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PART ONE
PEARLISLAND

Chapter One
LIESHO! Has anyone seen Llesho!®

The healer Kwan-ti stuck her head out of the thatch-and-bamboo |onghouse and scanned the dave
compound. Waves of pale gold sand lapped the shed where the pearl washers worked to the pounded
rhythm of their feet on the wood floor and some chantey song of lovers and pearls, but Llesho’ svoice
was not among them. At the edge of the sandy clearing where the camp was raised, pearl sorters
crouched under the broad fronds of palm trees, shaking their basketsin asteady circular motion, but
Llesho did not St among them. He was not abed in thelonghouse, nor did she see himin linefor hislunch
with the cooks and their cauldrons.

No Llesho. Old Lleck lay dying on hispalet in the longhouse, calling for the boy in hisfever, and Llesho
was nhowhere to be found. She rested her strained eyes on the distant but ever present cloud bank where
sky met the bay, but the murky date of the rain-drenched horizon offered no solutions. Lord Chin-shi
didn’t bother to shackle his daves, which made him a better master than many, but sometimes shewould
have made an exception for Llesho, who could disappear faster than a magician when the rent was due.

Still, the boy couldn’t have gone far. Pearl Idand was not much more than ahandful of pam treesand
scrub that covered the gentle hill of crumbling cora at its center, but no dave had ever escaped it. The
seq, dark and crudl, brooded just beyond the bay that cradled the wealth from which Pearl Idand took
itsname. An arm of that great sea separated the idand from the mainland to the Weg, the vas,
unreachable sweep of the empire nothing more than athin line of darker gray on the horizon at the
farthest limit of asailor’seye. Even aThebin like LIesho would drown before he reached that shore.
Kwan-ti knew that some desperate souls sought rest in the jaws of the great seadragon, but Llesho, for
al hisdifficult arrogance, would never choose the dark path of death and rebirth thisearly in hislife. He
had seen only fifteen summers, and cruelty still had the power to surprise him.

Figuring where Llesho was not didn’t help find him, however, so Kwan-ti tucked alock of faded hair
back into its knot and stepped out into the drizzle. “Have you seen him, Tsu-tan?” she asked the man
squatting under the protective shelter of a coconut palm with a pearl basket in front of him.

“He stending the beds, old woman.” Tsu-tan didn’t bother to look up from the flat basket in which he
was sorting pearlsby size. “Y ou won't see LIesho on dry land until his quarter-shift is done.”

“That will betoo late.” Kwan-ti smoothed her tapa-printed skirts with worried hands. Although the pearl
beds lay well beyond sight, Kwan-ti stared in their direction asif she could conjure them—and the boy,
LIesho. Which perhaps she could, if she wanted to take a swim with an anvil chained to her neck.
Chin-shi, the Lord of Pearl Idand, frowned on conjuration, however, so no one knew for certain whether
Kwan-ti had such powers or smply followed her mother’ s recipes for medicineslike agood Idander.

“Alwaystoo late,” she muttered under her bregth.



Tsu-tan, shaking hisbasket in gentle circles, paid close attention to Kwan-ti’ s muttering even though he
pretended otherwise. He did not know what she meant, what other time Llesho had been too late, or if
the old woman thought that she had cometoo late to call the boy, or to cure the old man’sfever. Still, it
was one more clue. He hid it away with the othersin the puzzle box of his mind he reserved for
witch-finding, which was histrue cdling.

Returning to the longhouse that served as dave quartersfor the pearl fisheries, Kwan-ti made her way to
the low pallet she had set up in the corner for the old man. The boy would be too late, of course. Already
the old man’ s skin had grown ashen and powdery with the dry heat that burned him up insde. He picked
fretfully at hisblanket and his eyes, long glazed over with the hard white shells of cataracts, wanderedin
his head asif they could find the boy and see him one more time before he exchanged thislife for his next
on thewhed!.

“Llesho?’ Lleck’svoicerattled in histhroat. He gasped for breath, exhausted by the effort it took him to
cdl for theboy. Assoon ashewas able, he called again, “Llesho! Y ou must find them!”

“Who, Lleck?” Kwan-ti asked him softly. “Tell mewho | must find.” Llesho’svoice had not fully
deepened yet; she hoped that the old man might mistake her own voice for the boy he called so
piteoudy.

“Your brothers.” Lleck grasped her hand and pushed it away again, seeking the longer fingers and
calused fingertips of the boy. “Y ou must find your brothers.”

“I will, old friend.” Kwan-ti took his hand in afirm clasp and stilled its seeking, stroked the forehead
burning with dry hest. “Rest easy. | will find them.”

“Goddess go with you.” With alast whispered bregth, the old one cast aside the shell of hisworn-out
body, leaving Kwan-ti to wonder, what brothers had the boy Llesho, and what mischief might she
unwittingly set in motion if she gave the boy his mentor’s message?

The two had not arrived in the camp together. Thebin, high in the mountains of the mainland, bred a
short, sturdy people accustomed to the thin cold air of the heights. The children, if carefully trained in the
richer atmosphere near the sea, had the breath to remain underwater for up to half an hour without
surfacing to refill their lungs. To theignorant, the skill was asign that the children had magical powers
born of a seathat the gods had raised higher than the mountains of Shan to make the door to heaven.
Pearlersknew the Thebins to be as human as any man, but with askill for bresthing that made them
efficient at scooping pearl oysters out of the bay.

LIesho had cometo Pearl Idand in ashipment of Thebin children bought from Harn dave tradersfor
training as divers. The boy had been seven summersin age then, with adazed expresson that soon
marked him as soft in the head. He never spoke, and though he followed directionswell enough, he could
not even feed himsdf without being told to lift his spoon, and again, lift his spoon. From the start he
walked the bay without fear, however, so Foreman Shen-shu considered him worth the effort to train.

Gradudly, awvareness of his surroundings had returned to LIesho’ s eyes. Then, one day he laughed at one
of Lling’ sjokes, and hisrecovery from whatever had stunned his brain seemed complete. If he held his
head at too arrogant atilt or his eyes sometimes glittered with alight too hard and bleak for hisyouth, a
joke or acurse would remind him of his place. Over time he passed out of notice, just another Thebin
dave child with sdt water in hishair and sand between histoes.

When Llesho reached the age of ten, LIeck appeared. Chin-shi had purchased the aging Thebin for his
clamsto understand the specid ailments of the pearl divers. Lleck quickly made himself useful about the
camp, tending to the needs not only of the Thebins, but of those Pearl 1danders willing to accept the



advice of onewho, it was whispered, had trained in the secret knowledge of eternd lifeto befound in the
far mountains. From hisfirst day in the camp, Lleck had taken aspecid interest in the boy Llesho,
teaching him to read and write using a stick in the damp sand, and showing him theway of herbsin
Thebin hedling. Some felt that LIesho must pay for this attention with his body, but the longhouse offered
no privacy, and pairings of every kind were both visble and audible to whoever had a bed nearby. No
one had ever seen Lleck vigit the boy Llesho in the dark, nor had Llesho ever been seen to make
nighttime vigitsto Lleck.

The women, for the most part, felt that Lleck must be the boy’ strue father. Lleck, they reasoned, had
followed his son into davery to protect and raise the boy even at the cost of his own freedom. They
admired such devotion of father and son, and while some grew jealous of the two, for the most part the
connection between them remained hidden, one of the smal conspiraciesthat dl dave compounds
nurture in defiance of their masters. And now, Lleck was dead. Kwan-ti remembered the arrogance and
the bitternessthat lay dormant at the heart of young Llesho, and a shudder of foreboding rippled through
her. “Find your brothers.” What was the old man unleashing with his message? How could the boy, tied
for lifeto the pearl beds and the idand, obey his mentor’ s strange command?

At that very moment, LIesho had finished his haf hour of rest in the pearl harvesting boat, and was
returning to the bay for his next half hour in the water. Naked, aswere dl the pearl-divers, he sat on the
red-painted deck of the harvest boat and snapped the iron shackles around his ankles. The collar chain
that tethered him to the boat never came off during his quarter-shift, but the shackles around his ankles
were his own choice. The extraweight hel ped to steady him when he walked the floor of the bay. At the
end of his haf-hour shift underwater, when he had not enough air in his lungs to swim to the surface under
his own power, he would run the chain through the shackles and | et the winch draw him up by hisfedt.
Onhisfirst day in the bay Llesho had scorned the shackles, but he' d only needed to be dragged onto the
boat by his neck onceto redize the wisdom of using the ankle chain.

With the shacklesin place, he stood at the edge of the boat and waited for the foreman to hand him the
tool he would use this shift. A bag would mean he was collecting the oysters most likely to hide pearls,
but this time Shen-shu handed him amuck rake. With the implement in his hand, he took one, two, three
deep breaths, and stepped off the side of the boat. When his feet touched water, he raised his arms over
his head, the rake held close to hisside, and plunged like an arrow to the bottom of the bay. Lling was
aready there, staking out their piece of the oyster beds and protecting it from the encroaching teams that
worked about them. She raked up the muck so that the nutrientsfilled the water with aroiling cloud.
Hmishi followed after, landing amost on top of LIing's shoulders. Soon Llesho’ stwo companions had
turned the chore into agame of tridents, clashing their rakes together in mock battle while Llesho
watched from just enough distance to set him gpart from the game. Early in histraining hiswatchful, quiet
nature had earned him the fear and suspicion of hisfellow daves.

But he spoke to the foreman and guards no more than he did to hisfellow divers, and eventualy they
accepted the distance he kept as part of his persondity. Better that than question the dark shadowsin his
eyesthat occasonally blotted out the here and now. The growing acceptance of hisfellow captives
seemed to creep into LIesho’ s bones and make him over asapart of them.

The mock contest of trident-rakes stirred up as much of asilty cloud asif the combatants had applied
themsalvesto their task with dl the seriousness they showed when the foreman Shen-shu dove into the
bay to check on them. Today, however, Shen-shu had worn a fresh white robe and shoes on hisfeet, a
sure Sign that the workersin the water below would have no surprise ingpections on this quarter-shift.
That |eft the Thebin davesto their contest, and to the more difficult task of making Llesho laugh.

Hmishi had taken the offensive and tangled the teeth of hisrake in those of thetool Lling flung about asa



wespon. Lling lost control of her rake and waved her hand in submission for thisround. Her eyes burned
with the curses bursting to explode from her lips. Llesho winked, giving her the advantage in the second
contest: he wanted to laugh, but fought the impulse for the same reasons LIling fought her desireto
swear—they needed to conserve air, and Hmishi would not have heard them anyway through the
bubbles they would release in the attempt.

Still struggling againgt the urge to laugh, Llesho turned away from the antics of hisfriends. Hewas
shocked to see an old man drifting toward him over the low mounds of pearl oysters. The old man wore
many layers of robes and gownsthat floated about him like a school of multicolored fish. He had dark
hair and clear blue eyesthat reminded LIesho of adistant sky, as unlike the sky over Pearl Idand as
those blue eyes were unlike the hard white marbles of Lleck’s cataracts. That he was Lleck, or some
transformed apparition of Lleck, was~certain, however, and Llesho gasped in horror.

The sudden bresth should have killed him, since both he and the ghost were floating underwater. Instead
of theterrifying pain of drowning, however, Llesho fet only crisp, clean air. Thinner than he had grown
accustomed to at sealevd, the breath that invigorated him reminded him of home—the mountains, the
snow, the overwhelming cold. The spirit in the water drew closer, and Llesho shook hishead, refusing to
believe the truth this apparition forced upon him: Lleck was dead.

“Forgive mefor leaving you, my prince.” The youthful spirit addressed himin Lleck’ svoice, usng thetitle
Llesho had not heard since the Harn had invaded Thebin and sold the princdling child into davery. Llesho
heard the words clearly, asif he stood on Thebin’s high plateau, taking hislessonsin the queen’ sgarden
and not among the sea creatures of the bay. He wondered if he, too, had passed into the kingdom of the
dead.

“I had hoped to live to see you grown, to know that you had been returned to your rightful place. But age
and fever have no respect for an old man’swishes.” Did the spirits of the dead fedl remorse? It sounded
asif theking' sminister might, but Lleck was smiling a him, awry acknowledgment thet lifeand dl its
hopes and concerns were behind him now.

“I have no rightful place,” LIesho answered bitterly, hiswords as clear asthe spirit’s, and hefelt no lack
of ar to arguefurther. “1 am thelast of an old and broken house, destined to die at the bottom of the

bay.

“Not thelast,” Lleck told him. “Y our father they killed, yes. But your brothers till live, carried into
distant provinces and sold into davery, each told the others had been dain.”

Sincethat described Llesho’ s own fate, he found his mentor’ swords difficult to deny. A new fedling
kindled in hisbreast, so dien to his experience that L1esho did not recognize it for hope.

“My sster?” He could not look the spirit of the minister in the eye, for fear of what hewould see there.
Asasmdl and spoiled prince he had hated Ping, the infant who had taken his place in his mother’ sl ap.
When Llesho wasfive, he had created an uproar in the court by stealing out of the Paace of the Sun with
the intent, he informed the gatekeeper, of setting the newborn princess on the mountainside as a gift for
the gods. When the guard had advised him that tigers were more common than gods on the mountain,
LIesho had informed him that atiger would do. Ping had been two years old when the invasion had
come, of little use to the Harn as adave or ahostage. With the wisdom that comes of being fifteen,
however, Llesho would have given hislife to keep her safe.

L leck-the-spirit shook his head. “ Beaten, and thrown on the rubbish heap iswhat | heard,” he said, “1 do
not find her spirit in the kingdom of the dead, but | know not in what shape or country she has been
reborn.”



It was an old grief, but Llesho found it could still hurt, and the more because he had in that same moment
learned to hope. “My mother?’

Again Lleck-the-spirit shook his head, but his brow creased in some question. “Y our mother, the queen,
isnot among the spirits of the dead,” he said. “ She was taken in the raid that killed your father, but no
report of her came to me after. They say that she ascended into heaven as aliving being to beg the mercy
of the gods on her country, but that her beauty so entranced the heavenly creatures that they would not

let her depart again.

“I think thisis good storytelling, but bad history. If she has ot crossed into anew life, shemust bea
prisoner ill.”

Llesho said nothing. Hewasfar too old to cry about his dead, had never given his enemiesthat
satisfaction even asasmdl child.

“Find your brothers, Llesho,” the spirit pleaded with him. “ Save Thebin. Theland itsdf isdying, and the
few of her people who remain are dying with her.” Sorrow ran from Lleck’ s dead eyes, sdt tears
returning to the salty bay. “I would have stood at your sdeif | could. Now, | have only thisto offer—"
The spirit held out to him apearl asbig asawanut and as black as Foreman Shen-shu’'seyes. “The
pearl has magica properties of long life and various protections. Keep it with you, but useit only a most
dire need.”

At this, Llesho wondered if the spirit in front of him was not Lleck after dl, but animp sent to trick him
into witchcraft. “ A good trick,” he taunted the spirit, “but LIeck would know that | can’t possibly carry a
pear| out of the bay—I have no placeto hideit.” He gestured to his own naked body. “And Foreman
Shen-shu will search the cavities of our bodies for stolen treasure with as much vigilance today as he
does after every quarter shift in the pearl beds. Asfor swallowing apearl that big, if it were possibleto
do so without choking to death, even Lord Chin-shi’ s guards would notice adave from the pearl bay
searching through the privy trench!”

“Have sometrugt, young prince.”

The reminder of hisformer state from the lips of histeacher’ s spirit raised tearsthat stung the corners of
Llesho’'seyes, but he refused to shed them. Hefound little to trust in aworld that had taken thislast and
only comfort from him. “How can | trust what you say, old man?’ In the pain of his heartache, Llesho
knew only to attack its source. *Y ou said you would stay with me, and protect me. Now you are dead,
and if wearetruly having this conversation at dl. | must be dying aswell!”

Lling and Hmishi had long since tugged on their chains and returned to the surface. Llesho knew he could
have no air left in hislungs, could not breathe or speak underwater, and yet he did have air, was both
bresthing and spesking. Surely, he must be deed, or in that stage of drowning when the mind playstricks

on the body.

“Trugt,” the old man said, with tears glittering in his eyes. He put one ghostly hand on LIesho’s neck and
with the other hand he held up the black pearl. Using thumb and forefinger, he squeezed the pearl until it
was no larger than atooth.

“Open,” he ingtructed, and when Llesho opened his mouth, LIeck popped the pearl into the empty
socket where Llesho had lost aback tooth. “Y ou should have that seen to one of these days,” he said,
and then he disappeared, like a cloud dispersing in the water.

Watching the cloud spin away in eddies of disturbed currents, Llesho’s mouth was suddenly filled with all
the things he wanted to say to the old man, dl the words of gratitude and love that he had taken for



granted al the years of their captivity together.

“Come back,” he cried, but only bubbles formed in the water around him, and he redlized that hislungs
were ready to burst, and that his fingers had gotten clumsy. Somewhere he had dropped hisrake, but he
could not seeit in the swirling muck. He struggled against panic and his own awkwardnessto link the
neck chain to hisankles, and tugged, hard, to dert the dave a the winch to pull him up. Hewould have
given asigh of relief when he felt the dack tighten and his body turn upside down, but to vent hisemotion
now would invite desth at the very moment of hisrescue. Then he was out of the water, hanging naked
and upside down above the boat, coughing and choking, sneezing to clear the water from hisnose.

“Where syour rake?” Shen-shu, the foreman, asked. Llesho pointed below him, to the bay. He saw the
pinched, anguished expressions on the faces of his shift-mates, and then the winch was lowering him
agan.

“Findit. You arewadting time,” Shen-shu warned him, and then he was plunging headfirst into the bay
amost before he could grab abregth, dropping, dropping. Thereit was. He had the rake in his hands,

but he was exhausted, and hanging upside down, and he could not reach up to take hold of the chain
above hisfeet, nor had he dack to tug on. Llesho wondered how long the foreman would leave himin the

bay, and if hewould survive. Black specksfilled hisvision, and the laughter of spiritsin the kingdom of
the dead filled hisears.

Then LIing was beside him, and Hmishi, and they held his shoulders, trying to lift him. Hmishi pried the
rake from his numb ringers and swam for the surface, and the winch grabbed his chain. LIesho wasrisng.
Lling, a hissde, breasthed air from her mouth into hisown, until finaly they broke the surface.

“Don’t fling him about!” LIling shouted as she clambered over the side of the boat. She and Hmishi took
his shoulders again, as the winch released his chain. He fell, feetfirst, to the deck.

“Wheat did you see down there?” Lling whispered, but LIesho could only gasp like alanded fish. Ralling
to his stomach, he vomited sat water over the side of the boat, and hung there, draped across the
gunwaes, gathering his strength with each choked breath and trying to see hisfuture in the gentleripples
of the bay. He was s0 exhausted that he hardly noticed when the foreman searched his body, probing in
his mouth for hidden pearls after he had done the same to the other cavities for the pleasure of aminor
cruelty. “Rotten teeth!” he grunted, and L1esho realized that yes, the black pearl wasreal, and that
perhaps the spirit had told the truth after dl. His brothers were alive somewhere on the mainland. But
how was heto find them?

Chapter Two

“WAKE up. You need to get off theboat.” Lling shook him by the shoulder, rousing Llesho from the
questions going around in hishead.

“I’'m coming.” He bestirred himself, but found he could not control hisarms or legs. The boat rocking
gently beneath him seemed distant, his body not quite red except for the tight buzzing in his head.

Hmishi offered ahand, and pulled him to hisfeet, but Llesho’ slegs seemed to have turned to water. He
sumbled, grateful for the shoulder propping him up while he made hiswobbling way to the shore.
Familiar hands reached for him and hauled him into the dat-sded wagon for the ride back to the dave
compound. Llesho found an empty corner on theflat bottom of the wagon and curled in on himsdlf. Lling
followed, and then Hmishi, each taking up their post to either side of him. Securein their protection, he
let hiseyelidsfdl, lulled into ashdlow degp where the afternoon puzzled itsdf out in hisdrifting mind.

Sometimes, he knew, divers who had suffered enchantment of the deep and survived to tdll of it



described vivid waking dreams that came- to them as consciousness fled. Llesho had not fdlt like hewas
losing consciousness while he talked to the spirit under the bay, but his mind must have been starved to
convince him Lleck had appeared to him and that he had spoken with the spirit of hisold mentor. His
heart told him otherwise,

Desperately he wanted to confide in someone, to ask if any of it could be true, but he knew better than to
take such arisk, even with Lling or Hmishi. The Harn hadn’t lways needed to sted Thebin children for
the davetrade. The Thebin pearl diverson his quarter-shift all came from smal-claim farms scratching
out amargind living on the fringes of the Thebin landhold. Harn raiding parties had robbed their homes
and burned ther crops, leaving them with nothing but their children and an agonizing decision. They
needed the money that selling their children would bring just to feed the younger ones until they, too,
were old enough to send to market. He once asked Lleck why the king did nothing to help his people.
“In some ages, the gods favor their people, and in othersthey turn their backs.” The minister had wept
softly after that. Llesho hadn’t understood, but he’ d started alist right there of questions he would ask
when he met the gods.

For the children trained to dive for pearls, however, davery waslittle worse than the devastation they left
behind them in the mountains. They knew nothing of kings or princes or paaceslaid wastein that last
great and terrible invasion. How could they understand his need to rescue his brothers when they could
not imagine any rescue for themsalves, or any reason to expect one? If they did not believe Llesho mad,
they would believe him adanger. It surprised him to redlize that he could not bear to lose the only
companions he had left in theworld.

“Kwan-ti will know how to help you.” Lling touched his* arm, for comfort and for strength. The jokes
and challenges that usudly marked the trip home from the bay were silenced today, the pearl fishers
watching him somberly. Llesho remembered thefirst time he had seen adrowning, when Zetch, adiver
well past the age at which most had fed the pigs, had stayed below for dmost an hour. When they
brought him up, his sack was full of pearls, but so were his mouth, his nogtrils, his ears, and he had
jabbed mother-of-pearl shellsinto his eyes. Gone mad, the foreman had announced, but the Thebins
knew better. The pearlsin Zetch’ s body would pay hisrent in the kingdom of the dead, and buy him a
new body—a free body—for his next turn on the whed!.

“I had adream,” Llesho said, but gave no description of his conversation with the spirit. Lord Chin-shi, it
was said, feared witches, and dreamers could sometimesfall within the web of his superdtition. For his
part, LIesho wondered if he must be awitch, to have the dead visit him in waking dreams, but he dared
not ask. The question alone would be enough to send him to the flames. So he only said, “1 didn’t mean
to frighten you. | must have let my mind wander.”

“Well tak about it later,” LIing answered. “ Kwan-ti will know what to do.”

LIesho knew her to mean that he should say nothing more in the crowded wagon. Good advice, and easy
to follow. He leaned his head against her shoulder and closed hiseyes.

“Becareful with him. We could losehim yet.”

Kwan-ti, that was, and with atone of command she only assumed when real trouble threatened. For a
moment, LIesho wondered what had happened. As his companionsjostled him awake, however, he
redized that he must be the emergency.

“I'mal right,” he protested, struggling to disentangle the hands that reached to gather him up.

“No, you arenot,” Lling contradicted in tones dmost as commanding as those of Kwan-ti. “Hismind
drifted down below, during quarter-shift,” LIing explained to the heder, her voice shrill with her anger.



“Then, because he' d dropped his rake when he was fading, Shen-shu lowered him back into the bay to
findit. If | had not breathed into his mouth, he would have died with his head stuck inthe mire.”

“Lleck would have saved me,” LIesho objected.

Lling took thisasasign of hiscondition. “See,” she said, “He thought he saw hisfather below.” Like
many of the women in the camp, Lling believed that Lleck wasthe true father of the dave Llesho. And
what would be more naturd than that the son, dying, should see avision of hisfather cometo save him?

But Kwan-ti had gone very ill; Llesho could fed her tension, like thefizz of lightning about to strike.
“When did this happen?’ she asked.

“On second quarter-shift,” Hmishi gave the answer. “ The second hour of the quarter.

“I see” Something of the tension faded, but LIesho felt, though he could not explain why, that Kwan-ti
il listened for something the rest of them could not hear. “Bring himindde,” shefindly sad, and Llesho
found himself tumbled out of the wagon into the arms of his Thebin shift-mates.

“I canwalk,” he said, and squirmed out of their grasp. He nearly sank to his kneeswhen hislegswould
not quite bear hisweight.

Kwan-ti raised him by the ebow. “1 seeyou can,” she said tartly, and then turned to his companions. “I'll
take care of him. Y ou may come by to see him after you have dressed and had dinner.”

Hmishi took her at her word, and turned toward his own bed and the clothes basket at itsfoot, but Lling
was not so easy to convince.

“Areyou sure?’ Shetouched hisarm again, the question in her eyesfor Llesho and not for the hedler.

“About the clothes?I’m sure.” Llesho tried to lighten the worry in her eyes. “It' shard to forget you area
gifl whenweareon dry land.”

“Hard seemsto be the operative word,” Lling admitted with ateasing glance at places on hisbody girls
were not supposed to look. 1 suppose you will live after dl.”

“Reassure his shift-matesin that regard. Unless he decides not to follow orders, of course” Kwan-ti
smiled to take the sting out of the mock threst.

Lling turned to do as she was bid, but swayed her naked hipslike an invitation when she walked. After a
few choice paces shelooked back at Llesho with alittle laugh before running to find her clothes.

When Kwan-ti was sure that the girl had turned her attention e sewhere, she sghed heavily. “Come on,
boy. We haveto talk.”

Llesho alowed her to lead him to the corner of the longhouse where sheisolated the sick, but hewould
wait no longer for news. “Lleck isdead, isn't he?’

“Yes” Kwan-ti pushed him down onto afresh bed just a short distance from the one where Lleck had
died. “He wanted to see you very badly before he died, but | don’'t have the authority to interrupt awork
shift, unlessadiver isat risk. Now | wish | had tried anyway. | might at least have spared you from
drowning.”

The heder covered himin hisbed with alight cloth. “Y ou're shivering,” she said, and added a blanket.

Llesho redized that it was true, but he seemed lessto fed it than to observeit from a distance.



“Rest,” sheordered. “You can explainit al to me after you' ve had some deep; you' re too tired to make
sense now.”

Llesho stopped her before she could leave him done. “He left amessage for me, didn't he?’
“Yes” Shesad nothing else, and hesitated even before saying that much.

Kwan-ti had aways made Llesho nervous, though not as an enemy might. She had away of going
completely gill and looking a him with eyes as sharp as a hawk’ sthat made him think she was reading
his soul. In some ways Kwan-ti reminded him of the way his mother had looked at him when he was six
and he had sworn he hadn’t broken the vase in the greet hall. 1t had comforted him, asachild, tofed in
her gaze that his mother could see everything, and love him in spite of his crime. Kwan-ti did not love
him, however. He closed hiseyesto hide hissoul, afraid that it wastoo late, but with no strength to do
more.

“Y our secrets are safe with me, Llesho,” she whispered. “Y ou don't haveto be afraid.”

Fear had kept his mouth shut and hisidentity hidden dl the years of hisdavery. Lleck had madeit clear
that only his secrecy kept him dive. But he wanted to believe the hedler, and he wondered, as he drifted
into deep, if it could hurt him, just thisonce, to trust someone.

That night Lling and Hmishi did cometo visit, with others from their shift, but L1esho was deegping, so
they went away again with apromiseto return. In the morning Llesho still dept, and Kwan-ti sent word
to Foreman Shen-shu that her charge had suffered enchantment of the deep, that state in which adiver
forgot the difference between air and water, and became a danger to himself and his shift-mates.
Foreman Shen-shu sent amessage back that Lord Chin-shi had no use for a pearl fisher who could no
longer walk the oyster beds, but Kwan-ti ignored the threat, for now at least. With his dying words,
Lleck had convinced her that the young Llesho had more pressing businessto attend than plucking pearls
from their homesin the mouths of shdllfish.

When Llesho findly awoke, it was to sunlight breaking through the clouds high overhead. He could count
on one hand the days when full sunshine parted the clouds over Pearl Idand. What this portended, he did
not want to consider, but he knew it wastime to talk with Kwan-ti.

“May | have my clothes, please?’

“Of course.” Kwan-ti handed him a set of bleached and faded trousers and shirt, and politely turned
away while he pulled them on. Llesho piled into his clothes asfast as he could.

“Y ou can turn around now,” Llesho called, and Kwan-ti rgjoined him, taking a seat on the bed next to
his

“Yousad heleftamessage. . . .” When Llesho thought of LIeck, so many conflicting emotionsfilled
him—anger and sadness and wonder—that his throat tightened on the name. But of course, Kwan-ti
knew what he meant.

“Y our father loved you very much,” she began, but Llesho stopped her with agesture. “My father is
dead.”

“ YS—”

“No,” he contradicted her. “My father was dead before Chin-shi’ s men ever brought me here.” She had
to know that hisfather would not have permitted asingle day to passwith hissonsin davery if he'd lived.
“Lleck wasafamily servant. | loved him, but he was not my father.” He'd said too much and now he



tried to keep the panic off hisface. She would know that Thebin hardscrabble farmers didn’'t have
servants. “And heloved you,” Kwan-ti said dowly, seeming to ignore the second part of his statement.
Shelooked into his eyeswith that hawklike gaze. Then, asif the sun had touched her, she seemed to
open up infront of him, her eyes wide with sudden insght, atiny sigh escaping her lips before she
clamped them closed again, lest she say something out loud that should not be spoken at all.

“I haveto find my brothers” Llesho said tentatively. Kwan-ti nodded. “So he said to me on his
desthbed.”

“S0 he said to me in adream beneath the bay.” he agreed.
“Y ou cannot go back to the oyster beds now.”

“What an | to do?’ he asked; this conversation with the heder felt more like adream than the one he
had with the spirit under the bay. Something about Kwan-ti’ s eyes, the gentle touch of her fingers on the
back of his hand, dowed timeto awalk.

“For the present, you must consider what you can do that will not kill your soul inthedoing,” she
answered, and the spell was broken. She rose and spoke to someone behind Llesho in the longhouse.
“Areyoufedingill, Tsu-tan?’

“Not at al.” The hopeful witch-finder bowed his head over the pearl basket he carried. “1 just cameto
see how the young diver was faring. Shen-shu will want him back on the boat tomorrow.”

“Then Shen-shu can speak to me tomorrow. Now, we must permit young Llesho to rest.”

“Of course, of course,” Tsu-tan bowed and scraped hisway out of the longhouse. He returned to his
place beneath the coconut palm and took up again the pearl sorting basket never long out of his hands.
He could see dl the comings and goings of the longhouse from there, Kwan-ti knew, as she so knew he
was watching her for evidence of witchcraft. She feared that Tsu-tan would now turn his attention on the
young Llesho aswdll.

For himsdf, Llesho felt no inclination to rest. He had not regained hisfull strength, but he fet well enough
to take awalk on the shore and watch for the red harvest boats to come in from the bay. So he left the
longhouse while Kwan-ti was occupied in bandaging the cut foot of the cook’ s assstant, and wandered
out past the cookhouse, onto the road.

Few davestraveled the road a midday, but those he passed had heard about Llesho’ s double tragedy,
theloss of Lleck and hisown near drowning, and did not interrupt his brooding with idle conversation.
LIesho had not quite told the truth about LIeck who, as minister of arts and education, was more a
servant of the Thebin people than to the family of theking. Lleck had found him in captivity and joined
him there, had taught the young prince not only reading and writing, but the arts of strategy that had come
too late to save aking. As he walked, L1esho made good use of those lessons, setting evidence against
probability, and examining methods to reach hisgod.

If the gpparition had been adream concocted by his own starved mind, how had he known the minister
had died? And if it was adream, how could he explain the same message ddlivered to Kwan-ti? It must
be true then: his brothers till lived, in servitude as he did himself. LIesho had to rescue them and together
the brothers must free Thebin from the killing grasp of the Harn. If their mother till lived, languishing in
the dungeons of her own pa ace—The thought stuttered out. Llesho could not imagine his beautiful
mother reduced to squalor and filth, but the image of his battered sister bleeding into the refuse heap
struck him to the heart. He hadn’t wanted her dead, not redlly, he' d just wanted his mother back. By the
time Ping had turned two, however, the little princess had adored him. He couldn’t hel p but love her



back. Couldn’ t—wouldn’ t—imagine her dead.

Since he had arrived on Pearl Idand, he had been no farther from the dave compound than the oyster
beds. There were no days off for good behavior, no visitsto market or the city for aplay or pageant.
Once he had hated the duties that lined him up, smallest of seven brothers, to wave, nod, and bow &t the
sde of hismother and father. He had longed for the day he was old enough to follow his brothersinto the
city for stolen pleasurein the night. That had al ended before Llesho even knew what pleasures his
brothers found in the city. So why had Lleck come looking for the youngest and weakest, who was stuck
on an idand nobody ever got off of ? Why hadn’t he found one of Llesho’s older brothers, who could
actudly do something about his desthbed revelation?

Trying to figure out Lleck’ sreasonswas't helping him decide what to do. LIesho had walked dl theway
to the docks without even seeing the road he trod upon, but had only confirmed the impossibility of ever
completing the spirit’s quest. Who |eft the idand, ever? Lord Chin-shi, of course, and hiswife and
daughters. Lord Chin-shi’s son had not been seen on the idand since before Llesho had arrived. The
foremen, Kon of firgt quarter and Shen-shu of second quarter, sometimes accompanied their master to
the dave markets to acquire new pearl fishers. But Shen-shu wasthe older of the two, and he was
scarcdly thirty. Neither waslikely to give up their privileged position any time soon.

Pearl fishers never left theidand, not living or dead. If they died of disease, they were cremated
immediately to curtall the spread of infection. Rumor had it they did not always wait for degth before
feeding the fire with the struggling remains. When they drowned, or grew too old to work at al, they
were fed to the pigs.

Kwan-ti had been right, though, he could not go back to the oyster beds. His lungs were fine, he could
survive underwater aslong as he ever could. But if he were visited by avison again, hewould surely
drown while he argued with the demon who accosted him. He needed a second skill, one that would
keep him out of the pig trough and get him off theidand.

While he sat on the dock, thinking, the sun had dropped low, and he heard the taunting challenges of the
pear| fishers returning home from the quarter-shift. He looked up, vaguely embarrassed to be wearing
clotheswhen LIing and Hmishi and all of hisfelow pearl divers were naked from work. Heforgot dl
about the incoming divers, however, when he recognized the device on the prow of the harvest boat:
tridents crossed over around shield. Of course! Lord Chin-shi made hisfortune on the pearl fisheries,
but he spent hisfortunein the arena. Renowned even in the longhouse for their prowess, Chin-shi’s
gladiators competed in arenas dmost asfar away as Thebinitself. And gladiators were given acut of the
purses they won. If agladiator was good, and survived his battles, he might pay hisway free before age
and injury cut him down.

LIesho elbowed and gpologized hisway past his companions who were swarming off the boat, mocking
him for his clothing and asking after his hedth. When he reached Foreman Shen-shu at the prow of the
boat, Llesho fell to his knees and knocked his forehead on the dock in the forma style of a petition.
“Honorable Foreman, Sir, | respectfully request that you take my petition to your master, Lord Chin-shi
of Pearl Idand.” He carefully referred to the master asthat of Shen-shu aone, accepting by implication
that Shen-shu held that position over himsalf. He' d learned long ago not to show the anger that flared
every time he had to kowtow to the foreman: strategy, Lleck had taught him, sometimes meant sacrificing
today’ s pride for tomorrow’ svictory.

“Thewitch forbids you to go back to the beds, doesn't she, pig food?’ Shen-shu answered.

Llesho lifted his head from the dock and sat back on his hedls, his pamsresting on hisknees. “1 know of
no witch, Master Shen-shu,” he said, ignoring the more pertinent part of the foreman’ s statement for that



which he could truthfully refute. “1 cometo you with apetition to Lord Chin-shi that | may trainasa
gladiator for thering.”

For amoment the entire dock went quiet, as Foreman Shen-shu stared at him in amazement. Then the
foreman began to laugh. “A gladiator, pig food? A short contest with the pigs, perhaps.” In the silence,
Shen-shu’ swords rang sharply. “Y ou pearl fishers are so skinny, Lord Chin-shi’ s gladiators will use you
to pick their teeth.”

LIesho reddened to the roots of his black, wavy hair. Beneath his clothes, he knew himsdlf to be as
skinny as his companions, whose bones he could plainly see pressing againg the thinly stretched flesh that
covered them. He imagined the gladiators to be huge men, taler than mountains with muscleslike carved
rocks, and knew he could not compete against such specimens of manhood. But, he reasoned, even
gladiators must once have been boys. They could not have been born with al that muscle and sinew, and
they didn’'t have a Thebin’s natural endurance. If they could become grest fighters, so could he.

“If  amso skinny,” Llesho argued, “the pigswon't missme, and the gladiators will have some fun
breaking meinto pieces.”

“That they will, boy, and feed you to the house dogs when they are done.” Shen-shu, who almost never
displayed any sign of good humor, dapped his knee and laughed in agreement with Llesho’ s assessment
of hischances.

“Forget about the old witch and her threats and warnings,” he chided with more of that good humor so
diento hisnature. “ Y our shift-mates missyou, and it makes them inefficient.”

“They must learn to do without me,” LIesho countered, “because | am determined to be agladiator.”
“You areafool, do you know that, boy?’ Shen-shu was no longer laughing.

Although at adisadvantage, being still on hisknees, Llesho looked up at the foreman and held his gaze
steadily. A good strategist knew when to hold hisground. “Then | am afool,” he accepted. “But | ana
fool who will die asagladiator, not asa pearl fisher. Nor asfood for the pigs.”

“WEll see” Foreman Shen-shu would say no more. With his authority over the pearl divers camethe
respong bility to mediate their rare petitions. Those he could not negotiate to a standstill must be referred
to the Lord Chin-shi. And the boy Llesho was clearly not going to negotiate.

“Y our humble dave gives thanks for your beneficence, in taking this petition to your master,” Llesho
answered, completing the forma petition ceremony.

His shift-mates, who listened slently while he argued his case with the foreman, stood gpart from him
with confusion and even fear on their faces. Llesho looked from one to the other, but found no
understanding or support, not even from Lling, who turned away from him when hetried to catch her
gaze. For thefirg timein hislifeasadave, Llesho found himsaf embarrassed to see his Thebin
shift-mates naked.

[ amyour prince, hethought, you owe me more than this. But they didn’t know, and he couldn’t tell
them, nor did he expect that they would thank him if he did. He turned his eyes to the ground and walked
away, ignoring the wagon that slently filled with the divers going home.

Chapter Three

WEEKS passed for Llesho in an agony of suspense. Kwan-ti did not approve of hisdecison, but she
could not declare him fit to work in the pearl beds either. They both knew that |eft little but the pig



troughsfor agrowing boy with no useful skills. Kwan-ti said nothing, but went about her work with her
lips pressed together and her eyebrows drawn down in afrown.

Llesho’ s strength returned quickly, and with it the need for movement. He missed work, redlized that the
danger of the pearl beds had kept his mind sharp and his attention focused. And he discovered, to his
surprise, that he missed his shift-mates. He had never thought of them as friends when they spent each
quarter-shift together in the bay. In the days since he had seen the spirit of Lleck and nearly drowned,
however, the pearl divers had begun to distance themselves from Llesho. The experience had set him
gpart as his secretive reserve had not. The usud quarter-rest banter that bound the group with petty
griefs and shared workaday mishaps could not absorb so great a challenge, could not take in this new
shape of him and make it ordinary. LIesho recognized the sudden emptinesswhere LIing' s smile used to
be, and the ab-sence at his back that Hmishi used to fill. It seemed that he had been wrong on dl counts.
Not friendless and, according to Lleck’ s spirit, not without afamily ether. And not aware of any of it until
he found himsdf well and truly done. Well, damn.

Tofill the hours, heran. Not fagt at firgt, but as he recovered, hisruns grew longer: around theidand
once, twice, before he stopped, gasping. Even Thebins needed to catch their breath eventually. Some
days he had heard the measured tramp of feet faling in unison to adeep voice rumbling out the
time—now faster, now dower, while the feet of running men kept the beet. LIesho had kept ahead of
them easily, and soon enough they changed direction, moved off on apath Llesho never took, up the hill
to thetraining compound at its height.

Mostly, the running kept him focused on the moment: on the smooth, pale sand shifting underfoot and the
fronds of dense foliage grown too close to the path that brushed against him as he passed, marking his
skin with the scent of rain and mold and the broken promise of sunlight. The chitter of birds deep in the
forest paced hisown heart, but couldn’t take the place of absent friends. Alonein hisweary orbit of the
idand, he wondered how long he would be | eft adrift between lives.

In the third week after Llesho presented Foreman Shen-shu with hisforma petition, amessenger cameto
summon the healer Kwan-ti to the main house. Lord Chin-shi had never summoned the peasant hedler
before. He had his own doctors, and the house servants took care of their own. Sometimes, when the
wounds of Lord Chin-shi’ s gladiators healed over on the outside but festered inside, Kwan-ti would
recaive acaO to treat them. But she had always stayed in the longhouse before, listening to the
description of the wounded gladiator’ s condition, and sending the messenger back with ingtructionsand a
notion or packet of herbs. Thistime, Kwan-ti hersdf had gone with the messenger, leaving her bag of
herbs and heder’ s pouch behind. Her quick glance, resting lightly on LIesho in passing, told him that he
was the object of the summons. Lord Chin-shi, or histrainer, would want to judge her answer for himself
when he asked what chance a half-drowned Thebin boy had to survive therigors of gladiatorid training.
Shewould need no tools of her trade for that.

Wondering what she would say just made him sick in the pit of hisbelly, so LIesho ran, asfast ashe
could manage thistime. When he reached the landward side of theidand, he plunged into the sea. He
swam until hislegsfelt too heavy to propel him forward and he could not lift hisarmsto pull himself
through the water. Alone and at the limit of his strength, he rolled over on his back and |et the seacarry
him, cradled in itswarmth. So far from land, the sounds of Pearl 1dand did not reach him and Llesho
alowed hismind to float with the current, wrapped in the quiet and at peace. He could stay here forever,
he thought, with the salty breeze for company and the blood-warm water for comfort. The cry of abird
overhead seemed to come from a different world, calling to him though abamboo screen set with bright
glk streamers. It was another memory from his childhood before the Harn came, shaking itself loose
when helet histhoughts wander. In summertime that screen had shaded the window in hismother’s
gtting room, its ribbonsin the colors of the goddess fluttering in the breeze. L1esho wanted to hold onto



that memory, to passinto that world of his past that called to him with the cry of birds like the sound of
laughter. But somewhere in the back of hismind he felt the presence of his old mentor looking on with

disapproval. He had things to do: brothersto rescue, anation to free from the clutches of invaders and
tyrants. No time for rest, eter-

The water seemed to take Lleck’ s side of the debate. The current pulled him away from the mainland
that had grown no more digtinct for dl his effortsto reach it. After awhile, Llesho executed anest roll
and began kicking strongly again, cutting through the water toward Pearl I1dand.

Too late, heredized that he'd swum out too far. . Theidand wastoo far away and hislegs were leaden,
his arms numb. Llesho should have been afraid, but dying didn’t frighten him anymore. He' d long ago
come to terms with the gray depths as an enemy to his freedom; now he embraced the gentle side of the
sedl s strength, another friend he was leaving behind. Something nudged his side, and the bumpy, grinning
face of awater dragon broke the surface in front of him. Spume ran off her sdesasher
green-and-gold-scaled back rolled past him, never more than atiny fraction of her length visible above
the sea. She wrapped aloose coil around hiswaist. Her ddlicate forked tongue flicked out, touched his
face, hishand; Llesho wondered if she planned to eat him for lunch. He thought he read laughter in her
ditted eyes, however; she butted him gently with her tiny curled horns and disappeared, the soft, scaleless
skin of her belly diding effortlessly across his body. Even the water dragon had been company, once he
figured out she didn’t plan to eat him. But then, just ahead of him, the dragon’ s head rose out of the sea,
coilsgligening like gold and emerddsin the sun and the water. She dove, vanishing again into the sea,
and hefelt himsdlf lifted on her strong back, and carried toward Pearl 1dand.

“I'mgoing,” hetold her, “I get the point.” The dragon seemed to understand. She gave her back a
wriggle, and laughed at him between sharp curved teeth. The human sound of that laughter, feminine and
musica, should have surprised him more, except that Llesho had grown to expect theimpossible from the
sea. S0 helaughed in turn, ran ahand down the gleaming flank of his companion, and nudged her gently
with hisknees, the way he had directed his pony forward when he was a child in Thebin. When they
grew too near the shore for her great size, the dragon dipped her head beneath the waves, and LIesho
released hishold. He was close enough now to make the shore under his own power, and he struck out
with strong strokes, leaving almost no wake from his smooth kicks. He soon reached the shore, and sat
panting and looking out over the water he had just crossed, but the water dragon was gone.

When he returned to the longhouse, spent but at peace, Kwan-ti was dready there, tucking stray tendrils
of wet hair into her glistening bun. She said nothing to him of her day’ s errand, nor did she question him
about the lateness of the hour. For his part, LIesho made no mention of his attempted escape or the way
the sealitself had comforted him and turned him back to face hisfuture on Pearl Idand. In the days that
followed he il ran, but the urgency had gone out of his pounding feet. Tomorrow or the next day, the
future would come for him. Fate was like that.

Onthethird day after Lord Chin-shi had summoned Kwan-ti, aboy not much older than Llesho himsdif,
but a head taler and with pale gold skin, presented himsdlf a the longhouse with the message that Llesho
should gather up his possessions and follow. Since Llesho owned only the clothes on his back and the
basket he had kept them inwhile a work in the pearl beds, he used hisfew momentsto say good-byeto
the hedler, and to leave a parting message for Lling and one for Hmishi. He would missthem, and for a
moment the thought of entering the gladiators compound, where he would see no Thebin faces, daunted
him more than any fear of the danger his new trade might hold. But Lleck had taught him thet dl of life
wasacircle. You couldn't go forward for long without meeting your past. LIesho had dways hated that
saying because he could think of littlein his past that he wished to revisit. It surprised him to discover he
took comfort init now.



The messenger was eyeing him doubtfully when Llesho joined him. “I wouldn’t want to be you for dl the
pearlsin old Chin-shi’sbay,” was dl he said, though, and the two boys climbed the rise at the center of
theidand with only the crying of the birdsfor commentary.

Llesho had seen the gladiators' training compound from adistance, but he had never been within the
stout wooden palisade. Up close, Llesho could seethe wall asindividua tree trunks set upright, side by
sSide, and snaggled at their tops like a hag' steeth. Such precautions seemed unnecessary—if a Thebin
trained to the bay could not escape Pearl 1dand, no soft servant or overmuscled gladiator would do
better—but he figured that gladiators must, by trade, be violent men. And they might even be ableto
handle aboat. For whatever reason, it was as difficult to get insde the compound as it seemed to get out.
At the postern gate, the boy who accompanied him spoke to a guard with an empty tunic deevetied up
in aknot, who opened the gate with his one arm and herded them into a passageway so narrow that the
shoulders of alarger man would brush each side as he passed through. Llesho clung to the rough pdisade
that made up the outer wall of the passageway. The inner wall was aso constructed of tree trunks set
upright in the ground, but peeled of their bark and smoothed of knots and other irregularities so that they
fit snugly one against another. A broad polished band showed that most of the men who passed through
these gates brushed againgt the smooth inner wall. But the sounds of grunts and curses and the clashing of
wespons beyond that burnished palisade unnerved him, and LIesho pressed againgt the scratch and grab
of the undressed outer logs for even the few inches of additional safety it afforded him from the sounds of
battle within. Combat was part of hislife now, but he shied away from the overwhelming redlity of his
decison as hefollowed his guide down the passage.

Llesho figured they had traveled hafway around the compound before they came upon a second guard,
apparently whole, at an inner bar to their entrance. This man seemed to know Llesho’s escort and
wordlesdy opened his gate. He raised an eyebrow over atwisted smile when he thought Lliesho didn't
see, but quickly turned back to his work with awl and leather and whipcord when Llesho answered with
apuzzled frown. Theman didn’t look like afighter, but then, neither did the golden boy at hissde.

Before LIesho could give this more than a passing thought, however, his companion had pushed him
through the gate and he stumbled on the unfamiliar surface of sawdust under hisfeet. The smells of blood
and swest, and the sawdust itself, confused him, as did the flash of weapons and the deadly anger that
seemed to cracklein the air around the fighting men. Llesho thrust onefoot ahead of him, trying to regain
his balance, and tripped over apiece of broken metd with bits of flesh clinging to it. With asqued of
aurprise hefel facefirg into the training yard.

“Pick up your feet, fool!”

The words came from somewhere above a pair of darkly tanned sandaled feet that had planted
themselves inches from LIesho’ s nose. He needed to pick up more than hisfeet, and he didn’t want to
guesswhat had made the wet splat soaking into his shirt. Llesho closed his eyes, wishing he could
disappear, but his escort wouldn't let him.

“It' sthe new chicken,” the golden boy commented over T.leshn’sfalen bodv.

“Magter’ s pet?’ the unknown voice asked doubtfully while Llesho dragged himsdlf to hiskneesand
findly to hisfeet, abetter angleto follow the conversation. The boy who had brought him shrugged.
“Don’'t know,” hesaid, and “didn’t ask,” in atonethat clearly indicated Llesho was not his problem and
he would just as soon keep it that way.

“Go back to work, then, unless Master Markko wants you to bring him in yoursdlf.”
“Didn’t say 0.” The boy was dready heading away from his charge, and LIesho redized he ill didn’'t



know the other boy’ s name. Not agood time to ask, he figured, and tried to ook regal for the man
gtanding in front of him, while muck dripped off histunic. The stuff stank with a pungent tang at the back
of histhroat, and LIesho crinkled up hisnose, trying to identify the mess without sneezing.

