, they had to invedigate it.

Radim glanced back, then yedled something incoherent, and pointed back down the corridor, eyes
wide.

Rian turned. A miniature whirlwind was coming down the corridor toward them. It was grey-white
with dust and a strange white migt, and this close he could hear the pebbles and other debris trapped

within it scraping and griking the walls. “Run!” he shouted to the others just as it surged forward, cutting
him and Ragtim off from the branch corridor.

Rian turned to run down the other passage after Ragtim, but the thing was too fast, and before he
reached the archway he fdt a freezing cold dampness on the back of his neck. A force struck him from
behind, shoving him forward into the wal with a gunning impact. He remembered diding down to the
corridor floor, then nathing.

Chapter 16

contents - previous | next

Maskdle stood in the doorway, watching the Chancellor. Mirak had made his camp in the second
levd of the east corner tower, in alarge square room with an offering block in the center. The carving in
this room represented the watery chaos of creetion; the walls were covered with waves, churning waters,
and every kind of sea creature. Mongters that were part crocodile and part bird loomed out of the
corners. Mirak faced the window that looked out over the second outer court. He was daing into
darkness, mationless, his face deeply shadowed by the sngle lamp.

He turned suddenly and saw her, his face going gtill and grim. “What are you doing here?’

“| came to let you know how the search was progressing.”

“Ah.” His voice sounded reassured, but the suspicion in his eyes didn't dter. “Have they found
anything?”

“No. But, you dready know that.” She stepped further into the room. Raith had made few provisons

for his comfort in his makeshift quarters, but Mirak had done nothing. The room was bare, without even
apalet or abrazier. The only luxury was alamp set atop the jutting head of a water mongter.

“What do you mean?’

“You were Marada's patron, not the Throne” She met his eyes, but his expresson of wary inquiry
didn’t change.

He sad only, “Who told you that?’

“Rath himsdf.” She shook her head dowly, amiling. “The Throne is isolated from dl but his closest
companions and advisors, especidly around this time of year, with so many rituds to attend, so much

preparatory fagting and vigils If he heard the rumors that the noblewoman from the Garekind I1dands had
become his new favorite, he wouldn't have cared anyway. There are dways rumors.”
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Mirak stepped toward her. “ Speculation.”

“Marada had the woman from the village in Iutara to make death magic for her, and you knew the
Cdedid One had sent for me, and where | was likdly to stop on the Great Road.”

“You're under a curse. Death magic and dark spirits follow you everywhere” He stopped a bare
pace away from her.

She could samdl his swest. His eyes were dark and opague. She fdt the tenson gather in her muscles,
her throat tighten with growing anger. “Y ou weren't in the Maral when the change occurred, you were on
the causeway. Rian and Karuda were closer to the temple than you, and they were both hurt when the
wave knocked them againg the wal. But when everyone assembled in the centra court, there you were,
uninjured. Last night, when Marada's people sent ther creatures to attack, you said, ‘Take human
shape.” How do you know whet they look like?’

“None of that means anything.”
“And then Karuda saw the second Whed.”
Mirak’s expression didn’t change.

“Fedivd Eve, when you didn't give the banquet that you dways give for the Equinox. He went to
your palace quarters because he thought you should be there when we questioned Marada's servants.
He didn't redize that you dready knew dl there was to know about them.” Karuda had only caught a
glimpse of the Whed through a doorway, but it had been enough. In dl the confuson that Marada' s
falure and the deeth of the body she had possessed mugt have caused, Mirak hadn't redized the noble
had seen the Whed at dl, which was undoubtedly the only reason Karuda was 4ill dive It dso
explaned how the creature that had tried to attack Maskelle in the palace had gotten in, and where
Marada s other companions had hidden.

Mirak’s eyes changed, the dark opacity giving way to something raw and powerful. Something dien,
like Marada. Hislips moved in adight smile, and he said, “Y ou shouldn’'t have come done.”

He grabbed her throat with snakdike quickness, his grip crushing. Maskdle didn’t break eye contact,
though she fdt the last gasp of ar leave her lungs and the pressure on her throat was terrifying. She
wrapped her hand around his wrigt and reached for the Marai’s distant heartbeat. Unexpected strength
surged up from it, laced with hot rage and predatory greed. It filled the room like ail poured into a bowl
and the lamp flickered, the light taking on an unnatura cast. It was a pirit presence so strong that she fdt
its breath on the back of her neck. For an ingant she thought it was something as dien as the thing that
hed taken Mirak’s soul, something from this dying world, but it was in the bones of the Marai itsdf. The
temple had no defense againg it because it was part of it.

Her hand tightened on Mirak’s wris and he released her, sumbling backward, catching himsdf
awkwardly on the offering stone. Maskelle gasped a breath, managing to stay on her feet only because
that power, familiar as her own, willed it.

“I'm never done,” she said hoarsdly, and heard the Adversary in her voice,

Mirak looked up a her, and she saw in his eyes that he wasn't trapped, like Veran and the
unfortunate villagers had been. He waan't there anymore at dl. “You used ud” he spat. “For what?
Why?Y ou destroyed your own world.”

Maskelle stared a him, horror growing in the pit of her somach. He wasn't taking to her. He was
taking to the Adversary. She was laughing a Mirak without conscious valition. The Adversary had never
been much for chat with its prey.

“Whatever it is, you can't succeed. If you try to stop us again, well destroy you,” Mirak sad
desperately.



The Adversary didn’'t understand threets; it either killed deenly or it dlowed the prey to live, there
was nathing in between. She heard hersdf say, “You'll be dead.”

Mirak drew a sheking hand across his mouth; the thing indde him had been pretending to be human
30 long, the gestures came naturdly to it. How long? Maskelle wondered. How long had Mirak been
dead? Since Marada had come to Duvapore and been introduced a Court? Or before, and it was
actudly the knowledge torn from Mirak’ s unwilling mind that had dlowed her to pose as a noblewvoman
from Garekind. He said, “Is it another bargain? What do you want?’ He tried another amile, dbeit a
desperate one. “You have us a a disadvantage. Ask for anything you want.”

He said a “bargain,” Maskelle thought. The shock of it was dmog too much. They made a
bargain with the Adversary.

“l don’t need you to give mewhat | want,” the Adversary said through her voice.

Mirak’ s face worked, from rage to terror and back again. He surged to his feet, coming & her, just as
something dropped through the window behind him.

Maskdle flung hersdf back againg the wdl. It was Gisar, grown larger and more horrible, its mottled
wooden flesh stretched to cover its new sze. Mirak whirled around, faster than a man his age should be
capable of, but Gisar was faster ill. It ducked awild blow and seized Mirak’s head, snapping his neck.

It stepped back and let the body drop. A cat with a vermin,

Maskele thought, watching it. A born predator, killing with stark efficiency and not a little glee & its
OWN Prowess.

Mirak twitched, blood bubbling up past his lips, and impossbly managed to wrench his head around
to look up a Gisar. “Dedtroy . . . you . . .” it gasped.

“Try,” Gisar sad inits hollow wooden voice. It didn't laugh. Dead prey was dull.

Mirak went limp. Gisar stood where it was, then suddenly wooden pieces were hitting the stone floor,
the head, the arms and legs, the metd wires that held it together. It was ordinary painted wood, from a
puppet only afew feet in height. Gisar as he had been, before the curse and the demon.