“Paint and straw thistime,” the stranger offered, and Llesho finally noticed the straw man lashed to a
post, with bolts jutting from the place his chest used to be and bits of him scattered in acircle of sawdust.

The last time LIesho had seen a crosshow bolt, he' d been seven, and the bolt had been sticking out of his
father’ sthroat. He closed his eyes, but that made it worse, not better. Regal just wasn't working for him
today. Hadn't, actudly, for the past nine summers, but he till drew on old lessonsin distress.

“Better vegetable than animal, but don’t count on that for next time.” The stranger was watching him with
sharp features set in astern, forbidding frown below eyes that were judging Llesho to the soles of his
feet. “What are you, boy, and what the hell are you doing here?’

“I’'maThebin,” he answered, though the quirk of asmile, quickly suppressed, suggested that the Stranger
hadn’t meant for him to answer the question. “My nameisLIesho. | was sent for. To beagladiator.” He
hoped. It wasthat or pig food, and if he' d been summoned for the trough, he wasn't going to remind

anyone.

“Llesho.” The stranger paused and seemed to be trying to remember something that escaped him before
he could catch hold of it. “1’m Jaks, but you will learn al you need to know about me soon enough.” The
stranger wastdler than Llesho, but not astall asthe boy who had brought him here. His skin was brown
and smooth, and he had broad shoulders and powerful arms with the line of each muscle carved sharply
inthe flesh. Theleft arm had six tattooed bands, the smplest ones faded with age and more recent ones
inincreasingly complex designs. Jaks wore aleather tunic with the history of old battleswrittenin the
bloodstains that marked it, and abelt with a sheath for aknife at thewaist. Metd guards covered his
wrigts and forearms. He was obvioudy dangerous, but for some reason which Llesho couldn’'t quite
grasp, Jaks did not terrify him as he thought the man should, given the Situation and agrain of common
sense.

But common sense couldn’t explain why the tension drained out of Llesho at the Sight of the gladiator, or
why his head came up a amore confident angle. A memory returned to him then, forgotten like so many
things about home. Hisfather had hired men likethisat court to protect hisfamily. Those men had died,
pressed step by step into the heart of the palace, loyal to the last. The man who had guarded Llesho from
his birth had looked very much like this Jaks, until he lay dead at the feet of the terrified child. The
memory sent ashudder through him, which the gladiator must have taken for fear of hisnew life.

“I don't know what he wasthinking,” Jaks muttered under his breath, and LIesho figured he wastaking
about his petition to train asagladiator, and didn’t like the way the man dismissed him out of hand. But
one problem at atime. The gladiator rubbed his neck with amindless gesture that spoke of old injuries,
or—

LIesho' sfather had done that when faced with a particularly thorny problem. “Right now,” the gladiator
said, “you need to change your shirt and check in with the overseer, Master Markko.”

“Changemy shirt?’” At firgt, LIesho thought Jaks meant with magic, and he dmost asked what he should
change his shirt into. Not that he could do anything of the sort, of course, but he could try, if magic was
required of gladiators—he didn’t want to begin by showing any more ignorance than he aready had.
Then he redlized, not change the shirt, change himsdlf, by putting a clean shirt on. In Thebin he’d had a
clean shirt for every day of the week, and specia shirts made of yellow silk embroidered with bright
colorsfor holidays and feast days, for banquets and for public days. Since he' d been adave, though,



he' d had one shirt and one pair of pants, nothing to go under them, and one day aweek to wash themiin,
after which, for modesty, he would wear them wet until they dried. But he didn’t think Jaks wanted to
know about the domestic arrangements of pearl divers.

“I don't have another,” he said, and waited while the gladiator blew out another gust of annoyance likea
belch. “ Stupid to even think it,” Jaks muttered. Llesho held histongue with an effort rewarded when Jaks
finished, “ Of course, Markko doesn't know what heisdoing. Not asingle freaking clue.” Llesho waited
out the storm asit broke harmlesdy in another direction.

“You can't seethe overseer like that,” Jaks pointed out asif it should be obvious. “We Il haveto find
something for you to wear.” The gladiator led him across the practice yard to alow building made of
cord blocks. A covered porch ran dong its length to keep out the sun and provide a cool placeto rest
after aday of practicein the yard.

It was more solid than the longhouse of the pearl divers, but obvioudy meant for the same purpose,
which Jaks soon confirmed.

“Thisisthebarracks” Jakstold him, “Master Markko will decide where you will deep, but you'll need
to be able to find the laundry wherever he puts you.”

The laundry was actualy severa rooms clustered at the end of the barracks, each devoted to a particular
task in the process of keeping the competitors dressed and supplied with protective coverings. They
passed through the leatherwork shop but did not stop, though the strange scents drew Llesho like an old
dream. Not fighters, but horses. He remembered horses, and the image in his mind when he thought of
that word made him want to weep. But Jaks was |eading him through an open courtyard cluttered with
vats of sogpy water and ladders of vineswith clothes and long stretches of plain white cloth pinned to
them. The steam pulled the heat up into hisface and he felt the dick of sweat on histemples, dripping
down hisnose and over hislip.

A man with morerolls of fat than Llesho had ever seen sat on the edge of abubbling vat. Naked to the
wast, he reached in to hiselbow and drew out bits of clothes, some that LIesho recognized and some
that he didn’t. The water smelled clean, and the bubbles released their own sharp scent when they burst,
tickling Llesho’snose. Curious, Llesho trailed ahand into avat for himsdf and pulled it out again, shaking
the burned fingers.

“Where did the midge come from?’ the fat man asked, and Jaks answered, “Thebin, originaly. The pearl
beds more recently, and without a stitch to wear.”

Jaks was laughing at him with this strange man, who gave aclipped bark of his own laughter. “Madness,”
the stranger gave his opinion with alittle shake of the head, then gave Llesho one of thoselong,
mesasuring looks that made him squirm. This man seemed to have no status, but Jakstreated him like a
confidant, and the man himsdlf looked at Llesho asif he were something discovered on the bottom of his
sanddl.

“Thebin, en? Wdll, hewon't be easily winded. That' sonething in hisfavor.” The washerman scratched
thoughtfully a hisbackside. “Asfar asl cantel, that’ sthe only thing.”

Regd was easier in front of an obvious servant, and Llesho’sjaw came out, hishead tilted just so, his
shoulders straight and at ease.

Both men stopped laughing. “It can't be,” the washerman whispered.
“Madness,” Jaks agreed softly, and added, for LIesho, “Pull itin, boy, if you want to stay dive.”



Danger. Llesho remembered the precise timbre of awarning rippling through time a him, and in reflex his
eyes darted, looking for aplaceto hide.

“Dear Gods,” the fat man muttered, expression broken in shards of fear and denid. “Have you been on
Pearl Idand al dong?’ he asked.

LIesho did not answer. He figured the men must know that, and he wanted to understand what they were
up to before he said anything in their presence. He had afeding they’ d know hiswholelife sory if he
opened hismouth &t all.

“Does Markko know, do you think?” the fat man asked Jaks, asif Llesho were not in the room. “What
do you suppose he wants with the boy?’

“Get him ashirt, Den,” was al Jaks said, but his voice had gone completely blank. “Not anew one. Old,
patched.” So the washerman had aname.

“Pathetic,” Den muttered, but Llesho did not quite understand who or what was pathetic, so he decided
to keep hismouth shuit.

Den stood up, wearing nothing but a cloth wrapped between legs as thick asthe logsin the outer
palisade and covered with their own forest of coarse hair. “ Off withit, then,” he said, and wiggled his
fingersuntil Llesho had stripped off his shirt and handed it to him.

“Wedon't have anything in hissize.” The mountainous launderer wandered ponderoudy between the
ranks of hanging cloth. “But this should do until | can get the gitchersoniit.”

Llesho had lost track of the washerman somewhere behind him when the scuffling footsteps faded out of
his hearing, and so he jumped when athick arm reached over his shoulder and handed him a shirt. Not
ponderous unless he wanted to be, then. LIesho stored that away for future reference while he pulled the
clean shirt over his head and smoothed it into place. It came amost to his knees, and his hands were lost
inthelong deeves. He made aface, but Jaksignored it.

“That will do,” he agreed. A look passed between the two men that Llesho had the good sense to worry
about, but Jaks took him by the shoulder and backtracked them through the laundry. When they were
outside again, the central practice yard had emptied of men, leaving only the broken tools of combat
behind. Jaks crossed the space without a glance or aword, and opened adoor into asmall stone house
that sat alittle gpart from the deeping barracks and equipment rooms.

“The pear| diver hasarrived,” he told the man who sat a adesk in the elaborately decorated room.
“What do you want meto do with him?’

“Leave him here. You may go.”

Jaks did so at once, and again Llesho found himself facing a stranger who looked at him with cool,
incurious eyes. Thismust be the overseer, Master Markko, he figured, since that was the name the boy
had given, and the same that Jaks had mentioned to Den in the laundry. From the way people had
spoken of him, LIesho had expected someone huge and powerful, or erim and forbidding &t least. In fact.
LIesho could find nothing of distinction about the man at al. He had the golden skin and the dark hair of
the boy who had come to fetch him, but Llesho could see no family resemblance beyond the most
common tiesto a place and a people. Master Markko seemed to be about astdl as the boy with no
name, but with hisfull height, while the messenger had overlarge hands and fe<t, like a puppy who would
be amuch larger dog. The man, Markko, wore severd layers of plain robes that marked him asaminor
officid inthelord shousehold.



He seemed to be asceticaly dim beneath the robes, but his face showed no feature of remark, nor could
Llesho find any sign about his person that he was or had been a gladiator, or had ever fought in any way.

Markko looked up briefly from the work that lay scattered on his desk. “We' ve dready had an offer for
you, from Lord Y ueh'strainer;” he said. “Do you suppose you are worth such alordly sum?’

“I don't imagine so, Sir,” he answered. He didn’t know how much Lord Y ueh had offered, or what it
meant in the scheme of the buying and sdlling of gladiators. However, Llesho didn’t want to go anywhere
they knew enough to offer for him when he had no obvious skillsor vaue.

“I sugpect you areright,” the overseer said. “Hislordship has declined the offer, which meansyou will be
under my direction.”

“Yes, gr.” Llesho couldn't think of anything elseto say, so he hung hishead as submissvely aspossible,
and hoped that the overseer would soon tire of him.

After another penetrating look through eyeslike chips of flint, Markko returned his attention to the paper
on hisdesk.

“Themopisinthe corner,” hesaid. “You canfill the bucket at the laundry, and begin with this room.
Then the barracks floors need washing. When you are done, you may report to the cookhouse for dinner
before you return here.”

“There must be some mistake,” LIesho suggested, hoping it wastrue. “1 don’t know anything about
washing floors”

“How difficult can it be?’ Markko asked him reasonably, “Mop, bucket, water, floor. In that order.” He
turned back to his desk, but looked up when LIesho did not move.

“But | thought | was here to become agladiator.”

Markko looked him over with acritical eye, asif hewere buying fish in the market. “ Do you like to bed
men, boy? Large, hungry men with the bloodlust till running intheir veins?’

“That would not be my choice, Sr.”

“Itis, however, the only choice | haveto offer you,” Markko explained to him reasonably. He had hot
changed histone of voice, but LIesho redized suddenly that the mildness was amask, that Master
Markko aready knew too much about him, and that thiswas one person he did not want to challenge.
He ducked his head and looked as pitiful as possiblein his patched and oversized shirt until Markko
dismissed him with awave of hisfree hand. Then LIesho picked up the bucket and the mop and crept out
of the room, unwilling to turn his back on the man who had stared at him with no feding in hiseyes. That,
Llesho decided, was what made this man dangerous. He had no fedings at al.

Chapter Four

LESHO spent hisfirst day asagladiator in training learning how to scrub barracks. He hadn’t been
exactly surprised when he found himsalf on mop duty. A long time ago, it seemed, hel d been the new
pearl diver in his quarter-shift. For weeks he' d cleared out dead oysters with empty shellswhile his
shift-mates gathered the pearls that should have filled his sack. Shen-shu had beaten him after each shift
from which he returned empty-handed, but that too seemed a kind of initiation with no rea anger behind
the blows. After aperiod of testing, the divers had accepted him as one of their own. Llesho had
expected no lessfrom the gladiators, and had braced himsdlf for much worse than amop when he
followed the messenger up the hill.



Stll, he was exhausted when he returned from cleaning the floor of thelatrine, justintimeto seethe
golden boy leaving the stone cottage. The overseer sat at hisdesk asif he hadn’t moved al day, but set
his pen down when Llesho bent his head and stood in a proper submissive silence at the center of the
room.

“Lord Chin-shi has requested my presence,” Markko told him, and rose from the desk with mgjestic
grace. “1 will beat Lord Chin-shi’ shouse for much of the evening. Y ou will doubtlesswish to deep
before | return, but asyou can see, | amill-equipped for housing boys here. Y ou will have to make do
with a corner of the workroom in the back—" Markko gestured at a closed door shrouded in shadows
under the gtairs. “Don't touch anything, and don’t go upstairs.”

“Yes, gr.” Llesho did not ook up until he heard the door open and close again behind the overseer. With
acareful, darted glance to make sure Master Markko had actualy departed, he raised his head and
reached for the timbered celling in agreat stretch to unkink his back. He looked at his hands ruefully. He
had worked hard in the pearl beds, but his new duties with mop and pail |eft him with peeling blisters
butting up againgt old caluses. Hisfeet hurt, hisback hurt, and his arms hurt, but none of that was going
to keep him awake past his exhaustion. Not even his excitement that he seemed to be one step closer to
escaping Pearl 1dand could do that.

After another careful stretch, he looked around him, wondering why he was supposed to stay clear of
upgtairs. Curiosity was one of Llesho's greatest weaknesses, but the looming shadows painted on the il
and dusty air dampened any interest in exploring the upper region of the cottage. He did not want to
know what cast those shadows, and so he ducked under the stairs and opened the door.

The workroom was the same size as the office. An L-shaped worktable ran the length of two walls.
Above the long sde of the worktable, awindow with its shutter propped open let in the damp evening
air. Shelves ranged above the short side of the table and from floor to celling on both sides of the
doorway were packed with tools and pots and jars and strange mechanical devices and scrollsand
codices. Everything seemed to be negtly in its assigned place, but the workroom felt cluttered. Over
everything hung the faint scent of purgetives and something more ominous.

That sensation of clinging corruption degpened as the night darkened around him. Theweightsand

bal ances, mortar and pestle, compounding beakers, all seemed to blossom like mushroomsin the
shadows, growing heads with horns on them, and leering grins. Seep. Llesho remembered deep,
something one did with the rustle of palm thatching overhead and the muttered dreaming of fellow divers
in the longhouse. If gladiators were supposed to be able to deep in aplace like Markko' s workroom,
Llesho figured he' d dready failed hisfird test.

But the musclesin hislegstrembled and burned their determined message: they’ d had enough for the day.
So he found himsdlf an empty corner and curled up like abadger with hisback pressed into thewall.
Moonlight streamed through the window, casting shadows that loomed over him in his corner and crept
acrossthefloor. Llesho curled himsdlf alittle moretightly and ditted his eyesto keep guard againgt the
night.

When the moon had set, Llesho till lay awake, tensed to repd whatever oppressive thing waited for him
inthe dark. Toward dawn hefell adeep at last, only to be wakened by faint scratches at the door.
Ghosts, hethought, and shivered, refusing to close hiseyes again in casethe thing camefor himin his
deep. So he was partly awake when a sandaled foot cameinto view at nose-level. This, at least, was
growing tiresome.

“Timetorise, rodent.” So wasthat voice. The golden boy, the messenger. “Master Markko has aready
gone out. He charged meto get you to morning prayer forms and breskfast. Said you could start in with



the mop again. Hewill summon you if he needsyou.” The boy seemed to study him for aminute, hisface
twisted in asneer of contempt. “1 wouldn’t hold my breath. Oh, | forgot. That’sal you can do.”

Llesho wondered what he' d done to win the boy’ sanger. A pearl diver would take his asking as a direct
challenge, and the glare that greeted his blurry nod promised afoot in hisribs asthe only answer he was
likely to get in this new place. Llesho hit histongue to keep his questions backed up behind histeeth. He
understood breakfast, though, and he decided he' d find out what prayer forms were soon enough, and
with alot lesspain, if hewaited until they presented themselves and figured it out then. Golden Boy
wasn't staying for questions anyway. He was dready on the threshhold when Llesho stopped him with
the one question he really needed an answer to right away.

“Privy?’ Hewas hoping the answer didn’t send him across the practice yard and behind the barracks
where he' d found—and scrubbed—the latrines yesterday.

The boy pointed out the back. Better than along trek through the entire compound, but he' d haveto go
past Golden Boy to reach it. And he was getting sick of thinking about the messenger by hisjob and his
face.

“Do you have aname?’ he asked, trying to sound cool and in control as he squeezed passed in the
doorway.

“It'sBixel.” The boy stuck out afoot to stop him, nose to nose. “ Are you the Grand Inquisitor now?’

“I can call you asswipeif you'd prefer,” Llesho answered evenly. He would rather not have afull bladder
in a confrontation with the bigger and better trained boy, but he knew he had a choice. He could stand up
to the bully from thefirst, or he could learn to like eating mud, because he d be spending most of his days
facedown in it with Bixe’ sfoot in his back. So he held his ground and waited for Bixe to take ud the

chdlenge.
“Bixe, rodent, and don’'t you forget it.”

Which was pretty weak as acomeback, but beat a punch in the nose. Llesho shrugged as he passed the
boy. Bixei stopped him with areminder, “Prayer forms start in thirty seconds. And Master Den hates
laggards. Enjoy your piss.”

The messenger swaggered out, and Llesho followed asfar asthe front door, turning to complete hisown
errand around the back. Whatever prayer forms were, he decided, they wouldn’'t be hard to find. It
looked like the entire compound was shaping itself into ragged rowsin the practice court.

He arrived a minute late, enough to draw a sharp frown from the washerman who stood in his
breechcloth at the front of the rows of gladiators.

“The Godsarewaiting,” Den gave him ameaningful frown. Llesho had the digtinct impression that he
meant the words exactly and literdly, asif he had one of the Seven at his back, tapping a naked foot
impatiently in the sawdust. Llesho quickly took aplace at the end of oneline, only to discover, too late,
that Bixel stood at hisright hand. Great.

Once Llesho had drawn himsdlf to attention, matching his stance to the men in front of him, Den made his
forma bow and began to mark off the forms, each with aname to describe the action. The name and the
action together formed afocus of contemplation, and the form itself became aprayer. At least it did when
practiced correctly.

“Flowing river,” Den said, and though he seemed to show no particular grace, ill hislarge body made



the form look simple, like pulling shirtsfrom the washing vats. Llesho tried to copy the mation,
summoning theimage of astream, and overba anced. He flailed hisarmsto catch himsdlf, and fell
backward into the sawdust. With trained ingtincts, the men ranked behind him took one step to the side,
neither catching him nor jostled out of the form by his crashing fall.

Den hdted the company to frown down a him, but said only, “Watch the shirt, boy, it'salmost new.”
Mention of the patched and ill-fitting shirt flamed Llesho’ s cheeks with embarrassment. The laughter of
his fellows seemed good-natured enough, however, and the man in thelinein front of him helped him up
with adap on the back.

“You'll learn, chicken,” he said with agrin, and turned back to complete the form “Willow bendsin the
wind,” which Llesho had missed completely. Bixel gave ascornful sniff, and ignored him for the
remainder of the exercise.

LIesho struggled with the next form and the next, caught one foot around the other and wrenched his
anklein “Twining branches” then tried to lift both feet at once for “Butterfly,” and fell flat on hisface. But
gradudly he began to fed arhythm in the passage from one pose to another, movement gliding from foot
to ankle, ankle to kneeto hip, up through his spine to be contained between his outstretched hands.
When he imagined performing the complex patterns underwater, in the bay, his movements became
dower, more precise, more fluid. He visudized the seaa hisback, and did not fal. By thetimethe
exercise had ended, he was earning nervous glances from hisfelows. Only Den, and LIesho himsdif,
were breathing esslly.

Den bowed to the assembled company, freeing them to their morning meal. Asthe company broke up,
he sought out LIesho for adight nod of acknowledgment. “Y ou are agile enough, and you learn quickly,”
he said, too quietly for the departing men to hear. “ Just be careful not to learn too quickly. All useful kills
are acquired with effort.”

“Yes, gr,” Llesho agreed. He had to be more careful here among strangers, who may have heard stories
of Thebin but who had never actualy met someone from the high mountain country. Lowlanders often
mistook for magic the smple facts of abody con-structed to survive the airless peaks. He knew that, but
he needed time to discover what weaknesses he must pretend so that no one suspected him of
supernatura gifts. And he' d have to figure out what strengths he could devel op to compensate for his
amdl gature.

“The gods never cal uswithout giving us the meansto succeed,” Den said, and LIesho wondered what
he' d shown on hisface: not the Seven, perhaps, but a cranky old minister who wouldn't stop giving him
orders even after he was dead.

“Giveittime” Den said, and patted him on the back before moving off toward the laundry.

Timeindeed. His plans had taken him thisfar; now Llesho had to figure out how to survive thetraining
and earn aplace at the competitions on the mainland. His stomach growled, and he sghed. Among
Lleck’ s Thebin proverbs, “Listen to your belly” was the smplest, and came down to the lesson, “Don’t
try to think when you are hungry; al your answerswill befood.” So he followed the retreating backs
toward the cookhouse and the smell of boiled grain and fish. The man who had picked him up after his
firsg humiliating fal that morning caught sight of him and gestured for Llesho to teke aplacein front of
him. Theline snaked toward along table laden with vats of food il in their cooking pots. LIesho
hesitated, but the waiting men sorted themselves out to leave a space for him. So he went, grateful when
someone pushed a plate and a spoon into his hands.

“I'm Stipes,” the gladiator said. “ Short sword and net, trident if that isthe only contest on offer.”



“Llesho.” Hefollowed the lead of the other men, filling his plate with boiled grain mush and adouble dip
of fish heads steamed with pam leavesin the pot for flavor. And in the spirit of the other man's
introduction, “1 am pretty good with amuck rake, and | can hold my breath underwater.”

Stipeslaughed at that and led him to a bench where two empty places waited for them. All but one were
strangersto Llesho, but Bixei stopped him with alook that would have killed if he had the knack of it.

“Thanks.” Llesho gestured with his plate to show his meaning, and turned to find another bench, but
Stipes pulled him down, nearly dumping the plate of food on Bixe’slap.

“Not so fast. | thought, if you wanted to come to the barracks tonight, you might share my bunk.”

It wasn't the first such offer Llesho had received in hislife. In the longhouse new boysor girls hisage
were caled “fresh fish” until they made their own preferences clear. Among the gladiators, the young
trainees were apparently caled “ chickens,” but a polite offer deserved a polite answer in both places.
Bixei’ s poisonous glare wasn't the first of itskind he' d seen either, but it put thingsin perspective. He
didn’t know what they caled it here, but he had no intention of treading Bixe’ swaters even if hewere
inclined to accept the offer. Which he wasn't. Made virtue easier that way.

“Thank you,” he sat, and Bixe’ s knuckles whitened around the handle of his spoon. “But | have
promised myself to awoman, apearl diver. She's Thebin, like me. We ve known each other since we
were saven.” He smiled. Thememory of Lling, dick asaseal under the bay, lightened his heart. He could
imagine her expression if she heard his declaration, the way she would raise one eyebrow and pucker her
lipslike she' d eaten something sour. She’ d punch him, no doubt, for the outrageous lie, and neither of
them would ever admit how close to the truth he swam. Laughter sparkled in hisgut, and he set it free.
“WEe ve been workmates haf our lives.”

Stipes shrugged good-naturedly. “ Then you' re best off staying whereyou are,” he advised. “His Honor
won't ask, and some in the barracks would make their offer with afist in your belly. Best to have some
friends about you and a bit of aname in the ranks before you take on those offers.”

LIesho knew good advice when he saw it, so he gave alittle nod of agreement and dug his spoon into the
mess on his plate. The fish was passable, the mushed grain tastel ess, but he watched Stipes mix the two
and found that, when taken together, the food wasn't bad at al.

LIesho noticed that Bixei’ s knuckles had returned to amore natural color since he' d rejected Stipes
offer, but the other boy hadn’t said anything for most of the med. When Llesho had dmost finished,
though, Bixe asked a question, tinged with contempt. “Y ou work with women?’

LIesho dmogt answered with his own chalenge, but he saw the gladiators lean closer over the bench and
redlized that Bixel asked for them dl, and that the disdain covered ared curiosity. He relaxed, then, like
he' d fitted apuzzle pieceinto place, and smiled. “ Every quarter-shift. Lling saved my life. | had run out of
breath and would have drowned.” The memory of hanging upside down from Shen-shu’schain, his
srength gone with thelast of his breath, shivered through him with the terror hel d been past fedling when
it happened. “LIling breathed into me, and brought me to the surface. Without her I'd be dead.”

Fighting men, it seemed, could understand living or dying by how loya aman could count hisfriends, but
they till looked doubtful that awoman could share something as complex as honor. Stipes asked the
next, and most obvious question. “But isn't it ... distracting?”

LIesho shook his head ruefully. “Not after thefirst black eye,” he said, and the laugh that earned him
seemed directed not at his own defeat in the field of romance, but at Stipes himself, and Bixel, both of
whom received nudges in the ribs and afew waggled eyebrows along with the hoots of derison. Bixe



flamed red in the face, but raised his chin to defy them dl. “And don’t forget it, either, Stipes,” he said,
confirming Llesho’ s suspicions and giving Stipesanew warning aswell.

“Not likely to, am |, boy?” Asan gpology the words might seem lacking, but they were said with enough
fervor to earn Stipes anod of acceptance.

LIesho had finished his breskfast and waited only for a pausein the brief conversation to make his
excuses. Bixel wasthe next to stand asthe rest of the bench aso began to clear. He seemed less hodtile,
but said nothing moreto LIesho and Ieft quickly.

“You'll do, boy.” Stipes gave Llesho adap on the back, and followed as Bixei cut through the throng for
the exit.

“Sure, | will,” Llesho muttered under his breeth, though he doubted every word of it. He wished Lling
were here now, and Hmishi. Together they might take on the world, but aone he didn’t know how he
would make it as agladiator. He wasn't even agood mop boy. But he'd learn. He aways did. And there
was amop with hisname on it waiting for him a Markko’ s—His Honor to the fighters, gpparently—
cottage.

When Llesho returned to the cottage, the overseer was Sitting behind the desk folding a sheet of paper.
Bixel had arrived ahead of him, and was standing at Markko' sright hand with amessage pouch hanging
from astrap that crossed from his|eft shoulder to hisright hip.

“I won't be needing you for the rest of the morning,” Markko said without looking up. He gestured at a
tray with ateapot and plate of broken biscuits on the corner of his desk. “ Take these things with you,
I’ve finished with them. And, after you have mopped the barracks to Master Jaks satisfaction, come
back here. | may have something for you to do then.”

Bixei looked down on him with haughty disdain while Llesho collected the overseer’ s breskfast things,
but something in the look and the posture made Llesho wonder what he was so afraid of losing. If Bixe
wanted to be Markko' s servant, he was welcome to the job. The least of Thebins made poor ones of
it— they were a proud people, but mostly proud of their independence, which they had nurtured and
protected for generations on their mountaintops. Until the Harn had come. Unfortunately, Thebinsaso
made poor soldiers. Llesho was going to change that, but not as a servant to a second-rate official inthe
employ of Chin-shi, Lord of Pearls.

Something of what he was thinking must have communicated itself to the golden boy, because the
haughty pride dipped abit. But Markko had arolled-up paper to go into the pouch, and LIesho ducked
away without attracting further notice.

Chapter Five

TWO weeks after he made the trek from the pearl beds to the gladiator’ s compound, Llesho took his
place in the barracks with a bachelor group who showed no interest in him for conversation or anything
else. He had grown skilled in the use of the mop and bucket and the prayer forms were coming more
eadly tohim.

As L lesho began to understand the forms, his respect for histeacher grew aswell. Built like amountain,
with thewarmth of the summer sunin his eyes, the humble washerman was the very image of the
Laughing God, who had not walked the earth, it was said, for many human generations. Nor would he
return while the Harn held the gates of heaven.

Den' s attention seemed everywhere, while his body and soul centered into the action: sinking hisweight



into the ground for the earth forms, and flowing through the water forms. Inthe air forms, he seemed
amogt to take flight, which should have looked absurd on hislarge body, but didn’'t. When he
demonstrated the water forms, LIesho caught glimpses, like double vision, of Kwan-ti at her workbench.
She mixed dixirs and shaped little pillsin hismind' s eye as Den moved from posgition to position. Llesho
knew to trust the dmogt-visonsthat left impressons, likeintuition, in their wake. Experience had taught
him to keep the flashes to himsdlf, but he determined to watch the teecher carefully, and found comfort in
the memory overlaid upon the washerman’s movements.

He had redized on that first embarrassing day that the prayer forms demanded freedom of him. His body
could not soar with heart and soul tied to the dave block and his chains. To succeed, he must free that
part of him the gods owned. So each morning as the students lined up with the least experienced in the
front, he found his place quickly. Closing his eyes, he took amoment to imagine himsalf at home among
the mountains that rose above Kungol, the capital city where he was born. His brother, Adar, had kept a
clinicin those mountains. LIesho remembered the cold, thin air that forced a human being to move
cautioudly so close to heaven, and the measured, gentle movements of the heder. Heimagined Adar at
his back, guiding him through the motions of the prayers; soon he was passing effortlessy through the
exercises, wragpped in the warmth of Adar’ ssmile.

At theend of hisfirst month at the compound, and just as LIesho was beginning to think that he would
remain adaveto the mop forever, Den pulled him aside &fter prayer forms.

“You aredoing wdl,” he said, and Llesho gave him alittle bow, receiving the compliment with humility.
“Areyou settling into the barracks wel 1?7’

“Yes, dr, Master Den.” Llesho had learned the proper form of addressfor histeacher, and he used it
now, waiting for the master to reved his purpose. He knew that he showed too much of hisrélief to be
out from Under the overseer’ s evfi anH nprhane ton murh of hisimpatience aswell, because Master Den
chuckled a him.

“And | suppose you are wondering how prayer forms and mops will make you agladiator.”
“Yes, Master Den.” He met histeacher’ seyeswith adarein hisown.

“Shut that down right now, boy, unless you want to spend the rest of your daysin Markko's clutches.”
Magter Den managed to frown a him without ever changing expression, which Llesho didn’t understand,
except that he dropped his own eyes, and scuffed hisfeet in the sawdust with al of the confusion he
redly felt.

The washerman studied him for amoment beforerdeasingasigh. “Very wdl,” he said, answering the
slent demand. “ After your work detail, you may join the novices at hand-to-hand combat training. Ask
Bixe theway.”

Magter Den knew that Bixel hated the newcomer, and he challenged LIesho with acrinkle of humor in his
eye. “Beniceto your enemy, thistime,” that look seemed to say, “or stay adaveto the mop forever.”

Llesho asked. Bixei wasn't happy, and Llesho wondered if it was another trick when the golden boy led
him away from the large centra practice yard where the experienced gladiators went about their training.
He was more certain of it than ever when they entered the laundry, but Bixei kept going, out the back
and through the drying yards to a corner where the other novices waited for them.

Radimus, amember of LIesho’s bachelor group, nodded agreeting. “Pei,” he said by way of introducing
the fourth novice, “Used to be adrover, till hismaster saw him fight in abarracks match.”



Up close, Pel wasterrifying, amost as big as Master Den, but with a harder, scarred body. Llesho had
never seen a barracks match—the pearl divers settled their argumentsin other ways, and Master
Markko would skin aman who took agladiator out of competition for a persona argument. He' d heard
the gossip, though, and knew that some lords wagered on the desth matches of their own daves. The
former drover returned his curious wonder with abaeful glance that gave neither threat nor

quarter—L lesho figured that was dll the “hello” hewas going to get.

Though new to gladiatorial combat, Radimus and Pel were both fully grown and Master Den paired them
for practice, which left Bixel to spar with Llesho. As he picked himself up from the dirt for what seemed
like the thousandth time that afternoon, Llesho gave a prayer of gratitude that no one but hissmall band
of beginners could see his clumsiness or his repeated defests at the hands of hisriva.

Den never scolded him for hisungainly efforts, but repeated hisingtructions patiently. He taught efficiency
over drama, elegance in smplicity, took Llesho’s hand and positioned it just so, nudged hiskneeinto the
proper stance, and nodded approva when he had it right. Then he demonstrated how the clean, deadly
moves could be decorated to impress the arena crowds while inflicting little damage to his opponent.
Llesho quickly redlized that, while Bixel seemed to grasp the underlying deadly purpose of the training,
the point of not doing damage to his opponent never seemed to penetrate his skull. Aslong ashis
opponent’ s skill remained superior to his own, Llesho figured he' d be spending his afternoonswith his
faceinthedirt and hisarmstwisted in knots at his back.

Thingsdidn’t much improve until prayer forms one morning & the end of Llesho’ sfirst week of
hand-to-hand combat training. His body passed through the forms under Den’ swatchful eye until,
halfway through the Flowing Water form, he sumbled. His body was trying to perform two completely
different moves at that point in the exercise and the redlization stopped him dead in the middle of the
form.

Den saw; the musclesin hisface relaxed into asmile that never showed itsdlf upon hislips, and Liesho
knew he was right. Prayer forms and hand-to-hand were one, each growing out of the same body, the
same nature, but leading to different conclusions: peace, or war. The move that he had sumbled on made
sense then: he had reached the place in the form where a man must choose one path or the other, and
when he had come to that place, LIesho had not known which path to take. But he did now. He
completed the morning prayers with no further mishaps, and in the afternoon, in the shade of the drying
yard, landed Bixel on hisback for thefirst time. Asawarning, he brought the blade of his hand periloudy
closeto thethroat of hisenemy, then shifted into the more decorated style that would do no harm. The
next morning, as he was putting avay his mop and pail, Bixel came to him with a summons from Jaksto
the weapons room. He was going to be ared gladiator at last!

Meknew theway, but Bixel indgsted that he' d been told to bring him, which he did. “ Good luck,” he
muttered at the door, and then he was gone, walking away asfast as he could without seeming to run,
and in the direction of the barracks. To spread the tale, Llesho figured, and he opened the door and
entered alone.

The weapons room was long and narrow, with abeaten dirt floor and a single table running the length of
it. Brackets set into dl four walls held long-shafted wegpons. pikes and staves and tridents, dim spears
with gleaming heads as long as his hand and thicker ones hooked at the end of the blade. On the table, dl
manner of swords and knives and hammers and axes lay waiting next to nets and chain whips. Master
Jaks stood rigidly straight, to the right of adoor which led into the smith and repair shopsringing with the
clangor of hammer on bronze and iron. Llesho hadn’t seen him since hisfirgt day in the compound, but he
looked more terrifying and blesk than Llesho remembered, though only the occasiond flex of the
tattooed bands on his upper arms showed any of histension. When Llesho had made his bow, Jaks



turned to the door and rapped two sharp taps upon it.

Den came through the door first and settled himself to the left of the jamb. A woman followed him. She
wore the plain clothes of a servant covered by acoat with wide deevesthat fell away at her elbows.
Llesho figured that for adisguise. She carried herself with haughty assurance, demanding adegree of
deference histeachers would not owe awoman of her apparent youth in the lower ranks. Den’s mobile
features, set in afrozen mask, told LIesho that the woman’ s presence deeply disturbed him. It disturbed
Llesho aswdll.

“Areyou agoddess?’ he asked, and wondered if he could be any stupider, to draw her attention with a
question that marked him as an uneducated fool, or as a Thebin raised at the center of ardligious culture,
A dave boy should have no knowledge of the gates of heaven, or the gods and goddesses who passed
through them when they visited the living earth.

“Heisimpertinent,” she said to Master Den, but turned the dark, thoughtful pools of her eyeson Llesho
and, he saw in them not age but history, and deep, deep, timeless knowledge.

The woman turned to Jaks and touched afinger to the most el aborate band of tattooing on hisarm, asif
shewas reminding him of asecret. “Test him,” she said, and withdrew her hand into her voluminous
deeve. Jaks uttered no word that might identify the woman, but bowed deeply and stepped forward. He
smiled to dlay Llesho’ s nervousness.

“Don’t worry, boy. Nobody is going to hurt you. In weapons combat it helpsto start with anatura
inclination, if you have one. We are here to find out what that might be for you.”

“Yes, dr,” Llesho sad, asfirmly as he could to show that he did understand and that he wasn't afraid,
though neither was true. The concept made sense, of course, but the woman'’ s presence suggested that
more was going on than asimple aptitude test.

Jaks gave asingle curt nod to accept the answer, though the ghnt in his eyestold LIesho he saw more of
those doubts than helet on. “We will start with long weapons,” Jaks said, and gestured at the walls
around them. “Take your time. Pick up whatever attracts you. Giveit achance, but if it doesn’t fed
comfortablein your hand, put it back.”

Den interrupted then, with as much explanation as he was going to get. “Don’t watch usto find your
answer, boy. Theright answer for Jaks or meis bound to be the wrong answer for you.”

LIesho nodded and began to mark the perimeter of the room. At first he kept his hands clasped behind
his back, but he quickly forgot his reticence as he handled the weapons. The pikes annoyed him. Hetried
severd lengths of shaft, but the heads felt overbalanced and clumsy. Staves he handled well enough, but
he quickly lost interest in them. The trident went to his hand with the easy fit of long practice. After afew
awkward passes he centered himsdlf, thought of water, and made afew smooth thrusts and feints, twirled
the weapon in awide circle around one hand and flung it to bury itsteeth deep inthe dirt at Jaks feet.

Jaks wrenched the trident out of the dirt with awry smile. “No surprisethere, | guess. Anything else?’

Llesho shrugged, and continued his circuit of the room. He approached the spears with curiosity, but one
with a shorter shaft than the others drew him with afascination so strong he glanced about him to be
certain no onein the room had cast aspell on him. That was foolish. No onein Lord Chin-shi’srealm
would dare to practice magic in the open like this. But the intent expressions on his three testers made
him wonder how open this occasion really was. He reached out to it, and the room itself seemed to hold
its breath. The wegpon felt old, and LIesho could amost hear the high, thin wind of Thebin whigtlingin his
earswhen hetouched it.



Itfelt. .. right. Not familiar, like the trident, which reminded him of the rake he used to play at battles
with inthe bay. When hisfingers closed around the shaft of the spear, hefdt the“ click” of asoul finding
its completion, hand meeting matching hand. Mine. He knew he had never held such aweapon before,
just as he knew hewould not willingly giveit up now that he had found it. Not even if he died. Memories
far older than the body he wore stirred in the back of hismind, roiling in the muck of time and terror.
That part of him that was here and now, adave with fifteen summers, could not shake the sick fedingin
the pit of his stomach; the spear was poisoned, old memory whispered. He threw it away from him,
shuddering in disgust even as alonging he did not understand urged him to snatch it up again.

Compelled by that terrifying desire, LIesho crouched to retrieve the spear. Poised, but certain now that
the test was, indeed, atrap, and it had just closed on his neck, he tightened his hand into afist, grasping
only air. Master Den watched him out of deep sorrowful eyes, but Jaks picked up the spear where
Llesho had let it fall and pointed to the table with it. “ Trident, but we' |l hold off on the short spear,” he
said in hismogt efficient voice, passing the spear to the woman, who dipped it into her deeve. “Now try
the close-in wegpons.”

The woman watched LIesho with the hypnotic fascination of a cobra, and with about as much emotion.
Llesho gave Den a pleading glance, but histeacher’ s blank mask did not change.

“No oneisgoing to hurt you,” Jaks urged him. “We just want to know how to train you that most
ensures your success.”

That was only hdf the truth. Llesho didn’t know where the other half lay, but he knew he couldn’'t see his
way to it through the secrets clouding the air between them. He followed the direction Jaks indicated with
thetilt of hishead, and considered the weapons spread out on the table. A knife rested there, older than
the others, with a haft that seemed alien among the scattered blades. He reached for it, felt the weight
settlein hishand, flipped it to an overhand grasp, and held it above his head, shifting through an exercise
that reminded him of the prayer forms Den led in the morning. Knife and hand were one, flowing into his
arm, and he stepped though the form with dow grace, then snapped through it with lightning speed that
surprised even himself. When he had come to rest again, Jaks took the knife out of hishand and st it
down. “No knifework,” he said with finality, “What e se suitsyou?’

But LIesho would not let it go thistime. That knifewas a part of him, and he wanted, needed to know
how. “What isit?’ he asked Jaks, seizing the knife from its place on the table and holding it up in
confusion. “I know thisknife! But | don’t remember—"

The woman reached across the table and touched hiswrist with the same stroking fingertips that had
brushed the tattoo on Jaks arm. “You will,” she said, with something like hunger in her voice. She
wrapped her fingers around the blade of the knife and tugged it from his hand. Llesho released it quickly,
shrinking from the cold, white fingersthat did not bleed though the knife should have cut them deeply.
When the blade had disappeared after the spear into her deeve, Jaks took him by the shoulder and
turned him back to the table.

“Try something else”

Llesho glared a him. He wanted answers he could understand, but the hand on his shoulder triggered
one of those flashes of dmogt-vision, confused images like memories of things he’ d never seen. Thisone
showed him Jaks arm, but clean of the marksthat banded it. Somehow, the vision related to the woman
and the knife.

“Your arm,” he nodded at the tattoos on the arm that held his shoulder. “What do the tattoos mean?’ He
couldn’t believe he' d asked, but the visions drove him with their own need, and he gritted his teeth and



waited for the next flash, or for histeacher to knock him into the dirt for hisimpertinence.
Jaks refused to answer, but his expression turned to stone.

“They are hiskills” The mysterious woman answered his question and he shivered, wishing she had
ignored him aswell. “Each standsfor adeath.”

“Inthearena?’ Llesho turned to face Jaks, wanting explanations from his teacher, not the cold threat in
the voice of the stranger. And he wanted the answer to be yes, clean kills, in equal combat.

The woman shook her head, once, dowly, her cobra eyes devouring him with their cold stare.
“Assassnations,” she said. “ The smple bands for lower ranked targets, the more complex bands for
targets of ahigher rank.” She amiled. “ Jaks excels at his profession.”

Llesho trembled. Hewas out of his depth, way out of his depth, and had been since Lleck’ s spirit had
appeared to him in the waters of the bay.

“What do you want of me?’ he asked, though he dreaded the answer. He' d been on the wrong end of an
assass hation attempt when he was seven, and he couldn’t imagine doing that to someone ese' schild. He
would diefirgt, evenif it did snk Minigter Lleck’splansfor him.

The woman smiled, and something eased in her eyes, which did not come dive, but ceased, at least, to
suck him into the black darkness of her soul. “ Surviva,” she said, though he couldn’t tell whose, or why.
“Shall we continue?’

Jaks turned to the table of weapons and held up two short swords. “Try this.”

None of the other weapons triggered aresponse like the knife or the short spear, but Llesho found
himself generdly at ease with the blade weapons, and awkward with the hammers and axes, more
inclined to trip over his own net than trap an opponent, and for no reason he could set to words, just a
fedling that set hisexternd organs clawing their way up insde him that he would not, could not, touch the
chain whip. He passed over it three times, and thankfully, Jaks did not pressure him to pick it up. When
they were done, the woman took him by the chin and smiled. “We have before us a pearl of great value,
Masters. Let ustake care that he does not wind up food for the swine.”

Llesho’ sentire body froze benesth her hand. Did she know about the treasure Lleck had given him, that
sometimes pulsed in hismouth like a sore tooth? Or had the comment landed like astray bolt from a
crosshow shot into the air? He doubted that the lady ever spoke without thought. She released him
without another word, however, and gave a bow to the masters before dipping out the way she had
come.

Jaks vidbly relaxed when she had departed. He took a deep breath and let it out dowly. “Tomorrow,
after breakfast, report for arms practice with the novice class.” he said to Llesho, and added, “ Ask
Bixe—hewill show you.”

Den frowned from his place by the door, but said nothing, which wasjust aswell. Llesho didn’t need a
warning to keep the woman'’ s presence secret. He wanted an explanation if histeachers expected his
slencefor very long, but at the moment, he felt unready for any answersthey might give him. Better to
pretend the afternoon hadn’t happened. Something of this must have shown on LIesho’ sface, because
Den' sfrown smoothed into his more usua bland nonexpres-son. He didn’t look happy, though, which

L Iesho found more reassuring than not. And then he was gone, through the door into the smithy and back
to hislaundry, and Jaks was staring down at the table covered with smal arms asif it held the secrets of
the universe.



LIesho gave a perfunctory bow, athough Jaks wasn't looking, and went out into the practice yard. The
heat danced in waves off the sawdugt, but the gtir at the corner of his eye was more than anillusion of hot
air. The figure disappearing around the corner of the barracks looked like the guard who had greeted
Bixel at theinner entrance to the compound on Liesho’ sfirst day, but what the man would be doing
skulking around the weapons room at rest time he could not figure, except that he didn’t trust the man,
and hadn't from hisfirst sght of him.

The tense session in the weapons room had set his nerves on edge; Llesho knew the man could be
completely innocent of everything but an unpleasant disposition, but it couldn’t hurt to keep awatchful
eye on him. Some plot was moving in the camp. The woman was one clue. The guard could be her
creature or set to spy on her by an enemy. Where one faction stirred, however, he knew that another
was surely nearby.

Whatever that meant to the plotters, LIesho figured none of it was good for him. The awvarenessthat he
was unskilled and vulnerable, surrounded by professiona killers, prickled his skin. The sooner he became
one of them, the better for hissurvivd. The word, crossing his mind, reminded him again of thewoman's
answer to his question, “What do you want of me?” Asameansto an end, he believed she meant himto
survive. Safer, he knew, to go unnoticed, but if factions were forming in the camp, he was glad to know
that he had alies—formidable ones, if histeachers reactions were anything to go by—whatever hisside
turned out to be. And whatever interests of their own motivated them to care.

Powerful or not, however, he would have traded the mysterious woman for Lling a hissde any day. At
least he understood Lling' s motives, could anticipate her. Didn’t worry that she’ d decide he was not as
valuable as she' d thought and send an assassin to dispose of himin hisdeep.

Hedidn't realize how much time had passed in the wegpons room until the smell of dinner wafting on the
late afternoon breeze reminded him that he was hungry. Resting on the long porch that fronted the
barracks, Stipeswaved acheerful arm for him to join them, which Bixel accepted with just afleeting glint
of resentment in his eyes. Llesho dropped onto abench and tried to let neither his uneasiness at the
strange afternoon nor his excitement &t finally becoming agladiator show. “ Jaksis starting me on
wesgpons tomorrow.”

A hungry gleam seitled in Bixea’ sexpresson then. “That will befun.” He smiled ashark’ sgrin full of teeth
and promise. LIesho hoped that Jaks would not |et the other boy kill him—at least not on the first day.

Chapter Six

WEAPONSIngtruction for the four novices—L|esho and Bixei, and the older Radimus and Pei—took
place at the center of the practice yard. Around them, the more experienced gladiators clashed in pairs,
sword against spear, pike against trident and net, stave againgt sword. In front of them, atable laden with
amall arms settled into the sawdust. Long weapons leaning againgt the table€' s sde bounced sunlight into
Llesho'seyes, blurring hismind aswell as hisbody with the hest.

The novices themselves stood wegponless and at formal attention while the sun beat down on their bare
heads. Sweet beaded under Llesho’s hair and ran down hisface to fall unceremonioudy from thetip of
hisnose. Like his companions, however, he did not move until Master Jaks had joined them with a
ceremonid bow. They returned the bow, and Master Jaks began hisingtruction. “Long sword.” Helifted
the sword, turned it o the sun ran down the curve of blade like liquid gold, and demonstrated a
dash-and-thrust move before putting it down in favor of two shorter, fatter bladeswith adull gleam on
their rough surfaces. “Paired swords,” he said, and the blades twirled in his hands, faster than LIesho
could see, while Master Jaks moved forward, then leaned back so far that his head brushed the sawdust
on the practice yard. Legping up off the ground, he executed aturn in the air and landed again without



breaking the rhythm of the crossing blades. Llesho made a menta noteto learn that trick.

“Pike” Master Jaks set the swords down on the table and took up the long-shafted weapon set with a
curved hook at its head. He made severad lunges and turnswith it, spun it overhead, and brought it down
again. “Trident.” He replaced one wegpon and took up the other, and L1esho saw how foolish he must
have seemed with his companions, playing at tridents with their muckrakesin the bay. The pearl divers
had bashed gracelesdy at each other: Master Jaks did a precise dance of death. Infact, Llesho
concluded, work with the long weapons compared closdly with dance, while short wegpons, like
hand-to-hand, evoked the prayer forms.

After hisdemongtration, Master Jaks took the measure of his students, leveling apiercing Sareon eachin
turn. Helet that burning gaze rest on Bixe as he explained, “Part of weaponswork isknowing how to
kill; the greater part is knowing how to control one' s own impulses, by the use of superior techniqueto
control both wegpon and opponent without doing harm.”

Bixel would have spoken out in his own defense, but Master Jaks put up ahand to forestal him. He left
them briefly to pass through the ranks of fighting men, tapping a shoulder here, whispering aword inan
ear there. He returned with four hardened gladiators, Stipes among them, and took hisplace againin
front of hisclass.

“Show mewhat you can do. Bixel?” Magter Jaks stood aside while Bixel chose hiswesgpons, paired
swords, with one of his shark’ s grins, which disap-peared when Master Jaks added, “ Y our practice
partner today will be Stipes.”

The grin disgppeared. Stipes quirked an ironic eyebrow at his companion, inviting him to accept what
everyonein the camp would know. Bixel would have no opportunity to practice deadly artson Llesho
until he had learned the skill and the control on which Magter Jaks indgsted. Stipes carried a stave, and
took his stance while Bixel changed weaponsfor a stave himsdf. But Master Jaks stopped him, with a
shake of the head. “First choice dways,” he said. LIesho saw the panic bloom in Bixe’ s eyes, but neither
his partner nor histeacher acknowledged that the first hit had gone to Master Jaks. Bixe returned the
stave and took up the lethal blades. Pei grabbed along sword, and Radimus took up a pike. Both were
quickly paired with experienced fighters.

Llesho stared at the last unpaired training partner with dismay. He was astranger, fully head and
shoulderstaller than Llesho, and heavily muscled. “1 am going to die,” Llesho thought, and reached
inginctively for the knife, but Magter Jaks forestaled him.

“Never use ashort weapon againgt an opponent with alonger reach,” he said, and handed Llesho the
trident. Instead of pairing him with the stranger, however, Master Jaks explained, “Asyoungest novice,
you are stuck with your master. Madon will oversee the practice.” With anod to the gladiator, Master
Jakstook his stance with along sword and jabbed at LIesho, who knocked aside the blow with his
trident.

Madter Jakswas circling him, forcing Llesho to follow his movements by turning in atight spin. Llesho
thought quickly: if they were competing short wegpon against short wegpon, he could have devised a
defense based on the prayer forms. If both used long wesapons, he could protect himsalf by making his
moves like dance. But the defense that might come out of the wegpon dance would not suit the forms of
the siword which, coming at him again, broke his concentration and brought him back to the moment. He
was getting dizzy. If he didn’t come up with something soon, he would win by disgusting his opponent
when he vomited.

His clothes were damp on his back, scratchy, and the sweat blurred his eyes. Even the sawdust



underfoot burned through the soles of his sandals, and the light flashing off Master Jaks' blade was
making him squint and flinch with every sep—ddliberately. Master Jaks was using the sword to
intimidate, the glare to blind his opponent. Llesho had to do something, right now. So he decided: he
would act as hisweapon dictated, and pretend the man in front of him also carried along weapon that
just happened to be ... short. He would make the rules of the battle, force Master Jaksto take the
defensve.

Action followed thought on the instant; LIesho committed to the form of hiswegpon, felt hisbody shift
into the position of a dancer. He leaped and tumbled with the trident held close to his body for protection
and control. With the sun at his back, he planted the shaft of histrident in the sawdust and, clutching it
like apivot with both hands, he siwung his body high over the weapon of his opponent. When he landed,
he flipped the trident around, cracking the shaft down hard on Master Jaks sword arm and turned the
wegpon again, like lightning, to force the gladiator back with the knifdlike tines of the trident pressing
againg histhroat.

Thewrist guards Master Jaks wore protected him from the blow, but he could not match the reach of the
trident with his sword, nor could he angle out of danger without risking death. He dropped his sword
with asmile. “Good,” he said. When Llesho continued to hold him at bay with the trident, he added a
little reminder, “Y ou won. Y ou can rest your wegpon now.”

“I won?’ Llesho looked around in confusion as the practice yard came back into focus, and he realized
that he was breathing heavily, the resdud effect of adrendine and fear. For amoment, in the heet of the
competition, he had logt himself in aterrifying past, when men with swords had comefor him and carried
him away to davery. He had been seven, frightened and aone among his dead. His hands tensed around
the shaft of the trident: even now he wanted to kill the man in front of him, to prove to himsdf that he was
helpless no longer.

“Llesho.” Master Jaks stood perfectly sill, except that he moved hisleft hand dowly over hisright,
dipped out of the wrist guards and dropped them to the ground next to the sword.

The seconds best in the pulse at Llesho’ stemple; the sound of the blood rushing through his body
drowned out the trumpeting glare of the sunlight. No other sound existed. The gladiators practicing in the
yard had fadlen ill, asif aspell had pardyzed them dl. Then avoice reached out to him, pitched to catch
the attention of asmall boy. LIesho wondered how he had et the enemy draw so close.

“Letit go, child.” Not an enemy. Master Den, the washerman. Suddenly the trident burned in his hands,
and he dropped it, horrified a what he had amost done. But Master Den was there, with ahand on his
shoulder and he turned into the warm comfort waiting for him, and cried againgt the broad fleshy shoulder
ashehad not cried in dl theyears of hiscaptivity.

When the tears had exhausted themsalves, helet out an exhausted sigh. Couldn't keep hisface buried in
Master Den’ s shoulder forever. He had to face the camp. He would never—not ever—live this down.
But when he pulled away, the practice yard was empty.

“Master Jaksisin the wegpons room,” Master Den said softly, with areassuring pat. “Find him and
gpologize. Then go to dinner.”

L Iesho bowed his head in submission to histeacher’ swishes. As he turned to go, Den added, “1 think
you' ve had enough of mops. Tomorrow, you will start in the laundry. I'll clear it with Markko.”

Numb, LIesho nodded with none of the enthusiasm he would have shown before weapons practice.
Then, hewould have jumped at any chance to get out of mop duty. He was till grateful, but now he
yearned only for the peace that seemed a part of the washerman. In the laundry he could hide from the



derison of hiscompanions, and from their fear of the“mad” student.

“Go on. Magter Jakswill be expecting you.” Den sent him on hisway still heavy of heart, but with hope
and no little terror. He had to face Magter Jaks and explain, somehow, why alowly student and former
pear! diver had nearly killed him in weapons practice, after the competition had been ceded. And without
reveding his pagt, or what there was of it that his owners might not already know.

Taking adeep breath, LIesho entered the weapons room so quietly that Master Jaks, sitting with his head
bent over asword he worked with a polishing cloth, did not hear him comein. “Master,” he whispered,
and Masgter Jaks looked up at him, hisface empty of al expression.

“| am sorry, Magter.” What was he supposed to say next, he wondered, that would make it better?*“I
am sorry | tried to murder you” seemed somehow inadequate, and “I don’t know why | tried to skewer
you during practice” would confirm that he was mad.

Magter Jaks put down his sword and folded the polishing cloth carefully before addressing his student.
“Sometimes the enthusiasm of the battle overtakes us, evenin friendly practice,” Master Jaks said. “ That
iswhy the master always takes the newest student for his partner. If anyone deservesto dieof a

sudent’ senthusiasm, it isthe teacher who inspired him.” A smiletwitched a hislips, and Llesho
wondered if perhaps he was not the first student to best his teacher by surprise. L1esho doubted those
other students had held their instructor at trident point long after the bout had ended, however.

While he could not trust his story to anyone, LIesho owed this man he' d dmost killed much more than he
had given. He bowed deeply, abjectly, and felt the tears form again. Not now. He couldn’t cry in front of
the weapons master. Not again. Too mad for the pearl beds, and now too mad for the arena: they would
feed him to the pigsfor sure.

“| did not mean to hurt you, Magter,” he blurted. “For amoment | was elsewhere, but it won't happen
agan, | promise”

Master Jaks had come around the table to stand face-to-face with his student. He was shaking his heed,
and Llesho stopped breathing. His apology was not accepted. He was lost. But then Master Jaks took
hischinin hishand and tilted his head up. With the thumb of hisfree hand he wiped the tearsfrom the
hollows beneath Llesho' s eyes. “1 know where you were,” he said. “And | am the onewho issorry. You
reacted exactly as Den told me you would, and even warned, | was not ready.” He released Llesho with
asgh. “Denwasright. We can't afford many mistakes with you.”

For Llesho, the world stopped turning with his teacher’ swords. What did Master Jaks know? What did
he intend to do about it? His gaze fell on the knives on the table, lingered there.

“Areyou going to sdl metothe Harn?’

“I don’t buy or sdll anybody, boy. | train fightersfor the arena.” Master Jaks voice took on ahard edge.
“And the Harn are unlikely to care overmuch about a peasant turned pearl diver, poorly trained into the
semblance of agladiator, now arethey?’

“No, Magter,” LIesho agreed. Perhaps he had misunderstood everything that had happened to himin the
past two days, or perhaps Master Jaks was telling him that he had dliesin the camp. He figured he was
safe at the moment, anyway—from the Harn and the pigs—and obeyed with aacrity when Master Jaks
sent him off to his supper.

His gpol ogies had taken him into the dinner hour, and the gladiators and novices had dl made their way
to the cookhouse when Llesho eft the weapons room. He felt peaceful, in the way the seawas cam after



astorm. He knew he had to face theridicule of Bixe and the others, but lingered in the practice yard to
hold onto that precious sense of peace aslong as he could. So he was adone when he saw aman creep
into the stone house of the overseer. He would have thought nothing of it—messengers for the overseer
came and went at all hours of the day—except that he was sure he recognized the man. But what
business could Tsu-tan, the pearl sorter, have with the overseer of the gladiators? The question was on
hislipswhen he joined his bench mates at dinner.

“That is not the frown of aman being sent to market,” Stipes noted. “What’ s up, L1esho?’
“I just saw someone | thought | knew, from the pearl beds.”

Deep indde, Llesho fet that the puzzle of Tsu-tan was more important than his own embarrassment on
the practice field, though he could not have said how he knew. Bixel seemed on the verge of drawing the
conversation to Llesho'slapsein weapons' practice, but Stipes jabbed him in theribs, and he shrugged
with asullen glare, then turned to the question at hand. “ Maybe another pearl fisher hasfigured out that a
fighting lifewould at least keep him dry.”

“Tsu-tanisn't apearl diver, he'stoo old, and not Thebin to begin with. HE sa pearl sorter.* Hedidn't
say what he' d long thought: that Tsu-tan was aworm of aman with an evil eye who amost never left his
pearl basket, but sat under the palm tree that faced the longhouse like a scruffy spider at the center of a
dusty web.

“Tsu-tan.” Stipesfrowned. “ A creature with the look of aweasel and an eye that would shrivel amanin
hisbritches?’

“That'shim.” LlIesho amost laughed at the description, so much like his own impresson.

“He sthe overseer’ switch-finder,” Stipessaid, “and dy asthey come; I’ ve heard it said that heisno
man at al, but ademon who lives on the screams of Markko' svictims. If he's here tonight, you can be
sure there will be aburning before the week isout.”

Kwan-ti. In hismind' seye, LIesho could see the evil man Sitting with hisback againg histree, hiseyes
following the heder with avid fascination. He had to warn her. But in hismonths of training, he had not
once received permission to leave the compound. There had to be away. He considered his companions
at thetable, but could not ask them for help. He aready owed too many explanations, and he couldn’t
expect men who depended on Markko for their well-being to risk the overseer’ swrath by helping Liesho
warn hisprey. There had to be away, but dinner ended and he till hadn’t figured out what to do.

Hefollowed his bench matesto the long covered porch that fronted the barracks, where the gladiators
rested in the cool breeze of the evening. Radimus was there, tossing bonesin agambling game for
favor-chips; Bixei joined him, but Llesho moved on to investigate a noisy group that had formed aknot at
the far end of the porch. Pal sat on asolid chair at the center of the laughing and hand-clapping circle,
thumping his broad foot in asteady rhythm on the floorboards. Joining the circle, Llesho picked up the
rhythm with his clgpping hands, encouraging the champions to begin asong contest. Madon findly
stepped forward with abow.

Placing his hand over his heart, Madon recited his chalenge in time to the beat of the clapping hands and
tapping feet:

“ The Seven watch over the fighter, who swings his sword in their praise who sleeps with his
sword like a lover And carries hissword to hisgrave.”

The circle of fighters cheered wildly. Madon signaled hisvictory with awave of hisfig inthear and



bowed an invitation for his opponent to begin. A stranger stood away from therailing on which he had
rested arid set ahand to his breast like Madon had done before him. As Pei picked up the beat again,
the challenger intoned his response:

“ The Seven watch over the fighter who vanquishes foe in their name who conquers with net and
with trident And lives beyond death in their fame.”

The stranger’ s side of the circle exploded in cheersto support their combatant, but the contest went to
Madon, whose lines were closer to the classic rhyme pattern of the ancients than his opponent’ s effort.
Grumbling, the chalenger vowed retdiation in alimerick that made outrageous claims about the
parentage of the victor, and promised retribution in fair competition, which any could see had not
happened here. No one took offense at the classic chalenge, but many returned the insultsin less poetic
form,

LIesho laughed dong, but he soon abandoned the group, dipping away to find his own bunk. Grateful as
he was that no one had reminded him of his blun-der on the practice field, he could not shake the sense
of disaster that had hung over his head since he had seen Tsu-tan enter the overseer’ s cottage. He had
plansto lay if he hoped to warn Kwan-ti in time. But the day had been long, and too fraught with emotion
for Llesho to think about strategy. He soon fell adeep, where evil dreams pursued him, of Kwan-ti
burning and Tsu-tan leering at the fire. Sometimes, LIesho was at the center of the dream fire, and
Markko stood in the doorway of the stone cottage with a beaker of poison in one hand and aleashinthe
other, ahellhound with Tsu-tan’ sface lying at hisfeet. Llesho rested little, and woke with astart at dawn.

After prayer forms and breskfast, LIesho made hisway to the laundry where Den greeted him with a
sour pucker of hislips.

“I don’t suppose anyone ever taught you how to wash shirts?’ he asked.

LIesho shrugged. “I’' ve washed my own shirt every rest-day since | was seven,” he said, “But the water
camefrom what | could save out of my drinking ration over the week. | don’t suppose that was what you
hedinmind.”

“Not exactly.” Den introduced him to the pump handle and showed how, when he worked it up and
down, hot water from an underground spring gushed out of a curved spout, bubbling and steaming asit
filled the vat. Mesmerized by the waves that |apped away from the point where the water fell, LIesho's
thoughts drifted back to the pearl beds and the long-house. The hissand roar of thetide asit rose and fell
with the crossing of the moons had underscored his every move, every thought since coming to Pearl
Idand. Now the sound, in smdll, reminded him of Kwan-ti, and the death of Minister Lleck.

Lleck had trusted Kwan-ti, had known the healer would protect his secrets and the boy in his care. He
wondered if he could do the same. Could he trust Master Den with this secret, that he knew who
Tsu-tan, the witch-finder, sought? When he redlized that he was hesitating not out of concern for
Kwan-ti, but for fear that he would draw Markko' s attention to himsalf, LIesho knew what he had to do.

Asif reading hismind, Master Den dropped aheavy hand on Llesho’s shoulder. “1 have broad
shoulders, if you need help with that burden,” Den said, and Llesho understood that the washerman did
not refer to the sacks of laundry waiting to be tumbled into the washing vats.

“I haveto get outsde the palisade.” Llesho sat on the edge of the washing vat, his brow drawn downin a
worried crease. “| have to warn—someone—that they arein danger.”

“From the witch-finder?” Den asked. He sat heavily next to LIesho and nodded for emphasis. “ Tsu-tan
has been creegping around again; | wondered if you had seen him, or knew what he was about.”



“ havetowarn her,” Lleshoinsisted, “| owe adebt of trust.”

“Have you considered, Llesho, that the charge againgt your friend may be true?’ Den seemed to be
looking for more than he said in the question, but LIesho had enough of puzzles and secrets of hisown.

“Sheisnowitch,” hesaid. “1 have known her for al my seasons on Pearl Idand.”

The washerman did not remind him that his seasons measured very few in the schemes of witchesand
Spirit demons, but pointed out what must be obviousto apearl diver:

“Think, Llesho. If sheisguilty of witchcraft, her magic puts her beyond the power of the likes of Tsu-tan
and Master Markko. But if sheisinnocent, sheistrapped aready: thereis no way off Pearl Idand
without Lord Chin-shi’ s blessng—or his boats.”

It hurt to realize Den wasright. He would risk ev-ervthine—hislife, even hiskingdom—in apointless
display of misplaced chivary that could have no good outcome. It hurt even more to know hewas going
todoit, or dietrying, anyway. Master Den saw the decision harden the expressionin Llesho’ seyes, and
seemed himsdlf to cometo adecision.

“| have amessage for the hedler, Kwan-ti,” Den said, and pulled himsalf upright. He left the washroom
for amoment and returned with asmall parchment, tightly rolled and tied with aribbon and sedl. * Show
the sedl at the gates, it will give you safe passage. But come back as soon as the message is delivered.
No dawdling.”

“Thank you, Master Den.” LIesho bowed low in gratitude, and Den sighed.

“Inthelong run, it may comfort you to know that you did your best to help your friend. But learn this
lesson well: only awarrior who suffers failure with fortitude can accept the accol ades of successwith
grace and humility.”

“Yes, Magter.” Llesho bowed again, but in his heart he admitted no possibility of failure. Then he turned
and ran, through the laundry and the leather works, across the practice yard, and to thefirst gate, where
the guard looked at him with suspicion and inspected the rolled parchment from every angle to assure
himsdlf that the sedl was authentic and had not been tampered with.

The outer gate was easer. Madon was on duty, and waved LIesho through with a cursory glance at the
sedl. Madon was no fool, and if he had any suspicions about the message, he kept them to himself. He
merely pointed to alessworn path leading avay from the compound, suggesting, “Y ou could take the
long run, but thisis ashortcut to the bay.”

The shortcut required grester concentration, sinceit was lesswell tended and air roots and trailing vines
frequently snaked across the path to trip up the unwary. Llesho had to make afew incautious legpsto
avoid atwisted ankle, but he reached the longhouse in short order, and unseen. To hisdismay, however,
he could not find Kwan-ti. His own quarter-shift mates were at work in the bay, but he asked the divers
on quarter-rest, and the old men who fished and the old women who gathered fruits and vegetablesto
flavor the grain food Lord Chin-shi supplied for the cookhouse. No one had seen Kwan-ti since the night
before. All the boats were accounted for, so she could not have left theidand, but till, no one could find
her.

Finaly, taking his couragein his hands, LIesho gpproached the witch-finder, who curled in abrooding
huddle beneath hispam tree.

“I have amessage from Magter Den for the hedler,” he said, pretending not to know of Tsu-tan's



nocturnd visitsto Master Markko. “Did you see where she went?’

“I did not,” Tsu-tan snapped. “And if you don’t want to roast on aspit yoursdlf, you will mind your own
business, pig food.”

LIesho thought the witch-finder’ svoice shook alittle. If Tsu-tan was afraid, so much the better. But
Llesho refused to believe what he heard whispered in the longhouse: the witch had gone, called adragon
from the sea to take her away from the Idand and the witch-finder and hisvirtuous Lord, Chin-shi. Once,
awater dragon had rescued Llesho, convincing him without wordsto cling to lifeand to hisfaith. The
creature had laughed her joy with him, ahuman sound, with the voice of the heder. He could believe no
evil of Kwan-ti, but he could not deny that she was gone, and by her own power, not spirited away to
await death at the hands of the witch-finder and his employers. How or why, he refused to think, for fear
of where his own evidence would take him.

Still carrying Master Den’ s message, LIesho returned to the compound. Madon till guarded the gate and
waved himinwith asmile. A new man sat a the inner turngtile, however, someone he knew by sight,
who delivered amessage of hisown.

“Overseer Markko wants to see you as soon as you return.”

LIesho nodded to acknowledge the order, but his heart froze. What did the overseer know of his errand,
and what would he do about it?

“I have done nothing wrong,” Llesho reminded himself, “1 only acted as amessenger, as befits my station,
to ddiver Den’smessage—" Hewould be lying to himself aswell asthe overseer, heredized: wasthis
what Den had meant about suffering failure? He knocked on the door to the stone cottage, determined to
answer truthfully any question the overseer asked of him.

Master Markko was a his desk, as usud, with Bixel standing at attention while the overseer sprinkled
sand on hiswriting and tapped it clean. Herolled and sedled it, and handed it to Bixel, who left them with
alast cold glare at Llesho. LIesho ignored the animosity of the other boy; Markko was|ooking up at him
with fase concern ailing hisfrown.

“Let meseeit, boy.” Markko held out hishand. “Y ou had a message from Master Den for the witch. |
want to seeit.”

Inacold swest, LIesho wondered if he could withhold the parchment roll. Kwan-ti waslost to him, but
perhaps he could save Master Den from the stake if he took responsibility for hisactions. “1t was my
fault,” he said, “1 wanted to see Kwan-ti. Master Den tried to persuade me not to go, but | persisted,
and so he madeit possible for meto vist thelonghouse.”

“And did you see the witch?’

“I have never seen awitch,” Llesho answered with precise honesty. No one had ever identified
themsalvesto him asawitch. If required, he might have guessed the woman who had watched him that
first afternoon in the weapons room practiced the evil arts. He would have offered his own life, however,
as surety that Kwan-ti had no evil in her.

“| see” Magter Markko considered him thoughtfully. “But | would il like to see the message Master
Den gave you for the woman.”

“Yes, Mager.” Shivering, though the day waswarm, Llesho held out the parchment. He paled when
Markko took asmdl knife and carefully lifted the sedl. Unrolled, the parchment revealed only arequest



for asmple poultice. Markko frowned &t it, then helit the candle on his desk and held the parchment
over it. The edges began to curl and smoke, but still no words appeared on the parchment. Hicking the
false message at Llesho, he asked, “What do you make of this?’

“I don't understand.” Which was true, except that Llesho thought he might befiguring it out, though he
wished he had Lleck at his side to guide him through the twists of what began to take on the outlines of a
game of Go played by masters. He knew he wasn't up to the mettle of the players, but he suspected it
would prove no easier to be a stone.

The overseer carefully brushed the burned edges off the parchment and rolled it again. Markko picked
up the sedl, which he had lifted whole with hisknife, and held it over the candle.

“If you fed ill again, cometo me,” Markko said as he watched the wax of the seal soften. “Y ou aretoo
vauableto our lord—as agladiator in training, you understand?—to rely on superstitious old women for
your care.”

A scent likeillness, but with more of death init, clung to the air in the overseer’ s cottage. It tickled a
warning at the back of his nose, and LIesho determined he would have to remain very heglthy from now
on,,He nodded, willing to agree to anything if it would get him out of the cottage.

“Just s0 we understand each other.” The overseer nressed the seal back into place over the ribbon on the
roll of parchment and handed it back to L1esho. *Y ou never stopped here,” heinstructed, “and | never
saw this”

Shaking, LIesho took the scroll. “But, honored Sir, Bixel has seen me. Won't hetdll the others?’

“Y ou needn’t worry about Bixel. At least,” Markko added with ady smile, “in the matter of my secrets.”
Dismissed, Llesho bowed and made his escape to the practice yard. With a deep breath to settle the
trembling that had started in hiswhole body, he tried to set his mind to the promise he had made to the
ghost of Thebin'sminigter, Lleck.

Asthe youngest prince of Thebin, Llesho knew he' d been born astone in agame whose board spanned
whole kingdoms. He' d been swept from the board once dready, and he didn’t relish theideathat he'd
been put into play again without knowing if he was cast as the white or the black. He wished, badly, to
rest hisfears and questions and promises on those broad shoulders Master Den had offered. Even a
stone in agame he does not understand wishes to survive, hefigured, but the people Llesho trusted were
disappearing at arate that did not bode well for any new advisers he might adopt. For now hewould
keep what secrets he possessed.

When he put the scroll into Den’ s hands, therefore, he told him only that no one had seen Kwan-ti, and
did not mention his audience with Overseer Markko. Master Den did not speak of hiserrand, or what
the healer’ s dbsence must mean. He returned the scrall to its place among the clean shirts without looking
at it, and picked up arake that looked very much like the muck rake that Llesho had used in the pearl
beds. This one had smoother, rounded endsto thetines. “ Y ou use this to agitate the water and stir up the
shirts,” Master Den explained. “Not too energetically, or you will tear the fabric, but enough to keep the
cloth moving, so the dirt doesn’t settle back again.”

The technique was easy to pick up after seasonsin the oyster beds, and gradudly, Llesho relaxed into
thework. Almost, he could believe that the interview with the overseer had not happened. Almost, he
could believe that Kwan-ti the healer was not awitch.

Chapter Seven



LLESHO discovered that he actudly enjoyed laundry duty. Den taught him the smple tasks of washing
and hanging and darning and sizing with awellspring of patience that reminded him of Adar, who had
been much thinner, but who shared the love of humblework. “If adigger of ditchesrecelvesa” pittance
for his service to the land, how much more must aking serve his people to merit the honors they bestow
on him?* Adar had asked. When Llesho was s, spending achill afternoon in the mountain clinic, the
answer had included a broom.

Master Den had lessons for him aswell, which he taught through the stories he told as they worked:
storieswith amoral Llesho was supposed to understand but usually didn’t. Neither of them minded
much, since the stories were interesting anyway. When the time came that he needed the lessons, they
both knew Llesho would figureit out, like he’ d learned the mopping and the laundering, and the prayer
forms before breakfast.

Den himsdf was apuzzle. Everyone in the training compound bowed to the washerman and caled him
measter. He led prayer forms every morning, and the most skilled among the fighters came to Master Den
for ingruction. None of his stories touched on the master’ s own history, athough the names of many
famous gladiators wandered through the tales. Master Den told histaleswith an air of authority, asone
who had seen the events and knew their actors, which Llesho supposed he must have done. After al,
when the compound emptied for the competitions on the mainland each month, Master Den disappeared
with the fighters. He wasn't doing laundry at the games; that came back in stinking baesto be cleaned
and mended on Pearl Idand.

LIesho could not imagine anyone of Magter Den’ s girth fighting in the arenas, but he’ d never seen the man
bested at hand-to-hand either. When Llesho asked about his master’ s place in the stories, however, the
launderer would shake hishead and ins <, “They are only tall tales, boy,” asif Llesho had |et the famous
names distract him from the purpose of the story. Which, he eventudly figured out, he had.

For dl hisskill, Den worked at one of the lowliest jobs. So had Adar, of course, cleaning up the dops of
his patients with his own hands. And Shokar, eldest of the princes, had worked the land as afarmer
when their father had not needed him for statecraft. That Master Den wasinvolved in Pearl Idand'sown
narrow struggles of statecraft seemed clear. Before the old minister, Lleck, had died, he had taught his
young prince enough of strategy to understand that Overseer Markko played some game of power and
nerves with the humble teacher, but why or with what stakes he could not guess.

Inalot of ways, Master Den reminded Llesho of Lleck, though the old minister, like most Thebins, was
short and dight with around bronze face and Master Den wastd| and pale asthe belly of awhae, witha
shape like amountain. Like the minister, though, Master Den spoke most softly when hiswords were
most valuable and taught using stories that meant more than they appeared on the surface to be. Over the
months he spent in the laundry, LIesho cameto believe that, like the minister in the longhouse, Master
Den hid awholelife and identity beyond the washing vats and drying lines. When he asked the ol der
gladiators questions about the master, however, he discovered that no one knew anything about his past.
Den had dways been apart of Lord Chin-shi’ s stable of fighting men, according to the oldest of the
active gladiators. Master Jaks might know more of the washerman'’ s history, but when Llesho considered
asking the wegponmaster, he decided that his answers might cost him more than he could pay for them.,

In spite of hisunsatisfied curiosity, Llesho found that he actudly enjoyed the three months he spent in the
laundry. Hislessonsin combat kept hismind £swedl as hisbody sharp, and during their timein the
steaming washroom, Master Den was starting to fill the greet gaping holein Llesho’ s defenses where
Minister Lleck used to stand. Llesho didn’t fool himsdlf that histeacher felt the same devation to Thebin
and its prince that old Lleck had. If it hadn’t been for hand-to-hand practice, Llesho would have believed
Master Den liked him.



Standing in the shade of abillowing length of cloth on the drying lineswith Bixel and the other novices,
however, Llesho concluded that the teacher must surely hate him, and smply hid it well during laundry
duty. If he could have figured out the problem Master Den had with him, LIesho would have changed it.
But the harder he tried, and the better his skills became, the more he met with the sharp sde of Den's

tongue.

“Don’t think, boy! Move! A decent opponent will have you on your arse before you decideto hit him at
al.” A shift of hisweight, aflip of onewrist, and Master Den had demonstrated the fault by dropping
Llesho to his knees. Then he moved on to Bixe. and histone softened; Master Den played out the same
move, but dowed many times so that the students could see how the wrist twisted and how a nudge with
the side of one foot brought the man down. “Good,” Den said, and dapped Bixe on the back while

L lesho seethed.

He had thought that his swift improvement would win him the praise of histeacher, but in fact Master
Denignored him much of thetime, except to correct him for imperceptible flawsin histechnique, while
caling upon Bixel to partner him when the master wished to demonstrate anew combination. Llesho had
stopped trying to impress his teacher weeks ago, and found that the forms came even more easily now,
when he didn’t think. If Master Den had shown some gppreciation of hisskill, the students might have
shaped their attitude toward him around their teacher’ s good opinion. But as Master Den became more
disapproving, his classmates became more distant. Llesho could have ignored the others, except for
Bixd.

Bixel had two thingswhich Llesho did not: Stipes, and his work assignment as Markko's messenger and
servant. He protected both againgt the newcomer, and Llesho could not convince him, no matter what he
said or did, that he wanted neither Stipes' attentions nor the favorable eye of the overseer. The laundry
suited him just fine, and he preferred girls.

His moveto the laundry had come to him with deceptive casualness, just aword at the end of apractice
session asif nothing important had happened at al. Llesho was therefore unprepared for theway his
whole life seemed to shudder and tilt on its axiswhen Bixe arrived late for ingtruction with the
announcement, “His Honor the overseer wishes to summon the novice LIesho to serve him for the coming
cyce”

Expressonlesdy, Den bowed to acknowledge the command, which Llesho himself heard with dread.
LIesho would take Bixe’ s position with the overseer, while Bixel himsalf would rotate to weagpons. With
one announcement, LIesho made two enemies: Bixei, who had already passed through weapons repair,
resented hisloss of position. And Radimus, who should have rotated to the overseer’ s office, likewise
resented his return to mop duty.

“I am content to work in the laundry,” Llesho said with ahumble bow, his eyes downcast to hide his very
real fear at the change. Since hisfirst daysin the compound he had avoided the overseer’ s cottage, which
had terrified him from the start with its vague sense of watchful evil. Since he had seen the witch-finder
skulking around it, he' d put aface and areason to hisdread. And it was Bixe’ stask assgnment, or had
been. The other boy was not pleased.

However much of this Master Den understood, he said nothing, but pointed out with an arched eyebrow,
“Lord Chin-shi isnot in the habit of giving davestheir choice of assgnments. One does, however, have
the option of taking up on€e stask with a begating or without one.”

“Without, Master. | gpologize for my pride.” Llesho fdl to hisknees and knocked his head into the
sawdust of the practice area. Master Den accepted the apology with asmall bow and broke the class
into partners to practice the most recent lesson, LIesho found himself aone and staring into the face of the



golden boy, Bixei, who glared back with acold glitter in hiseye. It was worse even than Llesho had
guessed.

“Areyou going to strike me down with your witcheraft, pearl diver, or will you pretend to use the arts
Master Den teaches?” Bixei asked, his armsfolded across his chest. So much for the overseer’ sopinion
of him.

“I am nowitch,” Llesho stood up to face his accuser.

“Witch,” Bixel repeated. “ Everyone knows you consorted with awitch who now stands accused, and
that you use the magical powers she taught you to conquer your opponents rather than fight fairly.” Bixel
meant more than the training exercises. he was furiousto have logt his position in the overseer’ s office.
LIesho thought he might even believe the charge, which frightened him more than his opponent’ sjedous

fury.

Witchcraft had an evil reputation in the camp. Llesho had attempted to warn a hunted witch and had
spoken to spirits. But his own present danger meant nothing: LIesho reacted to the taunt with dl the rage
and the pain of alifetime of losses knotting his handsinto fists. His home was gone, hisbrothers
scattered, his sister murdered. And Lleck was dead, nothing left of him but his demanding spirit. Kwan-ti
was gone, disappeared just ahead of the witch-finder, though only the gods knew how she had escaped.
Without redlizing it, LIesho had reached out to Master Den for the kindness he had lost, but his teacher
watched him asif he was one of Master Markko' s experiments, and said nothing in his defense.

“Lord Chin-shi has put abounty on her head, and you will be next. Y ou will burnin her place.”
“No!”

Techniquefled in the face of Bixa'’s shattering denouncement. Looking into the eyes of his opponent,
Lleshofetin hisblood that it had cometo akilling moment between them. He reached for his accuser
with hisfigts, not to knock Bixe down or control him or even kill him with one clean blow. He wanted to
tear the golden boy apart with tooth and claw, to ssomp hisflesh into apulpy stew in the sawdust and rip
the piecesinto shreds when he was done. But hisrage made him clumsy; Bixel deflected hisblows,
though he had to struggle to match the insane speed with which Llesho attacked.

“She'snot awitch,” he growled, and landed a blow that knocked the wind out of his opponent.

Bixe had been waiting for the moment, luring himin, and even while LIesho was glorying in thefed of his
fist impacting on the body of hisfoe, Bixe grabbed the extended hand and twisted hisarm, flipping him
on hisback with an elbow in histhroat.

LIesho thrashed on the ground, ignoring the pressure on histhroat and trying to get a purchase on his
enemy.

“What is she, then—your lover?’ Bixe taunted while the students, and Master Den himsdlf, looked on.
LIesho shook his head, though the motion ground sawdust into his hair and brought Bixe’ s elbow closer
to strangling him. “Teacher,” he gasped, and Bixel smiled asthough his teeth were atrap that was about
to close onitsprey. “ Areyou her sorcerer’ s gpprentice, then?’

“Shewasgood,” Llesho insgsted. He knew Bixel would consider him afool if he said any more, and
probably the other boy would be right, but he had to try and make him understand. More important, he
had to make Master Den understand. “ She taught me that goodness could till exist in aworld | thought
the gods had abandoned.” He looked into Bixe’ s eyes when he said it, willing the other to understand
something he didn’t quite understand himself.



“It' sashame she didn’t teach you how to fight.” Bixel pressed his elbow tighter against Llesho’ sthroat,
so that he stopped his opponent’ s breathing atogether. Then, having won his point, he released Llesho
and offered him ahand up. “ She tricked you. Evil rulesthe world now, and sheis part of it.”

It was hard not to believe, with Thebin under the power of the Harn and everyone he had ever loved
dead or lost to him. But the spirit of his mentor had given him hope. So he took the hand Bixei offered,
and kept hold of it when he was on hisfeet again.

“First we take the world back,” he said, “and then we see who helps us and who triesto stop us.” It felt
likeapledge, and Bixel met hislevel gaze uneesily.

But he offered his other hand, and they clasped, their wrists crossed in the age-old symbol of alegiance.
Neither knew exactly where it would take them, nor how soon the unspoken pact would be tested. They
both knew in their hearts, however, that thiswas something daves did not do. LIesho expected Master
Den to stop them with alecture on humility, but their teacher watched them with the look of amerchant
toting up atradein hiseyes.

Where success had earned him fear and envy, Llesho’ sfailed attack on Bixel had created a wedge of
sympathy that LIesho was quick enough to foster with occasiond well-timed lgpsesin his performance.
Master Den no longer watched him with faint disgpprova, and even pulled him out of the classon
occasion to demonstrate a new move or an improvement on an old onefor his classmates. Llesho hated
his new assignment in the overseer’ s service, but even that worked to his advantage. If Bixel was il
jedous, at least he didn’t blame Llesho for hislost status. They might never be friends, but Bixel seemed
to have abandoned the feud he' d waged since L1esho arrived at the compound. He could imagine their
uneasy dliance more easly in momentslike this, however, when Bixe was not present.

Llesho was ditting on the covered porch with Radi-mus and Stipes and others from his bachelor group
and dinner bench. His chair wastilted on two legs so that the narrow, datted back rested againgt the
coral blocks of the barrackswall. Bixel was ill a work in the wegpons room, so Llesho had relaxed
more than usud, listening to the others trade stories when Radi-mus, who leaned againgt therailing to
watch him, asked, “Why atrident? That’ satall man’s wegpon, like the pike.” Radimus, who preferred
the pike, pulled himsdf away from the railing and straightened to hisfull height as ademondration.

He' d let his guard down too soon, Liesho redlized, setting his chair down on itsfour legs with athump.
He knew, without being told, that the story of his choice of armsin the wegpons room must remain

secret. Llesho had never again seen the woman who watched him there, nor, since that day, had he seen
aknife like the one she had dipped up her deeve. But he remembered the tension that had clenched in his
stomach, and it was doing a return gppearance under the curious eyes of his companions. Better to offer
alesser truth, he decided.

“Thefood the pearlslike best tends to settle to the bottom. Y ou use along-handled raketo stir it up.” He
twitched a shoulder to acknowledge that they would surely find his story foolish.

“My quarter-shift mates and | would imagine our rakes were tridents, and would wage mock battlesin
thewater. We stirred up the bottom enough with our scrabbling feet, and had more fun than applying the
rake head to the muck. When Master Jaks told me to choose my weapon, | felt awkward with a sword,
but the weight of the trident isn’t much different from amuck rake, and it didn’t fed dl that different to
my hand, after | got used to being on dry land.”

“I'’'m sure Master Jaks can find you amuck rakeif you realy want one,” Stipes suggested.

The gladiators laughed companionably at the story and LIesho wondered if they each had an equdly
harmless tde to tell—a sword that reminded one of acooking knife, or astave that felt to the hand like a



drover’sprod. LIesho' s explanation quickly turned into the story of how hisfriends saved hislife, though
he didn’t mention the spirit of his old mentor—

“And | came out of the water dangling from my ankleslike apig on itsway to daughter. Foreman
Shen-shu took one look at me and said. ‘Where' svour rake, boy? and down | went again, sputtering
with water up my noseto look for the damned rake.”

“I’d think after that you would avoid the trident like it had apox onit,” Stipes remarked.

Radimus laughed. “Master Jaks probably assigned him the trident because he knew it wasthe one
weapon that LIesho wouldn't ever lose.”

LIesho expected the joke when he told the story, but thiswas close enough to the truth that LIesho
flushed when he heard it—not because the rake was the reason he chose the trident, but because Jaks
had directed him to the wespon and away from the knife that went to his hand like an extenson® of his
body. He laughed quickly enough that his companions took the blush for embarrassment, except for
Stipes, whose sharp gaze seemed to be looking for achink in the face Llesho wore. He wouldn't find
one, Llesho determined. Thetrick to keeping secrets, he had learned from Master Den himself, wasin
not gppearing to have secrets at dl. So Llesho smiled blandly at the gladiator and greeted Bixel when he
joined them on the porch.

“ ‘Lo, Bixe,” hesad. “You just missed the story of my heroic rescue from the briny deep.”

Stipeskicked achair over to where his partner stood, but Bixel rejected the offer, while giving Llesho a
warning about histale: “Don’'t tell Master Den, or hewill start having practicein the bay,” he sad,
rubbing a abruise the size of acoconut on his backside. Finding a support post to lean on, he grumbled
his complaint, “ That would make as much sense as hand-to-hand combat practice.”

Madon, who till worked with the novices at weapons exercises, heard the complaint as he passed on his
way to agroup of senior gladiators spending their rest time with smilar stories on the other sde of the
porch. “We can all seethat you have a degp-seated aversion to unarmed combat. Bixel,” he drawled.
“Something Master Den really should get to the bottom of , before it interferes with your training.”

Llesho tried to keep astraight face, but even Stipes was snickering, and Bixei’ sface turned so red it
seemed to glow of itsown light.

“I don’'t mind taking an injury in practiceif it teaches me something useful,” he complained heatedly, and
LIesho wondered which injury angered Bixel more: the one to hisfundament, or the oneto his pride.
Since he was the only person on the porch who was smaller in build than Bixel, and had also been
present when Master Den dumped Bixe in the dust, he decided not to ask. Bixel wasn't giving anyone a
chanceto interrupt him, however.

“Weapons practice makes sense, even equipment | don’t plan to compete with. A gladiator hasto
understand his opposition and use that experience to devise a counterattack. If afighter should lose his
own weapon during a battle, he hasto be ableto pick up hisenemy’ s and take the day with it. But an
unarmed man cannot compete againgt atrident or apike, or asword. So why does he waste our time
with something that will never serve usin the arena?

“Y ou think you cannot save your life with your own hands?” Madon rolled up the right deeve of hisshirt
to reveal ajagged scar that tore across his biceps. “ The shaft of my pike had aflaw in the wood and
broke with thefirst thrust of my opponent’s sword. His second thrust did this”

“See—" Bixd tried to interrupt, but Madon silenced him with alook.



“I lured him insde my guard, and when he was committed to the Strike, | did this—" with hisleft hand
Madon lashed out in the “ striking snake’ move, stopping with the curved knuckles awhisper of air avay
from Bixe’ sthroat—*| suffered awound, but the swvordsman died.”

LIesho stared at the man in wonder. Madon looked like a hero out of legend, so he didn’t know why it
surprised him to discover that the gladiator was ahero in fact. Bixei, however.had turned deathly paein
contrast to the recent angry blush.

“Of course, that was pureluck.” Madon relaxed his striking hand and examined his knuckles asawarrior
checks hisweapons for nicks or damage from the damp. “ Master Den teaches hand-to-hand as an
exercisein concentration and control; | wouldn't depend on it to save my life againgt atrident. Unless, of
course—" he gave the younger group ady smirk— “LIesho herewas holding the trident!” Laughing, he
|eft them to return to his own bench where more laughter soon rippled out from the senior warriors.

Bixe was seething, but LIesho gave himasmug grin. “We Il get him,” he said. “Jugt giveit time.”

Bixe didn’'t want to listen, but with Stipesto tease him out of his brooding, he soon entered into the
outrageous plansfor taking down the hero. Mud festured in many of their plans, asdid pigdop. The
night ended in laughter. Llesho would not hear that sound again for avery long time.

Chapter Eight

HE new assgnment worried Llesho. Bixel had run errandsto Lord Chin-shi’ s house, fetched and carried
about the compound, and he' d even been sent to bring LIesho himself from the pearl fishery, al tasksfor
someone who had earned Master Markko' strust. In the first week of hisnew service, the overseer
hadn’t said anything about Kwan-ti, or witchcraft, but he hadn’t sent Llesho out of the compound with
messages ether. Instead, Llesho swept out the workroom and the front office, then, up the narrow
staircase, he scrubbed the loft room under the steeply doping roof where Master Markko dept.

The deeping chamber held asingle bed and two chests. The larger held the robes and breeches that
Llesho was forbidden to touch; a servant came daily to tend Master Markko' s personal needs, and
disappeared again to whence he came before the minor sun had joined itsfellow in the sky. The second,
smaller chest, was covered in athick layer of grime and stuffed in adark corner under the danted eaves,
asif forgotten. But when Llesho had tried to exploreit, he found the chest bound with straps and locked
with a complex mechanism he had never seen before and could not open.

Llesho brought his master breakfast and a midday med from the cookhouse, and sat in a corner when he
wasn't needed, trying to fight the boredom that pulled at hiseydids. With an occasiona bland smile that
didn't help at dl to hide the calculation in his eyes, Master Markko watched for LIesho to dip up and
reveal himsdf asawitch. Since he knew nothing of magic, he couldn’t very well dip up there, which was
amos ardlief after histrid in the weapons room. So he wasn't prepared for the day when everything
changed.

The overseer was not in his office when Llesho arrived, so he called out, “Master Markko, sr?’ as
humbly as he could.

“In here, boy.”

Llesho followed the answering summons to the back room, where he found Master Markko setting
tightly lidded jars on ashelf over the worktable, marking each one off on alist in front of him. Llesho
recognized some of the herbs hanging in bunches from the beamed ceiling, but otherswere foreign to him.
He remembered Kwan-ti’ s warning about touching the unknown plantsin her healer’ s pouch—the cure
for one person might prove to be a poison to another—so he kept his hands clasped behind his back.



“Y ou have findly honored uswith your presence,” Markko said, his voice dripping sarcasm.

They spent the day mixing compounds that LIesho did not recognize. While Master Markko had his
midday medl, LIesho cleaned the noxious herbs and powders from the worktable with abasin of pure
water and a soft cloth. After wegpons practice, Llesho took instruction from Master Markko in the
storing of the various potions they had prepared that day, and then learned how to bury the clothsthey
had used in a patch of dead weeds behind the privy. Poisons, then, and likely no usefor heding any
sckness but that of lifeitself. When he had carefully cleaned his hands, Llesho returned to the workroom
and presented himsdlf to the overseer, his head bent in due humility.

“I am finished, Magter, if thereis nothing more?’ He sincerely hoped the overseer would find no late
tasks for him to do before heleft for his dinner and awell earned bed. On this day, however, Master
Markko measured LIesho from top to toe with his cold, cold eyes.

“Y our predecessor in the post was born of daves, and knows nothing but Pearl Idand,” Markko said.
“And, of course, he does not consort with witches. He valued the small freedoms hiswork with me
afforded, and his gratitude made us friends aswell as dave and master.”

The overseer gestured at the shelves crowded with jars full of potions and herbs. “1 had hoped that if |
reveaed to you our mutud interest, we would likewise become friends. But that hasn't happened, has
it?”

LIesho said nothing, but he had begun to tremble, fine tremorsthat shook him from hisheart to his
fingertips. He knew theidentity of Lord Chin-shi’ switch now: Master Markko could kill him for that
knowledge at any time.

“I am sorry, but if you are going to be of any useto my real work, | will have to be more cautious with
you.” Ashesaid this, Markko set aniron collar around LIesho’ s neck, and clipped achainto alink at the
throat. Then hetook the other end of the chain and snapped it into aring newly set into the floor in the
corner of hisworkroom.

“I haveinformed Master Jaksthat | will need more of your time than | found necessary when Bixel
worked for me. | did not accuse you of malingering at your tasks, of course. But it must be understood
that one so new to my needswould not work as quickly or as efficiently as another more experienced in
the ways of this compound. Y ou will, therefore, make your bed here.”

Llesho felt the protest well up in histhroat, but he clamped his jaw and refused to let the words escape.
Hewas, after dl, in the power of amaster poisoner and awitch. And so he waited to see what Master
Markko had in storefor him.

“Good.” The overseer noted the wary question in hiseyes and smiled. “Y ou are learning dready.

“I have sent word to the washerman that you have withdrawn from unarmed combat training to spend
moretimelearning your duties.” He sneered when he mentioned Master Den. Y ou may, of course,
continue weapons training for the arena, provided you keep silent about all that passesin this house. If
you say asingleword that does not relate to the wegpon in your hand, however, you will remain here,
tethered like adog the day and night together, until you have given mewhat | want from you.”

Llesho didn’t have what Markko wanted—the whereabouts of Kwan-ti and the secrets of her
witchcraft— but he could die of Markko' s effortsto extract them, and he had truths of his own he could
not share with this man. So he obediently dropped his gaze, |etting none of histerror show. The overseer
gave him acold, cold smile, and abandoned him to his chains and the darkness that would become his
whole exigtence.



As days passed into weeks, Llesho’ s silence degpened. When Markko grew tired of his stubborn refusal
to speak, he would besat Llesho with the chains that bound him to the workroom. The beatings grew less
ingstent as he learned to perform each task to the overseer’ s satisfaction, however, and Llesho began to
hope that Markko wastiring of him. Then he woke drenched in sweet from aterrifying dream he could
not remember, his musclesin knots and his guts heaving.

“How doesthat fed?” Markko crouched down beside him, tapping with astylusamusclein histhigh that
lifted in arigid band at the touch. LIesho could not answer, could not breathe, could not catal og the ways
and placesthat he hurt.

“Good.” Markko tapped the stylus on Llesho’ s belly, triggering a spasm that twisted the body
beneath it in wrenching knots of agony. “Well just see how thisgoes.”

He sent word to the practice yard that Llesho had falen tooill for prayer forms or weapons practice.
When the worst of the pain had subsided, he ordered delicate food from the cookhouse which he fed to
Llesho by hand, dl the while asking, “Was it undetect-able, boy? Did you taste the bitternessin the
brew?’

Hisvoice arusty whisper, Llesho broke his silence to confirm what he aready suspected: “What did you
do to me?’

Master Markko shrugged amock apology. “Y ou were never in danger. | gave you asmall dose, so that
| might judge the efficacy of the intended measure. On the whole, | think our client will bewdll pleased
with our work.”

No less than he had imagined, the overseer worked a side business as a poisoner. It made no senseto
Llesho that aman who feared asimple hedler, as Lord Chin-shi seemed to do, would keep aman of
Master Markko' strade in his service. He suspected that as a poisoner’ stest subject, he would not live
long enough to puzzle out an answer to the question.

Markko let him recover before trying out any new compounds on him, but LIesho grew wary of eating
any food from the overseer’ s hand. He weakened, but feared murder if he told anyone the dark secrets
of the overseer’ s back room. Weapons practice might have tested hisresolve, but the apprentices now
worked with the generd population. Llesho often found himsalf matched with men he did not know, who
were not inclined to talk if he had wanted to.

Mogt of hisday he spent bound to the workroom, tending to his master while he mixed the potionsfor
which strangers called at the back window after the suns had fallen. When the day’ swork was done,
Llesho lay in sllence, waiting to discover if another poison from Markko' s bench had found itsway into
hisfood. Exhaustion warred with fear of the vaporous creatures of twisted evil that had come to inhabit
his dreams, but his body could not long endure the strain, and he dept despite hisfervent desire to remain
on guard for hisown deeplessrest.

The dream began with the memory of white light: the sun rising through the gates of heaven, pierced the
eye of the needle atop the Temple of the Moon and shed its light on the gleaming mud walls of the Pdace
of the Sun. Along the path of light walked the goddess with the face of his mother, her smile aswarm as
the sunbeams she trod upon. LIesho reached for her, and fdll into agarden rich with fruits and flowers.

“What are you doing on your bum, little brother?” Shokar strode between rows of plum trees, arake
over one shoulder, and stopped to lend him ahand to rise.