Something ese stood inits place. It looked like Rian, but Maskele knew the Adversary by its eyes.
In her voice, hoarse but her own once again, she said, “You brought us here” It was too raw a truth to
understand. “You did this”

“To destroy our enemy.”

It sounded pleased with itsdf. Maskdle shook her head, baffled and aghast. Had it thought it was
doing the right thing? “ Y ou' re not supposed to think. Y ou’ re supposed to show the way.”

“Thisisthe way.”

She couldn’t fathom it. “You can't make those decisons for us. You're supposed to advise me
and—"

“You weren't there,” it shouted at her, suddenly furious. “Why did you leave?’

She stared a it, as it stood there quivering with rage. She said dowly, “You sent me away. | was
cursed, because of the vison. The fdse vison. That you gave me” That you gave me. Ancestors, no
wonder you wouldn’t. . . couldn‘t talk to me. She had heard the whisper of their Voices, but never

clearly. Had they tried to warn her? Had the Adversary prevented them, meking sure she only knew
what it wanted her to know?

It blinked, the confusion crossing its face dl too human. “When was this?’
“When? Y ou're not supposed to understand time” Her voice broke. It was too much to take in. The



Adversary was insane. “What happened to you?’

“l had to change. | have to change.” It looked down at Gisar’'s pieces and nudged the wooden limbs
with a boot. It frowned, hiting its lip. “That didn’t work out like it was supposed to.”

“What happened to you?’ she repeated.

It showed her. They knew the Adversary was not like the other Ancestors. It hadn’t been born, lived,
and died as a human before it melded with the Infinite. It was part of the world, possibly older than the
world, anintegrd part of it.

“All of it,” it said, looking a her with familiar eyes. “Induding Sakkara and the Aspian Straits”

Her breath caught. She had told Rian the old story the day they arrived in the city, about the decison
by the Voices to prevent the invason from Sakkara by dosng the Aspian Straits. “They changed the
world, and it changed you,” she said.

It nodded, looking down at Gisar again. “Pieces.”
Maskele turned away, leaned undeadily againgt the wal. “Don’'t panic, not yet,” she muttered.
“All right,” it agreed hdpfully.

“| was taking to mysdf.” | am not going to scream. She looked back & it, trying to understand.
“You bargained with them, told them you'd give them our world, helped them build the second Whedl.

Why?’
“l needed to be here” It looked around and she knew it was seeing through the wadls of the temple,
out a the city. “Ther€ s something | have to do here”

It sad “l.” Had she ever heard it cdl itdf “1” before?
“I need to kill them,” it added.

It wasn't the concept she found harrifying, but the fact that it was the Adversary advocating it.
“They’re our enemies, but they’re dill people. Y ou trapped them into this”

“I need to kill them.” The predator again, nothing else.
“They are people,” she indged desperately.

It paced toward her, braced one hand on the wal near her head, and leaned close. She could fed the
anger radiating fromi it like heat. It said ddliberately, “They aren’t my people.”

Maskelle held its eyes, though it was an effort. “The Book of the Adversary says, ‘Those who are
pleased to hurt living beings are to be punished without mercy,’ ” she quoted.

An expression flickered across its face, too quick to read. It said, “We remember.” It stepped back
from her dowly, then turned and walked away through the outer wall.

Maskelle stood there, feding cold, saring at the place where it had vanished. Karuda burgt in
suddenly, stopping abruptly when he saw Mirak’s body. The Temple Master pushed in behind him and
came to take her am.

Karuda looked at her, aghast. “We couldn’t get in. There was awadl, invisble—’

“It was the Adversary,” the Temple Master said quietly. He shook his head and looked away. “It was
thefird time I'd ever fdt it.”

Maskelle nodded. “It was in Gisar.” She gripped his am and draightened up, taking a deep breath.
“Did the search parties come back yet?”

Karuda shook himsdf dightly, looked at Mirak again. “All but one. Rian's”



Maskelle swore and ran her hands through her har. Rian found it. | knew he would. Damn it!
“Keep everyoneindde the Mara.” She looked at the Temple Master. “Tdl Vigar to give me until dark,
then initiate the Rite. I'll destroy the second Whed.”

“You know whereit is?” Karuda stared at her. “How could you?’

She nodded. “You told me” At his blank expresson she explained, “This is dill our world. The
second Whed was in Mirak’s quarters at the palace. That's sraight out the south gate of the Mara to
the Baran Dir, then west. It s dill there”

Someone cdled out from down in the court. Maskelle stepped back out from the gdlery and saw it
was the nun Tiar. She waved her ams excitedly and cdled again, “Revered, the Ceestid One is waking!
He lives”

Maskdle pushed past a gartled Karuda and the Temple Master and ran for the stairs. When she
reached the room where the Celestid One had lain so quietly, she found most of the nuns dancing about
injoy outsde. She pulled the curtain aside and saw Mdi knedling by the old man, bathing his face with a
cloth. Maskelle could see from here that he was breathing.

She kndlt beside him, thankful for this one thing. The old man’s face was sdlow and pinched, but he
was dive

“Does this have something to do with . .. what happened up there?’ the Temple Master asked her.
He had followed her into the room, though Karuda had stayed outside.

She nodded. “Oh, yes” The Adversary doesn‘t need me to stay at the temple anymore, so it
releases the Celestial One. It thinks its plans are too far advanced for me to stop. She buried her
face in her hands, hoping the Temple Master would mistake it for a gesture of profound reief at the
Cdedid One' s return.

Karuda argued, but Maskelle inssted, and told him that the Adversary would not let anything happen
to her. She didn’t know if that was dill true or not. There was nathing in the Koshan wisdom to say what
happened when a pirit went mad. But she couldn’t afford to bring anyone with her. Anyone outsde the
boundary of the Mara risked being left behind when their Rite was initiated. If the Adversary dlowed
them to initiate it at dl.

She st out from the south gate of the Maral, carrying nothing but her gtaff. Firac and Killia were the
only ones to see her off, as dl the Koshans were scrambling to prepare for the Rite. She didn’'t look
back at their anxious faces as she wove her way through the protective barriers, she knew they were
afrad for Ragtim.

Maskdle was afrad for dl of them.

The velvet purples and greys of the clouds were growing darker as she walked over the dusty stone
in the shadows of the ruined city. She hoped she had judged the time right. The buildings rose high
around her, blotting out much of the sky. The yawning entrances to some were dark, but there were
others she could just catch glimpses of from between the dark grey mottled walls, lit by the dancing
red-and-yellow light of those eterndly burning fires. The dry ar was unpleasantly sharp with the tang of
smoke. She had left the Temple Master to explain to Raith about Mirak; she wasn't sure how he would
take it. The truth was that the Adversary had killed aforeign cregture from this world. Mirak himsdf hed
likdy been dead for months.

The path she followed wasn't a draight one. The line between the Mara and where the Baran Dir
hed stood was occasondly blocked by buildings, some of very odd shapes indeed. She circled around
one of the large bowl-shaped ones to find a tight group of five large circular pillars, stretching high up into



the sky, dl connected by open bridges, with what looked like baconies fringing the tops. It must have
been a beautiful city once, strange and wonderful instead of strange and dead. They must have had
art and philosophy and rdigion; how they had come to this, she couldn’t understand.

During the meditation rings, Kaoshans had to walk Kushor-At and Kushor-An's power pathways by
counting paces. Not being able to fallow a sraight line made it awkward, but Maskelle only had to find
the approximate location of the Baran Dir, not its exact boundary. She reached what she was sure was
the right place, now occupied by a bowl-shaped depression in the stone lined with rows of stone benches
or steps that must have once been a theater or some sort of assembly area, and turned west.

From this angle Maskelle could see the top of a structure larger than the others, a dome with spires to
gther Sde of it. If she was judging the distance correctly, it was sanding approximately where the
Cdedid Home should be. There were fires lit in the tops of those needidike towers that glowed in the
dusk, and she could see a haze of light around the dome, as though there were more fires burning below.
She walked between the two low square buildings that blocked the rest of her view, and found hersdf
ganding at the top of a long avenue that led to the base of the dome. There were lit windows, bands of
them, around the dome, and an open archway in the bottom that glowed from within. The building
seemed to dominate this whole section of the city. Rian’s group had gone to the south. They would have
found this place. WeI, that answers that question, she thought.

Someone was lightly dapping his face. It didn't do anything for his headache. Without opening his
eyes, Rian svung afig by indinct, fdt a connect and heard a yelp. The yep sounded alot like Rastim.

Holding his aching head, Rian managed to St up. Ragtim was sprawled a few feet away, rubbing his
jaw and glaring. The Ariaden muttered, “Wdl, thank you very much.”

Rian lifted his head. They were outsde, on a stone surface set about a Kushorit house's height off the
ground. Looming over them was one of the domed buildings from the city. But the stone was lighter in
color and the windows were square and undamaged. He stared around, knowing it was impossible. The
sky overhead was blue, cloudiess. The air fdt cool and dry. He had logt his ari, though he didn’t suppose
it would do him any good here. “How did . ..”

“We re not actudly here,” Radtim said nervoudy. He looked around and took a deep breath. “When
wefdl, we werein alarge chamber, with the floor dl rubble, and a sort of cloudy mis hanging in the air.
Then this started to happen.”

“It sanilluson.” Rian rubbed his eyes. This actudly made him fed a little better. At leest he knew he
waan't crazy. “Did you keep track of which direction the door was in?’

“Ah, no.” Ragtim sighed and wiped dirt and swest off his brow. “I thought | was, then things seemed
to turn around and—" He shrugged, looking weary. “I’'m not much use”

Rian shook his head, ingantly regretting it when a wave of nausea dmost overcame him. He pressed
his hands againg his eyes urtil it subsided, then said, “No, they must have done that on purpose, to
confuse you.”

“They.” Radim looked around again, his expresson uneasy. “They're here, aren’t they? All around

us

Rian nodded. “They mugt be.” He shifted to the edge to look down. He thought he could manage the
drop without a broken leg, but he wasn't sure Ragtim could. “Wait, you said when you firs woke up we
were in aroom surrounded by rubble?’ He tapped the stone of the platform. “Was this here?’

“No, we were on the floor, such as it was” Rastim's worried expresson turned thoughtful. “You
mean, you think we can just wak out?’



Rian looked down again. He had heard about illusons thet killed you anyway, even if they weren't
red, but he didn’t think they had any choice. “If we—"

Radim drew a startled breath, pointing at the other side of the platform. The air was thickening there,
colors growing out of nothing, swirling into an amogt familiar pattern. Rian passed a hand over his eyes,
but the digtortion in the air didn’t vanish. “Uh-oh,” he muttered.

Rasim scrambled hadily back, moving as close to the edge as he dared. “It's one of them,” he
whispered. “Like those giant whirlwinds.”

Rian warily watched the thing. “I don't think s0.” The colors were the colors of the Whed of the
Infinite, brilliant and dive and congtantly shifting. That was what was familiar; it made no sense a dl, but
hiseyes ingsted he saw the Whed, though he couldn’'t pick out any individud shapes or symbals in the
growing mass. Then the colors swirled into a pattern that resembled a face. The form coadesced suddenly
and Rian swore and looked away, blinking hard. Rastim clapped a hand over his eyes.

Rian tried to make himsdf look &t it, but he couldn’t. Impossibly, he knew whét this thing was. It was
the origind of the demon faces carved above Kushorit doorways, the thing that lived in the killing birds
thet were one of its symbols.

Thewords Don’t leave this place hungin the air, but Rian knew he didn’'t hear them spoken aoud.
“It talked,” Ragtim whispered.
“l know,” Rian said through gritted teeth. “1 think it' sthe Adversary.”

Images came then: the platform and death just beyond. The illuson was to confuse, to make them
leave this protected spot, to expose them to the danger dl around.

“That's good, isn't it?” Ragtim asked hopefully. When Rian didn’t answer, he persisted, “It's waning
us Tha meansit’s here to help us, doesn't it?’

Help us, or keep us alive long enough to be bait in a trap. Rian wasn't sure what had sparked that
thought, but he knew it was his own, and not something from the creature confronting them. What was it
doing here anyway, in the middle of ther enemies? “Are you evil?” Rian asked it. Ragtim gasped and
elbowed him and Rian mationed him to be slent.

There was a hestation, long enough for Rian to wish he hadn’t asked the question and Ragtim to
fidget nervoudy. Then it said, No.

Why is that not reassuring? Rian said carefully, “Now, when you have to wait and think about it,
that worriesme.”

Rian fdt it drift closer, knew it was examining him thoughtfully, and resisted the sudden urge to throw
himsdf off the platform. I'm everything, it said. If evil is part of everything, I’'m evil too. Like that
answer better?

It was gone, winked out like a candle.
Rian let out a breath and ran a hand through his hair.

Radim sghed and stared a him accusingly. “If it comes back, do you think you can manage not to
cross-question it?’

“If it comes back, | think what | do isgoing to be the least of our problems,” Rian told him.

Chapter 17
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Maskelle was a little out of breath by the time she drew near the strange building. She had stayed
close to the shadows at the edges of the avenue, but there didn't seem to be any circumspect way to
approach the temple or palace or whatever the place was. Just walk up to the front gate, Maskelle
thought ruefully, it's always worked before. She could hear what sounded like wind howling wildly in
the distance, srongly reminiscent of the air spirit creatures who had attacked them. It's probably full of
the things.

She paused behind a pillar at the edge of the avenue, near enough to see jugt indde the doorway. It
looked like a large hdlway, lit by bowl-shaped lamps set into the walls, going back toward a more
brightly lit area.

“| told you whatever happened to stay in the Marai.”

Maskdle flung hersdf back againg the pillar, swvinging her gaff a the figure that had suddenly
appeared beside her. The gaff passed right through it.

She looked carefully a its face and redized it was her fird husband, llian, dead years ago from
fodlighly trudting her. She took a cdming breath, and said to the Adversary, “You told me a lot of things,
and I’d be adamned fool to ligen to you.”

llian had only been in his second decade when he died. His face was handsome, free of the lines that
trouble and character usudly wrote, and his build was stocky and well muscled. He was dressed in a red
funerd robe. She would have known that this was not him, even if the gaff hadn’t passed through him,
because this creature had a determined expression and the temerity to argue with her. It said, “You have
to ligen to me, I'm the Adversary.”