“| thought you were deed,” Llesho told him.



The dream Shokar dropped his shaggy head so that his chin dmost rested on his broad chest. “1 thought
the same of you.”

“Therest of our brothers—are they here with you?’

“Whereishere?’ Shokar’ svoiceremained, but histhick farmer’ s body faded like amigt, and behind him
Adar and Balar, Lluka and Ghrisz, and Menar, who was a poet, stood together, Straining their eyes, asif
they were searching, but couldn’t see him.

“Adar!” hecdled out in hisdeep; and, “Menar! I'm herel” But his brothers broke into amist and tangled
milky strands among the plum trees.

“Adar!” Hewoke with agtart, tugging on the chain that ran from the collar around hisneck to theringin
the floor. His brothers were gone, and LIesho was done again with the terrors of the night and the worse
nightmare of the waking world.

Llesho’'sbody shook al the time now, and waking to another day in Master Markko' s clutches, he
wished that he had died beneath the bay, following old Lleck to anew lifein the great cycles of creation.
When he thought of the spirit that had come to him in the bay, the black pearl in Llesho’s mouth throbbed
like an aching tooth. LIeck and his gift both had been real, though neither offered much in the way of
comfort. Llesho might buy hisway free with that pearl, but Markko would doubtlesstakeit from him if
he knew about it. If he reported Llesho for theft, Lord Chin-shi would have LIesho’s hands cut off. Or
the overseer might useit for proof of witcheraft; LIesho would find himsdlf burning on the pyrethe
overseer had planned for Kwan-ti.

It seemed that, with the pearl, Lleck had given him one more torment and L1esho wondered how much
he was supposed to endure. He did not want to imagine a greater need from which the pearl was sent to
rescue him, when the overseer waskilling him hourly and by inches. Surrounded by Markko' s poisons
and the tools of hisloathsome trade, he knew only that he could not reach any one of them to end his

misary.

Markko had seen to that and LIeck, in his own way, had bound LIesho to thiswretched life with the
hope of an impossible quest. Hewasn't done in the world. He would find his brothers, if Markko didn’t
kill himfirst. Llesho wept until the tears had wrung out his heart, and when he dept again, the mongters
came and pulled him down with them into the darkness.

Worning began like dl the others since he had come to Markko' s service. The overseer rattled hischain
as he unlocked the collar. “Go,” Markko said, the only word they shared before noon, and L1esho
bowed deeply as he had been taught. When the overseer eft the workroom, LIesho dipped into hisshirt
and pantsto fetch his master’ s breskfast, afew dry rollsand a pot of green tea, which he placed on the
desk where Markko was working.

Prayer forms had been his one comfort, leaving hismind blank and his body free among men he had
cometo count as friends and under the bright sun. As he weakened, however, histechnique fatered.
LIesho stumbled on the simple FHlowing water form; in the weeks he had served the overseer hisforms
had become increasingly clumsy, asif the burden on his soul tripped him up at each move. Frustration
brought him close to tears again, but no one laughed now. Radimus pulled him up from where he had
fallen and brushed the sawdust off his back with reassuring pressure, but said nothing as hiseyes did
away from theiron collar around Llesho’ sthroat. Bixei, who had resented his own rotation out of the
overseer’ s service, watched him with confusion, and even guilt in hiseyes.

LIesho turned away; dmost, he would rather remain chained in Markko' sworkroom than suffer the
public exhibition of hishumiliation. But Lleck was counting on him to find his brothers and win back his



country from its conquerors, so he struggled to regain his sense of balance, and pushed through to the
end, grateful when Magter Den let hisarms drift to his Sdein completion of thefind form.

“Llesho—" Master Den caled as Llesho turned toward the overseer’ s cottage. Llesho stopped, but did
not turn around, and finally, with adeep sigh, Master Den released him. “Go. bov. Don't let me keen
vou.”

“I wish | could,” Llesho thought to himself. He risked a deep breath, thick with the smells of sawdust and
sweat and sunshine, and atension that grew more pungent each day, like monsoon wesather cracklingin
theair. Bad timeswere coming for al of them, he figured, and he longed for the sorm when everything
would be overturned. For him at least, any change had to be better than what he had.

With alast gaze into the sky soft with morning haze, he ducked back into the stone cottage. Markko
awaited him in the workroom, where he crushed some noxious e ement that released asickening smell of
rot into theair.

“I haveto goout,” he said, never stopping hisdow, patient grinding. “But | will return before weagpons
practiceisover, and | will want to speak to you.”

A tremor passed through Llesho’ s body at that— more questions he could not answer, more thrests.
Markko would beet him, as he had in the past. But Llesho would tell him nothing.

Markko cocked an eyebrow at him. “Y ou think you won't talk now, but you will.” With abrush
prepared for the purpose, he scraped the yellow powder into a shallow cup that rested on atripod over
abrazier filled with hot cods. Then he stirred the mixture gently with asilver wand for amoment before
putting alid on the cup. “Pour for me,” he said, and Llesho picked up the pitcher of clear water and
poured it over Markko' s hands. The water ran into abasin that discolored in pinpricks of corrosion as
thefew stray grains of powder sank to the bottom. As Markko dried his hands carefully on aclean white
cloth, Llesho noticed that the skin had mottled patches where the powder had found it, but the overseer
ignored the tainted spots. “ Dispose of thesein the dead garden,” he said, tossing the cloth over Llesho's
am.

Llesho cringed away from the cloth. The dead garden. Only the most perilous of Markko' s dixirs went
to the dead garden. Llesho took a second cloth and carefully wiped off the mortar and pestle that
Markko had used to grind hisingredients, and set them aside to purify. He took both cloths and the bowl
into a patch of garden where even the rankest weeds wilted in degthlike colors. A short-handled shovel
set with its point in the ground marked the most recent burid place. LIesho took the shovel in hand and
moved two paces, and then he dug a deep hole. Firgt the cloths went in, and then the water. Then he
scrubbed out the bowl using the freshly turned earth to absorb the corrosives that pitted the glazed
surface aready. When dl of the poisoned materias had disappeared into the hole, LIesho rubbed his
hands thoroughly with the dirt before shoveling it back into the hole again. When he wasfinished, he
stamped on the ground to levdl it.

Hiswork in the dead garden meant that LIesho was running late. He had a choice—food or weapons
practice—that he’ d had to make too often snce Markko had called him into his service. Asusud, he
chose practice. Llesho ran asfast as he could and reached the weapons room just asthe last group of
gladiatorsfiled through to select their wegpons. Liesho knew them dll. 1t surprised him abit until Stipes
passed him asmal loaf of bread instead of histrident. No words passed between them; they might not
know why, but his fellows had come to understand that Llesho’ s safety depended upon histerrible
slence. Stipes' anger was clear, however, and tears that Llesho feared to shed choked him ashetried to
swallow the bread.



Jaks watched him with eyes of stone, but a decision had been made; the master looked down at the small
armstable, and LIesho followed the glance. For the first time since that day when the masters had tested
him in the presence of the mysterious woman, LIesho saw the strangely shaped knife lying among the
swords. He picked it up, fegling his body settle around the weapon, become a part of the weapon. Jaks
nodded with a satisfaction so grim that L1esho shuddered.

Bixe looked at him with surprise. “Y ou should have picked the knife before,” he said, but Stipes put a
hand on his partner’ s shoulder, his eyeswide with aquestion turning to certainty.

“Y ou never saw the knife,” Stipestold him. “Come on, Madon will bewaiting. I’ Il spar with you today.”

“Madon?’ Bixe dtarted to ask the question, but stopped, frowning, when Stipes increased the pressure
on hisshoulder. “ Everybody e se knowswhat isgoing on. Why not me?’ he grumbled.

Llesho sighed, letting some of the tension go with the breath. “Not everybody,” hesaid. “1 don’'t
understand it either.”

Bixel seemed to accept that for the moment. He shook his head and muttered something halfhearted
about favoritesthat brought ablush to his face when helooked at LIesho. Then hetook up hisown
weapon and followed Stipesinto the practice yard.

“Sit down.” Jaks pushed athree-legged stool toward him, and Llesho absently tucked the knife into the
cloth bt that tied his shirt. The belt split and fell at hisfeet dong with the knife.

“Sorry.” He flopped down on the stool and put hisfree hand over hiseyes. “1 can't believe | did that.”
“I can.” Jaksdidn't smile. “ A long time ago, you carried aknife like that in a scabbard at your belt.”

“I did?’ Llesho took abite of hisbread and chewed without thinking about it, giving histeacher hisfull
attention. When he had swallowed, he asked, “ So why don’t | remember it?’

“I don’'t know.” Jaks kicked another stool over and sat so that he faced Llesho, locking gazes with the
youth. “It might hurt too much to remember.”

LIesho gave him the snort that deserved. He remembered the Harn soldiers coming for him, his
bodyguard dying, the weeping of women in the corridors as his captor carried him out of the paace. He
remembered hisfather, dead with a crossbow bolt in histhroat. How could the knowledge that he once
carried aknife hurt more than that?

“Y ou were very young when you were taken to the dave markets, weren’t you?” Jaks asked him.

“Seven summers.” He d used the Thebin measure— trading seasons rather than the cycles of the
lesser sun. Master Jaks seemed to understand anyway .

“And yet, you wore aknife—not just any knife but the ceremonia knife of Thebin. Someone trained you
well initsuse, too.”

That scared LIesho more than Markko had managed to do. He wouldn't ask the question that terrified
him—do you know who, what, | an?—but he thought maybe Jaks knew the answer to that better than
hedid himsdf.

“I think someone hid the knowledge from you, to protect you,” Jeks said. “When it istime, you will
probably remember it.”



“Do you know what it is|’ ve forgotten?” It took more courage to ask than he’d ever summoned in his
too eventful life, but he held histeacher’ s gaze, implying the question: “Am | safe with thisknowledgein
your hands?’

Asanswer, Jakstook a sword from the weapons table and knelt on one knee before LIesho. He bowed
his head, and when he looked into Llesho’ s eyes, his own burned with afire of regret that stunned the
young prince.

“Wewill not fail again,” he said. He started to reach out, then withdrew his hand, velling with downcast
lashes something fierce and persond in his declaration.

“Youwerethere,” Llesho whispered, but when Jaks spoke again, he had set the question aside.

“Master Den has missed you. Let him take alook at you, get anew belt, and come back here when heis
donewith you.”

Llesho blinked, trying to catch up to the shifting conversation, but Jeks was spegking again, warning him,
“Don’t tell anyone what you know, or what you suspect. And watch yourself around Markko.”

Llesho didn’t need Jaksto tell him that. But Jaks was gone, into the practice yard where he snapped an
order for Bixe to pick up his pike, and not to treat the weapon like aplow.

Llesho found Magter Den in the laundry. The washerman took one look at the shirt hanging from his
shoulders like the clothes on a scarecrow and sighed. “Eat your bread,” he said, and pulled a band of
cloth from a cubby. “Then wrap this around your waist.” When he had done as he wastold, LIesho
followed Master Den into the private areawhere Den had taught unarmed combat to the novices. A wide
sword rested against the fence; Master Den picked it up and took an attack stance.

“I’'mtdler than you are, and my wegpon’ s got reach on you—what do you do?’
“Run?’ Llesho suggested.
“Tryit”

Llesho turned to escape, but before he could take astep, the flat of Master Den’s sword came down on
his shoulder. Den wouldn't hurt him. Llesho knew that ingtinctively. But the touch of the sword on his
shoulder snapped him into the past, swords flashing, blood spurting. LIesho wanted to curl into a
screaming ball, but amemory moved within him and he snarled, dipped under the sword and inddeits
guard, brought the knife up. He came to himsalf with the sword on the ground and Master Den’s hand
tight around hiswrigt.

“A loneer reach is onlv useful when the opponent stays outside of it.” Den gestured approvingly to where
Llesho' skniferested just below his own sternum, pointing upward. “ To counter, move insde the reach.”

A killing stroke. When Llesho redized what he had amost done, he dropped the knife into the sawdust
and drew hisarmstight against his chest. Hisface crumpled, but he'd learned not to weep in the daylight,
s0 he waited with his eyes grown huge and glittering with shock.

“It'sdl right, child.” Master Den wrapped him in ahuge hug that soaked the trembling out of him likea
warm blanket.

“No damage done,” Den whispered. “We had to find out how much you had learned before you came to
us.” He pulled Llesho away just far enough so that he could ook into his student’ seyes. “Trust me. |
won't let you hurt anyone by accident.”



That last was said with anironic twist of asmile, and LIesho wondered who the teacher expected him to
hurt on purpose. But he d leave that for another day. He was smply too exhausted to think about it now.
Den read the droop of Llesho's shoulders, and touded his hair.

“Cleantheknife,” hesaid, “and we' Il have alittlevist.” Den did not seem to mind that LIesho said
nothing; the teacher had enough stories, and when he finally heaved himsdlf back onto hisfeet with the
announcement, “Weapons practiceis over; you d best get back before you are missed,” Llesho returned
to the overseer’ s cottage with alightened heart.

Hismood sank amost immediately. Markko stood behind athin, narrow-eyed man in the robes of a
noble who had taken the overseer’ s place behind the desk. In an elaborate chair that LIesho had never
seen before sat awoman, much older but with robes as elaborate as the man’s. Had they cometo
expose him?

LIesho wondered. Markko smirked, fawning over the seated noble, but said nothing about his suspicions.
“Lord Chin-shi and his consort have come to ask you some questions of their own about the witch, boy.”

“No oneisgoing to hurt you, boy.” Lord Chin-shi sat forward with hisforearms crossed in front of him
on the desk and his hands tucked into hiswide deeves. “ Can you tell usyour name?’

Behind their lord, Master Markko nodded his head, signaing his permission for Llesho to speak. Briefly,
Llesho wondered if Lord Chin-shi would recognize him by hisname, or if he knew it and was waiting
only to trap him in an untruth. But Markko knew aready, so lying wouldn't help.

“Llesho, of Thebin, my lord,” he answered and bowed low, first to the lord behind the desk, and then to
hislady in her chair.

Hislordship nodded encouragingly. “That didn’t hurt, did it?’ he asked with athin smile. “ Did you know
that Thebin isinfamousfor itswitches, LIesho?

“Itisnot soin Thebin, my lord. Or was not when | wastaken away.” Llesho looked a him curioudly.
“Perhgpsit isthe Harn witches who give Thebin its reputation?’

Lady Chin-shi frowned at him. “Don’t be impertinent, boy. Y ou can still be hanged for treason.”

“I am sorry, my lady.” Llesho bowed deeply again, “But | don’t see how | can be of any help. | know
nothing of witches or witchcraft.” And he would have sooner believed that Master Markko was awitch
than Kwan-ti.

Markko himself made abow, and spread hishands asif to demonstrate apoint. “1 beg your indulgence,
my lady, but | did mention that the boy was soft in the head. Heissmall, but physicaly quick, and
Theb-insare known for their endurance, which will make him an asset in the arena. But Llesho had a
mishap in the pearl beds, and it addled his brain. He can answer smple, direct questions, but he haslittle
subtlety of wit.”

“If you can do better with the boy, please do s0.” Lady Chin-shi waved a hand impatiently. “I planto
watch unarmed combat practice this afternoon, and wish this matter disposed of.”

“I presume that means | will be spending the evening done?’ Lord Chin-shi asked her, and LIesho
ducked his head, trying to pretend he wasn't there. But Markko walked over to him and lifted his chin.
“The boy isquiteinnocent,” he commented over his shoulder. “1t comes of asmple mind. Perhapshis
lordship would like to question him at his convenience—aone?’



“A goodidea.” Lord Chin-shi rosefrom his chair, and beckoned with long fingers. “ Come with me. We
will leave my good wifeto her shopping.”

Chapter Nine

OUTSIDE the paisade a sumptuous sedan chair and its Six bearerswaited for Lord Chin-shi. The
bearers stood in rigid silence until their lord had entered the chair and arranged its brocaded curtainsto
keep out the dust. Then, in one smooth motion, they lifted him to their shoulders and carried him up the
hill. Llesho followed: through the last of the dense wild vegetation on the hillSde, acrossthe wide lawn
smooth as aknotted silk carpet, to the gracious house of three levelsthat rose above theidand on the
hilltop. The procession stopped at an entrance overhung by e aborately curled eaves and flanked by two
guards of stony countenance and ready weagpon. A house servant ran forward to open the curtains of the
sedan chair, and Lord Chin-shi aighted.

Llesho followed his master into ahall decorated in mother-of-pearl and pae-veined jadeite, with
characters painted on the elaborately carved ceiling. The palace at Kungol had looked very different, but
the sense of quiet power was much the same. So were the guards. He could have warned Lord Chin-shi
how fragile such peace could be, that his guards would servelittle purposeif hefound his paace overrun
by the Ham. His experiences since the dave market had shown him that no one listened to achild and a
dave, however, and that he was safe aslong as they didn’t notice him.

A servant dressed as elegantly as a duke came forward and bowed low. “My lord,” he murmured softly.

“I will show our guest theway mysdf,” Lord Chin-shi said, “Wewill bein my gpartments—send
someone with atray, and then make certain I'm not disturbed.” He dismissed the servant, who bowed
low over asmirk that made Llesho squirm.

Up abroad flight of stairs, down acorridor, and up again, thistime they climbed amore modest
daircase, each level flanked by its set of matching guards. Lord Chin-shi finaly stopped at aroom with a
bed that looked big enough to deep the entire barracks in the gladiators compound. LIesho dugin his
hedls. He knew how little choice adave had in matters of his persona disposd, but if he made himsalf
inconvenient—

Lord Chin-shi did not stop at the bed, but went through the room to a door in acorner. “Come aong,”
he said, and did the inner door open before motioning LIesho forward with a distracted wave of his hand.
LIesho obeyed, and found himself in aworkroom like Markko' s but brighter, and with afresher scent
that reminded him of Kwan-ti. He smiled without redizing that he had doneiit.

“Sit.” Lord Chin-shi pointed to achair in the corner, by an open window with wildflowers drying in the
breeze. Llesho studied the floor, but found no iron ringsfor chaining daves, so he sat, and found himself
relaxing into the pleasure of the sun on hisface, and the soft wind carrying the fragrance of the drying
flowersontheair. Lord Chin-shi himself pulled up athree-legged stool and sat, his elbows propped on
his knees and his chin resting on the arch made by his clagped hands. He studied Llesho with athoughtful,
but not threatening, frown. It reminded him of Master Jaks, and their conversation in the weapons room.
Llesho suspected that it would be too easy to forget that he was adave and in danger if hisidentity were
known to thisman. Hetried blinking stupidly, but Lord Chin-shi just laughed softly.

“Who areyou?’ he muttered to himsalf, not waiting for an answer hewould not receive. “A davefrom
the pearl beds who sits as comfortably in anobleman’ s laboratory as he does on agladiators' bench. A
boy smart enough to know that playing theidiot is better protection than the wisdom of the sages.”

“I don't play at theidiot.” Hefelt the need to defend himsdlf on that one, eveniif it did mean he was
talking. “ People who ask stupid questions should not blame othersif the answers they receive are stupid



aswdl.”

“Fair enough.” Lord Chin-shi stood up and wandered over to aclean table on which abeaker full of a
red liquid stood. I shall try not to ask any stupid questions.”

LIesho blushed with embarrassment, and no little fear. He hadn’t meant to insult Lord Chin-shi, but knew
his lordship might easily havetaken it that way. Thelord laughed, softly again, asif at aprivate joke,
however. It seemed strange that the lord of theidand should need to dissemblein front of hisown dave,
which Markko was as surely as Llesho or Master Den. Before he could set to serious work on the
guestion, however, Lord Chin-shi had returned, carrying the beaker, and al humor was gone.

“Do you know what thisis?’ He handed Llesho the beaker with deadly seriousness.

“Blood?’ Llesho waved ahand over the beaker to waft a safe measure of the fumes under his nose. “Not
blood,” he corrected himsdlf. “ It smdllslike seaweed.”

“Not stupid,” Lord Chin-shi commented. “It iscaled the Blood Tide in the Chronicles.” Hetook the
beaker into his own hands then, and stared at it with the grim fascination that LIesho reserved for the
soldiersof hisenemies. “It invadestheliving sealike agoiter and smothers everything thet livesthere.
Already, the pearl beds are dying. Strange creatures of the deep wash onto the bloody shore and gasp
their dying bresth out on theland.”

Lord Chin-shi’ s voice dropped, thick with sorrow. Llesho remembered the water dragon that had saved
hislife, and imagined her lying dead upon the beach. He bowed his head, sharing anew grief with his
measter. So the lord’ s next words dipped under hisguard like aknife:

“Master Markko swearsthat the Blood Tide is the curse of the witch, Kwan-ti. He says we must find
her, and burn her, to restore the balance of heaven and earth. Only then will the seaflourish again.”

“If you are looking for curses,” Llesho snapped, “I suggest you seek closer to home and leave your
hedersto their work.”

“Master Markko aso saysthat you disappeared from the compound on the day the witch vanished, and
that you know where she has gone.”

Lord Chin-shi’ sfingers had gone white where they wrapped around the beaker of red death. Llesho
winced, and the lord frowned in concentration, carefully easing his grip on the beaker and setting it on the
floor between them. “Tell me where she has gone, boy.”

Llesho grew dizzy with sudden fear. He had forgotten his position; lured by hismaster’scam, and a
sense of well-being that rested lightly in the sunny room, he had forgotten how dangerous the man in front
of himwas. Lord Chin-shi could have him put to death with aword, and no one would deny hisright to
do so. But the pain for the dying seain the man’seyeswasredl. Llesho reached for that fact: Lord
Chin-shi loved the seg, and it was dying, and Lord Markko had told him that LIesho could make it stop.
The only problem was, he couldn'’t.

“I don’'t know where sheis,” hesaid. “1 did try to warn her, that’ strue, but she was gone before | 1eft the
compound. No one saw her escape, or would tell me anything about it.” He sat up straighter in his chair
as he had seen hisfather do countlesstimesin the palace at Kungol, though he scarcely remembered that
now, and willed hislord to listen and believe him. “ Kwan-ti is no more awitch than you are, and she
would no more hurt the sea.”

Lord Chin-shi gave aguilty sart at that and Llesho followed his glance to the beaker on the floor. He did



not comment on the similarities he saw, but added, “ Kwan-ti isaheder. And you need aliving hedler a
lot more than you need adead witch.”

“It seems, however, that | shal have neither.” Lord Chin-shi picked up the beaker and rose from his
footstool. He led Llesho to the bedroom, where atray waited on a carved and lacquered table. “Y ou
must be hungry—take what you want. For your persond safety, you will spend the night in these
gpartments and return to the compound in the morning. Rest— no one will disturb you. Do you read?’
LIesho nodded, though he redlized afterward that he had given too much away with that admission. Lord
Chin-shi did not seem to notice Llesho’ s sudden unease, but pointed to a third door in the bedroom.
“Thereisalibrary through that door if you are bored.” With that the lord took asmal plate of fruit from
the tray and returned to hisworkroom. Llesho found himself aone with the food-laden table and the big,
big bed.

He succumbed firgt to the lure of the food: thin pancakesfilled with scallions and herbs, cold dumplings
and hot ones, rice and millet and pig flesh in haf a dozen different sauces, fruitsthat grew wild on the
idand, and fruits carried down the long trade roads from far inland. Tea, and aliquor that burned and
made him cough and hisnose run.

With his ssomach full, he wandered around the bedroom for awhile, examining the country scenes
lacquered into the doors of the wardrobes and running fingerslightly over the carved figures of jade and
crystd and ivory scattered on fragile tables about the room. He avoided the big bed in his explorations,
turning to the library when he had exhausted dl the other niches and dcovesin the master’ s chamber.

He had resisted the pull of the library, because the memory of books aways brought with it the image of
his mother, and he did not want Lord Chin-shi to find him weeping over some philosophical text. But it
was gtill early in the night, and only the one door remained. He did it open along its groaning track, and
stepped insgde while an invisible hand seemed to wrap cold fingers around histhroat. A desk filled the
center of the room, with alow bench behind it and a soft, thick carpet in front. Beneath the room’ssingle
window, shaded with an oiled parchment screen, alow, cushioned divan sat next to atable with an oil
lamp on it. Shelves covered the walls from floor to celling of anarrow galery that wrapped the room and
continued the shelvesright up to the roof, where a square of tiles had been removed for awide glass
pane. A stout wooden pole propped open atrapdoor that would cover the sky window to protect the
contents of the library during sorms.

The shelves on the floor of the library were divided into wedges and stuffed with scrolls of parchment and
rolled bamboo and heavy silk. A room in hismother’slibrary had likewise been fitted for rolled
documents. Thebin stood at the top of the world, where heaven and hell touched on the heights of the
mountainsthat held the capitd city of Kungol. Through its mountain passes dl the trade of the living world
traveled, most especidly that of learning. His mother had loved knowledge. To the king's mock
astonishment, she had asked only gifts of writing from the many travelerswho stopped in the capita city
to rest on their journeysto foreign lands. Like his mother, LIesho had prized the books and scrolls and
rollsthat came to them from distant lands. He' d loved to touch them, despite the many attendants who
shooed him away while they polished and dusted.

Someday, his mother had promised, hewould learn to read them al, as Adar and Menar had done. A
heder and a poet, those brothers had teased that he must be the mathematician, since their mother was
the priest, to make the set of scholars complete. Time had seemed limitless then, of course, and he had
looked forward to many years of study with his mother and his brothers. Then the Ham came.

Llesho took down arolled bamboo and spread it out on the desk. Lord Chin-shi’slibrary, he decided,
had too much dust, too much light. Perhaps he would warn his master of the damage the € ements could
doto fragile materids: aready, the images were fading. In the upper right-hand corner, in pale shades of



blue and green, the artist had depicted a mountain waterfall, with adeity sitting cross-legged &t itsfoot. A
smdll tripod stood in. front of the deity. In one hand, he held a short wand over the tripod and in the other
hand he held avid of pills. Ancient charactersfilled the scroll beneath the image, as beautifully painted as
the work of art. Unconscioudy he curled hisfingers away from the surface, however. He could not read
the text, but he recognized the symbols of an achemist in the painted decoration, and took it for a
warning. No one was what they seemed, Lord Chin-shi least of al. With awistful sgh herolled the
bamboo up again and replaced it in its place on the shelf. Had the Lord of Pearl Idand read every one,
he wondered, or merely hoarded them like a drason on a heao of bones?

Up an open wooden stair he found the gallery ranged with codices: books with wooden covers or leather
ones, with long sheets of paper folded between them like afan. Llesho took one down, then another, but
theletters ran together, foreign and impenetrable. Another, another. A low shelf in the far corner of the
gdlery held some dusty books and L1esho went to them with anoise of disgust in histhroat for their
shabby treatment. When he reached to take one in his hands, hisfingerstingled, and when helifted it
from the shelf, he saw the dust clung only to the partsthat one could see from the ground. In al other
respects, it gppeared that someone had treated the “ codex with greeat care, oiling the leather-covered
boards and cleaning its pages.

Its pages. Opening the codex, Llesho wept. The writing was Thebin. At first, he could not read it at all,
for he had forgotten what he had learned before the raid, and the | etters looked different on paper than
they did scratched into wet sand on abeach. But gradudly, the shapes came into focus on aprayer his
mother had taught him when he was a baby, and had recited over him every night before he left her sde
for bed, until the day hisworld had ended.

Mother Goddess watch this child Protect his eyes from cruelty His fingers from mischief His heart
from sorrow.

Let him grow in courage Search with wisdom Find his destiny.

The book had many prayers, which he read with hisfingersaswell as his eyes, touching each page with
reverence and love. A few he knew, most he did not, for they concerned matters of an adult nature
unsuited for the child who had lived that life of temple and paace. Prayersfor alover, adying parent, to
bring children or the thaw. As he read each one, he heard his mother’ svoice, softly just for hisears, or
ringing to fill the Temple of the Moon, where the goddess dwelt. And he remembered her in her robes
and glory, looking out across the city square to the Palace of the Sun where her husband waited for her
to cometo himin darkness.

It hurt too much to remember, but he could not bring himself to return the book to its shelf. Curled over
it, hisfingers caressing the prayers he found there, hefdl adegp. Sometime in the night, he felt hands lift
him and arms carry him down the wooden stairs. When he was settled on the thick mattress, those hands
covered him in blankets of silk, and went away again. The comfort seemed to leech thelast bit of strength
from his bones, and he let himself sink back into nothingness. For the first time since Markko had
dragged him out of the barracks to spend his nights on the workroom floor, Llesho dept long and deeply,
without nightmares.

When he awoke, the sun was shining in hisface and he felt more a peace than he had since the Harn
raid. Then herealized that he was no longer done. Lord Chin-shi dept like the dead on the far sde of the
bed. More to the point, however, thelord’ s consort stood with her face inches from his own. Startled,
Llesho jumped to acrouch in the middle of the bed, cursing himsdf sllently for letting his guard down.
From that position he could see that Madon, his face completely blank of expression, stood in the center
of the room, while Radimus lingered in the hal with asmirk on hisface and asmal but weighty money
pouch swinging from his outsiretched fingers.



The disturbance must have awakened Lord Chin-shi, who rolled over, muzzy-lidded and bumped into
Llesho, who leaped again, thistime for the foot of the bed and escape.

“Don't let him send you back without your tip, Llesho.” Radimus gestured with the swinging purse, and
Lady Chin-shi followed this advice with a cackling laugh that set Llesho’ steeth on edge. Helooked to
Madon for an explanation, but the gladiator turned his head and pretended not to see.

“Fighting and dying you do for nothing, because they own you,” Radimus explained. “ Anything €lse, they
pay for. It' stradition.”

A system that paid adavefor eating and deeping, but not for the hard work he did every day seemed
strangeto LIesho, but Lord Chin-shi reached over and picked something up from the floor next to the
bed.

“Don't ak questions,” hesaid. “Just tekeit and go.” And hethrust four slver coinsinto Llesho’spam.

LIesho scrambled from the bed, grateful for the permission to leave more than he appreciated the coins.
Even as he was heading for the outer hall, however, he yearned to turn and enter the workroom behind
thefar door instead. Madon was watching him carefully, but said only, “Y ou haven’t had bregkfast.”

Before Llesho could speak, Lord Chin-shi’ s voice interrupted from the bed. “ Take whatever you want.”

Madon bowed. “ Thank you, my lord,” he said, and filled his hands with pieces of fruit and bread, which
he passed to Llesho asthey waked. When they were hafway down the hillside, and well away from
anyone who might overhear, Madon asked him, “Areyou al right?’

LIesho thought for several minutes before he answered. Finaly, he had to admit, “I don’t know. | wish
Kwan-ti was here.”

“Thewitch?’ Radimus asked him, and Llesho shook hishead. “Not awitch—" and he was getting tired
of saying it—"but she may be the only onewho can help us”

“Don't say that around Master Markko, unless you want to take the witch’'s place at the stake,” Madon
warned, and gave him a sharp smack on the back of his head for emphasis.

“I know,” Llesho answered. But he still wished for the hedler. He was not so blinded by Lord Chin-shi’s
kind manner that he put hisowner’ sinterestsin the dying pearl beds ahead of hisown survival, but he
knew that the healer would not alow the seato dieif she knew about it. He kept his mouth shut around
the news of the Blood Tide, however, adding it to the well of secrets he carried about with him.

In the afternoon, as LIesho joined the gladiators in armed contest, training with the trident, word came
down from Lady Chin-shi. The school would travel to Farshore on the mainland for the next competition.
And at Farshore, the school must be broken up, its competitors and students sold to pay hislordship’s
debts. The pearl beds, men whispered to one another, had given up no pearls since the witch, Kwan-ti,
had set her curse upon them before disappearing into the wind.

LIesho was going to the mainland. He would win hisfreedom there, and find his brothers, and free
Thebin, as Minigter Lleck had bid him. He did not know how he would do dl this, nor how hewould
reach Thebin, at the end of the thousand-li road, but here, today, he had silver in his pocket, and he took
hisfirst sep.

PART TWO
FARSHORE



Chapter Ten

LLESHO watched the shordline grow closer as Lord Chin-shi’ syacht cut through the Blood Tide. When
he began histraining, he had thought only of what would come &fter, reaching the mainland and searching
for hisbrothers asalowly fred ance. He hadn’t known how terrified and proud he would be to don his
own firgt set of leathers: tunic and leg wraps and cuffsto protect hiswrigts. Thiswas hisfirst step on the
road to freedom and to the salvation of his people and his country. And all he had to do waskill other
men, daveslike himsdf, for the pleasure of their masters. Someday soon it would come to that, he knew;
hewould kill or diefor the money in his purse. Asanovice with but the rudiments of histraining,
however, LIesho would not fight in this, hisfirst competition, but would participate in a demonstration of
armed combat forms with the trident. But he knew he was saying good-bye to the only life he had known
since his seventh summer, when the Harn had sold him in the marketplace. Until he had come under
Overseer Markko' s scrutiny, he' d had ahard life, but not abad one. He' d had friends, and work, and
the security of aguiding hand, first in Minister Lleck and Kwan-ti the hedler, and later in Master Den, and
even Master Jaks.

Now al of that was changing. Lleck was dead, Kwan-ti vanished. The pearl fishers had gone to market
weeks before, unable to earn their keep in the dying oyster beds. He could smell the rot rising from the
dead fish and the bodies of larger creatures floating on the surface of the sea, and he prayed the Flowing
Water form in memory of the water dragon that had saved hislife so long ago it seemed, though it had
been lessthan afull turn of the seasons.

Alone on the polished aft deck, he moved into the prayer formsthat evoked the earth to calm him.
Today, Lord Chin-shi would offer hisgladiators for salein the arena. They would compete, and Lord
Chin-shi would take home purses or lose them on the contests, but he would return to Pearl Idand
without his gladiators. Some of the men he thought of as friendswould die today, and otherswould find
themsalvestraded far away. Llesho wondered who would waste their money on an untrained boy with
no prospects of height or weight ahead of him. He remembered the lady in servant’ s clothing, who had
watched while he reved ed too much of himself with the short spear and the knife, and shivered.
Whatever her interest in him, he hoped it did not include his performance in the arena.

“You will dofine, you know.” Master Jaks wandered up from belowdecks and braced himself with both
hands on the guardrail. Looking out toward the land, so that Llesho didn’'t have to meet hiseyes, he
added. “Lord Chin-shi will make sure of that.”

“I don’t understand him,” Llesho acknowledged. “He did not bed with me, athough he wanted the others
tothink it.”

He stole aglance at Magter Jaks, who did not ook surprised at this revelation.
“Hewaskind to me.” Which had confused him, after weeks as the overseer’ s prisoner.

Master Jaks nodded sagely, but did not turn hishead to look at Llesho. “ Askind as aman can be who
would burn awitch, and who sets hisdavesto fight and diein the arenafor his pleasure.”

“| thought that was Lady Chin-shi’sdoing,” Llesho admitted. The Lord of Pearl Idand had fed him gentle
foods, and put him to bed when he had fallen adeep on the floor among the books. His workroom had
none of the smell of death that soaked into the very walls of the overseer’ s cottage. He could not
reconcile in his head the man who had shown him such mercy with the buyer and sdller of childreninthe
marketplace.

But Jaks shook his head. “Lady Chin-shi certainly takesan interest in the gladiators,” he said, “but sheis
lessinterested in the arena of combat. Lord Chin-shi would not, perhaps, wish to see his people cometo



harm, but like many good men he has aweskness for the display of martia skill, and too much liking for a
weager.”

“Isheredly afraid of witches?’ Llesho wondered what had drawn the lord’ s attention to him, he who
hed little skill asawarrior and none at al for magic.

Jaks sanswer didn’t help. “I think hislordship knows that there are wicked practitioners of the dark arts
inthe world, and would protect his home and lands from them. But if you mean, did he believe Kwan-ti
to beawitch, | think not.”

“Then why did he summon me?” Llesho knew why Lady Chin-shi had wanted Madon and Radimus
delivered to her quarters, and he figured most of the servantsin the lord' s house thought hislordship had
the same kind of interest in him. Except he hadn’t—he' d asked some questions, and then left Liesho to
his own devices while he worked.

Master Jaks turned away from the seato study Llesho’s puzzled features. “1 don’t know,” he said.
“Perhaps he has learned that you are more than you appear. But if that isso, | don’'t know why hedidn’t
sl you to your enemies, or kill you for the threat you pose.”

Llesho said nothing. He knew what lay in wait for him if the enemies of Thebin knew he was dive and
planning to take back hishomeland. If Lord Chin-shi meant him harm, or even wished to squeeze the
greatest profit out of him, there were smpler ways than putting him in the arena. Jaks might be able to tell
him, but in al the summers since the Ham had invaded Thebin, he had never spoken aoud hisidentity.
Whatever his masters knew or guessed of his origins, he could not relax the habits of caution to confidein
them. So he looked out across the water, where his future drew nearer with each surge of tide and wind.
A hundred questions bubbled up behind his tongue: How did you come here? What do you know about
me, about Thebin? What am | to you, and to the lady who watched too closely in the weapons room?
And who is she, and what is she to me? But he could not ask. With no choice that he could see, he kept
his silence and waited for amoment when the questions might be taken out and examined in safety.

“Thecity iscaled Farshore,” Jakstold him, accepting that their personal conversation had ended. “ Shan,
the capita province of the Shan Empire, isamost asfar inland as Thebin. Generations ago, when the first
emperor reached out across the land, his grasp ended here, at the place they called Farshore. It was
thought then that the world ended at the sea, which must go on forever, since no eyes could see afarther
shore. The sight so terrified the emperor’ s armies that the generals had to stand behind them with spears
and swords, and cut down their own men who tried to flee. Later, of course, the empire learned to build
boats that could dare the ocean crossings. But the city till carriesthe legacy of those old timesinits
name.

“How far isit to Thebin from Farshore?’ Llesho asked him, and Jaks gave him awarning glower.
“Too far. Don't even think of escaping.”

Llesho didn’t tell him that he thought of nothing ese, and had since the ghost of Minister Lieck had
appeared to himin the pearl beds. Everything since that day seemed to conspire to move Llesho farther
along the path to Lleck’ sgoal. He had no doubt that he would go home, and felt the presence of the
gods at hisback, like thewind in the ship’ s sails, with each step toward his objective. But he il
wondered how long the journey would be.

“It'slikeadream,” he noted, looking out toward the many-tiered city. The sharply steeped roofs and
elaborately curled eaves grew more solid as they approached.

“Shanishigger,” Jaks said, and Llesho wondered if he realized that he was reveding himsdf in hiswords.



“The palace thereis one of the great wonders of the world. But Farshore has the courage of its
contradictions. Thetalest buildings you can see are its temples— see the roofs, rising like umbrellas over
the city to protect it from the might of the sea, while to the west, the city huddles beneath the walls that
protect it from the invasionsthat inveders dwaysfear. In adl the years of the empire, Farshore has never
relaxed itsvigilant watch on the West.”

Thebin lay to the south while Shan, the jewe at the heart of the empire, lay to the north. Both were west
of the easternmogt city of the imperia expansion, and between them lay the Harn. Llesho wondered if the
Farshore walls were meant to beat back an invasion from the Harn, or were areminder to the
conguerors who had come out of the north. Who did Farshore fear most?

The yacht nudged itsway into its berth at the bustling docks, and Llesho found himsalf suddenly
surrounded by the gladiators come above decks to watch the boat reach shore. Jaks was nowhere to be
seen, but Master Den moved among the gladiators, dressed, for a change, in loose breechesthat cameto
his caves and an equally loose white shirt crossed over hisample ssomach and held in place by awide
cloth belt woven in the colors of Lord Chin-shi’ s house. Master Mar-kko, in the long robes of hisrank,
commanded the forward deck to sort out his gladiators and begin the procession to the arena, setting the
cymbal players and the drummers at the front, and ranking the fighters from foremost to least, where
Llesho found himsdlf paired with Bixei.

“Good luck,” Llesho said asthey stepped onto dry land. Bixel nodded his acknowledgment, but said
nothing.

He, too, was wearing hisfirst set of leathers, but today Bixel would participatein hisfirdt truefight inthe
arena, an equa match, and specified to first blood rather than to the death. Both boys knew that
accidents happened in the hest of battle, and sometimes not accidents but old scores found themselves
ettled on the bodies of the fighters. Llesho did not speak anymore, busy trying to maintain the stern
features and fierce demeanor that the marching gladiators affected to draw the poorer audience to the
upper decks. Asthey paraded, they |eft the warehouses and docks behind them, and wound their way
through narrow streets with ramshackle houses pressing over them, lined with cheering and jeering
mainlanders. Finaly, they came to awide thoroughfare that crossed the city like an arrow, smooth and
graight, and lined with treesladen with fragrant blossoms. Bixei jabbed him in the ribswhen hiseyes
grew too wide, but Llesho could not tear his gaze from the riches spread out before them on the
thoroughfare. On each side, set back asif the road were not worthy to touch the hem of therich
garments on either side, tall iron gates barred high walls. Insde the private barricades, the wealthy of
Farshore waited out the heeat of the day and defended themsalves from their own poor at night.

At the city limitsfarthest from the seg, the thoroughfare ended at the arena, an open area of sand and
sawdugt, with tiers of benches rising on both sides, and boxes for the owners and wealthy patrons ranked
at each end. The Governor’ s box, and the Mayor’ s box, at the center of the long north axiswere
covered with bunting of red and yellow and the whole was ranked around with banners on poleslike
soldiers standing at attention. Jaks led the procession of Lord Chin-shi’ s house to the eastern rank of
benches, where awooden door both tall and wide lay open to admit them. Under the seats, Llesho
discovered, were benchesfor the fighters, and barrels of water, and hegps of bandages. Against thewall
next to the open door rested a stack of leather dings stretched on long poles, to carry the wounded and
the dead of their house off thefield. LIesho’s ssomach clenched at these remindersthat the arenawas a
game only to the spectators: to the men who fought, it meant life or degth.

Oncethey had stowed their small bits of persond gear under the benches, Master Den led them out onto
the field where the contests would be held later in the afternoon. Lifting hisarmsin an offering to heaven,
he began the prayer forms, and the gladiatorsfdll into their ranks and followed through the cycle of



prayersto water and air and earth and fire, to sun and moon and rain and faling snow, to the growing
millet and therice floating in paddies of water, to the lotus rising out of the muck, and the snail onitsbelly
and the butterfly, sacred among gladiators who likewise grew in secret to burst forth in glory for one day,
anddie

When they were done, and Master Den had dismissed them with alow bow, Master Jaks broke them up
into pairs and teams to practice weagpons forms. Llesho went through the exercises with histrident,
leaping and stabbing, twirling somersaults over the axis of the staff of hiswesgpon. After the workout,
Master Jaks gathered the gladiators together for the blessing of the warriors, and then he led them under
the stands again, where atrestle table had been set up and laden with the most blessed foods to sustain a
man in combat. LIesho had no appetite. Histerror at al that was strange and new around him clenched
his scomach tight, but hefilled his plate anyway, like the others, so that no one would know that he was
afrad.

Bixe sat done, looking out onto the playing field with grim determination setting hisjaw. Llesho would
have shared his own plate with his sometime enemy, but Stipes aready carried an extrafor his partner.
So hefollowed, and took aseet on Bixa'’ s|eft, leaving theright Sde for Stipeswhile putting himself at a
distance from the object of Bixe’ sjedousy.

“You'll befine, Bixel. The cooks say that we will compete againgt the house of Lord Y ueh today.” Stipes
atefor amoment. “Lord Y ueh lost many of his best men to disease last season. He wishesto make a
number of purchases from Lord Chin-shi, and has wagered each match to thefirst blood only, as he does
not want the merchandise too badly damaged.” He noted Bixe’ s glum face and added, “ Of course, asa
novice, the rules of your own competition aready demanded blood only. But it means| don’t have to win
my own bout to keep my head.”

Bixe nibbled on his bread, but findly threw it down in disgust. “Lord Y ueh isnot the only buyer in
attendance, and he needs experienced fightersto rebuild his ranks, not anovice fresh from hisfirst fight.”
He sighed deeply. “1 knew, even before Lord Chin-shi lost hisfortune, that one or the other of us might
be sold or that in some future bout one of us might have to watch the other die. But Master Jaks setsdll
of hislordship’ s bouts, and he never sets old partners against each other inthearena. Lord Yuehis
known to do so to increase his sport.”

“I won't ever kill you inthe arena, boy.” Stipes cupped ahand around the back of Bixel’s neck and gave
it acompanionable shake. “And you'll never be good enough to take me, so we are safe as can be.”

Bixel didn't snap at the bait offered in that taunt, but abandoned his plate to stand by the open door and
watch the audiencefiling in. Llesho watched him go, so intent on the tension screaming from every muscle
that heforgot Stipes until he dropped ahand on Llesho’ s shoulder. “It will be dl right,” he said, but
Llesho could tdll from the pensive frown that the gladiator didn’t believe his own words. Overhead, the
sound of eager feet and the settling of benches marked the presence of the growing crowd.

“Lord Yueh wantsto buy Master Jaks,” Stipes said. “He must believe that Lord Chin-shi’ strainersare
better than his own. We must prove to him that they are.”

With that last word of encouragement, he dropped his half empty plate on the trestle table and went to
join Bixe at the open door. They argued for amoment, and then wandered away together into the
shadows. LIesho watched them go, then he put his own plate back and strolled outside to watch the
crowd pour in. Soon, theriser in front of each bench wasfilled with stamping feet asthe crowd clapped
and shouted for the gamesto begin.

Suddenly, ahush fdl, and a dozen trumpeters at the entrance to the arena heralded the coming of the



governor. Master Markko called to Llesho to take his place in the grand march around the arena, the
crowd' slast chance to view the competitors before betting closed. He responded in adaze. Thebin did
not have such games, and Llesho had not, in hisentire life, seen so many people gathered together in one
place for anything. Soon he would be apart of it. Hetook his place at the end of aline. At atone that
Master Markko had been waiting to hear, the gladiators of Lord Chin-shi’ s house strode out into the
sunlight and the sawdust.

A shout went up from the crowd, and colorful bannerswaved at them. At Master Markko's command,
the gladiators dl raised their right hands over their heads and shook their fistsin the air asthey circled the
arena. The competing houses of Farshore slords did likewise, some marching in the same direction and
some parading counter to them. The two lines met at the center of the arena, and spread out to face each
other. A fanfare sounded again, and the gladiators dropped to the ground and kowtowed deeply, with
their forelocksin the dust, forming aliving promenade of backs offered to the master’ slash. Ashe
passed, the governor flicked the ceremonia willow switch above the fighters with wordslike
“courageous,” and “vdiant,” and “dauntless’ to exhort them in their battles. In this manner the governor
made hisway to the officia box, with his consort following.

By tradition, the youngest gladiator to be blooded on that day would receive the favor of the governor’s
consort. Accordingly, the lady lifted Bixe to hisfeet; with asmile, she set her ribbon upon hisright-hand
sword and akiss upon hislips. “Winfor me, today,” she said.

L Iesho recognized that voice, and when he looked up from his ceremonia kowtow, awoman with a cool
face and eyes much older than her years was offering a smile of the mouth only to Bixei, who blushed red
under the attention. It was the woman who had tested L Iesho with the spear and the knife in the weapons
room on Pearl Idand. She showed no recognition of Llesho, but returned to the side of her husband, who
invited the audience to rise and meet their new hero, Bixel of the house of Lord Chin-shi. The governor
bowed gracioudy to the young champion of hislady, who held out her hand to him. Bixel touched his
forehead to her fingersin the ceremonid pledge, to fight valiantly in defense of her favor. The couple
bowed to the mayor and his guests, and ascended the carpeted risersto the officia box. Together the
governor and hislady took their places beneath asilk umbrelawith many tiersin recognition of their

rank.

The trumpeters again blew their fanfare, and the directors of the bout met between the two mock armies
to assign each man to his predetermined foe. LIesho had only amoment to see Bixel drawn away to face
aboy much the same age and build, but carrying apike. “Fight ingde hisreach,” Llesho thought to
himself, but then he was cdled to atend to his own demonstration. He would go through the motions of a
bout, while his opponent would do the same. Because of their youth and limited training, however, they
would not engage each other with their weapons, but perform the exercises that would display their skill
leve at adistance of afew pacesfrom each other.

His opponent carried her knife and sword far differently than Llesho did in hisown training, but he
quickly picked up the rhythm of it, and moved to counter and attack with his trident. She was good, and
Llesho wondered again why Lord Chin-shi trained no women fighters. She came at him, alittle closeon
the next pass, and he could see that she knew his attention had wandered, and that it annoyed her. “Like
dance,” hethought, and picked up the tempo of his action, meeting her next dash with the move of his
own devising he had practiced to smoothness—using the staff of histrident to support his vault, he legped
high over the sword and landed lightly behind her swing. Her right side was exposed to the blades of the
trident he brought to bear with lightning swiftness.

A ripple of applause followed the move and LIesho looked around, to see who of the more experienced
fighters had landed the admired blow, but his opponent was bowing respect to his strike, before taking



her stance again. Thistime, she moved ingde hisreach, and rested her knife lightly againgt hisgullet. “ Not
S0 pretty amove,” she conceded, “But you would be dead, and not merely blooded, if | choseto press
my advantage.” Shedid put alittle more pressure behind the knife, and Llesho froze, immohilized by the
aurprise, and hisfear that shewould truly dit histhroat if he should move.

But her arm seemed to sag alittle, and so he knocked her hand aside, fegling the burn asthe point of the
knife scratched itsway across histhroat, and when hefelt the metd clear of hisbody, he brought the
trident up, set to skewer her on itsthree sharp blades. When he stepped back to clear her reach, she
followed himin; she twisted and ducked under hisweapon and swept one foot in alow circlein front of
her, taking Llesho off hisfeet. He bounced back again before she could immobilize him with her sword,
grateful for Master Den’ slessonsin unarmed combat. The hand-to-hand forms worked just aswell, he
redized, in combination with hiswegponstraining.