Maskelle sagged back againg the pillar. | trusted it. all this time, even after the false vision, |
trusted it and thought the fault was in me. She wasn't sure she could understand the enormity of what
was happening. “Are you sure you're the Adversary?’ she asked hopdesdy. “You're not Gisar’'s
demon, or anilluson, or one of these creaturesin disguise?’

Its face was blank for a moment, then it shrugged and ran a hand through its hair in an achingly
familiar gesture. Her memory of llian wasn't that accurate; this thing could take his form so completely
only because it had been with her a the time, had known llian as wdl as she had. It said, “I could
pretend to be, if that would help.”

Maskelle covered her eyes for amoment. Oh, Ancestors. For years | thought it was me that was
mad. “No, no, that'sdl right.”

It watched her with Ilian’s worried expression, his concern in its eyes. “It knows you, the thing that's
waiting in there.”

“From Marada, or from you?’ she asked wegily.
“Bath.”

How can | do this when the Adversary is against me? Maskelle thought in despair, then told
hersdf angrily, It was always against you, you were always alone. Suddenly she heard voices, human
voices cdling out in Kushorit. She pushed away from the pillar, looking toward the building. Seven men
ran out of the great archway. Bearing down on them from behind was awhirl of light and dust: one of the
wind cregtures.

Maskelle ran forward, reaching for power from the Marai. The link was tenuous, the pathway that
hed connected the temple with this location torn asunder by the second Whedl. The creature reached the
last man in the running group, tearing at him, sending him faling and flaling on the hard pavemen.



It's going to get all of them, she thought desperately, feding it push aside her dtrike at it. Then she
fdt the Adversary med with her, fet it take her feeble attempt to disperse thethingand . . . She was raw
power, raw will. It showed her how to look into the heart of the creature, to see past the screen of dust
and wind and power into the living soul benesth. There was fear in that soul, more fear than anger and
bloodlust. Desperation, a fierce desire to live. This is one of them, she thought, startled. The thing that
was Marada, the one that had taken over Mirak. This was its true being. No, the Adversary told her, it
was like you, it had a form. They built this city, lived here in contentment when this world was
new. But they took their search for power too far, and the world started to die. Then the Adversary
reached in to that fearful, desperate heart, and snuffed it out.

She blinked, lowered her g&ff as the whirlwind dispersed and dust rained down on her, dl that was
left of the dead creature. The Adversary was no longer standing next to her, though she knew it hadn’t

gone far.

The firg of the fleeing men reached her. He was a young man, a temple servant, she saw as he
sumbled to a hdt. “Revered!” Breathing hard, he tried to explain, “We were tricked, it was a man sent
by Mirak—"

“We know,” Maskelle said. Two of the others helped the wounded man to his feet and they dl
gathered around her in a panting, anxious group. Even in the dim light she could tdl they looked glad to
see her. Rian and Ragim were both missng, she had seen that as soon as the men had reached the
avenue. “Where are the others?’

The man looked around, as if noticing for the first time that the two men were missng. He pointed
back to the temple. “They mug be dill indde”

Of course. The Adversary had said what was waiting there knew her. “Run back to the Marai, run
fadt. You have to be there by sunset.” She nodded to the injured maen. “Carry him.”

Themen stared at her. The firs one protested, “But—"
“Go. The Adversary demandsit. If you don't hurry, helll appear and tel you so himsdlf.”

That did it. A few of them exchanged startled looks, then they gathered up their wounded companion
and ran. Maskelle gave them time to reach the end of the avenue and get out of sght, then she started
toward the temple again.

She fdt a coldness pass over her skin as she crossed under the arch into the building, as if she had
moved through some kind of boundary. The place amdled of dust and age and emptiness, like the rest of
the city, but the air trapped here was dead and the scents were stronger. The lamps were high in the
mottled stone wals, made of bowls of smooth pottery with the flicker of flame in their centers. What did
they burn? There was no wood, no ail. It had to be power. Their power is different, she reminded
hersdf. She had dready seen enough evidence of that. Even the dark powers she had fought were dl
part of the Infinite, and used spirits and the force of water and earth, the forest, the mountains. What
passed for power in this bare dying place would be like nothing she had encountered before.

She stopped abruptly, turning that thought over. That's what they use. Death. The dead boy they
had used agang her outsde Duvdpore, tha had been the firsd clue. They had forced the village
shamaness to use the old spirit magic, the deasth magic, agang Maskelle. They didn't use the Infinite
They moved through it, but perhaps they didn’t truly seeit or understand it. They used the force released
by the death of their world and themselves to make their power.

| see, the Adversary said in her thoughts, an ar of approvd in the words. Now we're getting
somewhere.

Sop saying “we,” she told it angrily, continuing down the hdll. It was only parroting phrases back at
her again, with no nation of what they meant. You ‘re on the other side, remember ? There was another



arch a the end, brightly lit. There were amdl branching corridors between here and there, but they were
dl dark and she passed them by. The sound of howling wind grew a little louder with each step.

She redized the Adversary was walking beside her again, and thistime its form was Rian’s. She said,
“Don't take that form. | don’t want to be confused about who to save and whét to leave behind.”

It shifted back to llian, gpparently without taking offense. It said, | convinced them to keep your
friends as hostages against you and not kill them. Wasn't that good of me?

“Oh, that's going to help a great ded.” Before she could say more, she reached the end of the
hdlway and saw what lay beyond. It was a huge round chamber, perhaps taking up most of the space
left in the great building. Hundreds of the lamps dotted the wdls dl the way up to the top of the dome.
Most of the vast space was concedled by a great cloud of mig and air, drifting in a circular pattern. The
damp breeze of it touched her face, dmog gently, despite the howl and moan of what should be a
powerful wind. The floor beneath the cloud was torn up and the ground below that dug out to form a
shdlow pit. Broken paving blocks, fragments of carving that must have decorated the walls once, bits of
broken lamps, raw stone from the foundation were dl jumbled into a spird pattern as far as she could see
through the mig. It was asiif the wind had tried to draw every loose fragment in the aty to this spot, and
the constant motion had worn down the ground. This is where it made the creatures it sent against us
last night, she thought. The creatures the Adversary had destroyed with an annoyed thought. Are you
more powerful now that you ‘re mad? she asked it.

Not powerful enough.
“You dill speak inriddles” she said aoud.
You assume you ‘re the only one who can hear me.

Maskele knew she wasn't done here. After the Adversary had shown her the trick of it, she could
fed the minds of the beings who inhabited this place, dl of them bundled together, the beings who had
built this city and lived and refused to die here. They were combining what was left of their power and
their resources. Huddling together for warmth? You have both one opponent and many, the Adversary
hed said. When they were like this, they were one.

She could fed their awareness roaming the dead city, touching the Marai again and being repelled by
the barrier. They didn't know she was here yet. “Whereis the second Whed 7’ she asked oftly, sure she
dready knew the answer.

In the center, the Adversary said.

Yes, | thought s0. Maskelle looked into the cloud, then closed her eyes briefly, weary beyond
measure.

| needed this. | had to get here, it said, somewhat reproachfully.
“You've sad that before.”

Then Maskdlle fdt the creatures perception growing, fdt them sense her presence and turn their
atention toward her.

A voice, human enough to be understood, spoke out of the cloud. “You've brought her. You've
decided to help us after dl.”

You taught me so much, the Adversary answered them, sounding sympathetic. You taught me how
to lie. | needed to know that. For that, I'll make your end quick.

They didn’'t reply. They're stunned to silence, Maskelle thought. She started to laugh. “Your dly,”
she sad to them. “Are you happy with it? Is this triumph everything you imagined?’

“Do not mock us” It didn’'t sound angry, as Mirak had at the end. Perhaps it wasn't human enough in



thisform.

“But it's so easy. The Adversary says you've destroyed at least two other worlds, usng therr own
powers againg them. It’s your turn now. Try to accept it with a modicum of grace.”

There was a pause, then it said, “The Adversary needs our help. It wants more power; it wants to
destroy the other spirits and rule as your only god.”

“Is that what it told you? It doesn’t want more power. It doesn’t need more power. The Ancestors
can't do anything with it, or they would have done it before now. It wants to kill. It used to want justice,
but now it just wants to kill.” She laughed again, a bitter sound that startled even her. “It doesn’t want
your hdlp; it wants to destroy you and it was willing to destroy usto do it.”

The wind was rigng, pulling a her braids. You ‘re making them angry, the Adversary told her. Its
pleasure echoed through the thought.

The wind hit her and she staggered and went to her knees, trying to brace hersdf with her s&ff and
grabbing for purchase among the rough stones. For an indant she fdt the Adversary within her and
thought it meant to help her, but it did nothing. Struggling to stay upright, she managed to plant her gaff
and pull hersdf up, but the sharp edges of the rocks cut her hand and the blood made her hold dip. Her
gaff snapped in two suddenly and she fdl backward into the cloud.

She tumbled over the rocks, the breath knocked out of her. The minds of the creatures tore at her as
shefdl past them, angry, desperate, terrified. Then she landed on flat stone.

She heard a startled shout. A familiar shout.

Suddenly Rian and Rastiim were sanding over her. Rian took her arm and pulled her to her feet. As
soon as he touched her, she knew it was redly him. She leaned againg him, relieved, and he supported
her with an arm around her wais. “What are you doing here?’ he demanded.

“Where's here?” Maskdle said, baffled, looking around. She rubbed a her eyes, wondering if she
hed struck her head.

“l was hoping you knew,” Rastim said nervoudy.

They appeared to be outsde under a blue sky, sanding on a stone platform perhaps thirty feet off the
ground. Around them was the city when it was young. The sky was clear, the stone a lighter color, the
buildings untouched by time. There were people moving among the buildings, a least she thought they
were people. They were about the right size, but there was a digtortion of the Sght whenever you looked
a them, so their forms were blurred.

“This is what thar world used to be. They keep it preserved, indde themsdves,” Maskele sad
dowly. Even with everything that had happened, it gave her cold prickles dl over her skin. This was a
dead memory, hed in stass until it had logt its redlity.

“Why can’t we see what they look like?” Rian asked her.

“Maybe they can’t remember anymore. Maybe they don’'t want to remember.” She shook hersdf
dightly and looked around again, biting her lip thoughtfully. “We need to find the Whed.”

“You mean it's here?’ Rian looked around, startled. “In this room?”’

She nodded. “It has to be. Mirak was one of them. They built the second Whed! in his quarters on the
palace grounds.”

“We know about Mirak.” Rian sounded annoyed.
“We found out the hard way,” Radtim added. “But the Adversary sad to stay here”
Rian threw him an impatient look. “Yes, that's the lagt thing it said before it couldn’t decide if it was



evil or not.”
“That was because you taked to it.” Rastim glared back at him. 1 didn't think you should—"
Maskdle stared, then thumped Rian in the chest. “What about the Adversary?’
“It was here,” Rian explained. “It acted alittle funny.”
Radim snorted. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“That doesn't surprise me” Maskelle stepped away from him, keeping one hand on his am but
tegting her balance. “This place is in the same spot where the Palace would be if it was dill here, so the
Whed is here too. Thisilluson or memory is just keeping us from seeing it.” Maskelle concentrated on
what she had seen of the chamber, trying to make the vel lift. Fxing your mind on the redity was the
smplest way to break anilluson, and the only way open to her now, cut off as she was from the temples.
But this was no ordinary illusion.

Rian watched her uneasly. “When the Adversary was here, | had the feding . . . We were bait in a
trap. Was that what happened?’

“Unfortunatdly, yes. I'm just not sure if the trap was for me or—" She gestured a the blurred forms
of the beingsin the city. “Them.”

“lan't the Adversary on our Sde?’ Ragim asked, nervoudy rubbing his hands off on his dusty shirt.

“It's on its own Sde now.” Maskelle closed her eyes, pushing at the illuson around them. Nothing
happened and she swore. She stepped further away from Rian and paced a few steps, thinking it over.
“When you were thrown in here, did you see anything of what this place looked like before this
appeared?’ she asked them.

Rian shook his head. “I was out.”

“Itwas. ..” Radim hedtated. “There was a heavy mig, bluish-white” He looked at the ground and
scuffed at one of the paving blocks with a boot. “And dl this was jumbled up rocks. Then this place just
gradualy began to appear.” He shivered.

Maskelle frowned. “That'swhat | saw. There has to be something else. If the Whed is here, it has to
be on aflat surface, like aplaform or adas.”

“Does it matter if it's square or round?’ Rian asked.
“No, aslong asit'sflat.”
“If it wasin Mirak’s chambers ...”

“Oh, wat.” She ran her hands through her hair. “The surface under their Whed should be the same as
it wasin our world.”

“So somewhere in here ther€'s a flat surface that looks like the floor in Mirak’s quarters” Rian
looked around at the illuson, eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

Maskelle closed her eyes. “It’s been years. It was lacquered wood, large panels”
“What color?’ Rian asked at the same time Ragtim said, “Any carving?’

“Light yelow, carved with flowers. | think.”

“What kind of flowers?” Ragtim persisted.

“Jud flowers” Maskelle glared. “Give me a moment, will you?’ She tried to fix the imege in her mind,
but it had been too long. She had never been Mirak’s friend and had only been to the extensve quarters
he kept in the west building of the Cdestid Home during the banquets he gave for the mgor fedtivas.

| remember, the Adversary whispered in her head.



Of course it could remember. It walked in and out of her memory a will. Asif | could trust you, she
told it bitterly.

The image that appeared before her eyes was of a light ydlow lacquered wood floor, with colored
inlay forming tiny round flowers on the edge of each square pand.

Why? Maskdle demanded angrily. Why trap me down here and then help me? She redized it was
idiocy, asking reasons of a mad cregture.

I"'m not as mad as all that.

Of course you're mad. You let this. . . thing destroy you.

Funny, | don't feel destroyed. To do this we both had to be here, at their center.
“Maskele?” someone said urgently.

She blinked and found hersdf facing Rian, who was watching her worriedly. “The Adversary,” she
sad. How she was going to explain to him what the Adversary had done, she didn’'t know. She pushed it
away from her now, fixing her mind on the image it had given her.

She qolit her awareness, the way she did when she used her spirit body. With her eyes she could see
the ric of the living city, with her mind the image of what mugt redlly be here somewhere: the fragment of
flooring with the second Whed laid out on it, surrounded by the rocks and debris that filled the rest of the
place. The Whed would look like the fragment that had kept intruding on ther Whed, dark and
dangerous, threstening storm and ruin. Storm and ruin are the symbols of this world.