Their bout came to a halt when amonitor blew thewhistle. LIiesho andlyzed his bout as he had been
taught. His opponent sucked in air harshly, in broken gasps, while Llesho till breathed normally, if
perhaps alittle faster than he would at rest. Clearly, if the monitor hadn’t stopped the bout, he would
have won it, thanks to his Thebin capacity to control his bresthing. But in atrue bout, the results would
have been less certain. He would have had first blood when he caught her by surprise with histrident
leap, but she would have taken the prizein afight to the degth.

He thought that, as he had tricked her with amove she had never seen, she had dso tricked him with her
sex. Hedidn't expect awoman to be able to fight, and had not guessed that her fight would be different
from aman’s, going for the quick kill rather than awearing down and wounding over the course of an
extended bout. Her strategy made sense, but he knew he would have to work hard at making up for his
lack if hewanted to survive in competition to the desth. And his plans cdled for staying aivelong enough
towin hisfreedom.

He bowed respect for his opponent’ s skill, as she bowed to his. Then she shocked him to the core of his
being when she turned to the monitor and said, “1’ll take him. Lord Chin-shi may have his price; have him
cleaned up and delivered before the victory banquet tonight.”

The monitor bowed low and she departed, not toward the staging area under the benches, but up the
carpeted risersto the governor’ s box, where she took a seat behind the governor and his consort. Liesho
could see that she was il breathing heavily, and she wiped her arm across her brow to clear the sweat
streaking it, but the governor made no comment, just raised a sardonic eyebrow at her and leaned over
the balustrade to examine her purchase. Llesho stared up at them, dumbly, until the monitor of his bout
took him by thearm.

“Come on, boy, you arein theway here,” he said, and nudged LIesho in the direction of the door that
would take him into the staging area bel ow the eastern benches. “Wait with your own house; someone
will be down to fetch you soon enough.”

The smdl of blood under the benches amost covered the smell of sweet and the body’ s fighting humors
discharging in vapors off the skin of the gladiators. Bixe lay on the trestle table. A bandage aready
wrapped hisforehead, with an extra thickness over hisright eye and a piece of leather clenched tightly in
his teeth. He grimaced as Master Den cheerfully bound up awound on histhigh. “That pretty face of
yourswill hedl clean,” Master Den commented as he wrapped the thigh with bandages, “ But your new
measter will enjoy playing ‘find the scar’ with thisone. And | hear that hetips very well.”

Stipes, with no sign of injury on him, was glaring at Master Den, but before the bandaging was done, a
guard poked his head through the open doorway to announce the arrival of Lord Chin-shi with Lord
Y ueh. Lord Y ueh entered with the boastful swagger of aman who judges his own courage and skill by



the success of his gladiators, and who has thus proved himself victor. Lord Chin-shi followed with the
desperate look of aman who has lost everything on the toss of a coin, and now asks himsdf how he
could have been so foolish asto gamble against a crooked house.

Their two very different consorts followed behind: Lady Chin-shi boldly examined the gladiatorsin their
various states of nakedness and coverings of bandages, while the much younger Lady Y ueh trembled in
the wake of the party, her sad eyes downcast and her cheeks red with embarrassment. She looked,
LIesho thought, like adave newly brought to market, shamed by her newfound station in life and unsure
what that station would bring. Her husband was pointing among Lord Chin-shi’ s gladiators. Master
Markko took his place at the side of hislord to record the sales.

“Madon, of course.” Lord Y ueh pointed to the gladiator, who sat resting hisweight on the table. The
wound on his chest had not yet been tended; it leaked ared trail down his naked torso, but he did not
seemto noticeit. “Heismine by therules of the contest,” Lord Y ueh added with asmirk. He seemed to
enjoy Lord Chin-shi’ s discomfiture.

Madon stared at his new owner with predatory aggression stamped upon his jaw, the reek of battle and
blood gtinking on his damaged muscles, and Llesho permitted himsdf atiny shudder. The rules of
gladiatorial combat were clear. If, in afight to the blood only, acompetitor should kill his opponent, his
own person was forfeited to the offended lord, whose property had been taken from him in the unfair
contest. In such cases, the primary owner had the right to punish his dave for the damage he did to the
honor of hishouse, and for the cost to hishouse of the gladiator’ s flesh and skill. It was not unusua for
the offending gladiator to die of his chastisement, with his dead body presented to the holder in payment
of the blood debt.

It made no sense. Madon, rumor had it, had refused al deadly combat since alord with too many
gambling debts had shifted the order of his own gladiatorsto give Madon a battle to the death with his
old lover. They were both good, and hislover had not died quickly of her wounds. After days had
passed, when Madon had redlized that she could not recover, he had sneaked into his opponent’s
encampment at the outskirts of the city and had dit her throat while she thrashed in the fever nightmares
that boiled her brain. Madon had returned half mad, the barracks story was whispered, and had
recovered dowly. He had made avow that he would not kill again, and it was said that Lord Chin-shi
had honored hisvow. Aslittle as he knew Madon, LIesho was sure that he had not broken his vow
deliberately. Lord Y ueh, it seemed, had found away to bresk it. And now Madon belonged to Lord

Y ueh.

Hislordship, however, had passed on from an examination of hisprize. “That one,” he said, pointing at
Stipes. He skipped over Pel and Bixel, seemed not to notice Llesho at first, and gestured at Radimus. He
sorted out the rest of the stable in a manner that seemed unthought but left him with the most experienced
of Lord Chin-shi’ s stable, and Radimus, whom he chose with athoughtful gleam in hiseye. Of his
selections, only Madon had awound.

Lord Chin-shi examined the list, and nodded his head in agreement. “Radimuswill need further training
before heisready for afight to the death,” he said. “Heisfull grown, but new to the arena. Madon
should do well as ateacher, he has studied with Master Jaks and Master Den for many years, and
knowstheir techniqueswell. And in terms of sKill, heisthe equd of Jaks, and inferior only to Master Den
in hand-to-hand.”

“I intend to fight Madon in the arenafor at least another year or two, if he survives” Lord Y ueh said with
atwisted leer. He clearly expected Lord Chin-shi to kill the man who may have ruined his chances at
financia recovery with the deathblow in the arena. 1 had hoped to purchase the teacher, Master Jaks, to
replacethetrainer | lost to the fever.”



“Y ou should have spoken sooner,” Lord Chin-shi bowed apologetically. “ Another bidder made an offer,
and the contract has already been signed.”

“Am | come at an inopportune time, honored Srs?’ A stranger dressed in the sumptuous layers of alord,
but with athin gold chain around his throat that marked him as the persond dave of some great house,
joined thelords at their negotiations.”

“Not at dl,” Lord Chin-shi gave the stranger athin amile. “1 wasjust explaining to Lord Y ueh why
Master Jaksis not available for his purchase.”

Lord Y ueh bowed deeply to the newcomer, and his face when he straightened had grown very pale. “I
understand completely, my lord.”

“Still and dl,” the stranger said with a pointed glance in Madon’ sdirection, “you seem to have done well
enough for yourself today, Y ueh.”

“Yes, my lord.” To Llesho'sastonishment, Y ueh bowed again, dmost groveling at the feet of the wedlthy
house dave.

“Who ishe?’ Llesho whispered to Stipes, who answered, “With luck, you will never find out.”

If luck wereinvolved, Llesho thought, he wasin trouble. Lord Y ueh, who had ignored him in hisfirst hunt
through the ranks, had returned to face LIesho. He was now looking at him with the hungry eyesof a
wolf. “Throw the boy in and we will cdl al debts canceled,” he said. “Not worth the value of the debt, of
course, but he appealsto me.”

The siranger cast acardlessglance at Llesho in hiscorner. “| think he smineaswell,” he said, and with a
last look around caught sight of Bixel with hiswounds newly dressed on thetable. “And I'll take thisone
on hisexcdllency’ sauthority. We can arrange the fee at your convenience.”

Bixe started to rise, but Master Den pushed him back down again. “The boys are much in need of
further training before they will be of useto you,” Den said.

The stranger gave him a soft smile. “ And they don’t like each other much, do they?” he asked.
“Not redly.”

“Timewill changethat.” The stranger bowed to Master Den, but gave only the dightest tilt of hishead to
the lords, who returned the gesture of respect.

Lord Y ueh hestated, asif he was hoping the other man would leavefirg, but the stranger waited
patiently. Findly, Lord Y ueh made another bow.

“Send my property dong before nightfall,” he said of his purchases. With alast furtive glance a Llesho,
he darted out from under the benches and made hisway to hisbox, leaving his consort to follow as best
she could.

Lord Chin-shi’ s competitions were over, his house crashed about his head, but other houses remained,
offering higher stakes. Lord Y ueh waswell known for betting death matches.

When Y ueh had gone, Madon leaned heavily on the table for amoment before pushing off and
presenting himsdlf to hislord. Hefdll to hisknees, his eyesround as copper coins with the shock, and
bowed his heed, waiting for hisfate.



“His man was drugged to induce madness, you know.” The stranger addressed Madon, who made no
moveto rise or answer the stranger.

“Onbdance,” the stranger continued, “ his excellency decided that the lives of two men could not stand in
the way of peacein the provinces.”

Lord Chin-shi set hishand on Madon's shoulder, but addressed the siranger: “ The Blood Tide?” Llesho
recogni zed that soft tone, saw the whedlswithin whedlsin Lord Chin-shi’ seyes and theironic haf-amile
that accompanied the stranger’ s shrug.

“The source of that plague, like the source of fever in Y ueh’s compound, remains hidden to us.”

“It was none of my doing,” Lord Chin-shi assured him, and the stranger shook his head. “1 thought not.
Had it been so, of course, the peace would have been broken, and we would be a war, and not sharing
entertainments together.” He spoke ironically, his eyesfixed on the back of Madon’sheed, but hisfase
smile hdd awarning. The governor had weighed the life of an honorable gladiator and the fortunes of one
lord againgt the threat of war in the province, and he had decided. He put out hishand, and into it Lord
Chin-shi placed the strangling rope.

“Relax,” the stranger said, and tipped Madon’ s head back to rest upon hisleg. Then with amovement
Llesho could hardly follow, the cord was around Madon’ s throat, and the harsh “ snagp” of bone cracking
cuttheair likean ax. “I’'msorry,” the stranger said, and when he released the cord, Madon fell dead at
hisfeet. “Have him ddivered to Lord Y ueh with my regards.”

He strode to the open doorway without looking at the body on the ground, but turned to Master Jaks
amogt as an afterthought.

“Bring the boys,” he said, and for amoment he was nothing but an absencein the light of the doorway.
Then hewas gone.

“Whoishe?’ Llesho whispered to Stipesin the frozen silence that followed, but it was Master Jaks who
answered the question. “His nameis Habiba. He isthe governor’ switch.”

Lord Chin-shi shivered in his heavy robes. In the corner, his consort wept silently, her asams around
Radimus neck. “We areruined,” she moaned into the sweaty |eather that covered his chest, “ Ruined.
Andthat Yuehisto blame”

“Not Yueh,” Lord Chin-shi corrected her carefully, his attention fixed on the body at hisfeet. “But fate,
What man can wage war againgt hisfate?’

“A trueman,” hiswifetaunted him. Shelet her ams dip from Radimus' neck, trailed questing fingers
down hisarm until she could catch hishand in hers, and led the gladiator deeper into the shadows.

Lord Chin-shi did not look away from Madon’'s body. “Y ou’' d better go,” he said, with avague gesture
at Master Jaks. The teacher bowed, though hislordship did not see him or anything beyond the inward
vison of hiseyes ashewaked «way, into the sunlight of the arena.

“Damn,” Stipes muttered. He helped Bixei to stand and supported him to the door, where Master Jaks
commanded aleather ding and two servantsto carry him. LIesho followed through a silence that had
grownthick intheair, like acoming storm.

As he moved from under the benches and into the sun, he saw a splash of brightly colored silk crumpled
inascarlet pool that was quickly soaking into the dust. Lord Chin-shi lay dead, hisown knife buried in
his heart. Master Jaks did not stop, or even dow his small procession, but stepped past hisformer lord



without looking down. Llesho swallowed hard, and tightened his handsinto fists, but followed the leed of
histeacher. Bixe gritted histeeth, but the tearsleaked from his eyes anyway. Llesho didn’t know if he
cried for Stipes, gone from hislife forever, or for hislord, now dead at his own hand, or for the fate that
awaited them in the wake of the governor’ switch.

Llesho dmodt felt guilty that he still had Master Jaks, histeacher, while Bixel had nothing. But Minister
Lleck had taught him to plot his course and then take one step toward it at atime, focused on that one
step completely until the next. He was agladiator, more or less, and off Pearl 1dand—steps one and two
on his path—but an empire s reach from Thebin. Before he could decide his next move, he had to figure
out where thislast one had taken him. With Lord Chin-shi dead, there was certainly no way back.

Chapter Eleven

HE stranger, Habiba, led them to adoor in the thick wall that circled the arena. He handed Llesho a
torch and, with asnap of hisfingers, set the fuel-soaked end of it on fire. The bearers carrying Bixel
followed, then Master Jaks, who closed the door before lighting his own torch at Llesho’ sflame. They
werein along tunnel that doped gently until Llesho was sure they were no longer inside thewall, but
were under the arenaiitsdf. Theroar of the crowd was muted here, though the pounding of so many feet
thundered over their heads and shook dirt into their hair. Llesho wondered if the roof of the tunnel would
hold, but neither Habiba nor Jaks seemed concerned, so he turned his attention to figuring out where they
were going. Away from the main entrance, that was clear. Since he hadn’t seen anything beyond the
arena at the outskirts of the city, he couldn’t tell much other than that they were heading away from the
direction in which they had come.

They passed other tunnels feeding into the one they followed. One, with aheavy door barring their
entrance, LIesho thought must lead from the official boxes of the governor and mayor of Farshore
province and city. Just as he had started to wonder if the whole trip would be taken underground, the
floor of the tunnel began to rise again, until they faced a closed door and nowhere else to go. The door
had no handle. LIesho pushed, but the door didn’t budge.

“Locked,” he said, and Habibamoved past him with atight little smile.
“Aren’t we lucky we have the key?’ he asked, though he carried nothing but allit torch.

Habiba waved his hand over the door and muttered a phrase that LIesho couldn’t hear. Then he gavethe
door alight tap. It opened inward and Llesho jumped back, crashing into Bixe’ slitter in hiseffort to
avoid being hit by the door.

“Get off me!” Panic edged Bixei’ s sharp voice, and he gave LIesho a shove that overbaanced the
aready precarious bearers and propelled LIesho out into the gloomy light of the minor sun. Hewas
gtanding donein awood of low, gnarled ginkgo treesthat stank of fallen fruit in the quickening breeze of
nightfall. A moment later, Jaks exited the tunnel, followed by Bixe on hislitter. Habiba came last; when
they had al assembled outside the secret passage, he turned to secure the door with another wave of his
hand. Again he accompanied the flourish with amuttered charm, but Llesho wondered if it wasn't redly
the tap on the door itsdf, at the center of a coiled dragon carved into its surface, that sedled the tunndl.

Jaks seemed to know the way; he led their little band no more than a quarter li to alane canopied by the
twisted branches of ancient trees on each side. The lane' s deep, sinuous curves snaking through the
forest hid them from anyone coming up from behind, but likewise hid from their Sght anything waiting for
them ahead. At first, when Llesho could see no houses or temples, he thought they must be leaving the
city. Then the stranger rounded a bend and disappeared between two ordinary looking trees at the side
of theroad. Master Jaks followed, with the ding carrying Bixe right behind him, and Llesho took adeep



breath and dipped between the same trees.

He found himsdlf on a carefully manicured path set with flagstones of varying sizesthat artfully mimicked
the meandering flow of astream. The flagstone wak led them to a series of low-roofed structures. A
network of ponds and waterways separated the buildings from each other while aseries of gracefully
arched bridges connected them again. The dim light of the minor sun wrapped the whole in a soft green
dumber. Dumbfounded, LIesho stared back the way he had come and saw behind him astonewal rising
higher than his head. From the lane that wall had been invisible. Not just out of sSight, he redlized, but
invisible, hidden by some spdll that buried the quiet garden in deeper privacy than even the high stone
wall. Bixel had likewise |ooked back, and he met LIesho’ s astonishment with an attempt to look worldly,
but missed.

“What have we got into?’ Bixel asked him with alook, and LIesho’s answering glance said, “ Trouble.”

That Master Jaks showed no surprise at al only made mattersworse, asfar as LIesho was concerned.
The governor’ switch: Llesho wanted to know what his teacher knew about witches and witchcraft, and
why he had let Llesho suffer through months of Overseer Markko' s torment in search of answers Master
Jaks could have given him for the asking. But they were crossing one of those fragile looking bridges,
over apond on which pink-and-white lotus flowers rose on stems above the water, swaying in the dight
breeze.

On the other side, they passed under the roof of a gatehouse that led them into a private garden where a
pale, cold woman waited to greet them. Llesho recognized her. She had tested him with the short spear
and the knife in the weapons rooms on Pearl Idand, and she had accompanied the governor when he
greeted the gladiators in the arena. Master Jaks bowed with bland courtesy, asif to astranger, so Llesho
did the same. He trusted Jaks, though he was beginning to wonder why, as he worried about what plot
not of hischoosing he had unwittingly faleninto.

The woman opened her armsto greet them with a caculated smile that warred with something darker in
her eyes. “The governor of Farshore Province welcomesyou to hisservice,” shesaid. “Y ou will need
rest, of course—especialy the young one with the wounds. Habibawill take care of your papersand
show you to your quarters. And hewill answer your questions.”

The governor’slady gave adight nod of dismissa, then she turned and entered one of the low wooden
houses that surrounded the garden. When the door did into place behind her, Llesho could not tell where
it had been.

The stranger, Habiba, bowed to Master Jaks and smiled at the boys. “Thisway,” he said, and gestured
toward another bridge, leading deeper into the complex of houses and waterways. Over the bridge,
down a path between two dightly larger buildings with two tiers of curled roofs they followed him, to a
small house with fragile, greased parchment screensfor walls. Habiba did a screen aside, and they
entered the office of an overseer. The bearers of Bixa’slitter set him down and departed, leaving the
novices done with their teacher and the governor’ switch.

Habiba went to the elegantly fragile desk and pulled out a sheaf of papers, turning first to Master Jaks.
“Do you have your prize-book?’

Jaks reached into hislesther tunic and pulled out aworked lesther case that hung by acord around his
neck. From the case he pulled asmall book, which he handed to the overseer.

Habiba opened Jaks' prize-book and studied it for amoment. “Y ou were close to winning your freedom
when Lord Chin-shi put an end to your aspirations, Master Jaks.”



“Lord Chin-shi pulled me from the arena before | had earned my price,” he confirmed. “Hislordship
vaued my skill asateacher, and did not wish to lose my servicesto desth or manumission.” Master Jaks
recited hishistory in aflat voice, but Llesho saw the musclesin histeacher’ sthroat tighten with restraint.
Manumission: the freeing of adave. What emotionsthe master hid, Llesho could not see, but he imagined
them much as hisown at his captivity: a hdpless rage more suited to a child than the powerful
man-at-arms.

“Some day you must tdll the tale of how a hero with the bands of an assassin on hisarm landed himsdlf in
thearenaat al,” Habiba commented, “and how it wasthat your kin alowed the dight to remain on their
honor for so long.”

“I haveno dan,” Magter Jaks answered with avoice like stcone faling on stone. “My family dl lie dead.”

L Iesho remembered the bodyguard who had died to keep him safe. Was he your brother? hewanted to
ask. Your family, did they all die fighting at Kungol, too few against the invading horde? But he
could say nothing in front of Bixel or the governor’ switch, who flitted an expressonless glance over
LIesho before returning his attention to Master Jaksin front of him.

“So | have heard.” Habiba reached for a chop and an inkstone, asif the conversation had revealed the
likelihood of rain, not the destruction of a clan of mercenaries and assassins.

“Her ladyship’sfamily rules, in the emperor’ sgrace, at Thousand Lakes Province, wheredavery is
outlawed,” Habiba explained, hisvoice soft but commanding, and terriblein its quiet anger. Therewasno
comfort in hisvoice—awarrior would acknowledge no need of comfort—but Llesho felt the softness of
hiswords tame some hurt hefelt in his own bresst.

Master Jaks inclined his head, an acceptance of comradeship if not peace.

“According to her marriage contract with his grace, the governor of Farshore Province, her ladyship’s
household shall aways be amirror in which she may see the Thousand L akes reflected. No one serves
hereasadave”

He stamped Master Jaks' prize-book with the governor’ s chop and returned it solemnly. “ The gift to his
lady of your freedom has cost hisexcellency very little.”

Habiba then held out the contract with its blue sedl. *'Y our manumission papers,” he said, andadded, “her
ladyship would like to hire you, Freeman Jaks, to train the warriorsfor her house. The contract is here,”
he offered a second folded packet. “If you need someoneto read it to you, ascribe will be supplied for
you.”

“1 canread,” Jaksinformed him.

Habibanodded. “Inthat case,” he said, “shall | offer you rest inthe guards quarters, or in the guest
quarters?’

“In the guest quarters, until | have read the contract.”

Habiba gave them the blank smile of officials everywhere. “If you choose to accept the contract,” he
sad, “thiswill beyours.” He handed Master Jaks adim gold chain like the one he wore around hisown
neck. “It marks one asbeing in his excellency the governor’ s service, and should be worn &t officia
functions and when representing the household in aforma capacity.” The overseer’ s smile seemed more
genuine when he added, * Her ladyship does ask that you leave it at homeif you decideto go
pleasure-seeking in the city, so that no scanda may fall upon hislordship. At any other time, you may



wesr it asyou choose for the protection this house may afford you.”

Master Jaks took the gold chain and dipped it into the leather case where his prize-book had rested. “I
will keep that in mind,” he said, and bowed histhanks for the papers he now held in his hand.

So the gold chain had not marked Habiba as adave in this household, as L1esho had believed. He
wondered how much difference there truly was between a free man who acted the dave, and the dave he
pretended to be, but Habiba did not look like he invited the question.

“Asfor theboys,” Habiba continued, “ her ladyship faces adilemmaand must, for atime, bow her head
to the decree of the land. Hisdivinity, the Celestid Emperor, has foreseen the possibility that the
unwanted infants of daves may be cast upon the mercy of the empire for their upkeep. The empire has
enough progtitutes and thieves dready, and further has no wish to act as nursemaid to the castoffs of its
lords and nobles. The law therefore requires that children born or bought into davery must remain the
property of the daveholder, with dl the responsbilities that entail to property ownership, until the youthful
dave has developed the skillsto sustain hisor her own life at no expense to the empire.”

“I don't understand,” Llesho said, though it terrified him to speak up in front of the governor’ switch.
“What doesdl of that mean?’

The witch, Habiba, leveled the full power of his gaze on Llesho, and LIesho quaked on theinside but held
his ground. He had adestiny, and had better start acting like it or he’ d spend the rest of hislife hiding like
arabbit.

“It means, Llesho, that in the eyes of the law, you and your friend will remain the private property of her
ladyship until you pass your seventeenth summer. During that time you will each choose atrade according
to your talents and needs, and at the end of that time, when you have proved to the governor, in
accordance with the laws of the empire, that you can provide for your own needs, you will receive
these—" helifted from his desk two packets sealed with blue ribbons. Manumission papers. Freedom.
And dready signed, or they would not have the governor’ s seal on them.

“What do you want to do with your life, Llesho?’

LIesho met the witch’ s gaze. The man would think him afoal if hetold him the truth, or he would think
him aspy and atraitor. By law, the entrails of a spy weretorn out in the public square, their placein the
oy’ sbody filled with hot cod's, and the flesh sewn together around the coa s with whipcord. The coals
cauterized the wounds while they burned the hidden flesh; it took along timeto die. Llesho had dready
seen the witch' sidea of mercy—Madon was dead—so he said nothing about his quest.

“I only wishto serve,” hesaid.

Habiba studied hisface for along moment. He must have seen the color disappear, the life fading behind
the stone of LIesho’ s eyes, because he sighed and broke the contact to glance over to Bixel, including
him in the questionsto follow.

“Can you read and write?” he asked, and Llesho answered, “Yes,” while Bixe shook his head.
“Sums?’

“A little bit,” Llesho said, and Bixel shook hishead again. No one trained daves destined for the arenaiin
the arts of the nobility, and Llesho little knew how much he had given away about himsdf with hissmple
assartions of truth.

But Master Jaks did understand. “ An educated dave, aprisoner taken in battle from the same land as



Llesho, took an interest in the boy when he worked in the oyster beds. He taught the boy alittle of
reading and arithmetic.”

Which gave scant credit to Llesho’ s paace tutors, and shied the truth abit about Lleck’s
captivity—not abattle, but an invasion, thefew left dive dragged into captivity behind the horses of the
conquerors.

Llesho kept his mouth shut about that, too. He liked his guts exactly where they were, thank you. Liked
his head in its current position, too, though beheading as an enemy of the state was preferable to the end

of agpy.
Habiba accepted Magter Jaks explanation with awry twist of his mouth around the sour taste of doulbt.

“Canyoufight?’ he asked. Bixe, from hislitter on the floor, answered “Y esl” while LIesho shrugged his
shouldersand said, “A little”

“ Spells? Incantations?’

“NO!" both boys answered in unison. Bixe responded with the usua horror of the unknown, but Llesho
could not hide the shuddering dread of the months he had spent chained in Markko’ s workroom.
Suddenly, it was too much for him, and histraitorous legs betrayed him. He sank to the floor in front of
the governor’ switch, and covered hisface to hide his shame. “1 don’t know anything,” he cried.
“Nothing!”

Cringing at the humiliation, hedid not &t first fed the gentle hand on his shoulder, the man reaching to
draw his pamsaway from his eyes. Habiba, the governor’ switch, knelt before him, dl theirony and
forma distance fled from his eyes, which were warm, and sorrowful, and full of understanding that ran
deeper than LIesho understood himsdif.

“It'sdl right,” Habiba said. “Mistakes were made with you, but no one will hurt you here.”

When the witch rose to hisfeet, he seemed moretired, older than he had just moments ago, and when he
shook hishead, Master Jaks looked stricken and guilty, though why, Llesho didn’t know.

“Maybe later, when we gain histrust,” Habiba said. “We |l see what Kaydu can work with him, but he
may never redize hispotentid.”

“Her ladyship will be disappointed,” Master Jaks pointed out, and Habiba sighed again.

“Before we make any decisions, let’ s see what Kaydu can accomplish. Have you thought enough about
her ladyship’ s offer of employment?*

“I haven't read the contract yet,” Master Jaks replied, with a bitter laugh. He gave Llesho along,
thoughtful look. “But, yes, | agreeto her terms. Whatever they are” He drew out the packet and opened
it, took the pen Habiba offered, and quickly sketched the characters of his name.

Habiba smiled, graciousin victory. “I’ll have the servants put you in guards quarters after al. Asyour
first duty, you will work with Kaydu on training.”

Master Jaks nodded. “1 suppose I’ [l have to keep her chain, now.”

“Intime, you will find that it weighslightly a the throat,” Habibareplied. “It isthe chains you cannot see
that bind you.



“For the boys, silver.” He held out achain to Bixe, who set it around his neck asif it had been a gift, and
not asymbol of his servitude. He did not offer the chainto LIesho’s hand, but settled it himsdlf around the
neck of the boy. And something in hiseyestold Llesho that the last words to Master Jaks had been
meant for him aswell. Not the chains he could see, but the ones he couldn’t. Still, the one he could see
was coming off just as soon as he was out of the overseer’ s office.

“Bixe,” the overseer asked, “doesthelife of awarrior suit you?’ and Bixel answered, “Yes, gr,” with
speed and abit of arrogance considering that he could not, at that moment, stand under his own power.
“| am afighter by trade, Sr.”

“Perhaps not yet,” the overseer commented, “But with time. | think you have, indeed, found your caling.
Takehimtotheinfirmary,” he said to Master Jaks. “When heis hedled of hiswounds, wewill decide
whereto put him.”

“Yes, dr.” Magter Jaks managed to make hisbow ironic. LIesho wished he could do that, and decided
that he wasin enough trouble asit was.

“Asfor you.” He studied Llesho’s closed face with aserious frown. “1 have been led to believe that you
will be pleased with your accommodations. Y ou can train with the guards, and then come here for scribal
training with the clerks. Once you sttlein, we' Il see”

Llesho didn’t like the sound of that “We'll see.” Habiba had said nothing about sending him off to
decorate hislordship’sbed or chaining him with the poisonsin an achemist’ sworkroom, which meant he
was dready ahead of where he’ d been. With an effort, therefore, he subdued his panic, determined to
wait and see where this next step would take him. In the meantime, he would learn dl he could. But he
serioudy wondered how this put him any closer to hisgod.

Chapter Twelve

HABIBA summoned the litter bearers and instructed them to take Bixel to theinfirmary. Asthey left the
overseer’ s office with their burden of objecting gladiator-in-training, ayoung woman with dirt stresking
her nose and swesat beading at her temples squeezed past them in the doorway and bowed carelessly.
Then she wrapped her arms around Habiba' s neck for aquick hug. Presently she released his neck, but
held onto hisarm while she gave Llesho a swift glance that inventoried him down to histoes

“So you found him,” she said, and grinned.
Llesho stared at her like she' d sprouted a second head, while the color rose in hisface.

“Let meintroduce my daughter,” Habibasaid, “Kaydu, Master Jaks. | believe you have aready met our
young friend.”

“Yes, indeed,” shesad. “I’d put my money on hisskill in ablooding fight, but in afight to the death, |
would bet on his opponent even if it was my great aunt Silla.”

Asadave, Llesho redized he shouldn’t have been surprised that what seemed to be a courtesy
introduction quickly turned into an anadlysis of his potentia in thering, but it rankled. He straightened his
spinewith abit of theregd tilt to hischin he reserved for humiliating Situations. Master Jaks shot him a
warning glance, though, and he lowered his eyes, chastised. Until he decided for himsdlf whether hewas
among friends or foes, he knew it was't safe to give the sharp-eyed witch and his daughter any moreto
study about him than they adready had. But Master Jaksrolled his eyes with adight shake of the head.
Too late, then. Habiba had dready seen, and had dready drawn his own silent conclusions behind sharp,
hooded eyes.



“You think hewon't kill?” the witch asked his daughter, asif Llesho weren't even in the room.
“I can hear, and speak,” Llesho reminded them. “If you want to know something, ask me.”

“Llesho—" Jaks began with a stern frown. Habibaraised a hand to stop the teacher, and turned the
blazing intengity of his scrutiny upon Llesho for amoment before the naked ca culation disappeared
behind ablandly polite facade. He tsked areprimand, but did ask, “Have you ever killed aman,
Llesho?’

“ NO, but_u
“Then you don't know how you will react when the time comes.”
“Nether does she—"

At Habiba s silent command Master Jaks had stood alittle gpart from the verbal skirmish, hisarms
crossed over hischest asif to hold in check his own worried response to the questioning, but he spoke
up now. “Kaydu isright, of course. At least, he would not kill in the games—I am sure of it.”

“Wedon't train gladiators here, as you well know, Jaks. We need to know if he could kill in battle, or to
savehislife, or thelife of hischarge againg assassins.”

LIesho would have objected again that they were ill talking about him asif he weren't there, but
Habiba swords robbed him of anything to say. Assassins?

“I don't think hewould kill & al, for any reason, now,” Kaydu continued her assessment. “ Certainly not
to save hisown life—he s been taught he' sworthless for more than haf of it. Maybe, though, to save
someone ese, but it might destroy him if hehad to do it.”

“Y ou haven't seen him work with aknife,” Jaks said. “He only knows one way to handle the traditiona
Thebin blade; | suspect he was letha even at seven. And I’'m not sure he hasn't killed before, though he
certainly hasn’t since he cameto Pearl 1dand.”

“If he has, the memory is buried deep,” Kaydu said. “I saw no evidence of the knowledge of death by his
hand when we fought.”

Without warning, Master Jaks reached back with hisright hand and dipped a Thebin blade from a sheath
at the back of his neck. He threw, hisaim perfect and centered on LIesho’s heart. Ingtinctively, Llesho
adjusted his stance, and when the knife gpproached, he had turned his side to it and stepped out of its
way. In the same motion, he plucked the knife out of the air and sent it spinning back at the thrower. Jaks
was prepared for the move, but il the blade nicked him midway up his bicep before embedding itsdlf in
awooden beam in thewall. If Jaks had not moved when he had, the knife would have pierced his heart,
the same target he had aimed at himsdif.

He clenched the fingers of hisleft hand over the wound in hisright arm. “Den’ s been working with him,”
he said, “But he cameto uswith that and other equally deadly movesfor close work in hisbag of tricks.
Asfar as| cantel, with aknife he knows only how to kill.”

Aghadt, LIesho stared at the blood dripping from histeacher’ sarm. Never, in al the weeks of Den's
ingtructions, had he ever drawn blood with the blade. He had become so secure in practice that he had
stopped thinking of it asweaponstraining at al; he had worked the knife asa pure form, like prayer, to
be perfected for its own sake. Killing was the part of being agladiator that he hadn’t taken into
congderation when he' d decided to follow this course to freedom. And Master Jaks could have paid
with hislifefor the oversight. LIesho’'s mind rejected the nagging insstence that Master Jaks' thrown



blade might have killed him instead. The teacher had known what would happen, and still, he had put his
lifein Llesho’shands. And LIesho had dmost taken it from him.

“I'msorry,” he sammered, and clamped his hand over his mouth. “I am going to besick.”

“Don’t!” Kaydu took hisarm and ran with him out of the overseer’ s office, to acorner of the house
crowded with green growing things. “Now, you can go ahead—no one will see you, and you won't be
thefirgt to honor these bushes. Y ou don’t ever defile his house, though. It would take weeksto purify it
again, and thetime could cost us dearly.”

She spoke to him more as an equal now, and he wondered if he’ d somehow won her respect under false
pretenses. He hadn't killed, and even the thought of doing so left him squatting in the bushes bringing up
histonglslike ababy. But she crouched beside him and shook hisarm to get his attention.

“It'snothing to be ashamed about,” she gestured with ashift of her shoulder at the bushes he had poured
hisgraces out on, “I won't fight with aman who could come that closeto killing afriend and remain
unmoved.”

LIesno supposed that she meant to comfort him, but her words had the opposite effect. He had come
within inches of killing Master Jaks; only the fact that the teacher knew he would react with adeadly
counterattack had kept Jaks alive. Llesho started to shake. Histeeth clicked with the spasmodic
clenching of hisjaw that caught histongue and bit to the quick.

“No,” he sad, rocking himsdlf to ease the trembling while his arms wrapped his belly, which threatened
to turn itsdlf ingde out again. “No, no, no, no, no.”

“Shock,” Kaydu informed him, and dragged him to hisfeet. He managed to follow her, putting one foot
infront of the other even though he couldn’t fed hisarmsor legs anymore. Sheled him to the door of the
overseer’sofficeagain, but did not goiin.

“He needs something hot to drink, and about ten hours of deep,” she informed the two men inside.

“Take him, by al means, and get him settled,” Hab-ibasaid. “I’ [l explain his absence from theformal
audience with the governor somehow.” .

Master Jaks said nothing, but he lowered his eyes when Llesho caught his glance. Before he'd hidden his
fedings LIesho caught regret but not gpology in the teacher’ s eyes. From somewherein the terrified
fragments of his past, a Thebin teaching surfaced in hismind. “Y ou can't force self-knowledge. Y ou can
only make an opportunity for the seeker to find himsdf.” Wasthat what Master Jaks had been doing with
that little trick? Making an opportunity for Llesho to know himsdf asakiller, trained to be so from the
cradle— the murderer of afriend? He did not want this knowledge, refused to embrace it as part of
himsdf. He did not, would not, kill. Kaydu had said it, and Habiba had agreed with his daughter. Only his
teacher marked him as ataker of life. Only the man who had trained him, and watched him, and knew
him.

If the pond benegath the bridge they crossed had been deep enough, he would have thrown himself in and
drowned. The water was shallow and reed-clogged, however; he would only succeed in humiliating
himself and ruining the only clothing he had. So hefollowed Kaydu to alow house on short stiltswith a
green curled roof and paper windows propped open to the fading light. The house had one room and
little furnishing: four narrow beds, four chairs, asmall cook-ing hearth gone cold in the afternoon, and an
assortment of hanging baskets with the various linens and supplies of the household.

Two of the chairs were occupied when Llesho camein. Their occupants looked up from what appeared



to be acheerful argument over mending, and let out twin squedls of surpriseand joy. “Llesho!”

Lling wasthefirgt to jump up and cometo him, giving him a hug before wrinkling her nose. “You need a
bath.”

Hmishi followed her to crowd around him. “They said in the cookhouse today that you bested Kaydu
with thetrident!” he said, and Kaydu cuffed him in the head. “Because | let him,” she answered back
with alaugh.

“No, shedidn't.” Llesho managed asmile. “I taught her athing or two of my own devising, and we cdled
itadraw.”

“Actudly, hewon,” Kaydu contradicted, “But alittle thing like victory shouldn’'t impressyou. It wasa
lucky break.”

Llesho knew she wasteasing, that she meant hisfriends to know that he had conducted himself well in
the arena, but he wastoo tired to trade banter, and the part of his mind that was processing the afternoon
in the overseer’ s office was demanding greater and greater amounts of his attention.

“l haveto liedown,” he said. “Which beds are taken?’

“You areto havethat one,” Kaydu said, and pointed to the bed farthest from the door and set away
fromthewall.

He nodded and shambled over to it, unbuckled his belt, and pulled his leather tunic over hishead. Since
he didn’t know where to stow his gear yet, he dropped it on the foot of the bed and followed &fter it,
pitching into a darkness thicker than tree sap.

When he avoke again, the light had a sweseter taste to it. Morning filtered through the fall of weeping
willow branches swaying in the breeze outside the window and painted dappled shadows on the walls.
Eventheair smelled of renewa. And soap. Someone had washed him while he dept, and covered him
with asoft blanket. Off in the center of the room he heard the shuffle of sandaled feet, and the clink of
crockery, the sound of water pouring, and then the pungent vapors of tearising on the sunlight. When he
pushed himsdf up on hiselbows, Lling was squatting next to his bed with aworried frown crinkling her
brow.

“He' sawake,” she caled to her companion, and when Llesho croaked, “ Tea, please,” she smiled and
amended her newsto, “and dive.”

“Wewondered if you were ever going to wake up.” Hmishi handed him asteaming cup of tea, then
steadied it with asupporting hand when it trembled in Llesho’ sfingers. He waited until Llesho had drunk,
then answered the curious frown with arelieved amile. *Y ou’ ve dept the day around, and another night.
Y ou didn’t even wake up when Habiba washed you. He' sthe heder around here, aswell asthe
overseer. Hetold usto let you deep, that you needed to hedl, though neither LIing nor | could see
anything wrong with you on the outsde.”

“I figured it must be something like enchantment of the deep,” LIing said. “It tekesaheder to seeit
because the wound is so deep that it’ s hidden on the inside. Habiba s been in to check on you adozen
timesat least, and Kaydu, his daughter, dmost as often.” Lling’ s voice seemed to etch the name of her
rivd inacid ontheair.

Hmishi interrupted her then with awarning glance, and LIesho wondered if they had been told not to
trouble the patient. “ A man who said his name was Jaks spent along time watching you from the corner



of the room. He didn’t move much or say anything once he' d introduced himsdlf, but he waited through
most of the day, and agood part of the night before he finaly l€ft.”

“I don't think hewould haveleft a al,” Lling added, “except that we made it clear we were watching him
aslong as he watched you. When the moon had nearly set, he gave afunny littlesgh—"

“Helaughed a ud” Hmishi interrupted, remembering the indignity.
“—and hetold usto get some deep. Then heleft.” Lling finished on ayawn.

“I expect he won't be gone long,” Hmishi added. “If you want to get dressed, visit the outhouse before
he gets here—"

“Tdl uswho heis—"

“I'll help you up—"

Llesho redlized that he was naked, and flinched when Hmishi reached to lift his blanket. “Lling, perhaps|
could eat afresh bun from the cookhouse.” He gave her awan smile, and she was up, bouncing on the
balls of her feet, dmost before the words were out.

“I'll leave you two to make Llesho decent,” she agreed, and Llesho knew he' d hidden none of his
embarrassment from her. “But firgt, | want to know if we have a problem with that man Jaks.”

“He smy teacher.”

Lling accepted that, though only Llesho knew how little that explanation answered her question. Jaks had
his own agendafor Llesho, as, apparently, did the governor’slady and hiswitch. How closdly that tied
into Llesho’s own task set for him by the ghost of hisfather’ s minister, he did not yet know.

“Fird, clothes.” Hmishi brought his mind back to the present, holding out a pair of loose trousers. “We
each have an extraset here. These are mine, but you can borrow them until they’ ve fitted you out. The
shirtisLling's, we thought it would fit, but your shoulders are bigger than they used to be. It lookslike
you'll haveto settle for the trousers.”

LIesho took them from hisfriend’ s hand and dipped into them. “ Outhouse?’ he asked, and Hmishi
pointed theway. When he returned, Master Jaks was waiting for him, and so was Habiba.

“Y ou are looking better.” Habiba smiled at him, and Llesho wondered what he looked better than. He
hadn’t been wounded, or sick. But he redized that the tight knots between his shoulder bladeswere
gone, and that the tenson had smoothed away from hisforehead. He did fed better, though he could
couldn’t quite figure out how the unclenching of musclesal through his body had been accomplished, or
why the merefact of it made him fed so much freer when he still wore the governor’ s silver chain around
his neck.

“Y esterday was rest-day,” Habiba continued, “But you missed it. Her ladyship wishes me to inform you
that she grantsthisone day of celebration for, your safe delivery. Useit well.” He smiled then. “ And give
her [adyship’ s announcement to your companion, Lling, when she comesin.” Heleft then, with alittle
bow in Llesho’ sdirection that drew awarning frown from Jaks and sent a pained look across hisface.
Hmishi turned to him in amazement. “1 don't get it,” he said. LIesho shrugged, unwilling to trust his secrets
tovoiceand air.

Master Jaks watched the hedler leave and then came forward himsdlf. “Herein her ladyship’s gardens,
you are as safe as you can be in Farshore Province,” he said. “But soon it won't be safe anywhere.



Learn what you can in the time you have, but if it comesto a choice, chooseto hed.”
“Tell that to Kaydu,” Hmishi interrupted.

Kaydu picked that moment to enter the low house with Lling in tow and awhite-faced monkey with soft
brown fur on her shoulder. The monkey wore a practice shirt tied with awarrior’ sknot and atiny
wizard' s hat upon his head. The monkey’ s hands wrapped around Kaydu' s chin, and hislong, suppletall
curled over her opposite shoulder.

“He doesn't haveto tdl me” shesaid, “Habiba dready has”

The monkey shrieked and jumped up and down on Kaydu' s shoulder. Master Jaks gave her apained
expression, but ignored the monkey. “Will that stop you?’ he asked her, and she laughed.

“Nope. I'll push him until he criesuncle or until he pushes back. That'smy job.

“Oh, and by theway, | caught aspy.” Kaydu reached behind her and dragged Lling into the room,
causng the monkey to screech again and lunge for Lling' s hair.

“I'mnot aspy!” Lling twisted her arm out of Kaydu' sgrip with aglare of specid loathing for the
monkey. “| was keeping watch. And you didn’t catch me; that horrible creature did.”

“No better aguard than aspy, to let Little Brother find you out!” Kaydu taunted.
“If you'd meant LIesho harm, I’ d have killed you with my bare hands, and your stupid monkey, too.”

The monkey seemed to understand, because he screamed at her again and jumped up and down on
Kaydu' s shoulder in aflurry of agitation. Llesho figured Little Brother still wasn't safe from Lling’ swrath.

Kaydu studied her intently, then smiled. “Thisonewill kill.”
“Kill?” Hmishi whispered.

Kaydu raised a scornful eyebrow. “His excdllency wasted his money on that one, should have left him
to Yueh.”

“Not if you want anything out of me,” Lling warned, and moved to stand at Hmishi’ sleft shoulder.

Llesho didn’t understand the argument, but he knew where he stood on it. “Nor me,” he said, and took
up hispogtion a Hmishi’sright. “We areateam.”

Exasperated, Kaydu looked to Master Jaks for support, but he shrugged. “ Asfamiliars go, a pearl diver
isat least one step up from amonkey.” A smiletried to escape histightly pursed lips, and he didn't work
very hard to suppressit. With alast nod to LIesho’ s companions, he ducked out of the house, leaving
Kaydu and her monkey to level matching glaresat Hmishi.

“If you screw up,” shesaid, “1 will feed you to Lord Yueh’smen on aplatter.” The monkey screeched
his own disdain before legping from Kaydu' s shoulder and scuttling away through the open window.
Securein having had the last word, Kaydu followed Master Jaks out the door.

To Llesho' s surprise, Hmishi wasthefirst to collect hiswits about him. “What have you got usinto,
Llesho?

They were both looking at him now. Llesho considered telling them the truth: who he was, what Master
Jaks thought he had done, and even the vow he had madeto Lleck’s ghost in that terrifying hour in Pearl



Bay. But he gtill hadn’t figured out why he was here, or how much any of those who wove their plots
around him actudly knew. So he threw himsdlf on the bed, sat cross-legged with his elbows on hisknees
and hischinin hishands, and shrugged. “I don't have the dightest idea.”

“Wadll, that' sjust great.” Hmishi sat beside him, his own hands clapped to hisforehead. Lling joined them,
s0 they were like three monkeys Sitting in arow. “But if you need anyonekilled, it seems| am your girl.”

The two boys grunted their indignation. But none of them could think of anything elseto say.
Chapter Thirteen

WHEN the three friends were alone again with the promise of aday off, Hmishi turned to LIesho with a
crooked smile. “Timefor the grand tour,” he said. “Lling can protect us both if we come across any
nsin the cookhouse.”

Lling cocked her head at a superior angle, but followed Hmishi out of the wooden house. They wandered
aong aflagstone path that snaked between ferns and clumps of bamboo, winding beside one of the
narrow canals that threaded the compound. First they took Llesho to the cookhouse. A lean tyrant with a
gtick in hishand ordered his undercooks with the precision of amilitary review while the Thebin friends
raided his pantry for cinnamon buns. They found no assassns, though LIesho wondered about the cook.

Juggling the hot buns from hand to hand between bites, Hmishi and LIing showed their companion the
practice yard, asmdl idand cut off from the rest of the compound by dreamy pools of dark water adrift
with water lilies and |otus blossoms. Two small footbridges gave accessto theidand, where a cadre of
the governor’ sguard were drilling spear exercises. LIesho recognized the forms, and his muscles jumped
in sym-pathetic flexure to the grunts and curses of thefighters.

“Jaks taught usto do that one alittle differently,” Llesho commented, watching the guards go through
their passes, “though | work better with the trident than with the spear.”

Hmishi snorted around a mouthful of sticky bun. “ Kaydu says |’ d be better off with arake and a hoe, but
she' strying to teach me trident and spear. Lling is the one you have to watch out for. Shefightslikea

“Only compared to you,” she parried with asniff of derison. Then she asked LIesho, “What wasit like to
actudly fight in the arena?’

“You'll find out soon enough.” Llesho tried to sound more superior than he felt about his demonstration
bout.

“No, wewon't,” Lling corrected him. “ Only davesfight in the arena. Since the governor’ s house keeps
no daves, it fields no stable of gladiators.”

“I fought Kaydu inthering mysdf,” Llesho reminded them, licking the last of the sticky cinnamon from his
fingers

Hmishi shrugged. “ That was ademonstration bout. At some point shetestsusadl. | don't think it isjust a
fighting test, though, or | wouldn’t be here. She' sawitch, like her father.”

Llesho hadn’t needed anyoneto tell him that. But he wasn't convinced about Her Ladyship’s good
intentions. He lifted the slver chain he wore a histhroat. “What about this?’

Hmishi shrugged. He didn’t need more explanation of Llesho’s question—he had asmilar chain around
his own neck, as did LIing. “ Something to do with the law, and that we need alega guardian or owner



until we are of an age of independence.”

“There was abig argument when they first brought us here,” Lling added, her attention bent on catching a
raisin that had legped from her bun when she bit into it. “Her ladyship wanted an adoption contract or a
guardianship for another couple of summers. The governor wouldn't hear of it, of course. He made afew
pointed remarks about dragging every pig farmer and dirt scrabbler from Thebin over histhreshold to
stain the honor of his house. Habiba was on the governor’ s side for that one, and her ladyship seemsto
take his advice more often than not.”

“He sthe governor’ switch,” Llesho stated, referring to Habiba, who hadn’t seemed that frightening
except in the power he wielded. “Even the governor’ slady must be afraid he'll put aspell on her if she
opposes him.” But he didn’t believe that for some reason. Nothing about the lady testing himin the
weapons room led him to believe she would back down from anyone, not even awitch. LIing seemed to
read hismind.

“I think maybe he’ sher ladyship’ switch, actualy,” Lling said. “ She' snot afraid of him, that’sclear.”

She thought about the question for amoment before she gave afurther explanation. “It ismore like she
understands that bringing her father’ s position againgt davery to Farshoreisapolitical weskness that
leaves her husband vulnerable. Habiba doesn't like davery either, but he doesn't let that cloud his
judgment. Thereis more going on than philosophy between them—get your mind out of the outhouse, |
don’t mean that.”

Hmishi gave her alessthan chastened nod. They hadn’t spent monthsin Markko' s back room, or anight
in Lord Chin-shi’ s bed while the lord struggled with the Blood Tide destroying Pearl Idand, however.
They hadn’t taken weapons testing under her ladyship’s cold eye, or watched Habibakill agood man
with sorrow in hiseyes but no hesitation in his hands.