Thedity in her eyes shimmered and began to dissolve.

The howling rose again, the angry wail of the creatures that had once been these people. Instead of
digracting her, it firmed the picture in her mind and she remembered the dead smdl of the chamber and
the fed of the cold mig on her face. It was a battle of dl their minds agang hers, but she could fed she
was winning. If | was that strong, we wouldn't be having this problem in the first place. The
Adversary was hdping her.

She could see two images now, the dty and the chamber, cold and empty except for the debris and
the Whed. “Can you seeit?’ she asked.

“Not yet,” Rian reported tensdy. “But the picture is getting thin and flat. It doesn’t look red anymore.
| can see the wdls of the chamber through some of the buildings”

She said, “Be ready. As soon as you see whereiit is, destroy it.”

“Oh, that will make them happy,” Ragim moaned. “What should we do to it?’
“It sonly sand,” Rian told him impatiently. “Just messit up.”

“Messit up, dl right.”

Thevel didn't fal, it ripped abruptly. Suddenly they could see the chamber, the swirl of living clouds
around them, the rocky floor torn gpart by the endless mation of the air, and in the very center the section
of lacquered wood floor and atop it the Whed. Rian flung himsdf at it, Rastim gamdy sruggling after
him. Maskelle started after them, awkwardly sumbling on the sharp edges of the broken stone.

Rian was dmog to the edge of the wooden platform when he stopped abruptly and sumbled back.
Rastim and Maskelle reached him a few moments later and Maskdlle fdt the invisble barrier, a hardening
of the ar around the Whed. Rian swore and dammed his figs againd it. “It's like the barrier they put
around your room in the Palace that night,” he said.

“No,” Maskdle sad grimly. “It's like the barrier around the Marai. Thisisthe Adversary.”
“Isthere away through it, like the one around the Marai?’ Rian asked immediately.



“Probably not.”
“Then . .. Now what?’" Radtim asked hdplesdy.

Maskdlle started to reply, but the howling of the winds was dmost drowning their voices out. She
looked back and redized there was a second barrier, this one around the outer edge of the chamber,
preventing the creatures from reaching them. They flung themsdves againg the invisble barrier and she
could fed thar ravening hunger.

] Donl t_”

llian was standing next to her again. She said aoud, “I suppose you have a good reason that won't
make any sense to me”

“You'll need it to get back home.” He amiled.

She knotted her fists and wished she could hit him. “We re not going to get back home. We're going
to die. You made sure of that.”

Radtim muttered, “I'm glad we got that out in the open.”

“It's here agan?’ Rian asked. Neither man would be able to see the Adversary in this form unless it
wanted them to.

“It never left,” Maskdle said, not taking her eyes off the Adversary.

llian stepped close to her and touched her face. His fingers fdt cool. He said, “I have to remake
mysdf. Thisisn't working. It' stime for meto die, too.”

It's gill mad, she thought. It can’t die. Humoring it, she asked, “Why didn’t you do this before
now? Why wait?’

“l needed them.” It gestured around at the creatures dudering againg the invisble wal. “This will
take dl ther lives” It looked back at her, must have read her expresson and explained, “It’'s for the best.
They're broken. They died long ago and they don’t know it. I'm broken too. | need to die” It shook its
head, gave llian's familiar shrug. “It's time to try something different. The next Adversary needs to be a
Soirit that was once human, like the other Ancestors. Then it won't need a Voice like | needed you.”

She shook her head. Is it serious? “That's why you did this? So you could use them to destroy
yoursdf?’

It stepped back, its expresson turning angry. “You know why you don’'t want to trust me? Because
I’'m you. You've given medl your fears, dl your pain, dl your little betrayas. You can't trust me because
you can't trust yoursdf.”

“All right.” She turned away from it. “Stop.” She buried her face in her hands, searching for cam.
“You say you want to remake yoursalf and you'll kill these creatures to do it. Why didn't you say this
before?”

llian’'s hands rested on her shoulders. “They would have heard me”

She took a step away, sheking him off. She didn’t know what Rian and Ragtim were meking of dl
this She said, “What's stopping you?’

“l need your hdp.” When she turned to look a him, he shrugged, with an gpologetic expression.
“And | need another body.”

“A dead one?’ she demanded. “Y ou should have thought of thet earlier.”
“Thisis getting worse dl thetime” Rastim commented to Rian.
“Not dead,” the Adversary corrected her gently. “Living. Living is dways better. Rian—"



“No!”

“It won't hurt him. It'll just be for amoment.” llian's brows lifted. “Y ou trust me with yoursef, but not
with him?’

“l don't trust you with mysdif, either!”

“What is he saying?’ Rian demanded. “I heard him say my name.”

“Nothing,” Maskelle snapped.

“What did he say?’ Rian repeated.

“I wouldn’'t harm alife from my world,” Ilian said.

“You wouldn't?” Maskelle demanded. “What about Veran, what about Igarin? And Mirak and the
others Marada killed or used. Y ou could have prevented their desths and you did nothing.”

“And for that | deserve to die. ‘Those who are pleased to hurt living beings are to be punished
without mercy.’ ” llian stepped forward and took her hands. “So let me die”

Maskdle fdt it touch her mind again and suddenly she was seeing the Adversary as it saw itsdf. It
was a pattern in the Infinite like the Whed, but its symbols were far more complex and their atachment
to the redl world was only tenuous. She saw it hadn’t been lying to her; there was a section of the pattern
missng, torn out asif by force, leaving an empty darknessiniits place.

It was in the same place as the dark blot in the Whed of the Infinite. That wasn't a reflection of
Marada’'s Whedl. It was a reflection of this one, of the Adversary itself. It was a warning, an apped
for help.

It made aterrible sense. If this had happened when the Voices had tried to close the Aspian Straits to
prevent that long ago invasion, if they accidentaly sent the Sakkaran cities away, they had sent part of the
Adversary with it. It hurt, she redized, a deep pain, aninjury that never healed. It had alowed corruption
to creep in; if it had been whole, Marada and her people would never have been able to enter the world.
The Whed of the Infinite had done this to the Adversary, and the Adversary would never have used the
Whed againiif it hadn't absolutely had to.

And this, she reminded hersdf, could all be a lie.

“Isit hdping us or not?” Radtim asked, frightened by what he had heard of Maskdle's hdf of the
conversaion.

She said dowly, “It needs help. It's been damaged, and it needs to die, so it can remake itsdf.”

They both stared at her. Gesturing out &t the creatures surrounding them, Rian said, “It could have
picked a better time”

She shook her head. “It needs them. It's going to kill them dl and use their power to do this”
Rian hestated. “Then what’ s it waiting for?’

“It dso needs my help, and it needs to be insde you for a moment.”

Rian stared & her. “What?’

“Sorry you asked?’ Radtim breathed.

Rian looked confused. He looked at the Whed, past the barrier they couldn’t break, and then at the
creatures that were howling for their blood around the perimeter of the chamber. It was obvious they
were running out of time. “Isthat... Should | do it?”

He mugt have seen the anguish on her face, because he said immediatdy, “I'll do it.”
The Adversary waited, and Maskelle closed her eyes. There was no other choice. It brought us all



to this point solely for this. | can stop you, she told it. All | have to do is refuse. | can pay you in
kind for everything that you did to me.

I’ve accepted my failure, it replied with brutd truth. Accept yours. Forgive me. Or forgive
yourself, it's the same.

She opened her eyes and fdt the tears. “I can't.”

llian was watching her gravely. He gestured to the clouds of dust and hate, dl that were left of thar
enemies. Look at them. His expression sour, he shook his head. Trapped in the past. Is that what you
want? I’'m a mad, damaged spirit, and | choose death over that. What do you choose?

She looked at them. “Not that.”
Then let it go. Let me go.

Isthat it? Maskelle wondered. | don't want to let the Adversary die? It had been there dl her life.
Hate, love; after so many years strong emations blended into each other. Should she hold the Adversary
like these creatures were hdd, trapped by memory and old pain? And condemn not only yoursdf to
death, but Rian and Ragtim too? Let it go. Let me go. “Then go.”

llian vanished and the Adversary flowed into Rian's body. He looked startled, stepped toward her,
then started to collapse. Maskelle stepped forward and caught him, feding her legs tremble. The
Adversary hadn’t been in ared body before, only Gisar’s wooden one, and the effort it was taking to
dampen its power, to keep from hurting Rian, was terrible. This has to be done quickly, Maskelle
thought desperately. She fdt that it needed more contact between them to make this work. Holding Rian
astightly as she could, she kissed him.

All sound stopped and she could hear nathing, fed nothing. She fdt the Adversary poised on the
brink and thought, Please don't let it betray me.

No, it told her, all that is over with.
“We can make abargain,” the creatures said again. Melded with the Adversary, Maskelle could hear
ther individud voices, keening, unhuman. “We can give you—"

| don’t bargain with otherworld demons, the Adversary said as Maskdlle fdt it flow through her. |
eat them.

* % %

Someone was sheking Maskelle's shoulder. She opened her eyes to see an unfamiliar face leaning
over her. It was a young face, a girl’s face, no more than thirteen or fourteen years, with olive Kushorit
skin and features, but the hair tumbling down around her ears was light brown, and her eyes were green.
Inalight voice, she said, “Isthismy temple? Isit supposed to look like this? Do | have to stay here?’

Maskelle closed her eyes briefly. Ancestors, he did it. She said, “No, yes, and no. Help me up.”

A grong hand under her am hauled her to her feet. Maskelle looked around, trying to get her
bearings. The great chamber was empty, slent, ill. They' re gone, dead, every one, she thought, ill
teking it in. Rian gill lay sprawled unconscious nearby. Ragtim was just dimbing to his feet. “They're
gone,” the Ariaden said, baffled. “How did— And who's that?’

To the girl, Maskdlle said, “Wait here” and went to kned by Rian. She touched his face axioudy
and his eydids fluttered, but his breathing was shalow.

“l canfix that,” the girl said.

Maskelle looked at her anxious face. “Can you?’” When the Ancestors had been in human form they
hed dl been great heders.



“l know how. My father told me”

Her father. For the firg time Maskelle et hersdf fed the emptiness at the core of her being. For the
fird time since dl those years ago in Rashet when it had firg spoken to her, the Adversary was gone,
truly gone. When she had been under the curse, she had thought hersdf cut off from it, but it must have
aways been there, an undercurrent flowing through her own thoughts, even if it hadn’'t spoken adoud and
denied her the visons. Now she knew what its absolute absence redly fdt like. “Go ahead.”

Thegirl looked down at Rian, concentration making her childish brow furrow. She held out one hand
and Maskelle fdt a surge of pure power as strong and sharp as when she had drawn lightning from the
sky. It hadn’'t come from the temples, it had come from ingde the girl, where dl the power of what had
been the Adversary was now stored. Maskelle blinked and shook her head.

Rian drew a sharp breath suddenly, though he didn’t wake. He was aready less pae.

“All fixed,” the girl said happily.

Nervous, Ragtim asked, “Is hedl right?’

“| think s0,” Maskelle whispered. She brushed the sweat-soaked hair back from his brow.

Radim stripped off his tunic and handed it to her. “For my sake?’ he asked, his tone pleading,
nodding toward the girl.

“Wha?” Maskdle took the garment automaticaly, staring a him. “Oh, yes” She handed it back to
thegirl and said, “Put thison.”

She held it upside down, looking it over curioudy. Ragtim took it away from her, saying, “No, here”
and managed to get it over the girl’s head and far enough down that she caught on and pulled it the rest
of the way on. “Who is she?’ Radim demanded again.

“Shelswhat' s left of the Adversary. It remade itdlf into her.”

Rian dtirred alittle, then grabbed his head and muttered, “Ow.”

Thegirl tugged on her deeve. “It’'s happening.”

“It's hgppening,” Maskelle repeated vagudy. The Maral, the Whed, sunset. “It's happening! Come
on.” Maskdle dragged Rian's arm over her shoulder and hauled him up, panic giving her the strength.

Radtim helped support him from the other side, asking tensdly, “What do we do?’

“Climb up here,” Maskelle explained, planting her foot on the fragment of wooden flooring carefully.
“Don't touch the Whed.”

“I could fix,” the girl said hepfully.

“l know you can, but not just now.” With Rastim and the girl’s help she got Rian up on the flooring.
Maskelle sat down heavily, pulling her head into his lap, Ragtim crouching on one side of her and the girl
on the other. There was just enough room for them. “Everyone watch thar fingers and toes,” she
breathed.

She could fed it coming, like an immense heart about to beat. Ragtim Started to say something, then
time paused and dilled, slence filling the void. Then slence rushed away and Ragtim said, “When is it

gongto...”

Scents flooded in firgt, incense and warm damp ar. The roar of a faraway crowd, the chamber
suddenly much smdler, only afew feet larger on each sde than the whed. Maskelle found hersdf staring
a an exquistdy carved Kushorit hunting scene with warriors and nobles mounted on eephants, and a
wicked-looking tiger salking through wooden trees. They were in one of Chancellor’s Mirak’s rooms in
the Celestid Home.



“... begin,” Ragtim finished.

Chapter 18

contents - previous

Rian would never have thought the hot damp ar of Duvapore would fed good, but now it was as
welcome as a cool breeze.

They were a atrader’ s post on the very outskirts of the great city, outsde the outer wdl and across
one of the barrier canals. Rian was Stting on a fdlen log near the cold firepit while Ragtim lay on one of
the grass mats nearby. The post was modly empty, with dl the traders indde the city for the fedtiva.
They had a good view of the wdl across the water, with the heavy vines cregping up stone stained red
and gold by the sunset, and the high domes of the temples floating above it in the evening mis. The
Ariaden’s wagons were drawn up under a dugter of tdl pdms, and the actors were dl modly adeep,
recovering from their ordeal and the precipitate exit from the city.

No one seemed to be aware of the change except for those who had been in the Mara and
experienced it. As soon as Maskelle had spoken to the guards and servants dill present in the Ceestid
Home, it was obvious that those two days spent in that strange place had gone by in a heartbeat for
everyone left behind in the city. Fortunately there was no one in the place of a high enough rank to
demand an explanation from the Voice of the Adversary as to what she was doing in Chancdlor Mirak’s
private quarters.