“Her ladyship is playing a deeper game than we know, | think,” he advised his companions, uncertain
whether he helped or hurt them with the knowledge. “1 suspect that Farshore doesn't matter much in her
plansat dl. So | wonder why we do matter, and why we remain davesif our freedom was important
enough to bring threefairly usdless pearl diversinto the governor’s house guard.”

“Savesin nameonly,” Hmishi objected. “His excellency showed us the papers, dready signed, but dated
for our seventeenth summers.”

He could have argued that the governor could tear up those papers asif they had never existed. When
He thought about it, though, he had to admit that whatever plots her ladyship wove with her witch, she
was till dive, and so was LIesho, which was more than he expected.

Markko would have burned Kwan-ti to death in the training compound at Pearl Idand, and Lord
Chin-shi would have let him. Now Lord Chin-shi was dead and Kwan-ti was gone, vanished like agod
from the roadside. If LIesho had to choose, he' d take the witch over the poisoner. It ill |eft them with
the governor’ ssilver chains around their necks, however, and the governor’ s lady laying her plots around
them.

“Whatever we will become at seventeen, we are davesnow,” Llesho argued. “ They can use us, or throw
usaway in the arenaany time they want.”

“Not thearena,” Lling ingsted. “Kaydu istraining usto be soldiers. | heard her talking to her father when
they brought you in; the governor bought the freedom of the man you call Master Jaks because he wants
to hire him on contract to train us. Kaydu doesn’'t have the time to train novices; sheis needed to run the
standing guard through its paces.”



Shedidn’'t volunteer how she had heard this, and Llesho carefully didn’t ask, but let her distract him with
afinger pointed at the fighters now divided into pairs and thrashing at each other with swords. Some of
them, LIesho noticed, were women, though al were older than he and his companions. Their swords
were curved differently than the one Llesho was used to, and they worked with a buckler on the weaker
arm rather than aknife in hand, but the tances and motions seemed familiar, if combined strangdly.

Curious, herose from his place besde hisfriends and dipped over the narrow footbridge, diding around
the perimeter of the combat area, until he came to the thing he was looking for, arack of swords and
bucklers, and asmaller collection of knives. He picked up aknife and a sword, and danced them through
their paces. He became so lost in the motion and the wegponsin his hands that he did not notice the
experienced house guardsfaling ill around him. Findly, no sound could be heard in the practice yard
except for the frenzied dance of thrust and parry and underhand, overhand, sidewise dashing strokes of
Llesho’ sknife.

He ended his exercise up on the bal of hisright foot, hisleft poised like a crane about to take flight, the
sword held high over his head for adownward penetrating strike while the knife flicked at theend of a
curved sweep that protected hisbelly. Going still a the apex of histhrust, he blinked asthe silence
filtered into his consciousness. Six months ago, this sudden awareness of the rapt audience would have
sent him scurrying in embarrassment for anonymity at the back of the crowd. Or, he would have pulled
about him the dignity of hisfather, thetilt of his chin and the cold stare he had perfected by seven. Six
months of training with Masters Den and Jaks had set new ingtinctsinto his muscles, however; helooked
about him with theflinty challenge of awarrior in hiseyes.

At firg, it appeared that he had no takers, and he began to relax his stance. But then, Kaydu hersalf
came forward, armed as he was with knife and sword and the same look in her eyes. She threw down
the sword like adare and he did likewise, shifting his stance, curving his spineto draw hisgut asfar from
the reach of her arm as possible, hisknife held in ahorizontd line like afence between himsdlf and his
foe. Then hiswrigt turned and his body shifted around the axis of his knife arm to present anarrow diver
of atarget. Hisknife snaked forward, curved under her guard, and rested with the point wedged beneath
her chin.

Kaydu stared a him, wide-eyed, while her knife hand opened of its own valition, to offer the knife on the
flat of her pam. Llesho flicked his eyes once, groundward, and she let her knife drop. Only when she
stood unarmed before him did he shift his own knife from its threatening position, but then her hand was
flashing again, coming a him with aknife she had secreted in the cuff of her wrist guard, and hisown
knife flashed up, in reflex, and he would have severed the hand from her body and followed up on her
throat without thought. Master Jaks stopped him—sapped his arm down and held on when Llesho
would have twisted the knifeinto histeacher’ sgut.

“Llesho!” Jaks cdled to him, and LIesho became aware that the sllence had given way to alow rumble,
that hisfriends stared at him with mouths agape, and that Jaks was gazing deeply into hiseyes, asif
checking him for fever. Then heredlized that he sill held the knife in his cramped fist, and he dropped it
with adazed grunt.

“Shetried tokill me” he explained shakily, fighting the urge to vomit.
“I wastesting you.” Kaydu rubbed at her own wrist, shaking as much as he was. Jaks glared at her.

“I told you not to test him on the knife,” Jaks reminded her with awarning in hisvoice. “He cannot
overcome the reflexes trained into him. Y ou would have been lucky to lose ahand. He might not have
been able to stop even after you were disabled.”



Kaydu studied him through adrendine nerves. Llesho recognized the feding; he had it himsdlf. “What did
you do to me?’ he asked, stunned a what he had admost done, at what Jaks intimated he would have
done. Jaks shook his head dowly. “Not our doing,” he said. “We couldn’t reverse the early training, so
we honed it. Y our knife battleswill ill be to the death, but we wanted to give you afair chance of being
the one standing a the end of them.”

“It seems you succeeded,” Kaydu said, more matter-of-factly than Llesho could manage under the
circumgtances. “ Can you teach it to me?’

“I wouldn't,” Jekstold her, “evenif | could. And your father would have mekilled if | tried.”

“Why?’ She amost seemed to be sniffing at the scent of the secret, but Jaks smiled knowingly and shook
his heed.

“Ask your father,” he said, with awarning glance at the fighters watching them in their various stages of
arrested sparring. She relaxed into a gesture of submission then, and bowed to Llesho with the
time-honored formula of respect. “ The teacher becomes the student.”

Llesho gave Master Jaks alook that told him he would not settle for nonanswers. But first, he had to
ease thefears of the guards who had seen the fight, and would now hesitate to engage with himin his
own practice sessions. “However,” he said, “the student handles the trident and the spear like arake and
ahoe”

Somewhere in the crowd someone snickered, remembering the insult to the skills of the Thebin pearl
divers. He smiled, with deliberate mischief in the grin, and bowed to the guardsin their training class and
to their teacher. When he looked around, Master Jaks had disappeared. From across the narrow
watercourse, Hmishi and LIing were watching him with solemn, dark eyes. Llesho didn't bother to smile
at them—no point in it, since he had no consolation to give them, not even the secrets that would only
have made them more afraid. With alast bow, he withdrew across the footbridge and rgoined his
companions.

“Whereistheinfirmary?’ he asked.

“That way.” Lling pointed to an airy building with white cloths blowing at the windows, down another
path and across another tiny bridge. LIesho decided that, pretty asit was, he could quickly get quite sick
of adl the water anding in theway of adraight lineto anywhere.

“Do you want usto go with you?” Hmishi asked, but he had taken a protective stance at LIing's
shoulder, and Llesho could see the hesitation, the stubbornnessin the set of Hmishi’s chin.

It hurt that his old friends looked at him with fear and mystery in their eyes, but he could think of nothing
to say that would make things the way they were before. He shook his head, and answered with an
effort, “No. | just want to vist afriend.”

They did not ask him who that friend was, or how he came to have friends other than themselvesin the
governor’s compound, when he had been there just two days and had spent all of that deeping. He
wondered if they were afraid he only had unearthly answersfor dl their questions now, but watched them
go without aword. Then he headed for the infirmary.

Theinfirmary reminded him of hisbrother’ sclinic, and dmost he could remember thefed of the cold
mountain air on his cheeks and the awkward weight of atoo-large broom in hishands. Adar had teken a
very literal approach to serving his people. There were no mountainsin Farshore, of course, and the
breeze blew warm and thick with green and growing things. But each place showed the hand of ahealer



of the soul aswell asthe body. The floor and walls were pale, scrubbed wood, the screens left open to
thelight and the air. The bitter tang of healing herbs and the sweet smells of soothing medicines mixed
with the smell of scrubbed wood and boiled linen. He haf expected to see Adar himself at the polished
workbench, and the reminder of how impossible that was pricked tears at the back of his eyes.

Bixel was sitting up in bed, Kaydu’s monkey adeep in the circle of hislegs, when Llesho found him.

“Thereyou are!” he said when Llesho poked his head through the open window. “1 was beginning to
think you were dead!”

“Not dead, just deeping.” Llesho popped through the window, not bothering to look for the door, and
flung himself at thefoot of the bed. Bixel winced, and the monkey leaped away asif it had been shot from
aspringboard, screaming monkey obscenities down at them from his new perch on acrossbeam in the
rafters.

“Sorry,” Llesho said.

“No big dedl,” Bixel answered. “But you will haveto gpologizeto Little Brother if you don’t want him
throwing excrement through your window &t night.”

“Mannerslike hismistress,” Llesho commented.

Bixe was holding onto his bandage protectively. After amoment during which Llesho ignored his
questioning frown, Bixei shrugged. “Habiba has awoman apprentice and al her potionssmell like
flowers,” he complained, wrinkling hisnose.

“She'snot likely to poison you, though, which isan improvement,” Llesho said, and Bixel laughed in
agreement. “Her cures don’'t hurt as much as Markko's, that’ s for sure. But she has atemper. | heard
her peding the bark off Master Jaks. He was meek as a babe while she blistered him with her tongue.
When she was done, he dunk away like his knuckles were smarting. Wouldn't give you up to her,
though, no matter what.”

LIesho heard the question in the gossip, but he didn’t know what to say. “I was just degping.” Didn't
seem worth fighting about to him.

“Little Phoenix—that’ s Habiba s gpprentice—said that you' d been badly mistreated, that you needed
care. Jaks said you needed your Thebin friends more, that you would need them around you if you were
ever going to fed norma and safe again.”

Bixel waswatching him for areaction. When he didn’t get one, he pushed alittle more. “ So where are
they, your Thebin friends?’

“They' rearound.”

Oh, hell. He' d kept it together, hadn’t thought about it or let it tear him down until now, but suddenly he
couldn’t stop the shaking. He wrapped hisarmstightly around his ssomach and glared out into the
infirmary while he fought the tears under control.

“What did he do to you?’ They both knew Bixel meant Markko, and the months spent in hisworkroom.

LIesho shook his head, embarrassed enough for one day. He still wasn't sureif they were friends or
enemies, or if Bixe would believe him. After dl that had happened to him, the monthsin Markko's
workroom were such alittlething. . . .



In spite of hiseffort a control, LIesho Sarted to cry, tearsfaling silently and unstoppably down his
copper cheeks. “I was afraid dl thetime. That he would migudge the dose and kill me with his poisons,
or that hewouldn’t, and I’ d have to go through it al again, puking up my guts on hisfloor while he took
notes on how long it took for my legsto uncurl from the back of my head.

“ Sometimes, he threatened to burn mefor awitch if | didn’t give him the healer Kwan-ti, but | didn’t
know where she had gone.”

He never would have given the hedler up to Markko. Not ever.

“Sometimes| wondered,” he said to the distance, asif he could see the past like a play acted out on the
surface of hiseyes. “If Markko himsdf did not invent the Blood Tide, for his own purposes. Maybe it
was dl agameto destroy Lord Chin-shi from the start and Kwan-ti never mattered to him at al, except
asaname to burden with hisown crimes.”

“| wasafraid of him, too,” Bixel admitted, offering what comfort he could, though the shock that widened
his eyes made it clear he had never guessed how bad it wasfor Llesho. “I don’t think that makes either
of usweak.”

Theimage of Lord Chin-shi dead by hisown hand in the dirt of the arenafilled LIesho’'s mind with
guestions, and awarning. “| think that makes us smart.”

Jaks chose that moment to make his presence known at the same window Llesho had entered through
earner. “| think you areright,” the teacher said. He rested his forearms on the windowsil, but did not pull
himsdlf through as his student had done. “Has Bixel beentelling tales again?’

“Half the compound must be tdlling tales about your arguments with Little Phoenix,” Bixel returned. “Y ou
were loud enough that I’ m surprised you didn’t wake Llesho out of histrance.”

Jaks looked uneasy. “ Trance may be more than ajoke, so don't repest it, please.”

Bixel hung his head, though L Iesho wasn't sure whether he did so out of submission to histeacher’ swill
or out of resentment. Jaks held out a bit of news as a peace offering: “Master Markko has disappeared.”

“Washeagpy for Lord Yueh?' Llesho asked.

“Yueh may think so,” Jaks answered, “but | doubt Markko considers himself a servant to any man. Lady
Chin-shi has dso disgppeared. It isunlikely she dill lives.”

LIesho knew what that meant. Lady Chin-shi had been Markko’ s champion, against her husband. But
Markko returned no fedings of loyalty to his patron, who would have become an inconvenience and an
impediment to his escape once his mischief had been done.

“There smy other patient. Y ou have brought him to me after al, Master Jaks?’

A smdl golden woman with straight dark hair entered the infirmary through the door and tsked at the
monkey chattering in the rafters. She wore the plain coat of an apprentice hedler, so he wasn't surprised
when Master Jaks introduced her.

“ThisisLittle Phoenix. She asssts Habibain the matter of cures and potionsin the governor’s house.”

“I won't hurt you.” Shetook hisfacein her hands and stared into hiseyes. “1 hadn’t heard that Lord
Chin-shi used torture on hisdaves,” she commented to the wegponmeaster, who had dropped back asif
he wished to escape this part of the conversation. For LIesho’s benefit, she added, “ Open your mouth



and gtick out your tongue.”

Llesho clenched hisjaw around the black pearl caught between his teeth, but Master Jaks twitched an
uncomfortable acknowledgment. “Hislordship learned, to hisregret, that one welcomes such as Master
Markko to the bosom of hishome at the peril of al he holds desr.

Llesho paid attention with both earsto the healer’ s question and Master Jaks answer. He' d only thought
of it asmisery when he’ d been going through Master Markko' storment, hadn’t given it aname or known
that it showed.

“Perhaps, if heisfortunate, he will carry the lesson into his next life, where it may do him some good—
your tongue, boy.” She managed to scowl at both of them while tapping her foot impatiently. Llesho did
his tongue out, but kept his teeth as close together as he could. He opened wide when she took
advantage of the small opening to insert awooden wedge and press his mouth open wide.

“You'relucky he hasabrain or aheart, or can stand on hislegsat al, Master Jaks. The mongter has
been feeding him poisons; you can see by the discoloration here, and on the roof of hismouth.” She
gestured with the stick in his mouth, but withdrew it before Jaks could take alook. “Fortunatdly, he
comesto uswith protections of hisown. Den’ swork?’

Jaks shook his head. “Not until the very end.”

“Someone, then, has done you afavor. If he relied on the protection of his master, he' d be dead by now.
| don't know what Markko was thinking, but this boy should be dead.” Taking the stick out of his mouth,
she nudged his chin up with the pam of her hand, asking Llesho neither for an explanation of Markko's
thinking nor for the source of the pearl between histeeth.

“He needs pure food and warmth and rest, maybe atincture to leech the poisons from his bones. And |
want him here, under observation, for tonight at the least.”

“No. I’'m going home.” Llesho stopped breething, brought up short as he surprised himself. He did not
seein hismind' s eye the house he now shared with LIing and Hmishi when he said, “home.” Didn't see
the barracks at Pearl 1dand, or the longhouse where the pearl divers dept. He saw Thebin' s high, sere
plain, its stunted trees twisted in the thin cold wind, and the snow, drifting to the roofs of the scattered
farms and cottages. In memory he looked out at the city from the balcony of state at the Palace of the
Sun. He saw templesto the gods of ahundred different faiths. The largest, devoted to the Goddess of the
Moon and the symbolic home of his mother the queen, glowed in the rose of a sunrise spearing through
the mountain passesto the east.

Somehow, Master Jaks saw where his mind had taken him. “1t appears that Llesho has other plans” he
said, but the sat of his mouth and the hard determination in his eyes promised more.

“And Bixa?’ Llesho asked.

“That boy isgoing nowhere,” Little Phoenix complained. “He has dressngsto change, and wounds that
need heding.”

“We don't know who we can safdly trust here,” Bixel seemed to be weighing something in the way
Master Jaks centered dl his attention on LIesho. Findly he decided. “ Somebody’ s got to watch the pearl
diver'sbehind out there.”

So. Friends, then. Something settled quietly into place for Llesho. He gave the other boy amock frown
and atart, “Keep your eyes off my behind.”



Then he grinned. With Bixe at hisback, and his Thebin friends around him, he could ignorefor atimethe
sense of powersclosing in on him. “ Girls fight in the governor’ sarmy,” he said with glee.

“No boys?’ Bixel demanded, even as Magter Jaks was advising, “ They are women. |’ d suggest you
remember that if you want to finish your training with al your partsin working order.”

Little Phoenix took pity on him. “Y es, Bixei, there are men in the guards as well, but you will haveto ask
for thefirg date.” Sheruffled hishair affectionately. “ The rules of the governor’ s house don't permit
active guardsmen to take advantage of the novices.”

“Kaydu can take advantage of meif shewants,” Llesho volunteered just to make his teacher take that
playful swat at hisear. Bixel |ooked doubtful.

Jaks seemed to understand his hesitation. 1’ ve never seen awill that didn’t find away,” he offered.
Something seemed to pass between them then, assurance and warning, and acceptance of both. Then
Bixel gave one sharp nod.

“All right, then. I’m ready to leave.”
Little Phoenix glared at Master Jaks, blaming him for the flight of her charges.

“Not abit of senseif you put dl your brainstogether. Well, take him if you must, but bring him back in
the morning to check those wounds. Habibawill have dl our headsif we bring infection into this house.”

“Yes, Midress Little Phoenix.” Llesho knew when he had gotten off more lightly than he deserved, and
he bowed deeply. Even Master Jaks at the window gave arespectful nod of his head.

Bixe could not bend without painin hisleg, but he dropped his eyesin an appropriate display of
submission. With Llesho supporting him under one arm, he walked dowly back to the novice house they
would share with the Thebin pearl diversturned provincia guards.

“I’ve never seen anything likethis,” Bixe said as he looked around the water gardens. Llesho didn't say
anything. He was thinking about his mother’ s gardens, hardy plantsthat defied the winter and the hard
land that ran with water only during the spring thaw. Jaks said nothing, but set hislipsinagrimline,
Llesho wondered what gardens the teacher saw in hishead, and if he missed wherever hishome had
been before davery and the arena brought him to Farshore.

“Where areyou from?’ Llesho asked histeacher, filling the silence. The question broke half adozen
taboos between daves, but the infirmary seemed a place out of time somehow, and made many
imposs ble things seem reasonable—like asking awegpon-master a persond question. * Farshore.”

Bixe gasped, but Llesho met his gaze levelly and said nothing more. Saves came from three sources:
conquest, prisons, and birth to adave. Bixei had been born into davery. He struggled to better his
condition in the arena, but none of his actions reveded any fragments of alost past. He d assumed that
Master Jaks, like himself, had been captured in abattle or raid, but Farshore had been a part of the
empire since before Llesho’ s grandparents were born. That |eft prison.

There were hundreds of lawsthat could lead to indenture or davery, including treachery and treason.
Unbidden, speculation tickled at Llesho’smind. He looked at the Six tattooed rings on Master Jaks arm,
visible marks on his body that warned al who saw him of the six men he had murdered as an assassin.
Her ladyship had shown no sign of disapproval when she spoke of Master Jaks' kills. Nor did murderers
find their way to the dave markets, being considered too dangerous. So how had the man cometo bea
dave and aweaponmaster? Why had LIesho trusted him from the first moment he set eyes upon him?



That wasn't even aquestion. He had known Jaks, not persondly or for the skill that named him master,
but by the uniform he wore and even therings on hisarm. The king of Thebin had trusted hisfamily and
his nation to thisman’ skind, of course, and had logt it all—nation, family, lifeitself. Could LIesho afford
to trust again?

Jaks said nothing, daring him to ask. Not today, he decided. Not until | understand what plots the
governor’slady is scheming and how amercenary assassin turned wegpons teacher fit into them.
Knowing might make the asking easer, but Llesho thought it might just make the trusting harder. So he
waited.

Chapter Fourteen

WITH Llesho awake, and Bixei added to the novice house, aliances shifted and clashed in ways that
drove Llesho out into the night just to avoid the quarreling. Bixe, in hisusua way, wanted to lord it over
the house because he was older by ayear, and bigger than the Thebins. Hmishi looked to Lling for
direction. LIing wanted them dl to shut up so that LIesho could rest, but Bixel wouldn't lisgento agirl
evenif heknew shewasright. Llesho left them to bicker anong themselves, hoping they’ d come to some
sort of agreement before he came back. Putting the din of his housemates behind him, he drifted down
the flagged path toward the practice field, slent and empty at thistime of night. Perfect for thinking.

Thefight with Kaydu had shaken him. If Master Jaks hadn’t stopped him, he would have maimed or
even killed her. It wasn't her fault, or even her failure of kill. Kaydu, after al, had thought they were
sparring, and did not fight as she might in a battle to the death. That mistake had dmost ended her life.
Until the fight with Kaydu, LIesho hadn’t redlized how completely focused on killing hisknifetraining had
been. He had heard the warnings, but Master Den and Master Jaks both had taken care never to let him
get the upper hand in their sparring practice. Just when he thought he was getting close to awin, one or
the other of them would disarm him before he could do any damage. He hadn'’t redized that the only
follow-through he had was deadly. Jaks believed that Llesho had dready killed. If it wastrue, he was
glad hedidn’'t remember.

He shivered at the reminder, but something rattled loose in hismind in spite of his heartfelt prayer to
forget: aguard, dressed like Magter Jaksin figured leathers and a beaten brass belt and wrist guards, but
with abloody smile where histhroat should have been. A Harn raider lay acrossthe body, hiseyeswide
and glassy, Llesho’ sknife buried in his back. The guard’ s name was K hri, and he' d shoved Llesho
behind awall hanging that draped soft folds across awindow overlooking the palace gardens. Beside the
window was one of the fragile chairs scattered about the hals for the convenience of the old men and
women who advised the king. Hidden by the draping of thewall hanging, LIesho had climbed up on the
chair. He drew hisknife from the soft belt where his scabbard always hung, and waited until the baitle for
the hall had turned its back on him. Then he'd struck.

At seven summers he hadn’t had the strength to stab araider through his heavy clothing, not even with a
knife as sharp asthe Thebin blade he had carried. But the chair had dipped and sent him flying after the
knife. With trained ingtinct, he' d turned the blade sideways and felt it dide between theraider’ sribs. The
man had died, blood bubbling from between hislips. Too late to save Khri. Too late to save hisfather.
Or hissgter. Maybetoo late to save his mother. The memory got al mixed up in his head with Lleck,
floating in front of him in the bay, telling him to find his brothers. Not too late to save them, maybe.

When Magter Jaks said that he had killed, Llesho had wanted to deny it, to separate himsdlf from all the
violence and mayhem that had marked hislife, right up to the Blood Tide and Master Markko' s poisons
and Lord Chin-shi, who had trested him kindly one night and then died at his own hand. With the new
memory, however, had come the tactile recall of blood dick on hisknife, hisfingers, and the purefire of
ragethat had lit hisyoung heart. If he' d been older, if he'd been trained in al the wesapons of awarrior,



he would have raged through the palace with the wrath of the ages, cutting down the Harn raiderslike
wheat in agtorm. After dl these years, the desire to fight his way to the throne room and stop the
daughter returned to him so powerfully that he pulled the knife from his garments and dashed around him
in awide swath, imagining the necks of raidersin its path.

“Whoa”

He stumbled, didn’t recognize the voice until Kaydu added, “1t'sonly me!” Then he dropped the hand
that held the knifelike it was made of stone.

“I’'msorry,” he said, and bowed low to her. “I didn’t know anyone else was out.”
“I'll leave you doneif you want.”

He shook his head and Kaydu walked past him to the center of the footbridge that led to the practice
field. Dropping to itswooden surface, shelet her feet dangle dmost to the water.

“Whereisyour monkey?’

Kaydu gave asoft laugh. “He would say that he keeps guard over my possessions, if he could speak.
Actualy, though, heisdeeping in the rafters of the guardhouse, enjoying his monkey dreams.”

LIesho thought it would beimpoliteto let hisrdief show. Little Brother had not, so far, made afavorable
impression on him. He sat down next to Kaydu on the bridge, but kept hisfeet tucked up under him
while he watched the carp come up and nibble at her toes.

“I"’m not supposed to feed them,” she said, aiming a bread crumb at the head of the largest fish.
Didtracted, the carp chased after the bread, asdid hisfellows. Llesho said nothing, but took the bit of
loaf Kaydu offered him and sent a.crumb after the fish aswell. Kaydu clucked at him and mockingly
chastised, “ Y ou will maketheat old fellow fat asfat if you don't stop thet. I’ [l haveto dig him anew

pond!”
“I can'timagine your father saying such athing!” Llesho chuckled in spite of himsdlf.

“Nor can|,” she admitted. “Heismore likely to say, * Actions have consequences, daughter. Decide if
you can live with the last step before you take the first step.” The governor, however, is more down to
earth, and cares more about hisfish than philosophy.”

“But you don't agree with him?”

“Oh, hisexcdlency isright, asaways. The old carp will get too fat. And we will need to deegpen and
widen the pond to keep him.” She grinned at LIesho. “I1t's a game between the two of them, carp and
governor. | am onthecarp’'sside.”

“You arevery strange,” Llesho pointed out to her. But he threw another bit of bread at the carp, making
his own dlegiance known.

“Comes of being the daughter of the governor’ switch,” she said, areminder that he didn’t need, then
asked him, “What were you doing when | came along?’

“Avoiding my housemates,” he admitted. “1 am hoping that by thetime | return, the trumpeting and
beating of chestswill have ended, they will have decided on awinner and aloser, and | candeepin



“Y ou’ re supposed to be getting rest, not running away from quarrels. Little Phoenix will have their
headsif shefindsout.”

“But shewon't. Find out, | mean. Will she?’

Kaydu studied his face for amoment before she shrugged. “Not from me. That isn't what | meant
anyway. What were you doing with your knife?’

“Remembering.” He pulled it back out of its scabbard and weighed the heft of it in hispam. “Master
Jakswasright. | killed the Harn raider who murdered my guard. Khri wasalot like Master Jaks.
Looked sort of like him, wore the same decorations on hiswrist guards. No tattoos on his arms, though.”

“Master Jaksisavery dangerous man,” Kaydu pointed out.

Assassinations. He wondered if she knew. “So wasKhri. | couldn’t save him, but he gave metimeto
save mysdf. Sincethat’ swhat he was dying for, | guessit was enough.

“I was only seven,” he added. “1 couldn’t save anyone but mysdlf. They assassinated my father, killed my
sster, and threw her body on arubbish heap. Therest of usthey separated and sold. Still—" he held the
Thebin knife up, watched moonlight play along its blade—"it could have been worse.” It had been, for
Khri. “If the governor’s lady keeps her word, next summer | will leave here afree man, awarior.”

“Who areyou?’ she asked.

LIesho blushed and dropped his head. For eight summers he' d kept his secrets to himsdlf, but he couldn’t
remember to keep his guard up around her. Now he' d said too much, and he couldn’t figure away out
of what he' d revedled.

“Nobody,” he said.

“I don't think s0.” She rejected that with askeptical eyebrow, raised and waiting for a better answer.
Too late, he remembered what Lleck had always said, that lips once opened could be shut, but the
words couldn’t be stuffed back inside and forgotten. Words aways had consegquences. Seemed like the
old minister had alot in common with Habiba, the governor’ switch. Both were better at philosophy than
practical advice, likewhat did you do when a pretty girl who could begat you at tridents set the words
tumbling like rose petals offered at her feet.

“Once, maybe | was something,” he admitted. “Now just another Champion of the Goddess.” Even here
in Farshore they knew about the Champions, half priest, hadf knight, and al mad, who wandered the
length and breadth of four empires committing strange acts of chivary and daring in the name of the
goddess. It was considered asin to send a Champion hungry from your door, but no one sent out
invitations, and they were consdered well rid of when they went on their way. Kaydu laughed, as she
was meant to do, but she hadn’t stopped thinking.

“Thebin’s Ddliverer,” shesad. “ That' swhat my father cdlsyou. Master Jakstellshim not to count his
worms and call them fishes”

Llesho’ s head dropped. From the moment the governor’ s lady had appeared disguised as a peasant in
the weapons room at Pearl Idand to watch him with the knife, his secrets had belonged to others.
Perhapsnot al of them, however. He met Kaydu' s serious gaze with one more dire. “ Retribution,” he
sad. He did the knife home and met her curious gaze, hdd it. “Don't tell.”

“l won't.”



She got up and left so quickly that he didn’t register what direction she had gone. With adeep sigh hedid
the same, turning toward the novice house with considerably dower feet. When he arrived, peace had
descended; histhree companionswaited for him in the dull glow of the stove.

“Wetaked,” Bixe said, but LIesho noticed that Hmishi had a puffy wedge under his eye that was
growing darker by the minute, and blood dampened Bixei’ s bandages.

Lling had no signs of bodily damage, but she watched Hmishi with that short-leash expression that meant
she wasn't taking any more nonsense from the malesin this group, not even from her own. “We figured
out that you are the only thing we havein common,” she said, and hedidn’t likethe way she said it.

“I won’t—" he began, but just then Kaydu popped her head in the door, and followed it with abedroll
and asmdl bundle that chimed out of tune like the bell of a clapper wrapped in cloth.

“Who'sshe?’ Bixe asked. Hmishi and LIing were passing horrified glances asif they thought the others
in the room couldn’t see them.

“I'm Kaydu,” she said, unrolling the bundle and taking out awind chime, which she hung in the open
window. “And I’'m moving in with you.” The wind stirred the chimes, and she gave them a satisfied nod
before spreading her bedroll on the floor by the door.

“| suggest we dl get some deep now. The morning will be hard enough on you babies.” She gavethe
Thebinsagrin with too many teeth showing, but no one moved. Instead, they looked to LIesho, who
dared belligerently back at them.

“I'mtired,” he said, and dropped into his bunk with a sulk coming on strong. He did not ask for this, did
not want this, and didn’t even know why it was happening to him. But he’' d be damned if he'd let
worrying about it keep him awake. He closed his eyes with stubborn determination. For al hisdisplay of
resting, however, he wasthe last |eft awake, long after the glow in the stove had dimmed to gray ash.
Eventudly, however, his body gave in to the orders his brain was sending, and he dept to the peaceful
sound of thewind chimein thenight.

LIesho spent arestless night haunted by the specters of Harn raiders drifting like shadows through the
halls of the Paace of the Sun, their horsetail decorations hanging motionless down their backs. In his
dreams, Llesho walked the same halls with blood on his hands, looking for water to wash themin. At
each stop he came upon the body of someone he loved or knew— his mother, Master Den, his guard,
Khri, his brothers— and knelt and tried to wash hishandsin their blood, like aritua that never ended.
Hedid not know if he washed away hissins, or bathed in the guilt of surviving when al about him had
died. Huddled at the base of the East Gate he found his companions, LIing and Hmishi, Bixel and Kaydu,
al dead with the marks of their wounds drying in the harsh wind. The governor’ slady stood over them
with aterriblefirein her eyes.

He moaned and pulled out of deep to find his companions il dive and gathered around hisbed in the
chill dawn light.

“Youwerecdling out in your deep,” Kaydu told him. Little Brother had found her, and helay curled in
her arms, watching LIesho out of deep, dark, accusing eyes.

Bixel fixed asharp look on him. “What |language was that?’
Llesho glared a him. “1 don’t know,” he said, “| was adeep at thetime.”
“High Thebin,” Lling said. She stood her ground, though her voice shook. Hmishi had dready



dropped to hisknees, his head to the floor, where he set up alow keening that seemed to wrench from
histhroat. Even Kaydu bowed her head to him, though Bixei looked from oneto the other with the
growing anger with which he always met confusion.

“Y ou must be mistaken,” LIesho objected. His Thebin companions would not meet his gaze. Kaydu
twisted an eyebrow in ashow of ironic disbelief, dthough he was actudly tdling the truth asfar ashe
knew it.

High Thebin. The language of priests and the law. The language of his Thebin gods, of prophecy. No one
used High Thebin for norma conversation, not even in the paace, though his companions wouldn’'t know
that. Llesho had forgotten dl of it he’ d ever known years ago in the pearl beds. Lleck, perhaps, would
have continued his education in the high language, except that it had been too dangerous with a
witch-finder in the longhouse and politicsin the overseer’ s cottage. He wondered what had dredged the
language from the back of hismind, and didn’t like the only answer he could think of: the gods were
angry that he had not yet rescued his brothers. Pointless to ask what he had said, though; no oneesein
the room spoke the language. L1esho was considering what the governor would do to him if he escaped
the compound when a servant appeared and bowed in the doorway. For amoment Llesho wondered if
his excellency, or hiswitch, read minds, but he shuddered the notion out of his thoughts. Coincidence.

“His excellency the governor wishes the presence of the young gentleman Llesho at his convenience,” the
servant said, and waited patiently for Llesho to dig himsdlf out from under his blanket.

“I will follow in ten minutes,” he assured the servant in aless than steady voice. The servant bowed again
and departed with his message.

“I don't know what you are thinking,” Llesho said to his companions, who continued to watch him asiif
he might sprout wings and fly. “But it will haveto wait.” He pushed through them, grabbing his clothes as
he passed, and headed for the outhouse and the baths in that order. Maybe he' d learn something in his
audience with the governor that would clear up why he was here. And why he had suddenly started
dreaming in High Thebin.

When he arrived in the audience chamber, Llesho saw that Kaydu had arrived ahead of him. She stood
beside her father’ s chair at the left hand of the governor.

Magter Jaks stood alittle to the right, watchful but not participating in the debate at the center of the
room. The governor and hislady had abandoned their high platform sests of state for straight-backed
chairsset in front of alarge table on which maps were spread. The governor |ooked up absently when
Llesho was announced and motioned to him to come forward and study the map.

“Tel usdl you can about the Harn,” he said without any warning, and LIesho fdlt his mouth drop open.

“Bumpkin,” he chided himself, and stood allittle straighter. He sneaked asideways|ook at Master Jaks,
who seemed impassively gpproving, o hetook achance and put on his“roya” mien: spine stretched,
shoulders back, chin out, and rested hisfingers splayed over the map. “What do you want to know?’ he
asked, and added, to qualify hisanswers, 1 was very young when the raiders came, and | don't
remember much of what | did see”

Habiba, the governor’ switch, spoke up then. “You will,” he said. LIesho caught hislevel gaze, and could
not look away. This, he thought, iswhat it must be like to meet the cobra. With a purposeful gesture at
the map, Habibareleased him, and Llesho discovered that he could breathe again.

Her ladyship interceded with amild reproof for the witch. She smiled at Llesho, and he trusted that less
than he had the stern-faced judge she had shown him in the weapons room. “ Start with what you know,



child”

Helet out adeep sigh, ordering histhoughts, then pulled himself together again to address the company.
“They areevil.”

He thought about the evil he had encountered since then, greet evil in the dave market, and petty evil in
Tsu-tan the witch-finder, and the evil of agrasping poisonous spider in overseer Markko, and they dl
shared the same fed, like dime on the eyeballs just from looking at them.

“They live out on the plains, in tents, and raise horses. They hate cities. They hate beauty. They measure
their worth againgt each other—who has the most wedlth, the most horses, the most kills. When they kill,
they cut off the hair of their victim, and tieit like ahorsetall, and sew it to their battle dress.” Llesho's
mind had passed out of the governor’s audience chamber at Farshore, and wandered again the hals of
the Palace of the Sun, echoing with the terrified screams of the victims and the lugt-filled cries of triumph
of the Harn raiders, who shouted with joy and exultation when they killed. “1 saw aHarn raider kill my
lady’ sfirst attendant in the throne room. He cut off the braid of her hair with itsjeweled decorations till
init. Then he sat himself on the throne—" LIesho ssumbled, dmost said, “my father’ sthrone,” but kept
that part of his secret. They knew he came from the palace, but perhaps they did not know on what
pillow hishead had lain. “He sat on the throne, stitching the braid to his chest whilethe lady hersdlf lay
dying a hisfeet.”

When he looked up, the governor flinched, but her ladyship met Liesho’ s ravaged shock with the cold
calculation he remembered. Thistime hefound it comforting; shedid not shy away from the horror of his
story, but took it in, and measured hisworth in hissurviva. He remembered the look on Khri’ sface
when his guard had tucked him behind the curtain with awarning to be still, and he found something of
that same determined acceptance of the deadly battlein her ladyship’ s eyes. Oddly, she reminded him of
Kwan-ti for amoment. But Kwan-ti was gone, along with everything that had ever given the young
prince comfort in exile, including now friends and shift-mates, driven away by the strange language that
escaped himin hisdreams.

Her ladyship acknowledged all hislossesin thetilt of her head, but gave him no pity, and so hewas able
togoon.

“They killed anyone who opposed them and stripped the palace to the bare mud walls. Then they
gathered together everyone who was |ft. The babies and the very old—anyone who could not walk to
the dave markets on their own fest—they murdered in the square, and threw their bodiesin pileslike
garbage. Therest of usthey herded like their horsesto market.”

Habiba dipped aquiet question into hisreverie: “I thought that Thebin had no dave markets”

LIesho nodded. “Thebin was free, ruled in the name of the gods of the earth and the goddessin heaven.
We walked to Shan.”

Kaydu answvered hisclam with asnort. “ That' simpossible. Shan isthousands of |i from Thebin. No child
could walk that far.”

“Not impossible.” Habiba set his elbows carefully on the edges of the map and buried hisfacein his
hands for amoment, asif to wash away al expresson. “Mogt Thebin daves are seized out in the
provinces and brought to market in carts or by river. To the Ham, they’ re just property and receive the
care necessary to bring aprofit. They didn’t redly careif anyone from the holy city survived to reach the
market, however. The Long March served as awarning to others who would oppose them.

“We were ten thousand when we left Kungol, the holy city,” Llesho continued, “and fewer than a



thousand when we came to market in Shan. Of those, the Harn decided haf were unfit, and dit their
throats. Therest of us, they sold, dispersed throughout the empire as areminder as much asfor the
money, | think.”

“But you survived,” Habiba prodded, though he would not meet Llesho’ s eyes.

“Yes. | survived.” Llesho kept hischin high asaprince of Thebin must, even when his heart was shivering
into pieces at memories he could not bear. He would not tell them how, though he figured they could
guess. Must have guessed, because the governor looked away, and Master Jaks had disappeared
completely somewhere insgde hisown head. Kaydu till stared at him asif shedid not yet believe him.
Only her ladyship met his glance without flinching or looking away. It felt like he wasfdling into her eyes,
swimming in depths as dark and hidden as the sea. She did not ask, and he did not offer, that he had
lived on thelives of others, eating their food when his own ration would not keep afleadive, and passed
from hand to hand, carried when the guards could be distracted to other parts of thelong trail of dying
Thebins. He deserved no credit for surviving, buying hisown life as he did each day with the lives of his

people.

Her ladyship did not condemn him, though he saw in her eyes dl the deaths hislife had cost. “If you wish
to beagenerd,” she said to Kaydu, though Llesho knew the message was for him, “learn thislesson.
When everything islogt, down to the last hope of the soul, agood leader will lay down hislifefor his
people. A great leader will continueto live, to give the people hopein spite of the despair that may have
seized him.”

Hewould havetold her that he had earned no praise for surviving for his people, since they had not let
him die. But her ladyship set ahand upon her husband’ sdeeve.

“Yes, dear.” Hewiped atear from hisgray face. “That is enough for now, | think. Y ou may go.”

LIesho bowed low to depart, but her [adyship detained him. “Meet me at the dinner hour, in the grove,”
shesad. “Itistimeyou learned the art of archery.”

Llesho wondered if she meant before or after dinner, she seemed to read his expression if not his mind,
because she smiled and added, “We will dine on peaches from the orchard.” With afina obeisance,
Lleshotook hisleave.

Chapter Fifteen

HE grove where Llesho met with the governor’ s lady smelled of peaches and ripe plumsin the late
afternoon sun. Since he had neither bow nor arrows, he came with empty hands and waited, watching the
golden coins of sunlight dapple the grass beneath the trees. He did not wait long, however, beforethe
sound of chimes reached him, and the lady entered the grove carrying an empty bowl. One servant came
ahead of her, ringing the bellsthat heralded her arrival, and four servants followed. Two carried bows as
proudly unbent and almost astall asthe lady hersdlf, and two bore elaborately embroidered quivers, each
with twelve arrowsin it. Thelady set the bowl on the ground beneath atree and smiled a him.

“Wewill work for our supper tonight,” she said with a smile. Then she motioned forward the servants.
“Y ou will learn the Way of the Goddess with the bow.”

LIesho blushed a deep crimson. The Way was sacred to his people, the path of the goddess known only
to her handmaidens and her chosen consorts. As a prince of the sacred blood, his own life belonged to
the goddess, who might accept or reject him as her consort during the vigil celebration of his sixteenth
natal day. That day approached, but he had not yet offered his manhood as husband in heaven, nor did
he know how he would do so when the time came.



Asan unfledged prince, he had no right to anticipate the pleasure of his goddess by learning her Way,
and it shocked him to find the secrets of his own culturein a Farshore orchard. “1 did not know the
people of Farshore followed the goddess.”

“My lord the governor alows me asmall shrine at the back of his gardens, ashewishesin al thingsto
please me.” Her ladyship spoke asif thiswill to her pleasure came as her due. Her explanation left more
guestions than answers between them, not the least of which was how one who knew the sacred Way of
his culture could offer the knowledge to him asif it were no more than gladiator training for the arena.
Therefore, he bowed his head very low, and his voice shook with terror when he objected, “If you
worship the goddess, then you must know that what you suggest isimproper for meto learn.”

“The Way belongsto dl people who believe,” she chided him, “Don't let the ignorance of priestswho
crave their own power blind you to thetruth.” Asadave, her remote glance reminded him, he had no
right to question his master’ swishes.

“Asyouwish.” He bowed to her again, in proper submission, and offered his silent repentance to the
dead priests of the Temple of the Moon, and to the goddess whom they served.

Her ladyship returned his bow with anod of acknowledgment, and began her instruction.

“The bow islike the will. The man who does not bend, who cannot yield, stands aone and apart from
nature. Heis powerful only when he bends hiswill to the string.”

Shetook the first bow in her hands and pulled acoil of twisted gut from a deep pocket in her outer coat.
“Choose your bow as you would choose awar-horse,” she said. “1t must be strong and sure, and ye,
must bend to your will.”

She showed him how to string the bow she held and then handed him the second bow and a second cail
of gut. “Likewise, the man must bend hiswill to the bow, become the yidding string that subdues the bow
toitsflexible srength.”

Llesho fumbled the task. No bolts of lightning descended from the blue sky to strike him dead, so helet
himsdf relax into the bow, bending his own soul to the will of the goddess as the bow bent to the string.

Next, her ladyship took an arrow from the quiver offered by awaiting servant and held it out on her
extended pam.

“The point, or head of the arrow,” she said, making agraceful gesture with her free hand to draw his
attention to the stone chip affixed to one end of the arrow, “must be cunning and sharp. Making arrow- ¢
heads requires rare skill. Y ou may develop the knack, but it is better to acquire them from amaker than
ettle for second best, even if they are your own. The true archer never pollutes his arrow with spell or
potion, but trusts to the well-cut stone, the clear eye, and the strong arm.

“The shaft—" Sheran afinger dong the wooden length of the arrow. “1t must be perfectly straight. Learn
to carve your own, for only then can you be certain that your arrow will follow the flight of your heart. Be
careful what prayer you carve into its woody flesh; your heart should be as straight and uncompromising
asthe shaft of your arrow.

“Hetching—" She held up the arrow between two fingers and directed his attention to the feathers at the
nether end. “It Sabilizesthe arrow and givesit flight. Learn the language that the fletching spesks: hawk
feathersfor war; dovefor peace. Fletching of swan' sfeathers swear the true love of the archer.

“Think of the completed arrow as an egg. All that the bird will becomein flight is contained initsbirth. If



the wings are unformed, the bird will not fly. If it istoo easly buffeted by the wind and turned off its
course, it will never reach its destination. If its beak does not harden, it cannot crack open seeds, and it
will die. So you must ensure that each arrow is perfect, like the egg, so that the arrow’ sflight will be
perfect, likethebird's.”

She did not demand that he learn to construct arrows on the spot, fortunately, but moved on to the next
step. Putting the strung bow in his right hand and an arrow in Llesho’ sl eft hand, she stood at his back
and wrapped her arms around his arms, her hands around his hands, so that they clasped the curved
wood before them with their entwined fingers. “ Y ou can fight the bow,” she said, “or you can bethe
bow,” And shefitted the arrow to the notch of the string and pulled.

“Y ou can let the arrow go, or you can release your heart with the arrow, and beitsflight—" He could
fed her smile skim his ear as shelet the arrow fly into the tree beneath which her bowl was positioned.
And into the bowl fell apeach, freed by thearrow. “Try it.”

Llesho took hisown bow in his hand, and set an arrow, pulling back on the string. Hefdlt asif hewere
pulling againg his own weight in the bow; it did not yield.

“You aretrying to force the bow,” her ladyship corrected him. “Y ou must caressit, not overpower it.
Become the bow and find it in your will to want to bend. . . .”

Shedid not touch him, but her voice caressed him like fingers on his spine. Llesho took adeep bresth, et
it out again, and let the fed of smooth wood bow and taut gut string sink into hisbeing. “Like the willow,”
he thought, “bending before the storm, en-folding the stream—" and as he thought, he drew back on the
string until the arrow poised on alinewith hiseye, and he felt the god in hisnerves and hisbeing, the
stem of aripe peach high inthelady’ stree. Fly, hethought, and felt his pirit fly, spin unerringly out into
the universe, twanging by the stem of the peach which fell as he passed it, reaching out to the top of his
flight, and curving back to earth.

When he returned to himself, the bowl held a second peach, and the governor’ slady had fixed a sharp
but approving eye on him. “Can you tel mewherethe arrow fell?’ she asked.

Llesho nodded and closed hiseyes. “ There,” he said, and pointed to the place where the arrow had
plunged to earth, its head buried in the ground, its fletching upright like a banner.

“Again?’ she asked, and he nodded, unable to form thoughts into sentences while he lived the graceful
curve of wood and the teasing tenson of the string. Carefully he set the arrow, and studied the tree. Then
he closed his eyes, pulled back on the string with two fingers bracketing his arrow—his heart—and let
himsdlf fly. Hisbody did not relax back into itself until the peach hit the bowl with a soft thunk, and the
lady at hissde laughed.

“Tomorrow, on horseback,” she said. Llesho could not tell her that he had never ridden awarhorse, but
only the shaggy, ill-tempered Thebin pony that had hated its caparisons as much as LIesho had hated the
thin beaten plates of his child’ sarmor. They had been but poor reminders of an ancient time when the
Harn would not have dared to cross the Thebin border.

He' d crossthat bridge tomorrow—an apt metaphor, he realized, given the number of bridges scattered
about the governor’s compound. Her ladyship walked over to the peach tree and sat beside her bowl of

peaches.

“Tell me about Pearl Idand,” she said, holding apeach out to him. He sat beside her, hislegs crossed in
front of him, thinking he might be falling under aspell she cast over the orchard. Then he remembered the
cold, sharp expression she had worn when Magter Jaks had tested him on the Thebin knife. He took the



peach, therefore, but decided to remember that she was, after al, the governor’ slady, and a dangerous
person by any lights.

“What do you want to know?’ He bit into the peach, so sweet and ripe that the juices spurted on his
chin, and he ducked his head and wiped hisface with hisdeeve.

She spoke casudly when she answered, asif she hadn’t seen the sticky juice decorating his chin.

“Tell me about your life. How you cameto bein training asagladiator.” She did not ask him about
Thebin, and LIesho was grateful for that. The governor’ s questions had felt like poking at unheded
wounds, and he wanted to think of anything but the bloody body of his dead father, his sister bleeding out
her life on apile of refuse.

“I don’'t know.” Llesho shrugged his shoulders, dmost! as embarrassed at the question as at the mess he
was making of the peach. “At fird, | lived in the longhouse with Lling and Hmishi, and the otherswho
worked in the pearl beds. We aren’t from the same part of Thebin, but we got along once Hmishi and |
fought over who would be leader.”

“Whowon?’

“Lling, of course” Helaughed. “ Sheis smarter than both of us, and shefights dirty. And winning redly
mattered to her; she wouldn’t give up until we admitted she had won.”

“Good for Lling,” her ladyship said softly, but with real admiration in her voice. “What happened to the
pearl beds?’

Llesho shrugged, but hefelt his entire body grow cold. “I don’'t know,” he said, “1 was gone by then, into
the training compound to be agladiator. Sometimes, when adiver stays below too long, he begins seeing
visons, If hesurvivesthefirg time, heislikely to do it again, and again, trying to get the visons back,
until he drowns—"

“And you saw visons?’
He nodded.

“And were they the figments of an oxygen-deprived mind?’ she asked him, and he Sared &t her, afraid to
answer the question. Shewould think hewas mad, or awitch, if he gave her the truth, and know he was
lying if he didn’t. While admitting to being awitch didn’t seem as deadly in the governor’s compound asiit
would on Pearl 1Idand, he was no Habiba, and didn’t want her getting funny ideas about him. She
honored his privacy, or accepted his silence for her own reasons, and brought him back to the original
question: “Even in the training compound, you must have heard rumors about the pearl beds.”