Maskele had commandeered another boat from the Palace docks so they could return to the Maral.
Once there she had gone ingde and sent out the other Ariaden, and Rastim had hurried them back to the
guesthouse to collect their wagons and the rest of the group and then they had worked therr way out of
the crowded city. That was earlier today and Rian hadn’t seen her since.

The Ariaden were dill confused, and Rian and Rasim hadn’'t had much time for explanations for
them; Rian gill wasn't sure he understood what had happened himsdlf. It was a little hard to comprehend
that afew hours ago they had been trapped in alimbo with the whole world at stake, and now they were
gtting in a trader’ s post in the warm twilight waiting for Maskelle to return.

Ragtim, who must have been thinking dong much the same lines, commented, “Hard to beieve it
waan't dl adream.”

“Wdl, we do have some evidence,” Rian said wryly.

They both looked at the girl. Going to have to think of a name for her, he thought. She had been
wandering along the edge of the tredine, investigating the flowers and ferns and admiring the insects and
birds. As thetwilight lengthened, she had come back to where he and Ragtim were stting. Rian thought
she was wetching the barges and boats go down the cand, but now she edged closer to him and seemed
alittle nervous.

He asked, “What's wrong?’
She gestured at the colors stresking the darkening sky. “Isthis supposed to happen?’

He looked up a Rastim, who shrugged his bewilderment. Rian asked, “Is what supposed to
happen?’

She pointed up again. “That. Thelight going away.”

Rian redized what she meant and amiled, sheking his head a little in amazement. “It’'s night. That's
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supposed to happen.” The Adversary had given her much of the knowledge it thought she needed to
survive, but it seemed to have left out afew key facts.

“Oh. That'sdl right then.” Reassured, she leaned againg Rian's knee.
Radim stood up suddenly. “There she is”

Rian looked up to see the Cdedtid One's boat coming toward them from across the cand, the white
fabric of the avning drifting gently in the breeze.

“Who'sthat?’ the girl said excitedly.

“That's the Cdegtid One,” Rian told her as he got to his feet. He could see Maskdle now, Stting next
to the old man, and fdt rdief wash over him.

“Trouble?” Ragim asked worriedly.

“l don’'t think s0.” There was no one ese in the boat but the boys who poled it. The Cdestid One
hadn't even brought hisusud attendant priest. “Wait here.”

Rian went down the gentle dope of the bank to the post’s dock as the boat was drawing up. He saw
the “wait here’ had worked on Rastim, but the gil had followed him, bouncing dong heppily at his sde.
He looked down at her, lifting his brows, and she said, “My father said if Maskelle wasn't here | was

supposed to stay with you.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” Rian let out his breath. The Adversary had apparently planned for every
contingency.

One of the boys jumped out of the boat to tie it off, and Rian helped Maskélle lift the Cdegtid One
OuL.

“Ah,” the old man said, looking around and sniffing the fresh air. “It is good to be dive again.”

Thelast time Rian had seen the Celestid One he had been a corpse. It was dill hard to bdieve they
hed survived it dl.

“Thisis she?’ the Cdedtid One asked, eyeing the girl.

“No other,” Maskelle told him.

The Ceegtid One took the girl’s arm and let her lead him up the short distance to the camp.
Rian hung back with Maskelle, asking, “What did you tdl them?’

She sghed and pushed her braids back. “Thet the Adversary was injured by the change, that it needs
time to recover and until then there will be no Voice.”

“They believed that?

She shrugged alittle, amiling ruefully. “They don't have a choice. Besides, it's modly true” She said
dowly, “When the Voices used the Whed to close the Aspian Straits and made the Sakkaran cities
vanish, they damaged the Adversary. The Ancestors are dl spirits who were once people, but the
Adversary was the world itsdf, the way the Whed is the world. A part of itsdf went with those cities. It
hed to wait until now to remake itsdf, but it was growing weary, and a litle mad. It didn't dways
remember what it was it hed to do. It gave me a fase vison and told me to destroy Raith so | would be
exiled. So dl the events it foresaw would fdl into place. It spoke to Marada when she came to this world
and pretended to need her help. She told me The Book of the Adversary was the one Koshan text she
didn't need to read. She thought she knew dl there was to know. But none of us knew.”

Rian looked at the girl again. “ So she' s like one of the origind Ancestors. When she dies. .
“Her spirit will join the Infinite and become the new Adversary.”



Maskelle drew her robes around her and they went up to the Ariaden’s camp. Rasim was a little
nervous a being left done with the Ceestid One and looked relieved to see them. They took seats near
the firepit and the girl moved immediatdy to settle at Maskedlle's side.

“You have a great responghility,” the Cdestial One said, looking up a Maskelle, his tone solemn.

“I've dways had a great respongbility,” Maskdle told him. “This is nothing new.” She looked down
a the grl fondly. “Wdl, it' s alittle new.”

The old man snorted in annoyance, but only said, “What will you do?’
Rian looked at Maskelle. They hadn't exactly discussed this.

She shrugged. “I don’t know.” She gave Rian a faint amile and he redlized that she didn't particularly
care where they went.

The Adversary was dead, and though she had the guardianship of its successor, this was the firg time
inmany years that she had been free. Rian amiled back.

“Stay with usfor atime,” Rasim said suddenly, leaning forward. “We can tour the larger citiesin the
Empire. The roads are good and the audiences love us. When things cam down in Duvapore we can
come back.” He rubbed his chin and added speculaively, “If we're Hill popular, I'm thinking of opening
atheater, a permanent one. We're dl getting older and it would be nice to have a home.”

The Cdedtid One shook his head. “ She should stay close to the temples.”

“She should have as wide an experience of the world as possible” Maskele countered firmly. She
lifted her brows and added, “That's what the Adversary wanted.”

“Hmph.” The Cdedtid One sat back with a disgruntled expression and looked indined to argue.

Rian suspected this argument had been going on since Maskelle had returned to the Maral. Maskelle
continued, “It wanted her to live as a person, to learn compassion and mordity, the way the Ancestors
did when they were human. And besides,” she gave him an arch look, “she's hdf Sitanese, so it's not
your decison. The Adversary isawarrior and she needs to learn about that from Rian.”

Everyone looked at Rian, except for the girl, who, never dill for long, was wandering back toward
the patch of grass where the oxen were grazing. Rian tried to look enigmatic. He sill wasn't sure how he
fdt about dl of this, but even after only afew hours acquaintance he liked the girl. He could see a great
ded of Maskellein her dready, and the occasiond glimpses he caught of himsdf were gartling.

“You'll take care of her?’ the Ceegtid One asked him, his voice gruff.
“Teking care of peopleiswhat | do,” Rian told him.

The Cdedtid One sghed and folded his hands, looking away. “Wel?" Maskelle prompted. “1 was
rased in the temples a ahigh rank and it didn’t do me any good. With her power it would be worse for
her.”

“You have told methat it ist't my decison,” the Celestid One sad iffly.
“I’'m humoring you.” She amiled.

He shook his head at her, but he couldn’t keep the amusement from showing in his face. He asked
“What will you cdl her?” and it appeared the decison was made.

Maskelle looked at Rian, who shrugged. He had never had to name any children before. She sad,
“What about ‘Siri’ ? It s the Sitanese word for atype of sword.”

The Cdedtid One eyed the girl, who was groking the forehead of one of the oxen. He said wryly,
“Thet will probably do very nicdy.”
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