When she looked into his eyes, LIesho remembered what she had said about the feathers on the arrow:
her glance pierced him, like ahawk, and he wondered what war he had sumbled into.

“Yes,” hesaid, nodding. “Lord Chin-shi, they said, was afraid of witches. Master Markko, the overseer,
convinced hislordship that our hedler, Kwan-ti, was awitch, but she disappeared before he could gather
evidenceto prove any crime. Soon after that the Blood Tide came and killed everything in the
surrounding sea. Master Markko declared that Kwan-ti had created the Blood Tide to punish Lord
Chin-shi for hisactions againgt her.”

“Kwantti disappeared before the Blood Tide?’

Llesho nodded. “The Blood Tide came soon after. But | never saw her commit an evil act. | don't think



shewas ableto do evil, even to save hersdlf.”
“I think you areright. But if not Kwan-ti, who ruined Lord Chin-shi with the deadly tide?’
“Did it haveto be aperson?’ he asked in return, “Might it not have been afresk of the seaitsdf?’

“No, Llesho,” she answered carefully, and he wondered if she thought the truth would frighten him or
turn him againgt her. “The sea behavesin certain ways, according to its nature and the seasons. To cregte
the Blood Tide, someone had to change the nature of the very sea—to poison it with devouring life that
does not occur naturaly in these waters—whereit touched upon Pearl 1dand. Who do you think would
have wanted to do something like thet?”

LIesho remembered Lord Chin-shi’s chambers, hislordship’s pressing questions and his own regret that
he had no answersto give. He had falen adeegp while Lord Chin-shi struggled through the night to find an
antidote for the poisoned bay. Lord Chin-shi had failed, losng everything, and had died by his own hand.
LIesho could not help feding that the failure was somehow hisown. “I think Lord Chin-shi believed |
might be awitch, or that if Kwan-ti wastruly awitch, she had taught me her spdlls, and that perhaps|
could stop the Blood Tide,” he said. “But I’'m not, and | couldn’t.”

“Y ou could have, LIesho,” she said, and touched atentative hand to his chegk. “Y ou are the favored of
the goddess, had you but known to entreat her.”

“No,” hesaid, shaking hishead, denying it to himsalf as much as correcting her ladyship’'s
misunderstanding. “ My only talent seemsto be surviving disasters; | can’t do athing to prevent them, and
for dl I know, something about me calls disasters down on my head. But | don’'t have anything to do with

it. It just happens.”

“Surviving is perhaps the greatest talent of all, child. But if not Kwan-ti, who killed Chin-shi’ s pearl
beds?’

Her explanation of the tide had shed a different light on Lord Chin-shi’sfdl. If fate and the seahad set
the plague on the oyster beds, the worst any of them had done was et it happen. He knew that Kwan-ti
had not seeded the plague when she left, but she might have been healing the bay, holding off disaster
until staying even aday longer meant her death. Freed of her restraining touch, the poison had quickly
taken hold. And LIesho knew about poisons.

“Master Markko,” he said. “Hisworkroom smelled of poisons and rot, and dead things.” Hetruly didn’t
want to think about Markko, or the workroom where the overseer had chained him to the floor. He
didn’t want to see Lord Chin-shi dead in the sand of the arena, either, but that had happened, too.

“I think Lord Chin-shi was himself awitch,” Llesho ventured, “but he couldn’t find the cure for the pearl
beds.”

“Not awitch,” thelady corrected him, “but certainly an adchemist, which is much the same thing and
probably what your Kwan-ti was, more or less.” She stood up then, and handed the peach bowl to a
servant while Llesho jumped to hisfeet.

“Master Markko has passed to Lord Y ueh, who held many of Lord Chin-shi’s debts,” she added.
It made sense, dl except for why she wastelling him, which he asked her pointedly.

“Because you need to know,” she answered asif it were the most obvious thing in the world, though he
couldn’t imagine why. “I hope we are not aready too late.”



Sheleft him there with one of the bows, and aquiver of arrows. He watched her go, unable to drive from
his mind ether their conversation or the fear that seemed to grip her at thelast. Too late for what?

In the weeks that followed, the novices trained together in weapons and in unarmed combat. Her
ladyship hersdlf led them in archery on many days, and Llesho found that he excelled at the weapon. As
he grew in skill he found his thoughts moving more deeply and more dowly, whereas his reflexes reacted
like lightning. Kaydu taught a sharper, faster, dirtier form of hand-to-hand than Master Den had done,
and sheincluded deadly movesthat grew out of formsthat assumed alarger opponent with intent to kill.

Master Jakstook up the teaching of armed combat without the rules of engagement that governed the
arena, but that was suited to working in pairs and groups to attain one god. Extraction and infiltration
became apart of the training, skillsthat no gladiator would need, but that turned them into soldiers
capable of moving at the forefront of amassed troop, or running and fighting in small bursts of guerrilla
action. Or working as assassinsin the enemy camp.

It seemed naturd that the novices should train together. They soon learned each other’ s strengths and
weaknesses, and forged a purpose with Llesho at its center. Kaydu joined them when she could free
herself from her own teaching duties, acting as student and as teacher under Master Jaks' instruction.
Llesho grew confident in wielding hissmall cadre asaforce, sending Bixe to the front with aglance when
strength and intimidation might avoid bloodshed, unleashing Kaydu for stedth attacks; she could move
soundlessly through dry reeds, and her combat skillsfit her like her skin. Lling he begged with hiseyesto
talk them out of trouble, or to hold ground if talk did not work.

Hmighi, it turned out, was the fiercest fighter of them all, but only if thelife of acompanion wasat risk. In
practice his moves were hesitant and laden with gpologies and the wounded pain of doing harm to others.
When, in exasperation, Master Jaks pulled him in front of the troops at practice and told him to fight or
die, Hmishi had stumbled and mumbled, absorbing the jeers of the guards and the curses of histeacher.
Then aknife caught him in adeep downward dash across the cheek, and he redlized that Master Jaks
had meant every word. They weren't playing at tridents with their muck rakes anymore, and Master Jaks
would kill him dead where he stood rather than let him be a burden on histeam.

Kaydu sad later that Hmishi would probably have died rather than hurt histeacher in that artificid setting
of make-believe combat, but Llesho had refused, utterly, to lose afriend to that sort of game. He would
not let them make enemies of each other, and he knew he could never trust Master Jeks again if Hmishi
died at hishand. So helunged a the master, latching on to hisknife arm, and clinging to it while he
shouted to Hmishi to run, to get away. Magter Jaks had shaken LIesho loose and turned on him, a
dreadful light in hiseyes. Growling deep in histhroat, Hmishi had attacked with a savagery that dmost
took the master down before he tumbled out of the way and set himself for defense. They battled thenin
earnest, Magter Jaks' years of experience and cunning matched against the force of Hmishi’ swill focused
on the death of his opponent. Master Jaks would have died in that battleif three hefty guards had not
risked Hmishi’ s blade to knock him down and hold him while afourth disarmed him.

“I don't carewho you are,” Hmishi had screamed, straining againgt the armsthat held him down. “If you
hurt him, I will kill you. Anywhere. Anytime. | will kill you.”

For Llesho, time dowed to afrozen agony. Nothing moved but the blood dripping from the cut on
Hmishi’ sface, and from another, shallower mark under Master Jaks' ear. Llesho thought he might walk
unseen among them, like awraith among mortas, tasting their blood and choosing who would live and
who would die. He wanted to kill Master Jaks himsdlf then, for what they both had done to hisfriend.
But Master Jaks was watching Hmishi with relief touching the edges of atension that had become a part
of him over the weeks of training.



“You'reready,” he said. “Have your face seen to, and be prepared to march. All of you. We leave for
Thousand Lakes Provincein the morning.”

Ready. Tomorrow would be Llesho’' s Sixteenth birthday. In Thebin, he redized, he would be going to his
purification rites now. The eve of hisnata day would have been spent in silent meditation and prayer,
fasting and offerings of incense and fruit in the Temple of the Moon. His brothers had told stories of how
the scent of the fruit would cometo fill the world as the night lengthened and their hollow stomachs
complained. And he' d heard the servants laughing &t the bitesin the plums they found after Adar passed
the eve of his sxteenth birthday sampling the offerings.

But the jokes and the ceremony were only the surface of therite. During the long night, the betrothed
prince became the true husband of the goddessin al ways, and received from her hand the bridegroom
gifts of the spirit that would mark his soul forever. Those gifts brought with them powers of sght and the
shared dominion over the living redlm. Or the goddess would pass over him, and he would leave the
temple in the morning changed only from aboy to morta man.

LIesho had no expectation that the goddess would choose him as her husband, but he did not want to
enter into this new phase of hardship in hislife fill aboy. Tonight, therefore, he would observe therites

of the god-king to prepare for both journeys: into manhood, and then into the unknown. He left his
companions on their way to the cookhouse, and followed one of the compound’ s many pathways, over
severd of the ethered bridges, to the smal shrine degp in her ladyship’ s gardens. Bowing low to the gods
who lingered about the place, he drew his Thebin knife and lay it on the dtar, the length of the blade
sretching from knee to knee of the seated goddess. With an abject kowtow that she might accept himin
his unwor-thiness, Llesho settled himsalf in the proper form for meditation, and began hislong watch
done.

Chapter Sixteen

IT'S the darkness settled around him, Llesho’ s doubts seemed to curl themselvesin the corners of the
ghrine, peeping out at him with hot, fierce eyes. The priests were dead, none | €ft to call the goddessto
her husband with their prayers, and her ladyship’ s shrinewas small and far from the gates of heaven
where the goddess dwelt. How would she find her betrothed, how would she even know to look for him,
so far away and with noneto herdd histime?

With an effort he set asde hismisgivings. Only ratslurked in the corners, attracted to the cool shelter of
the stone dtar. Like them, he mugt put hislife in the hands of the goddess and trust to her decision. Sitting
cross-legged in front of her soneimage, Llesho had lost himsdlf in the silent meditation of his past life that
made up the long night of passage for ayoung man entering manhood. His mother in her library in the
Temple of the Moon, holding him on her lap, and hisfather, Stting in judgment on histhrone in the Pdlace
of the Sun, the two sides of heaven dwaysin each other’ s gaze across the city. The Long March, and
davery, Lleck speaking to him from beyond the grave, and Lord Chin-shi desperate to heal the dying
seq, and spilling the blood of hisregret upon the sand. Her ladyship, watching him at weapons,
questioning him at the side of her husband, teaching him the forbidden secrets of the Way.

Sinking deeply into his own mind, he sifted through the details of hislife. Where had he failed, and where
had he striven to serve with dl he had to give Her whom he worshiped? In the balance, did he prove
wanting, or would the goddess cast her favor upon him? At midnight he was disturbed by the presence of
another in the shrine: her ladyship, come with gifts of fresh peachesfor the goddess.

“Peace isthe most precious gift the goddess may offer us,” she said, holding up apiece of thefruit so that
it glowed arich gold in the candldight: “ Some say it isthe one gift that man only appreciates when
looking back in longing after he has rgjected it. Others say the gift has no vaue except asareward for



grife. What do you believe, LIesho?’

She offered the peach and he took it, considering its soft richness, so unlike the cold white woman who
offeredit. “I believe,” he sad, “that each gift isatest, and with each test met we go alittle farther upon
the Way of the Goddess. And we cannot know what the purpose of the gift or the test is until we reach
the end of theWay.”

“Even peace?’ she asked him.

Remembering the Harn descending upon Thebin, LIesho nodded his certainty. “ Especidly peace,” he
answered.

Her ladyship studied him for along moment, with eyes as sharp as Llesho’ s Thebin knife. Then she let
out asigh, so gently that Llesho amost could believe he hadn’'t heard it at all.

“Know the goddesslovesyou,” she said, and rested a cold hand over his heart. LIesho bowed his head,
and heard but did not see when she stood and departed.

Alone again with the night and the ratswith their glowing red eyes, hetried to settle into his meditations
again, but the lady’ swords had disturbed him. The goddess might love him, as she loved dl that lived
within her dominion, but the night grew long, and she did not come.

In the deepest dark, when even the moon had set, meditation turned to memory and turned back on itsalf
to mingle past and present in troubled patterns. He was grown, as now, but at home in the holy city of
Kungol, one and logt in the twisting mazes of the Temple of the Moon. From every wall remembered
images of the goddess smiled down at him, but now they wore the face of her ladyship, the governor’s
wife. Somewhere in the distance, he heard his mother cry out, but when hetried to reach her, her cries
seemed to grow more distant instead of closer, and the images on the walls seemed to grow colder.
Through the dream-laced memories wove the screams of the dying, and the smell of smoke from the
burning marketplacein the city.

“No!” Hisown voice broke the self-imposed spell of his meditation, but the sounds of pain and anger
remained. The shouts of the watch summoning the guard and the dap of running feet werered. Here,
now, in the governor’s own gardens, it was happening again.

Llesho rose awkwardly to hisfeet, knees and ankles protesting the hours spent in their Strained position.
Grabbing hisknife from the dtar of the goddess, he hobbled to the door of the shrine.

Fire glinted from the rooftops of the wooden houses of the compound closest to the road. A soldier
wearing the neck chain and wrist guards of the governor’ s house guard ran by, stopping long enough to
push him back from the open door with ahand to his chest.

“Get back indde,” she ordered him. “We're under attack!”

“I canfight!” Llesho returned, and raised his knife to show that he was armed. An arrow whipped
past his ear and he ducked as it embedded itsdf in the thick lintel.

“Find your squad, then,” she said, and ranto join thefray.

LIesho dipped out of the shrine, keeping low, hisknife held lightly in his steedy fist. Thistime he was not

achild; he had both the skills and the strength to defend himself. But the guard had been right: he had to

find his squad. Master Jaks had trained them to fight as a unit, and he felt naked without hisfriends at his
gde



Crouching in the shadows of the reeds and low plant life that bordered the lawns and canals, he made his
way back to the house he shared with the other novices. Before he could pull himsdlf over the threshold,
however, avoice he dreaded sounded nearby.

“ Search everywhere—I| want the Thebin!” Overseer Markko' singstent shout came from amore solid
mass of shadow just steps away, slhouetted by the rising flames. “He' s here somewhere!”

Llesho froze, paralyzed by that voice. Master Markko had goneto Lord Y ueh at the death of Lord
Chin-shi, but what had driven Y ueh’ sarmy to attack the governor’s compound? Why was Master
Markko looking for him? To kill him outright, or to throw him into chains again? What did the overseer,
or hisnew lord, know or suspect about Llesho’ strue identity that they would seek him out in the midst of
battle?

LIesho had no time to ponder the answersto his questions; the sounds of fighting were getting closer.
Suddenly, ahand snaked out of the window of his house, grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him into
thelarge room. Bixe. Lling and Hmishi stood back to back in the center of the room with their knives
drawn. Kaydu was missing.

“Where have you been?’ Bixe hissed.

“The shrinein the garden,” Llesho hissed back. “Where did you think | was? Opening the gates for Lord
Y ueh?’

Bixel didn't have to say anything; it was clear on hisface that the accusation shocked and offended him.
“What, then?’ he asked.

They looked at each other, and it was clear they each had unanswered questions. Lord Y ueh’sarmed
guard wouldn't be tearing the governor’ s compound apart to find acommon dave, but they had dl heard
Master Markko order histroopsto look for Llesho.

“Who areyou?’ Bixe pushed for an explanation in spite of the danger they werein, “What does Markko
want?’

LIesho uttered asingle Thebin curse. He didn’t want to know what kind of rumors had spread. “We can
talk about thislater.” If there was no later, explanations wouldn't matter anyway. “If you want to live, we
aregoing to haveto fight or run now.”

The attack had come through the main gate, the only way in or out that Llesho knew. “Whereis Kaydu?’

Little Brother chose that moment to swing from the roof by histail and pop through the open window
with acluttering rebuke for their tardiness. Their young ingtructor followed him. “I’'m right here. Let’sgo.
Jaks has horseswaiting.” She disappeared again.

LIesho ran for the window and would have been first out, but Bixei held him back. “In case of ambush,”
he said, and darted out the window after Kaydu. Llesho followed, and turned around as Lling, and then
Hmishi spilled out of the novice house. Kaydu said nothing, but gestured for them to keep low asthey
crept along the side of the house, hidden by the reeds and bushes.

Kaydu moved so silently that Llesho was surprised to hear the clatter of heavier feet when Bixel followed
her over the footbridge. He tried to imitate Kaydu' s silence with no success, but had to turn around to be
certain LIing was gtill behind him. She was, and Hmishi next to her. Hmishi sumbled and came up again
with asword in his hand. Already abattle had passed through here, leaving its scattered dead and their
weapons behind. Lling hunted around until she, too, had asword in her right hand, switching her knifeto



her |eft. Bixel gathered up a spear, and ashort sword which he wedged into his belt.

LIesho remembered his own knifein his hand, and redized—damnl—he d left his scabbard by his bed,
along with the few possessions he had acquired while at the governor’ s compound. Once again, he was
garting out with nothing. But he was starting out dive. Llesho scrounged among the dead aswell, and
found ashort spear that he took up in hisfree hand. He had begun to think that they would make their
way clear when a sound to hisright was followed by the flare of torches.

The oiled parchment screens of asmall house burst into flame. A shout rose from the fire, and shadows
formed around it, resolved in the light into men on foot. Y uel’ s men, dark againgt thefire that backlit
them, had seen Llesho’ s squad. Soldiers ran toward them brandishing weapons. Bixe caught the first
across the ribs with the staff end of his spear, turned the long weapon quickly and finished hisman with a
lunging stab to the breadt.

Lling and Hmishi did to either sde of Llesho, swords poised high, knives pointed low. They joined the
battle with aflurry of clashing swords, vanquishing their attackers, who fled with screams on their lipsthat
they had been bested by demons. Llesho gave agrim laugh, but did not count his victory too soon. A
horse loomed out of the darkness. Itstall rider urged the beast up onits hind legsto lash out at the
Thebinswith its sharp front hooves.

With an enraged howl, Hmishi leaped to the defense, driving his sword into the rider. The sword passed
through the man, who tossed him aside and laughed with the sound of ice breaking in hisvoice. Master
Markko—LIesho recognized him even in the dark—Dbled from no wound, though Hmishi’ sthrust should
have diced himin two.

“You are mine, Thebin!” The magician pointed a short spear at LIesho, and cold terror pierced his heart.
Frozen, he could not have moved, except for the warmth radiating from the short spear hehed in his
own hand. He raised the wesgpon between them, and it seemed to glow in the light of the silver moon.
“Never again, witch!” he shouted, and Markko's spear burned and shattered. The magician growled his
wordless rage and brought his horse around to attack, but the anima bucked and fell, screaming, with the
point of aspear buried in itsflank.

“Move!” Bixe shouted, and Hmishi was pushing him, and LIing was pulling her knife out of the gullet of a
soldier who stared up at the sky with blank, dead eyes.

Kaydu ghosted up to Llesho and whispered, “ This way—Jaks has the horses.” They had entered the
peach gTove, the smel of theripefruit cloying over the sickening reek of blood and burning flesh and
sweset and fear. LIesho followed the direction she pointed, moving deep into the darkest corner of the
grove.

Around them, troops were mounting up, too many for Llesho to judge in the dark, but it fet asif the
whole household must be saddling to fly. Shadowed by athick growth of trees and hedges, Master Jaks
awaited them with their mounts. Fortunatdly, their warhorses were intelligent and trained to battle; the
creatures ftirred restlessy at the smell of blood on the hands and clothes of Llesho’s squad but did not
balk when they gathered their reins and mounted. LIesho noticed with satisfaction that someone had
strapped his cavalry-style short bow and a quiver of arrowsto his saddle. The governor’slady had been
as good as her word, and his squad could ride now, and shoot from the saddle as well as on foot. They
might need to before this night was ouit.

Kaydu took the lead of their smal party, finding their place at the center of alonger train of mounts and
pack animas moving quietly in snglefile through the grove. Llesho dlowed hishorseto fal in step behind
her, with his three companions following. When he saw where they were heading—toward a place of



thicker shadows in the garden wall—he wondered if it were atrap.

“Master Jaks!” Llesho turned around in his saddle to throw awhisper into the black on black murk, but
he received no answer. There had been no sixth horse waiting; Jaks was staying behind. Llesho smelled
blood, and saw the face of histeacher on the dead corpse of his bodyguard, and he knew that Jaks
would dieif he did not come now. Unthinking, he communicated his distressto his horse, which quaked
under him in fear of the night and its shadows, and the dark emotions of itsrider. Llesho rested acaming
hand on the horse’ s neck while his thoughts spun in turmoil. He knew right to the core of his being that
the memory-vision wastrue. Timeitsalf skittered out of contral, the past and future colliding in thevision
of Master Jaks, dead. The house guard could not hold the compound against the fires of the attackers,
and Magter Jaks would give hislife to hold the attackers at bay for their escape.

“I'm not through with you yet,” he muttered to himsdf. Turning his mount out of the column, Liesho
headed back toward the low fires that marked where graceful houses had dotted the watery space.

“Where are you going, boy?” An outrider caught his horse by the bridle and stopped him, staring hard
into hisface until it registered who LIesho was. “The midnight gete is the other way!” Heturned hishorse
around to lead L Iesho back the way he had come, but LIesho pulled back on hisreinsto bring hishorse
to astop.

“WhereisMagter Jaks?” he said, using his best imitation of hisfather.

The outrider jerked his head in the direction of the burning compound but continued to urge Llesho's
horse toward the bottom of the orchard.

Llesho dug in hishedlsand refused to be moved. “1 am not leaving without him.” He kept hisjaw firm
and hoped the man couldn’t see the shaking of his hgjidsin the dark.

“Thelady will have my head,” the outrider muttered, but he turned his horse. “He went thisway— I'll
takeyou.” They rode back, into the chaos and thefire, toward atight knot of grunting bodies and
clanging swords. The fighting was on foot and the outrider made quick work of it. He swept into the fray
with ablood-curdling battle cry, cutting down one attacker and sweeping another under the hooves of his
charger. Then he angled his horse between Master Jaks and thefires lighting ahundred battleslike the
one he had just fought.

The outrider dipped from his horse and held out the reins. “His excellency wants that boy out of here,
and the boy says hewon'’t go without you.” With that he was gone, lost to sight in the fray.

Jaks lifted himsdlf into the saddle, swearing softly under his breath. “Now, Y our Highness?' he asked.
The words dripped with sarcasm, but even so they served as areminder to both of them.

Lleshottilted his chin at the exact angleto receive histitle, letting Master Jaks know in the doing of it that
heread al thelevels of anger and submission in hiswords. If they were going to use him for their own
secret agenda, however, they would have to accept him at hisrank, and not as just another sonein their
game. He would not go quietly to anybody’ s daughter.

Master Jaks dropped hishead. “I know,” he said, and Llesho thought that maybe he did, too.

Together they entered the shadows at the bottom of the peach grove, and passed through a hidden gate
that opened to the country northwest of the city. Outriders galloped up and down the line now, and when
thelast of their party had come through the gate, the order to ride hard came with the daps of the
outriders on the rumps of thetrailing horses. For amoment Llesho felt wrenched in time, asmall boy
again, and Jaks was wearing the bloody uniform of his dead bodyguard and the travel stained clothes of



the long march.

But the horses stirred restlesdy, reminding him that he was not alone, and not hel pless. He had an army at
hisback. And, if they werefleeing by dead of night, at least they were running toward help, and not into
greater danger. Llesho kicked his own horseto afaster gait and quickly found his squad again.

“Weride for Thousand Lakes Province,” Kaydu informed them, “Pray that we are not too late.”

Gradudly, the outriders herded the refugeesinto atighter, more defensible group plodding dowly toward
theinner provinces. Llesho fretted anxioudy about their pace. Once the decision to flee had been made
and acted upon, he wanted to put as much distance as possible between their makeshift caravan and
Lord Y ueh' stroops. But the outriders kept them at a pace that protected the mass of the household and
the servants who had fled on foot. Gradually, however, fatigue ate away the desperate compulsion to run
that coursed through his bloodstream.

Farshore lay on asandy flat, but beyond the city limits, to the west, the foothills stretched north and south
asfar asthe eye could see. Llesho felt the road angle upward into the hillsand fell forward over the neck
of hishorse to balance himsdlf into the ascent. Hislegs were sore from riding, and his horse was setting
down itsfeet with the heavy indifference that spoke of exhaustion louder than any words of its human
rider could do.

“How far to Thousand Lakes Province?’ he asked Kaydu.

She shook her head, eyes grim, and curled one hand around Little Brother, who rode tucked closeto his
mistress’ body, hisarms clinging to the rise of her saddle. “Too far. More than five hundred |i.”

LIesho looked around them at the shuffling horde pressing into a narrow line again on the mountain road.
His nose wrinkled, assaulted by the moist warmth of animals and humans, fear mixed with the dust of the
road in a pungent taunt at his sinuses. He remembered another long march, staggering through the night
until strange arms swept him up, passed him on, as the road stretched in aneverending blur of light and
dark, hunger and thirst. Out of memories he'd long tried to submerge, images arose of bodies dropping
by the wayside, beaten into the dirt by the hooves of the Harnish horses. So powerful werethe old
fedingsthat Llesho braced hisbody for the staggering jolt of a horse sumbling over ahuman obstaclein
itsmarch.

/ can’t do it again, hethought. But he said, “When Y ueh redizes that the governor has escaped, his
amy will follow us”

“The governor didn’t escape,” Kaydu said, and her voice choked on the words. “He stayed behind, to
keep Y ueh occupied in the capital. Her ladyship leads us.”

Llesho wondered if her father had stayed behind aswell. Kaydu' s set face did not invite the question,
and Bixe waslooking at him as though he’ d been struck. “What makes you think it was Lord Y ueh who
attacked?”’

“I heard Master Markko call out—" LIesho began hisanswer just as Kaydu interrupted. “ Thereisa
resting place beyond this pass, with grass for the horses and a stream for water. The hillswill hide us
from Y ueh’' s scouts and spies. Her ladyship will stop for the night when we reach it, and we can talk
there”

Lling wasriding a Llesho’ s shoulder, listening quietly to their conversation. At the mention of rest, she
Sighed, but didn’t relax the watch she kept on the road and the hill that rose at its shoulder. “He |l know
that at least some of the governor’ s household escaped. Will he send an army after us?’



“Probably,” Kaydu admitted. She did not say aoud what Llesho aready knew from past experience:
they could not escape at their present rate of travel. Already the very young and the less hardened among
the household suffered from the journey. “ But enough of the house guard stayed behind that Y ueh may
not realize we have escaped until he has searched among the dead for our bodies. With any luck, they’ve
bought us some time to regroup and make plans. If our scouts report back that we are followed, we may
haveto run, but her ladyship will want everyone to rest while they can.”

If it came to amidnight scramble, those on horseback might have a chance, but L1esho knew about being
frightened and weak and on foot. Mogt of the people who dept tonight at the resting place in the hills
would die tomorrow or the next day or the next, running from certain capture into the arms of exhaustion,
hunger, and thirst. Armies did not march with children and the sick in tow. Those who did had no chance
of outrunning trained and hardened fighters.

When the outriders passed the word that they were stopping ahead, Llesho wanted to urge hisown
companions to continue, to outstrip the reach of Y ueh' sarmy. He had his own purpose set upon him by
the ghost in the pearl beds: his brothersto find, and his country to save. But achild sumbled as he
passed, and he scooped her up and set her in front of him on the horse, and when the outrider called a
halt and directed them down into ahollow cradled in acircle of hillsrich with the scent of pinetrees, he
st the child down with her mother and followed his companionsto agrassy plot they chose for their
camp. They dismounted and led their horses to the bottom of the hollow where they found the stream
Kaydu had promised. Hmishi took the reins from his companions, and followed them asthey made their
own way to the stream and water. When they had drunk their fill, he staked the animasin asoft stand of
grass and began to unbuckle their saddles.

After amoment in which they dl stared dumbly as Hmishi worked, Lling sighed and offered, “I’ll get
wood for afire” Bixe dragged himsdlf to hisfeet and followed her into the nearby forest to help her look
for fallen branches. Kaydu tucked her degping pet into ading she wore around her neck and hunted for
stonesto ring their fire pit. LIesho sat, thinking. He was deep in the puzzle of their surviva when Kaydu
interrupted.

“Anything | can do for you, Y our Highness?’

“No, thank you,” he said, so caught up in wrestling with the problem in his head that he didn’t notice her
sarcasm, or the pointed hint that he should rouse himself to help set up the camp.

“Would you mind explaining that answer?’ Bixe asked the question. Kaydu looked uncomfortably like
shewas just confirming what she already knew, but she slently dropped down beside him on the grass,
Lling and Hmishi had aso finished their self-gppointed chores, and they, too, watched him, more
frightened than they had been when they fought Master Markko and Y ueh’ s provincid guard for him.

Not now, he silently begged. He was too tired to deal with questions, too tired to stand and face them
but unwilling to try to explain while they were looking down on him—it felt too symboalic.

“I’m nobody, just LIesho,” he said.

“Where were you when Master Markko attacked?’ Bixel demanded, but Lling stopped him with ahand
onhisarm.

“Not sdlling out the governor to my worst enemy,” Llesho answered sarcastically. He stared down at the
grass between hisfeet, pulled up aleaf, and twisted it around his finger, contemplating how quickly
friends became strangersin the presence of asecret. “ Tonight isthe eve of my sixteenth summer.” He
tried to sound asif it meant nothing when he added, “ By custom, that time belongs to the goddess.”



In Kungol, theroyd family had played out its most intimate existence for the honor of the people: the
roya chambermaids would hang the first marked sheets of prince or princess from the celebrant’s
bedroom balcony. Roya couples consummated their marriages while achoir of monks at the bedside
intoned the heavenly praise of the families brought together in the union. If he had grown to facethe eve
of hismanhood in the Palace of the Sun, like his brothers, dl the males of the royd family and their priests
and retainers would have escorted him to the Temple of the Moon for hisvigil. They would have sung
ribald songs of his prowess with the goddess. In the morning trumpets would have sounded with the gay
dances of the wedding feast while he rode through the streetsto his bregkfast at the right hand of his
father. All of Thebin would acknowledge him as the husband of the goddess, or jest about hisluck asa
free man, ungifted and unwed, but aman nonetheless.

In his captivity, Llesho’s determination to complete the sacred rites of adulthood in her ladyship’ s garden
ghrine seemed foolish and self-important. Certainly the goddess had not come to him in the night, had not
accepted him as aman and a hushand of the Thebin royd line. With Kungol athousand or moreli awvay
and Thebin in the hands of the enemy, he didn’t want to share the ceremony of meditation and fasting, or
hisfalure, with strangers. It embarrassed him now to think that he had tried to complete hisritual of
manhood aone and in aforeign land that till saw him as aboy and the property of another. No wonder
he had been found lacking—the body he offered to his goddess was not histo give. But he had aready
said too much. To his Thebin companions, the ritud identified him as a prince of the Royal House more
completely than anything el se he could have said. Lling and Hmishi understood at once the import of his
words, and dropped to their knees with bent heads. Just exactly what Llesho did not want in the middle
of acrigs.

He gave vent to a disgusted sigh before he ordered, “ Get up! The Harn rule Thebin now; | haveno claim
onyour dlegiance”

“What arethey doing?’ Bixel crinkled hisnosein confusion, but he was determined to understand what
everyone else seemed aready to know.

“He stheking of Thebin,” Kaydu answered for him, and looked at Llesho with anewfound uneasiness.

“I was aprince,” he answered, exasperated, “ more recently adave, and soon to be dead if Yueh's
troops catch us here.”

“But the old king isdead, they say,” Lling dared to correct him; Hmishi sill trembled at hisfest.

“I have Six brothers, al older than me,” he answered, grateful to seethat Bixel had findly sunk down
beside them. He seemed unconvinced, but he waslistening. “And any one of them may be the chosen of
the goddess.” He did not add that he had not been so chosen.

Bixel fed abranch to thefire. “ The deadfdl is dry enough- We shouldn’t lack for afire” he said, and
added, when Llesho had begun to think he had escaped the conversation, “Isit true? About being a

king?

“A prince,” Llesho corrected him. “ And not that snce my seventh summer. Now | an adavelike any
other.”

“It could betrue.” Lling gave him adisgpproving frown that for some reason reminded him of his mother,
though the two looked nothing aike.

“There was a Prince Llesho, seventh son of the king and the lady-goddessin the capitd. Half the babies
born that year were named in hishonor.”



“She'sright,” Hmishi explained to Kaydu and Bixe. He till watched Llesho carefully asif he might turn
into adragon and fly away, but Llesho hadn’t struck anyone dead yet, so he risked the conversation. “I
alwaysfigured LIesho was one of the namesakes, but | suppose he could just aswell bethe princeasa
farmer’ s son with aname above his gation.”

“Isthat why Y uehisafter us?’ Bixe asked. “ Did he know about the prince thing already?”’

Kaydu shrugged. “Maybe. Markko must have suspected. LIesho made himself as obvious asthe
lighthouse on Farshore Point when he had visionsin the degp and then petitioned to be a gladiator.
Something was going on, and he' d want to get his hands on it, whatever it was.”

“Do you think we brought any food? I’'m starved.” Hmishi distracted their companionswith amore
immediate concern. He rummaged in the blanket roll he' d taken from his horse and drew out aflat spiral
of chewy bread. “Food. Somebody knew we were going to be on the run.”

“Her ladyship knew,” Llesho told them.
Hmishi frowned, not quite following. “That Y ueh would attack the governor’s compound?’

“I think s0,” Llesho agreed. “And | think she knew who | was before anyone else did. She cameto Pearl
Idand for my first wegponstest.”

Bixe’'seyesgrew wider. “ She did?’

Kaydu nodded. “1t makes sense. My father said she was most particular about keeping LIesho out of
Y ueh'shands. And sheisaways very cunning a knowing what to keep hidden.”

Llesho didn’t question the comment. The governor’ slady had many faces, and more people than Llesho
knew it. “ Jaks was expecting an attack. He told me to be ready to ride.”

“The governor knew what Y ueh was up to,” Kaydu confirmed. “He just didn’t expect Y ueh to make his
move S0 soon. Father thinksthat Lord Y ueh subverted Master Markko years ago, waiting for his chance
to strike. Lord Chin-shi dready had gambling debts, and Lord Y ueh bought them up and demanded
payment. Markko' s witch-hunt was to cover his own evil magic; he probably created the plague that
killed the pearl beds himsdf, so that Lord Chin-shi would have no way to pay the debts.

“Lord Y ueh seized Pearl 1dand and its propertiesin payment; Habiba anticipated him, though, and made
his purchasesin the governor’ s name before the contest.”

Bixel was gtill troubled. “No onewould start awar over one dave, even the former prince of someplace
I’ve never heard of.”

“I don't know why her ladyship wantshim,” Kaydu said, “or even if shewantshim. But shewon't let
Y ueh havehim.”

“It doesn't matter,” Llesho protested grimly. He didn’t like the conclusions he' d drawn, but he was pretty
sure he wasright.

“If it doesn't matter,” Bixe pointed out, “you can raise the tent.”

“Youdon't get it,” Llesho snapped. “I’ ve done the Long March before. | know how fast we can move,
even when the pace isforced with whips and jackals. We can’t escape atrained army, and | don't see
her ladyship imposing a death march on her people with torture.”



“But if the governor istill in Farshore—" Lling objected, remembering the conversation on the road.

“Yueh can't let her ladyship reach Thousand L akes Province. She would report histreachery, and her
father would have to offer his own guard to rescue his daughter’ s husband. From Thousand Lakes
Province she can send messengers to the Emperor and beg him to come to the governor’ said aswell.”
Helooked into the eyes of each of hiscompanionsin turn, until he was certain that he had their full
atention. “Lord Yueh won't be safe until we are dead, or returned to him in captivity. And I, for one,
don't intend to let Master Markko get his hands on me again.”

“What canwe do?’ Hmishi asked him.

Run, Llesho thought, run now, as fast as we can, and don’t stop, ever. But he dropped his head back
againgt the saddle he leaned on and shut his eyes.

“I don’'t know,” he said, because he could not admit to the cowardice that whispered, “Run,” into his ear.
“I don't know. But I ve done the Long March before, and | won't do it again. I’ Il make him kill mefirgt.”
Hedidn't open hiseyes, but felt the tenson of his companions.

“It' s better to be dive,” Kaydu objected. Kaydu, the daughter of awitch, who had never been adave. If
Master Markko had any say init, shewould see her father burned aive in the same marketplace where
Y ueh sold her body.

He did open his eyes then, dark with bleak memory. “No,” hesaid, “It'snot.” He closed the coffins of
his soul, let them think he was degping. Let them think what they wanted aslong asthey didn't require his
presencein their schemes. But they fdll quiet, and LIesho found himsdlf lulled by the crackle of thefire
and the scents of the night—grass and horse and pine, human sweet and exhaustion blunting the pungent
odor of fear.

Chapter Seventeen

HE must have dept, because the sky was gray and the grass was damp when ahand shook him.
“Llesho!” Magter Jaks shook him again. “Find yourself abush, and then follow me.”

“What?’ Mornings made him stupid, but Master Jaks answered asif it had been ared question.
“Her ladyship requests an audience.”

LIesho figured he must be stupider than he thought, because he couldn’t detect any irony at dl in his
teacher’ svoice.

“Just aminute.” Herolled over, cracked open his eyes enough to see that his companions still dept
soundly. Lling and Hmishi had moved closer to each other in their deep, and foolish asit wasto let it
happen, the sght twisted in his heart alittle bit. At first, out of the modesty that grew between diving
mates, he' d worked hard to keep Lling from intruding on his thoughts. Later, after the ghost of Lleck had
gppeared to him with areminder of hisduty, he' d determined to go to hisvigil night with aclear heart to
offer his goddess. Now, when he found himself free of every obstacle between them, Lling hersdf was
turning to another.

Master Jaks followed the direction of histhoughts with awry quirk to his mouth. Llesho answered with a
pointed glare. Maybe someday, when he was as old as his teacher, he’ d be philosophica about it, but
right now he didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to be up beforeit wastime either. Even Little Brother till
dept, histiny paws curled under hischin, histail curled lightly around hismistress' throat. Not an
immediate threet, or agenera call out to mount and ride, then; amore persond disaster pulled him out of



hisbedroll.

Wondering why catastrophe seemed never to arrive in the wake of afull somach and agood night’ sret,
Llesho staggered out of the deeping camp to water the bushes. He returned amoment later, only dightly
more awake, to follow Master Jaks between the ragged knots of degping refugeesto her ladyship’ stent.

Someone, he redlized, had been preparing for their flight long before they had actudly |eft Farshore. The
tent was aslarge as the governor’ s audience hall, with yellow silk walls and ared and blue striped awvning
for aroof. Insde, the floor was covered in thick carpets. Graceful hangings separated the private parts of
the tent from the public areawhere her ladyship sat upon a high seat, surrounded by her generals. He
wasn't overly surprised to see Master Jaks take his place at their head. Minions of |ess determined
station, with the opaque eyes of spies, hovered nearby, in shadowed corners. In her ladyship’ sright
hand, resting across her lap, she held the ancient spear that Llesho had last seen on Pearl Idand.

Asit had then, the spear sent a chill through him, and he felt afaint did ocation when he looked &t it:
nausea, like theway he felt in the pearl boat on astormy sea. At her feet he saw amap he had at first
mistaken for acarpet. He tried to focus on the map instead of the spear, and found that his ssomach
settled and the map stayed where it was without troubling hisvision.

Tdl, narrow tables scattered at her ladyship’ sleft and right held the remnants of ameal: ategpot and
cups, and various ornaments that the lady fondled thoughtfully before turning the sword’ s point of her
gaze upon Llesho.

“Tea?’ she asked.

When he answered, “Yes, please,” she put the short spear aside and poured with her own handsfrom
the pot into two unmatched bowls. One was of jadeite, so thin that the light of early morning shone
through itsintricately carved design, laying patterns of light and shadow on the table. The other was of
finely thrown porcelain, with gilt around its rim and decorated on the bowl with aportrait of alady ina
garden.

Her ladyship waited, asif she expected something of him, and Llesho hesitated, his hand poised over the
porcelain cup. But the jadeite bowl called to histouch with the whisper of old memories he knew were
not hisown. Sowly helet hishand drift over toit, and gently he traced with hisfingertipsits carved
designs.

“I know thiscup,” he said. The amilethat stretched hislipsfdt aien to hismouth. He could not know it
was the amile of aman long dead, but when her ladyship looked into his eyes, her wistful sgh fell
srangely on hisears, asif for that moment she saw in him amemory hedid not share.

When he had finished histea, she gestured for a servant to wrap the jadeite cup safely for the journey.
Then, taking the package, she held it out to him. “Take it with you. Keep it safe for your children.”

“I couldn’'t,” he answered, and left it Sitting on her outstretched pam.

“Itisyours. It dways has been.” She tucked the bundle carefully into the folds of his shirt. “ The governor
isdead,” sheinformed him, and Llesho wondered at her control, to drink teawith afallen princeling with
the wound of her husband' s desth still fresh on her soul. Y ueh moves on Thousand Lakes Province,
with Master Markko at hisright hand. Habibarides before us, to warn my father of the coming storm. |
wish we had moretime, but our fortuneis cast, and we can but play out the fdl of the rods.”

Taking up the spear she had set aside, she looked at him out of eyes grown cold with the baleful mystery
that made him cower within the shell of hisown body. He let himsdf relax only alittle when she turned to



the map between them.
“Tel meagain about the Harn.”

Histhroat went dry. He had thought the lady would ask him about Lord Chin-shi, or Y ueh, or Overseer
Markko, but instead she studied the map before her avidly for the more distant danger. LIesho darted a
glance at Master Jaks, who said nothing but showed no surprise at her question, either. There would be
no escape from that direction.

“l wasjust achild.” What could he know of vaue to the governor’slady? | don’t understand what you
want meto do.”

“You are aprince, and the beloved of the goddess.” She touched a singlefinger to hisbreast, and he
burned there, faling into eyeslarge and dark asthe pearl Lleck had pressed on himin the bay.

Asif thinking of it woke the pearl fromitshiding place, it throbbed asif it weretrying to regainitsorigina
gze. Thesmall pain distracted him and he pulled back, disturbed by how easily hefell under the spell of
her gaze.

The lady nodded, asif something in his response settled the doubtsin her mind. “When the time comes,
you will act according to your birth and nature.”

He knew by her actions that the tense was not a mistake, that she didn’t speek to the pearl diver or the
novice gladiator, but addressed the scion of a house as noble as her own. In spite of his exhaustion, his
spine straightened, his chin came up, and he returned her level glance, aware only at adistance that the
achein hisjaw had subsided.

“They use promises of riches and shared power to luretheir spies.” He didn’'t know why hetold her that
first of dl the things about the Harn he knew or guessed. When she closed her eyes and bowed her head,
he saw that it was what she feared but had expected. Y ueh. It made sense. The Harn were aplains
people who went on horseback more often than afoot and had no temperament for cities. They ruled by
indirection, putting the traitors of one captive peoplein positions of power in the captured lands of
another, so no fellow fedling would grow between the conquered and their overseers. The Harn
themselves came and went at wilL..took what they wanted in lives and wedlth, and returned to the smooth
round tents that sprouted like |eather-cased mushrooms wherever they passed.

Her ladyship gestured to the map &t their feet. Llesho fell to hiskneesto study it more closely, and he felt
the breath of Magter Jaksleaning close over his shoulder, following the play of Llesho’ sfingers across
the map. He recognized bits of it from school in Thebin, but that had been years ago, and much of what
he hadn’t forgotten had changed.

“Thebin,” she gestured with the point of the short spear in her hand to adusky orange blotch scarcely
bigger than histwo fists set Sde by sde. “Harn proper—" alarge sweep of green for grasdands, Llesho
supposed, lapped around Thebin on the north and swept up to ayelow square, perhaps alittle bit larger,
to the eadt. Y dlow dominated the eastern portion of the map al the way to the blue that LIesho figured
must represent the sea. “ And the Shan Empire,” he supplied.

Shan was the name of the capitd city and the empireit directed. Trade routes, he knew, had aways run
aong the length of the yellow—the Shan Empire— through Thebin, and into the red that represented the
unknown kingdoms at the end of the trade roads to the West. Trade passed up and down the road for
the three months of summer and stopped again when snow blocked the mountain passes through Thebin
for the ten months of winter. Llesho had lived seven summersin Kungol, the Thebin capital and holy city,
and he dtill counted the years of hislife by the imagined ebb and flow of caravans through the passes.



Sixteen summers, and most of them spent far from home. But the sghts and smells of the caravans, and
the bustle of the trade centers, remained with him till. The mountain passes had made Thebin rich, but
that al changed when the Harn came. Now the horsemen controlled the western end of the trade route.
And he saw what he had not realized before. Marked on the map, the city of Shan rested not a hundred
li from the border between Harn and the Shan Empire. Asfar south of Shan asit waswest of Farshore,
the Thousand Lakes Province, outlined in red stitching on the map, lay like aglistening jewe set above
the Thousand Peaks Mountains. And on the western side of those mountains, lay the green of Harn.

Somewhere behind him, LIesho heard the grunts of servants and the rumpling of silk being taken down
and folded, the denser sound of rugs being rolled. The sun must be up. The thought dipped through his
mind, and with it the knowledge that they must ride soon, or die. But he could not take his eyes off the
map. He reached for it, did from his chair to knedl, and touched hisfingertipsto the line of embroidered
mountains curving in a crescent aong the western edge of the Shan Empire. He stopped when hisfingers
cameto the dusky orange of Thebin. The map could not show how high the mountains thrust into the
clouds, or how airless those highest peaks were—how no man but a Thebin born could travel them.
Children of Heaven they caled themsdlves, who aone could reach for the garden paaces of the gods
whose seed had set in the soil of the Thebin people. Outlanders stayed to the relative lower atitudes of
the capitd city, following the three major passes through the mountains. Llesho longed for the heights.

“You look like you are seeing God,” her ladyship whispered, and LIesho looked up at her with atiny
amile, sharing the secret.

“I am god.” Or should have been. He could not meet her eyes at the thought. Hisritua had failed.

Master Jaks didn't bother to hide his skeptica snort, but her ladyship nodded, asif hiswords hadn’t
surprised her.

“Can you save us?’ she asked.

Llesho shook hishead. “I cannot even save myself. The goddess did not come.” He didn't think she
would understand his explanation, but shetook his chin in the curve of her fingers and lifted his head,
kissed each eydid closed againgt her piercing gaze.

“Yes” her ladyshipsad. “ Shedid. You are dive”

Cool asagoddess, sheterrified him. But her kiss sparked firein hisbody, desire rising at the touch of her
lips. He reached a hand to stroke her skin, and blushed with embarrassment when she withdrew into her
char. “I’'m sorry,” he said after along silence. / am not a man. | don’t know what to do. Hedidn't say
it, didn’'t know himsdf which of the myriad things he had to regret he meant: for the death of her husband,
or because he could not save her from her own fate? For reaching out to her, or for not knowing what to
do about it if she had moved into histouch instead of away?

LIesho could fed thearmy of Lord Y ueh entering the foothillsin pursuit of the weary refugees, could hear
the beat of distant hooves on the grasdands, and he knew what troubled her ladyship becauseit had
darted the same way in Thebin. Travelers harried on the road, minor raids on outlying farms, spies bribed
with promises. Y ueh pressing from the east, the Harn pressing from the west, and Thousand Lakes
Province between them, peaceful, fertile, free. But none of those thingsfor long. He turned to leave her
ladyship with her knowledge of doom, but she stopped him with aword.

“Takethis” Sheheld out the short spear to him. He shuddered but did not takeit. “Like the cup, it
belongsto you.”

“It killed me once,” Llesho objected, though he didn’t know how he knew. His arms wrapped



ingtinctively around hismiddle, fedling the jade cup nestled in itswrappings under his coat. “1 think it
meansto kill meagain.”

“I cannot keep it for you any longer.” She held it out, watching him through eyesthat held no hope, but
endless calculation, and he took it from her, though he believed he would have been safer accepting a
viper from her hand. Then she offered him what he wanted most in the world: “Y ou are free now, of al
but your own quest. Find your brothers.”

He didn't ask—she saw the need in hisface, and gave him this prize with no promisesin exchange.

“Therecords arein Shan and so isthe onethey cal Adar.” Adar. Llesho bowed. Adar. The name did
through hismind like sunlight and peace, and he wanted his past back so much it hurt to think of it. But he
let none of that show.

The servants had taken the tent down around them, had packed up most of the rugs and waited for her
ladyship to finish the audience so they could pack the last of her furnishings. “ Our paths divide here.” She
physicaly withdrew, hiding her handsin the deeves of her robe. “Go now. Take my prayerswith you,
and my generd, Master Jaks, for guidance and protection on the road.”

LIesho left them together, to find the camp in an equa state of hurried preparation. When he reached his
own companions, they had packed his blanket roll and saddled his horse.

“We are ready to ride as soon aswe receive the signa,” Bixel told him, but Llesho shook his head.
“Weride now,” he said. And to Kaydu, “ Can you guide usto Shan?’

“I've never been that far,” Kaydu objected. “My father had hoped that Master Jaks would ride with us
asour guide”

“| don’t intend to give him that option.”

“Why not?” Kaydu studied him for along minute. “Master Jaks has sworn on his honor to see you home.
The governor accepted this debt of honor in his contract—to deny him would be to dishonor him.”

“The governor isdead,” Llesho informed his companions. “ And Master Jaks owes the greater debt to his
lordship to keep hislady safe. Either way he chooses, Master Jaks must sacrifice his honor. Unlesswe
take the decison out of hishands.”

Kaydu closed her eyesto hide her sorrow, but atear leaked from under her lids and ran down the side
of her nose unhindered. “I see.” She nodded and pulled hersdlf lightly into her saddle, but Hmishi took
thereins of Llesho’s mount and refused to move. “What isin Shan?’ he asked.

“Prince Adar.”
Lling' seyes opened wide. “The hedler prince?’
“My brother. | rideto find him, and the others.”

Hmishi stood out of the way then, and cupped his handsto help his princeinto the saddle. Lling
scrambled onto her horse without another objection, but Bixel stayed where hewas. “I can’t leave,” he
sad, “Stipes. . .”

“I' know,” Llesho agreed. Y ueh had purchased Stipesfor the arena, but he would use every trained
fighter he had to invade Thousand Lakes Province.



Bixel would not leave Stipesto the enemy. “ Tell Master Jaksthat if he delivers her ladyship safely to her
father, then all his debts of honor are paid. My own fate isin the hands of the goddess. Good luck.”

Llesho set the short spear from the lady at his back, though it made him tremble to touch it, and turned
his horse. Kaydu nudged her own mount with her knees, urging him to the front of their little band.

“Thisway,” she said, and guided them to the bottom of the clearing. Little Brother caught up with them at
the stream, chattering indignantly to be taken up with his mistress. Kaydu pulled the ding from her pack
and wrapped it over her shoulder, holding it open for the monkey to scramble in and make himself
comfortable for the journey. When he had settled, they crossed the stream and entered the forest that
rose on the other side.

PART THREE
THE ROAD TO SHAFI

Chapter Eighteen

THROUGHOUT the morning LIesho’ stiny band pressed more deeply into the forest, making brief stops
only to water and graze the horses in the occasiond grassy breaksin the trees. When the path grew too
Steep for them to ride, they walked alongside their animals, leading them by the reins. By midafternoon,
however, the horses were sstumbling with exhaustion and the humans were doing no better. Llesho would
have urged them to continue, staggering until he dropped, but Kaydu pulled him up short with atug on his
am.

“Enough,” she said. “Wewill rest here, and eat. The horses need a break as badly aswe do.”

Llesho stared at her, not understanding. He had only one mode! for such ajourney—walking until hislegs
gave out then going on, carried in the arms of another until that one dropped in the dust of their passage.

“If we stop now, we can travel again for afew hours before the sun sets, and make better time for the
rest.” Kaydu was watching him for some sign that he understood, so he nodded and dropped to his
knees.

Only then did he hear the rush of water over rocks. A stream, and fresh, from the sound of it.

Rest. Why hadn’t he thought of that himself? He wasn't, after all, aHarn raider. Not avery good prince
either, gpparently, but he' d have to pretend for afew minutes longer. His three companions—four, if you
counted Little Brother peeking out of his ding—were watching him expectantly. LIing spokeupinthe
Slence.

“Should we scout the area, post aguard in case Lord Y ueh’s men have followed us?’ she asked.

Kaydu took the suggestion for acall to informal council, and shook her head. “We can take turns at
guard duty,” she said. “We can fight if we haveto, but we' d do better to run if Markko has sent a party
to track us” Shelooked at Llesho. They were dl weary, but they could probably push on, except for
him. He was the only one of them carrying a child’s memories of the Long March on hisback. Once
again others were making decisons based on hissurviva aovether own.

“We haveto know if Master Markko isfollowing.” Llesho hardened his voice to keep the words from
shaking on hislips “Andif heis, werun until wefal, and then fight until we die.”

The looked their unspoken questions at him, and he returned their gaze with hisown blegk glare. 1 will
not be his prisoner again.”



Hmishi tipped his head in silent obedienceto his prince and dipped away, into the trees. LIing needed
more convincing. She was Thebin, and she would follow wherever her princeled. Her andytica mind,
however, craved reasons.

“He sapowerful magician,” Llesho explained, “with aparticular interest in poisons.”

Her eyeswent wide. Wordlessly she picked up her bow and aquiver of arrows. Scouting for a secure
lookout point, she picked atree and climbed high into its branches.

“What did he do to you?’ Kaydu asked.

“Terriblethings,” Llesho answered with ashudder. “But if that were all, it was nothing so bad that |
would risk your lives over it.”

“Thenwhy?’ Kaydu persisted.

Hewished LIing wasthere to do the explaining. From Llesho himself, to someone who did not know the
ways of Thebin, it sounded ... he didn’t know how it sounded, but he didn’t want to see the disbelief on
her face.

“Tdlme”

He shrugged asif it were nothing—only my life, the life of my people, he thought—and struggled to find a
way to tell the outlander the most private secrets of Thebin'stheocracy. That somehow, the governor’s
lady had already known.

“I am Thebin’s seventh prince of my father’ sbody,” he said, and Kaydu waited.

“In Thebin, princes are wedded to the goddess on their sixteenth birthday. The princeisthen considered
aman full grown, but heisaso agodling. If the wedding night goes well, the goddess may reward her
new hushand with gifts.”

Kaydu waited gill, expecting something more. When it didn’t come, she offered, hesitantly, “ According
to my father, many lands haverituas of symbolic union with their gods and goddesses—"

“Not symbolic,” Llesho blushed. He would explain in words even an outlander could understand if he
had to, but he could not, would not ook at her.

“The prince takes hisvigil in the temple, and the goddess comesto him. Dressed in the flesh he most
covets. And they ... she.... if he pleases her body, hewill find himsalf changed in the morning. Not that
anyone can seg, a firgt,” he rushed to explain, “but gradualy, he develops some gift, askill or power
from the goddess. Adar isaheder. Baar centersthe universe. LIuka seesthe past and the future.” He
laughed a short, familiar snort. “Three of my brothersfell adeep and did not please the goddess. They are
ordinary men. They say, of course, that they pleased Her best of dl, and their giftisto livein peace within
their own heads.”

He wondered what peace his brothers had found in the years since the fal of Thebin, but Kaydu stirred
restledy.

“What do thereligious beliefs of Thebin haveto do with Lord Y ueh’ straitorous magician?’

“ *The seventh prince is blessed beyond measure,” ” he quoted, “ *most favored of the goddess, his gifts
are beyond compare.” Y esterday was my natal day. | was in the shrine when the attack began, but there
wasn't enough time to complete my vigil.” He pleaded with her to understand, “ The goddess did not



come! Or | thought not, but her ladyship says she did, and that she was pleased with me, though | did not
give her pleasure as a prince must. But if she has given me the powers of the seventh prince, then better
that you kill me now than Master Markko have the shaping of them. Because heisevil, and everything he
touches he bends out of true. | don’t know who he serves— not Lord Chin-shi, who is dead, or Lord

Y ueh, who carries the serpent at his breast and believes heisthe master when heisjust another servant
of Master Markko's ambition.

“Somehow, Markko knowswhat | am. If he captures me aive, hewill wield my soul like awesapon, and
my peoplewill die. Y our people will die aswell. Better to kill me here, now, than |et that happen.”

Helet himsdf fal back againgt his saddle and shut his eyes, recognizing the light-headed drift away from
hisbody that hefelt in times of greatest weariness. In that state of separation from his surroundings he
didn't redly carethat she didn’t believe him. Aslong as shelet him deep. He didn’'t mention the promise
he had made to the ghost, though, figuring one shock at atime was dl ether of them could handle.

“Damn!” Kaydu' svoice, drifting out of dreamy distance, surprised him. “My father knew Master
Markko was powerful,” she explained when he cracked a heavy eyelid to look at her; and even from the
far place where he floated he could see the worry in her frown. “How strong is he?’

LIesho thought about that. “1n Thebin, thereisasaying. ‘ Apprentices do magic. Around masters, things
just happen.” Also, ‘A good magician leaves no tracks on dry ground. A bad magician leaves no tracks
inthe snow.” To a Thebin, magic you can seeis poorly done. It isdifficult to tell agreat Thebin magician
from someone with no gifts at all who stands, by some coincidence, near the center of great moments.

“Markko isn't Thebin, of course, but if he knowswhat | think he does, and if he has set in motion the
deaths of Lord Chin-shi and the governor, and her ladyship’sflight for Thousand Lakes Province, as|
think he has, then heisvery, very strong.”

“Stronger than my father?” she asked him, and Llesho saw the fear within the question.

He shrugged, his shoulders rubbing against the lesther of the saddle propping his head. “1 don’t know,
I”’m not amagician mysdf, | just know the sayings.”

“ Among the witches of Shan, thereisaso asaying,” Kaydu told him. “A good witch should aways wear
abdl around her neck.”

“Thequestionis,” Llesho suggested, “how much between them is difference of philosophy, and how
much adifference of art?’

“My father should wear abigger bell,” she admitted, and he figured that meant that he didn’t let al his so,
maybe they had a chance, too. The thought gave him some comfort.

“Wakemein an hour to take my turn at guard duty,” he mumbled, then rolled on hisside and fell soundly
adeep.

LIesho woke to the snuffling of hot breeth againgt hisneck. “Stop it,” heingsted. Still more adeep than
awake, he took arandom swipe at the direction from which the annoyance seemed to come. Hishand
connected with ahard snout, did down over long, sharp teeth. Not Kaydu, then. He opened one eye,
and gulped. A bear stood over him, its muzzle wet and itsfangs il colored with the blood of itslast kill.

“Don’'t move,” Lling instructed in hushed tones. She stood next to the tree she d been sitting in, her bow
drawn taut, arrow seated, waiting for a clear shot. Standing over Llesho’ sterror-frozen body, the bear
shook its head at her. Opening its bloody maw wide, it roared a chdlenge across the grassy clearing.



Kaydu jerked awake at the degp-voiced growl. Sherolled away from the bear, coming to her feet with a
short sword in her hand.

The bear pushed at LIesho’ s shoulder with its nose, whoofing a mournful tonein hisear. It wasavery
small bear, herealized, scarcely more than a cub; he wondered if the mother was around somewhere.

“Lleee-sshoo!” the creature sneezed. It sounded like his name, in spite of the bear spittle running down
his neck. Looking into the glowing coas of the ferocious creature s eyes, Llesho found an ageless
wisdom there, and perhaps ahint of rueful humor aswell.

“WhereisLittle Brother?” Kaydu drew their attention to the fact that the monkey would have awakened
them with hisown high shrieksif he' d fill been dive. Lling pulled her bowstring allittle tauter.

Llesho sat up, hisarms outstretched protectively.

“Wait!” he cried to his companions, and the bear raised its head, gargling a high-pitched growl of
gratitude.

“Let mekill it,” Kaydu whispered, though Llesho figured the bear had better hearing than any of them.
Nobody moved, especially not LIesho, and she could not reach the bear without endangering its
protector.

The bear sneezed again: “Lrirl-eck!” it spewed at Llesho, and took aswat at his head with the pads of its
paw.

“He could have taken your head off, Llesho,” Lling hissed a him.

Llesho shook his head. “Could have, maybe. But he didn’t. He retracted his claws before he hit me.” He
reached out and touched the bear. “Lleck?’

The bear tossed his head in asemblance of an affirmative, and emitted another high gargle of support
before nuzzling at Llesho’ s hand with hisnose.

“Seel Heknowsme!” LIesho reached up to scritch behind the bear’ sear. “He sjust ababy,” he said,
and added, for LIing'sbenefit. “It'sLIeck. | don't know what heisdoing herein the body of a bear, but
| know it shim.”

The cub howled his agreement, bobbing his head up and down to emphasize the truth of Llesho's

bear, so startled her that LIing let the bow fal to her side, and gaped at him.
“Isit redly Lleck?’ she asked Llesho.

Reeased from the immediate threat of death from hisdlies, the bear who had been Lleck lumbered
across the clearing in the direction from which they had come, then galloped back again. He repeated this
dance severa times, honking a series of high, panicky tones answered by the hysterical chattering of a
monkey high in the walnut tree where Lling had been hiding. At least for the moment, Lleck wasfreed of
suspicion of esting Little Brother for lunch, but the horses tossed their heads and added their nervous
whickering to the clamor. Something was coming.

Llesho jumped to hisfeet, reaching for the knife and sword fastened to his saddle, just as Hmishi crashed
through the low brush around them.

“Yueh's... men...” Hmishi gasped. “One of hisforward scouts, dead, back there, mauled by an



animal—" He pointed back in the direction he' d come from, then stooped with his hands on his knees,
whooping for breath. The bear cub who had once been LIeck the minister joined his noisy warning to
Hmighi's

“Goddess!” Hmishi swore and reached for hisknife, but Kaydu shook her head.

“Llesho hasstrange dlies.” She shrugged, asif the explanation made no senseto her ether, but was
neverthel ess the only one she had, and started toward the horses.

“Notimeto run.” Hmishi pulled her up short with the warning. He drew his bow and arrows and turned
toward the sound of men on horseback shouting to each other and to their animals asthey crashed
through the forest. L1ing moved up to Hmishi’ sright flank and Kaydu stood at hisleft. Lleck the bear ran
awkwardly across the clearing and disappeared into the afternoon shadows creeping over the forest.

LIesho stood alittle gpart from his companions, his knife and sword both drawn and held at the ready. A
scream arrowed through the clearing, and another, despair and terror gurgling to awet end that sent a
chill through the lonely young defenders. Then a horse broke from the forest, an ax swinging from the fist
of itsrider. LIesho ducked and raised his sword, but the rider was aready falling, LIing' sarrow in his
throat. The horse, aroan bred for battle on flat open territory, reared up in terror, froth flying from her
nogtrils, her eyesrolling with her panic. Hmishi reached for her dragging reins, but she tossed him aside
and crashed away into the forest again. They heard an anima scream of terror, and the fading sound of
her hooves growing more distant.

Then the next and the next of Y ueh’s soldiers were upon them, and Llesho had cut the legs from under
the horse that thundered by him, and finished off the fallen rider with aknifeto his breast. Kaydu dragged
the next from his seat and crushed his windpipe under her foot as she swung asword in the path of the
soldier who followed him.

LIesho heard the high battle cry of the bear cub at his Side, darted aquick look to where the cresture
stood at the center of the clearing, blood dripping from his muzzle and bits of flesh and hair and cloth
hanging from the claws of his outstretched forepaws. A mad light shonein his beady black animad eyes
and the straggling few soldiers|eft diveturned and fled in terror &t the Sght of the savage beadt fighting at
the sde of the magician’ senemies. They weretrained to fight and kill human beings, with capabilitiesno
greater than their own. Only the fear of their master, following hard after them, could have induced the
soldiersto confront the young witch and her Thebin team.

The bear was more than their terror could endure, and so they ran, not back to report to their master, but
scattering for escapein every direction, the bear cub snapping at their hedls. It seemed asgood aplan as
any to Llesho, who rapped out his order, “Mount up, we move now!” and reached for his own saddle.
His hand did on the pomme, and he gave the wet red smear an annoyed frown for amoment, before
checking his hand for the source of the blood.

“Llesho!”

Heturned at Lling’'scal, and noted her sudden pdlor. She reached a hand to him acrossthe clearing.
“You'rehurt,” shesaid, and ran to his side. He didn’t remember being wounded, but an arrow pierced
his breast. Lling’ swords seemed to cut through the fog of adrenaine and shock, and Llesho redlized that
it hurt, degp in hischest. Suddenly, it hurt alot.

“Lling?’ The dearingtilted, treesturning sdewaysin hisvison. What was happening to him? Hefell to his
knees, sat back on hishedswith agrunt asthejolt shivered pain through the arrow jutting out of his
chest. His comrades gathered in aclaustrophobic circle around him, and Llesho glared up at them. *“ Stop
it,” hesaid, “I’'m not ready to have my throat cut yet.”



“Nobody’ s going to cut your throat,” LIing responded tartly. LIesho didn’t notice what Kaydu was about
until the pressure againg the arrow brought him back to himself.

“We can't takeit out now; you would bleed to degath before we could find help for you.” Kaydu snapped
the shaft off an inch or so from whereit entered Llesho’ stunic. He screamed, ahigh shrill sound that tore
at histhroat. A part of hismind that stood outside his body wondered what animal was being daughtered
intheforest. A prince, the part of him in agony answered himsdlf. A princeisdying. The daylight
dimmed, and he fought unconsciousness while the pain thrummed in him like the arrow was alive thing,
digging itsway through muscle and bone.

“Lord Yueh, or hisservant, won't be far behind his scouts. He' Il send a bigger force when the patrol
doesn’'t come back,” Kaydu said. He knew what that meant: ride or die.

“Weride,” Llesho gasped. “Help meto my horse”
Hmishi and LIing each dipped under an arm and grabbed hold of LIesho’sbelt.

“One, two, three,” LIing counted, and on the mark of three, they hoisted him to hisfeet, thento his
stirrup. He managed to swing his own leg over the horse' s back, and Kaydu settled hisfoot on the other
Sde

When he was s&t, Kaydu teased Little Brother from hiswalnut tree but did not tuck him back into his
ding. Instead, shetook his hat and coat so that he would look like the wild monkeys that populated the
forest, and dipped a thin band around his body, under hisarms. “Find Father,” sheinstructed. “Give him

thismessage.”

Shetried to lift him from her shoulder to alow branch of hishiding tree, but Little Brother clung to her
neck, hislittle face grave and fearful. Kaydu sighed heavily, but she untangled the monkey armsfrom
around her neck and chirped a him in the strange language they shared.

“Lleshoishurt,” she murmured, “Find Father, bring him,” and thistime Little Brother legped into the tree
with ashrill stream of monkey curses. Asthey watched, he scurried out to the edge of his branch and
flung himsdf into the next tree, and the next, his cries disgppearing into the answers of the wild monkeys
shaking their branches as he passed.

Llesho peered into the forest. Hisvision blurred, and sweat ran down his brow into his eyes. Something
within him was drawing him farther away from his surroundings. He hoped to see the bear cub that had
warned them of their danger but he didn’t have the strength, and his companions lacked the time, to
search for the cub.

Kaydu took the reins of hishorse and led them out of the clearing. After awhile, when their camp had
fallen behind and only the deep woods surrounded them, Llesho thought he heard the sounds of an
anima in the underbrush. He could see nothing but the occasond sway of abranchinthewindlessair,
however, and gradudly his sight faded to atwilit gray tunnel down which he stlaggered for an eternd
afternoon. When he felt himsdlf faling into the darkness, he called out to his old teacher, Lleck, though he
had no idea how much of Lleck remained divein the mind of the bear cub, or how much of histeacher
had reverted to the wild nature of the bear. In the clearing they’ d needed the savagery of the bear, but
now, with his own life fading with the daylight, he missed the wise teacher.

“Hep me, Lleck,” he cdled, and the sound of his voice reminded him of other times, another march.
When his horse stumbled, and hefdl from his saddle, he struggled to riselest he be trampled underfoot.
“Mama,” hethought at first, but remembered she was dead, “Adar!” he caled for the brother who had
soothed hisfever when Llesho wasachild. Heder king. Adar, where are you?



Chapter Nineteen

UNTIL their flight from the governor’s compound a Farshore, LIesho had never seen amountain or a
forest. There had been the tangle of sand-loving trees and vinesthat crowned the hill a the center of
Pearl Idand, of course, and Llesho had once thought of that as ajungle or wood. But nothing had
prepared him for the cycle of life and death played out in tones of black and gray in the night forest.
Vagudly, through the fever that radiated from the arrowhead lodged in his chest, LIesho remembered that
he' d once thought the forest must be slent at night, not thisrackety clatter of birds calling and monkeys
chittering and athousand different kinds of insects chirping to each other with the clicking of their wings.

The sounds at a distance were acomfort. Those same creatures had falen silent where they passed; that
they resumed their nightly concert meant Master Markko' s soldiers were not following yet, would not be
looking for them until morning when his patrol did not return.

But the skulking hiss of predators keeping pace with their party over the leaf fdl on thefloor of the forest,
and dinking from tree to tree overhead, raised the hackles of LIesho’ s neck. He sweated hot and cold by
turns, fear and the oppressive hesat of the forest confusing his damaged body. The creatures knew by
smdll that he was weak and waited only for his companionsto let down their guard, and then the jaws of
some huge cat or flying monster would seize him. Llesho could fed the prickle of anticipation in hislegs,
his shoulders, his neck. His flesh seemed to reach for the tooth and the beak in the eager rise of the hairs

on hisbody.

Ashisfever rose, the sounds blurred, changed, and he heard skirts brushing through the grass, the cough
and wheeze of old men driven beyond their strength. In LIesho’s mind, the wail of a predator celebrating
itskill mingled with the degth cry of its prey, and he heard it as the curses of the guards and the death of
another child strangled for its misery on the Long March. A keening walil for hismother and hisfather,
dead and lost to him forever, started in the back of histhroat. He wanted his brothersto hold him and tell
him it was abad dream, but no one came. He pressed onward through the night, through the pain and the
numbness that was cregping across his shoulder and down hisarm, and through the terrible, terrible grief
of aseven-year-old child with the blood of hisfirst murder still on hishands.

He knew he must not let his screams out, that if he started screaming the guards would come and they
would stop him with their huge hands wrapped around histhroat, and his eyes would bug out, and his
tongue would turn purple, and they would throw him by the waysi de to appease the jacka s that fought
with each other and yapped their selfish demandsfor the carrion lft in the wake of the Long March. He
did not want to be set upon his own feet, gradually to drift to the rear, where the lions who paced the
human herd roared their challenge and watched for the weak, the smdll, the sickly, to fall behind. He had
seen alioness attack achild fallen on thetrail, how quickly the tawny cat snesked up on them and
snatched the child away beforeits mother rightly knew her precious burden was gone.

“Thelions,” he whispered to his companions. Better prey than carrion. “ The lions, not thejackas.” And
then hefdl.

“Llesho!” A voice he recognized—L ling—called to him, too late. He heard the sound of horses, and
cringed within himsdlf. The guards would take him, and they would strangle him for the jackas. “The
lions” he murmured in hisfever.

“Llesho, it'sme, Lling. Can you hear me?’

Small handswith hard calluses brushed the hair from hisforehead. “He sredly sick, Kaydu. | don’t care
how much daylight we have, he can’'t go any farther.”

Daylight?“Dark,” Llesho objected, “ Adar?’



Hewanted Adar, wanted his brother, the hedler prince, to hold him and tell him it wasjust adream, a
nothing fever that he would bathe in herbs and whisper gentle prayers over. But Adar’ s hands were soft
aswere none of the hands that touched him now, and the air was too thick to bresthe, not the cool, sharp
ar of Adar’ sdispensary, tucked into the high mountains overlooking the Great Passto the west. He
coughed and felt liquid bubbles shift in his chest, coughed harder and couldn’t stop. Another voicein the
darkness—not Adar, but male, and scared, muttered, “He' s coughing up blood, prop him up so that he
doesn’t choke to degth.”

They moved him, and he screamed. He couldn’t help it, though he knew it was dangerous, and the
guardswould come. A breathy “ Shhh” warned him, but he couldn’t hold it in, couldn’t even form the
thought to fight it, and the scream went on endlessly, until even Thebin lungs held no more. Llesho gasped
and struggled for air that he sucked in with desperate rattling wheezes, but his blood wasfilling up his
chest cavity faster than hisindrawn breath could replace itsalf. He coughed and choked and vomited
blood on himsdlf until the hands on his shouldersrolled him onto his sde and avoice above him swore
softly. “Oh, Goddess, what are we going to do?’

“Makehimdrink,” Kaydu said, and something fell next to him, was picked up and offered, and he
reached for it with hislipslike an infant reachesfor his mother and the water poured over his mouth, and
hetried to swalow, but felt the water coming back up thicker than it went in. Oh, Goddess. If thiswas
her favor, then Llesho did not ever want to anger her.

“I'll gofor help,” Lling' svoice, closeto him, said, and he muttered, “ Adar,” through the chattering of his
teeth. Hewas so cold dl of asudden; hefdt hisbody shiver convulsively, and he grasped at the tunic of
the person who held him. “Cold,” he managed, and Kaydu was arguing with Lling, “Where will you go?
Who do you expect to find out here but Master Markko’s men?Y ou know what he said about being
taken again—he d rather be dead.”

“That doesn't mean he wants to be deed. I'll ride ahead. We're on apath, there must be avillage
somewhere”

Lling went away then, and someone put a blanket over him. The blanket smelled like horses, and hetried
to cringe away from the handsthat held it there, but the voice he knew as Hmishi hushed him with
soothing words, and the words turned into a song, the prayer song for asick child. He knew the words:

Freethis child of his pain, Let him laugh and sing again. Lady of the crimson west, From his fever
give himrest.

It wasasmple prayer; Adar knew much better ones, with harmonies sung with the lower throat voice
while the upper nose voice sang the rhythms, broken by the ring of finger cymbal s between the choruses.
For gtate occasions, the birth of aprince or princess, or aplague, prayer wheels and gongswould join
the song, and the entire order of hedlers would sing together in polytona synchrony. Llesho had listened
with wonder as his brother led the healing monks in petitioning the goddess to ease the birth of their
sster. They’ d been too successful for Llesho’ s young taste, and the little princess had been stubborn and
loud from the moment of her birth. Llesho didn’t want to think about that, though, because then he would
have to remember that she was dead on a garbage heap somewhere and not even given the honor of a
funera. How would she ever find her way back to the world if she didn’t know how much shewas
missed, how they had mourned her?

Why hadn't Adar saved her, if hewas dive? Hewas ahedler, after dl, and knew al the chants and
songs, and al the ways of herbs and the power of touch that only the most gifted healers practiced. Why
hadn't he saved their sster?“ Adar! Adar!” he called, while the voice over him broke from its song to
whisper, “Hush, hush, hush.”



“Hot,” Llesho fretted, and pushed at the blanket.

“Takeit off him,” the voice of Kaydu said, and he could see her, standing over him with a sour frown on
her face.

“But hewas cold aminute ago,” Hmishi objected.

“Feversdo that sometimes; if they are high enough,” Kaydu answered, ill frowning, but she didn’t
sound as severe as she had afew moments ago, and L1esho was grateful when the blanket was taken
away. Hewas Hill too hot, but without the blanket to hinder him, hisrestlesslimbs could move. “He ll
complain that heis cold soon enough,” she continued. “When he does, use this—" she handed over a
head-cloth so fine he could see her face through it. “Drape it over his shoulders, to comfort him, but
don’'t cover him for warmth. Let theair cool hisskin.”

But neither of them was Adar, and asthe chills seized him again, he called out for his brother, gasping his
cry, “Cold, Adar, cold.”

Hands that were not his brother’ s covered him with awisp of cloth and he wrapped hishandsinit and
curled himsdlf around it, trying to warm himsdlf in itsfolds, but he couldn’t get warm, couldn’t get warm,
and he rocked himsdlf, and the arrow bit degper when he moved.

“Lions” hesaid, “lions, lions, lions,” and he would have shouted if he could, because they would not
understand. He wanted to go to the lions now, not wait until he was food for the jackals, and he heard
the wind in the grass, and the moans of the women and the old men driven beyond endurancein the Long
March. And he heard the crying of the children, and knew he was one of them, but he was a prince and
must not cry, must not cry, but hisface was wet, not aprince after al, but adave. Were daves alowed
tocry?

Horsesthen, and Lling, saying: “Thereisavillage about amile down thistrack. | found aheder. She said
shewould come.”

Then LIesho heard the robes of awoman stirring the underbrush, the smell of herbs and sunshine on her
hem.

“Theboy issick?’ she asked. Kwan-ti. Helooked up at her and smiled. “I knew you would come,” he
said, and closed his eyes. He was safe now, though she was not Adar, and he had thought her dead.

“Areyou aheder?” Hmishi asked, and LIesho would have laughed a him if he could have. Didn’t he
recognize Kwan-ti, their old healer from Pearl Idand? But LIing did not correct him, and Kaydu was
explaining Llesho’ swound asif to astranger.

“Anarrow, here.” Kaydu gestured to her own body, to a spot just above her |eft breast. “We did not
takeit out, afraid that he would bleed to death, but the wound has sickened, and he hasfever and coughs
up blood.”

“Hée s conscious some of thetime,” Hmishi said. “ But he makes no sense when hetalks.”

“We Il see what we can do.” The heder knelt down at his side and touched the stub of arrow jutting from
his chest. It should have hurt like fire piercing his heart, but it didn’t. All he could think about was the cool
touch of her fingers, and the scent of mint and honeysuckle that clung to her like aperfume.

“Thevillageismorethan ali distant, his condition too seriousto carry him so far,” shesaid, “But | havea
gmall house herein thewood that | use when | need to replenish my supplies. It' sjust thisway—"



LIesho did not open his eyesto see what she did, but her hand disappeared from his chest, and he
guessed she must have pointed, for she added, “ Thefirst bit isuphill, but it isonly ashort hike, and then
theway islevd. Lift him onto ablanket, and we will each take a corner. Y ou can come back for the
horses when we have aroof over his head.”

Hmishi’ s hand on his shoulder tightened, and he heard hisfriend say, “Y ou did not ask who we are, or
how our companion cameto have an arrow in him.”

Why did Hmishi sound so suspicious? Surdly he knew the hedler aswell as any of them. “Kwan-ti,”
Llesho caled out to her.

“She'snot Kwantti,” Hmishi murmured aquiet warning, but the heder contradicted him with amild
rebuke:

“It will not hurt to let him think | am someone he knows, and if hewishesfor her presence, perhapsit will
help him. Come, beforeit rains, or worse. Y our attackers may have reinforcements nearby.”

She moved away briefly, but after amoment returned. “We haveto lift you now,” she whispered. “1t will
hurt, but just for afew minutes, and then we will try to make you more comfortable, yes?’

He nodded to signal he was ready, and she favored him with asmilein reply. “Now,” shesaid, and his
companions lifted him and set him on the blanket. He gasped, still shocked a how much the wound could
hurt when he moved, but he stuffed hisfist in his mouth to tifle the scream. He would not give thelr
position away to the guards. But he couldn’t quite remember what guards he was watching out for, so he
let hishead fal to the Sde, and escaped the pain into adark well of oblivion.

Chapter Twenty
Y OU’ RE going to be dl right, Llesho, but thiswill hurt. I'm sorry.”

Kwantti’ s voice reached him from somewhere in the fog that dimmed his eyes and clogged dl histhought
processes. He thought she was wrong, though. He could fedd Master Markko' s poison burning in his
veins, and he knew he was dying. Llesho smiled at her anyway. The bed was soft and smelled of sweet
grasses, and when she spoke, her voice held the dark at bay. The paste she smeared around the arrow
jutting from his chest chilled him to the bone, but with that icy contact, the pain went away.

“Kaydu, Hmishi,” Kwan-ti called to his companionsin the voice that demanded instant obedience. “Tie
these”

Soft clothes wrapped LIesho’ swrists and upper arms, wrapped his legs and historso so that he couldn’t
move.

“No!” He gtarted to panic, but Kwan-ti settled him with ahand on hisforehead.
“I haveto take the arrowhead out, Llesho.

“Lling, bring the knife from the fire, and plenty of cloths. Kaydu, bring the tub of hot water, and Hmishi,
bring the jar, therein thewindow.” She never stopped stroking his brow, but Llesho heard the scurry of
footsteps away from his bed and back again, felt cloths draped over his shoulder, heard the hiss of ahot
knifein water.

“Hold him,” she said, and the knife pierced LIesho’ s breast, cut deep, past the blessed ice of the surface,
into the pocket of infected, rotting flesh, and deeper, until thetip of the knife scraped bone, and Llesho
was straining againg the restraints that held him, screaming asif histhroat would turn itself ingde out. Oh,



Goddess, what had he done to deserve this? Why wouldn't shejust let him diein peace?

Hands left him. He heard footsteps running, and adoor opened and banged shut again. The hands that
remained gill held him immobilized for the hedler’ sknife, but they shook. It must have been Lling who
sobbed at his feet, because he recognized Kaydu' s voice growling prayers and imprecations at his head,
subsiding after awhileinto amuttered string of words, “Finish it, finishit,” over and over like amantra.
So Hmishi must have run from the house.

Then the arrowhead was out, lifted away, and Kwan-ti called for boiled cloths and stroked the weeping
shme from his body, dipping into the wound itself to clean out the poison.

“Could beworse,” she muttered through gritted teeth. “ Just abit of fecal matter smeared on thetip of the
arrow. A soldier’ strick, not the work of amagician. Deadly enough if |eft untrested any longer, but we
caught it intime, | think. Now, hand methat jar.”

Kwan-ti’ s hands went away. L1esho heard the grind of a stopper being pulled from the jar in question.
Kwan-ti smeared something into the wound that crawled over hisflesh like jackals over carrion. With a
sck moan, Lling followed Hmishi out the door.

“What are you doing?’ he demanded. “What iSit?’

LIesho squirmed while she pasted a cool mash of leaves and moss over the mess and wrapped a
bandage tightly over the whole strange patch in hisflesh.

“Something to help clean away the dead flesh,” she answered, the cool humor in her voice a oddswith
her earlier tenson. “WE |l leave the packing in until the maggots have done their work, and thenwe' Il see
what we have.”

Maggots! If he' d had the strength, LIesho would have been beside his friends outside, vomiting his
disgust long with hisdinner. But he hadn’t the strength to lift hishead nor had he had any dinner. When
he reached to tear away the bandages and their foul infestation, the soft ties still held hisarms trapped at
hissdes.

“Relax, Llesho.” Kwan-ti’ sfingers|eft cool traces where she touched hisforehead, and he found himself
sinking back into the bed of sweet grass and herbs. *Y our own dead flesh was producing the poisons
that werekilling you,” she explained. “My little oneswill egt the corruption and leave the hedthy flesh to
grow strong again. They areless painful and more sure than my knife, and they will not injure theliving
body asthe knife has done.”

As she spoke, Kwan-ti bathed hisside, hisarm, hisneck. Thefed of the damp cloth againgt his skin
distracted him from the crawling sensation benesth the bandage. When she had finished and left him to
rest, Llesho lay awake, waiting for the sensation of fat white maggotsto gnaw through to his heart. It
seemed like an eternity before he decided to let the terror go. If he had come so far only to die hideoudy
at the hands of afriend, he' d rather not know. So he gavein to the pull of exhaustion and fdll into a deep
deep haunted by dreams of Harn raiders storming through the palace and the Long March. In hisdreams
he heard the mocking cries of the jackals drawing near.

When he woke again, sunlight cast soft beams through the pollen that floated in the air of thelittle house.
His companions had carried him here in the dark of night, he seemed to remember. He didn’'t know if the
house looked east or west, if it was morning or afternoon. He had no idea how long he had lain between
normal deep and fevered delirium in the hedler’ shouse, or how long it had been since he had egten. He
heard the murmur of soft voices nearby, and the chink of cups on saucers, however, which triggered the
juices on histongue. He was hungry. Starving, in fact. He could eat a bear.



Which reminded him that he hadn’t seen the bear cub since their battle with Master Markko' s scoutsin
the woods. Had something happened to him? Wasiit redlly the spirit of Master Lleck, hisold teacher and
hisfather’ s minister, or wasthat just another of hisfevered dreams?Very little seemed redl to him right
now. Not hislife asapearl diver or asanovice gladiator, or histraining asasoldier in the governor’s
compound. His recent experience with the infected wound seemed to have stripped everything away but
the Long March. He wondered if that meant he was deed, or that hiswhole life had been adream while
he marched across an endless grasdand in the arms of his dying people.

If the bandage gill covered hisleft side, he bargained with himsdf, that would prove with the evidence of
his own body that hewas aive. He didn’t know how he was going to test this theory, since Kwan-ti had
ordered hisarmstied down and Kaydu had tied the knots. When helifted hisright hand experimentdly, it
moved freedly—in fact, it seemed to float above him of its own accord. Llesho had to spesk gernly toitin
the privacy of hismind before it would settle over the bandage.

The cloth was till there, bound tightly around the place where Kwan-ti had carved out the arrowhead,
30, perhaps he was till dive. The crawly feding of flesh-egting vermin was gone, however, that could
mesan they had transformed into some other form of creature now invading his body for thekill, or that
Kwan-ti had removed them while he had dept. He wasn’t sure he cared which wastrue, solong ashe
could keep thisfeding of floating free of hisbody and its pain.

“You findly decided to rgoin us” The healer had noticed his hand drifting above hiseyes. Shefilled a
cup from akettle that Smmered over athree-legged brazier by the window and carried it over to him.

“Drink, boy. Y ou need the nourishment.”

She gave him an encouraging smile, but Llesho could not hide his disgppointment when he took the cup
from her hands. Shewas't Kwantti at dl, but astranger. With his head cleared of the fever, Llesho
wondered how he could have mistaken her for the healer on Pearl 1dand. Thiswoman was much older,
her face seamed with the effects of weather and time. Her gait was steady and quick, but her back was
bent forward so that she seemed awaysto be getting alittle bit ahead of hersdlf, asif her head could not
wait to arrive where her feet were taking her. She had a cheerful amile, and eyes. . . shehad Kwan-ti's
eyesassurdy asLlesho breathed air and drank tea.

“Kwan-ti?’ He barely breathed the question, though he knew, logicaly, that it couldn’t be true.

“If that iswho you wish meto be, young princeling.” There was more to her answer than the wry
humoring of asick patient, but he couldn’t read the truth of it, or why awoman of the Celestiad Empire of
Shan would cal him by histitle, even asapet name.

The dusty, unused sound of hisvoice had drawn the attention of his companions. Lling reached hisbed
firgt, with Hmishi close behind, exclaiming their surprise and encouragement so that he could not dwell on
his questions.

“Llesha!”
“You findly woke up!”
“I thought you were going to deep forever!”

Llesho smiled, drunk with that haze of good feding between the bresking of afever and the measuring, in
the ache of movement, the losses the body had suffered.

“Give him spaceto breathe,” the heder warned. “Don’t get him excited; he' s il weak.”



Histwo old companions withdrew afew steps, punching each other in the shoulder and bobbing on the
balls of their feet. But he did not see Kaydu anywhere in the cottage.

“Where' sKaydu?’

Lling shrugged her shoulder. “ She was afraid that we might be trapped in thiscabin if Lord Y ueh sent
reinforcements after us. So sheleft, late last night, to scout the area.”

“When | went out to tend to the horses this morning, | thought | saw dragonsin the distance—two of
them, flying too high for meto be certain. Mara says that she will be safe enough, sincetheloca dragons
haven't eaten people for severd generations.” Hmishi twitched a shoulder in acompanion gesture to
Lling’ s shrug. Neither wanted to think about what might have happened to Kaydu alonein the forest with
dragonsin flight and enemy soldiers on the ground.

Only the hedler seemed unconcerned. “I am Mara. | would have introduced mysdlf when we met, but
you seemed to need someone elsein my place, and | didn’t want to disturb your recovery with alittle
thing likeaname”

She eased hersalf down onto alow three-legged stool beside his bed and urged the cup to his mouth.
“Don’t forget to drink,” she ordered him, but LIesho put up a hand to stop the cup from coming any
closer.

“Kaydu,” hesaid.

“Will befine. She'sasmart girl, and full of tricks. Don’t you worry.” Mara, the hedler, held out the cup
again, moreinsstently, and thistime Llesho drank as he wastold.

He expected something sharp and smelling of io-dine, as Kwan-ti’ s potions often did on Pearl 1dand, but
thiswas sweet and light and smelled of flowers good enough to eat. When he would have drunk too fast
shetilted the cup away from him with awarning, “Sowly, princeling, your body isn't used to taking
nourishment any more.”

By the time she had spoken her warning and he had nodded understanding he really didn’t have, he was
ready to drink again. When she offered the cup, he durped noisily, trying to take in as much as he could
before shetook it away. His childlike cunning made her laugh.

“Definitely improved,” she decided. “And well enough that | can afford to leave you in the care of your
traveling party for afew hours. | have patients| need to seein the village, and they will have missed me
by now.”

“What do you want usto do?’ Lling stood between the hedler and LIesho’ s bed, looking down a him
with concern hunching her shoulders.

The hedler offered her the cup. “ Get as much of thisinto him asyou can, dowly at fird, then let him set
hisown pace. If | am not back by evening, he can have some of the boiled fowl from theicehouse.”

She stood up and stretched out her back. Hmishi drifted over to listen as she gave her indtructions. “He
should degp most of the day, but if he gets restless, you can prop him up on pillows—don’t let him try to
gt on hisown. When he needsto relieve himsdlf, bring him the jar—heis not to get out of this bed until |

say 0!

“If heign't careful, he will tear the healing flesh.” She smiled to take the sting out of the warning. When
she was certain she would be obeyed, she untied her apron and hung it on ahook. She put on her bonnet
and tied it under her chin. Then, taking acloak of mottled green from the peg beside it, sheissued her



final warning, “Don't chatter too much, you will tire him. Remember, arelgpseisaways harder to trest
than the origind fever.”

With that she opened the door and went out, closing it softly behind her.

When the hedler had gone, Lling moved purposefully out of hisrange of sight, and LIesho heard aclatter
on astaircase he could not see, followed by footsteps overhead. LIing soon returned with a huge bol ster
full of goose feathers, and Hmishi lifted him up so that she could put the bolster under his shoulders.
When his two companions had settled LIesho against the bolster, they sat cross-legged on the floor next
to hisbed. They could talk thisway without looking down at him, and LIesho could see them without
craning his neck.

He knew they were waiting for his questions, but first he gave aluxurious sigh and took stock of his
surroundings. The house appeared to be small but comfortable for its occupant. He dismissed the upper
loft, which he could not explorein his present condition, and which must contain few dangersto concern
himif Lling could root around up there without setting aguard. The main floor was onetidy room with a
single door and one large window with its shutter propped open with astick. When he was sitting up like
this, he could see most of the room. A fireplace and atable and chairs stood at one end, with shelves
knocked into the wall next to the fireplace. In the corner by the door sat a three-legged stool and the
low, grassfilled bed. Through the window, sunlight filled the space and | eft the silhouettes of pine boughs
brushing thefloor.

Thelight troubled him. He d been awake for long enough that the quaity and direction of it should have
changed, but it stayed bright and soft as early morning. He didn’t want to let go of the delicious
weightlessness hefdt basking in the warmth of it, but they had been running from danger, and he didn’t
think that danger had gone away just because he needed timeto hedl.

“Where arewe?’ he asked. “How long have we been here?’

Lling took thefirst question. “We ve come about seventy |i from Farshore. We were moving away from
her Ladyship’ s party at an angle, but we are ftill ahundred or so li from the outer border of Thousand

L akes Province, more than twice that far from the provincia capitd. If her ladyship kept ahead of Lord

Y ueh, the refugees should have passed the border two days ago, and by now her ladyship’ s father must
have sent his own troops to escort her home. They may be watching for us aong the frontier, but
Thousand Lakes Province can't do much for us unless we crossits border, which we don't plan on doing
if wecanhdpit.”

If the refugees had dready covered more than seventy li, he' d been adeep too long. Hmishi confirmed
that assessment as he answered the second question. “We brought you here three days ago, | think. It's
hard to keep track.” Thetremor in his voice gave him away. They had given up hope that Llesho would
ever awaken. Hewondered what had kept him asleep so long, but could remember only the fading
dreams of another life. Which was real ? he wondered. Was he degping now, dreaming of friends and
feather pillows? Would he waken again to the Long March when he hit the ground, another Thebin
subject dead benegth him, another taking him up in her arms and walking on?

He thought he could hear the whisper of the long grassin the distance, and shuddered. Thiswasred:
Lling and Hmishi, Kaydu gone to scout for trouble, and the sunshine casting bars of bough-patterned light
againgt the old and wesathered floor of the house in the woods. But thisredlity, he remembered, had a
monkey in acoat and hat in it, and abear cub that said his name, which sounded as unredl as any dream.
He closed his eyes, too confused to take it in, too frightened of the alternative if thisworld wasn't redl.
He' d dmost died in thisworld, too, of course, and he wondered if the goddess | eft any path open for him
on which helived to reach hismgority. She must have been really pissed off at him for the interruption of



hishirthday vigil.

Lling gave him amoment to regain his composure, then laid out their choices. “Our next step depends on
what Kaydu finds during her reconnaiter. If Lord Y ueh was pursuing the refugees and the scouting party
stumbled upon us by accident, hisarmy may not have stopped at the border. Thousand Lakes Province

may be under attack even now, and we will find no sanctuary there. If the scouts were looking for us—"
shedid not say it, but they al knew she meant Llesho—"it isunlikely that we can outrun atrained army.”

Again, Llesho knew he was the obstacle to their escape. The others could run, or hide, but Llesho
couldn’t St up under his own power, let done escape a pursuing army.

“Sky Bridge Provinceiscloser,” Hmishi continued, “not more than thirty li to the south, but the mountain
passes are more difficult there. We would have to trade the horses for donkeys, and any spy who
learned of it would know immediately that we had changed our route.”

“We d be moving away from Shan and not toward it,” Llesho objected, till determined to reach the
capitd city and find Adar as soon as possible.

“But we' d be heading toward Thebin. Whatever plan we make will have to wait on Kaydu' s report.”

LIesho nodded his agreement, though what he expected to accomplish with just the four of them, al too
young for legd freedom and LIesho with aholein his chest, he didn't rightly know.

Lling focused her gaze on the edge of Llesho’ s bandaged side where it had escaped the blanket. “We
don’'t haveto decide yet,” she said, “not until Kaydu finds out whether Master Markko is till looking for
us, or if Lord Y ueh has pulled off al his men to attack Thousand Lakes Province. In the meantime,
Llesho needsto hed.”

Waiting sounded like agood ideato Llesho; he needed his friends working and thinking together when
they went after Adar. He didn’t have the energy to persuade them to go to the capital city of Shan
anyway—didn’t think he’ d have much luck trying when he couldn’t stand up under his own power. But
he wasn't sure that they could stay where they were either.

“Do you think Kaydu is coming back?’ he asked, and meant not, Has she betrayed usto our enemies?
but, Has she been captured? and, Do we have to run now, before her captors find us, and while |
am not yet sure which world | livein let alone what route we should take to freedom?

Lling frowned in away that made LIesho think she had figured out the shades of meaning in the questions
hewasredly asking.

“We're as safe aswe can be,” she said. “ Or we have been, until now.”

Until now. Llesho wondered about that. L1ing answered hisfrown without waiting for the next
question: “We are ill free, more or less, though Mara— the lady healer—hasn’t had much chanceto
betray usto Lord Y ueh. She has stayed with you night and day since she brought us here.”

Thusthe “until.” Whatever Kaydu' sfate, Lling didn’t think she’' d give them up to Master Markko or
Lord Yueh. The heder, Mara, however, could be reporting them to authoritiesin the village a thisvery
minute. Thoselocd officias might hand them over to anyone happening by with aprovinciad government
badge on his cap.

“Youdon't trust her?” They both knew which “her” he meant. Llesho wasn't sure he could ride yet, but
he could send his companions on ahead, out of harm’sreach, if he had to, and find his own way out of
Lord Y ueh'strap. There was dways the one final escape open to him, though he regretted the pain and



exhaustion he had dready invested in recovering from hisinjury.

Lling wouldn't meet hiseyes, but raised her eyebrowsin question at Hmishi, who hesitantly took up the
answer.

“I think shewould do anything in her power to keep you from harm,” Hmishi began, “but she' s not
Kwan-ti.”

Thefirst part of Hmishi’s answer surprised him. Llesho had dready figured out the second part for
himsdlf. “Has shetold you who sheis?’ He didn’t mean the name, of course, but Hmishi repeated it

anyway.

“Her nameisMara, and she says sheislocal to the village, and only usesthis house when sheisforaging
inthe wood for herbs and fungi to usein her medicines.”

“But the house had dl the sgnsthat someone had been living init recently,” Lling observed. “No dust on
the tables, the bed made with grasses still green from the plucking when we arrived. And there werefresh
fruitsand vegetablesin the bins”

“ She had the medicines she needed for your wound right to hand,” LIing added.

Llesho did not look happy, but he admitted, “1 know it doesn’t make sense, and you' ve both seen alot
more of the heder than | have, but | trust her.” He glared at his companions, defying them to contradict
him. “1t was something about her touch—I could fed it. | think that’ swhy | mistook her for Kwan-ti.
There was something about her touch that just felt like atrue heder.” They couldn’t object, however;
they had dl grown to like her, and for many of the same reasons.

“Atfirgt, when she cut out the arrowhead, | thought we' d made amistake,” Hmishi said. “ She seemed as
cold as her blade, and even more unbending. | couldn’t even watch, but she didn’t flinch once, not even
when you screamed that horrible scream and only the cloths tying you down kept you from rising right
out of the bed.”

LIesho remembered that part, dimly, and it till had the power to turn his scomach. His companions
seemed to fed the same way, for they had turned matching shades of green.

“And when she did that thing with the—" Hmishi couldn’t finish, just shuddered in revulsion, and gestured
loosely at the bandages. LIesho remembered that part, too, and was regretting that he' d drunk so much
of the hedler’ s potion so recently. He had afedling it wouldn’t be pleasant on the return trip.

“I'd heard Little Phoenix mention the use of the carrion eaters as a battlefield treatment for rotting
wounds,” Lling interrupted, “but I’ d never actually seen it done. Hope | don't again.”

Hmishi shook hishead. “1 don't haveto likeit, but I can accept that it was necessary.”

LIesho knew he wasn't in the best shape for logic, but even he could see that Hmishi was making a better
argument for distrusting Mara than for trusting her. “ So you like her, even though you don't trust her and
think she might betrying to kUl me?’

Hedidn’t like the sound of that, but it was how histired brain choseto phraseit.

“It was afterward,” Hmishi said. “ She bandaged you and then gave us dl ingtructions for kegping you
cool. Shetold uswhat to say if you cried out in your deep, and asked us to watch you while she cleared
her mind. And then she went outside.



“Weweredl nervousthen,” Lling said, * because we thought she had goneto find Lord Y ueh’smen, to
hand us over.”

“So| followed her,” Hmishi admitted. “1 would have killed her before she gave away the location of this
house, but she only went asfar asthetrail. She brushed away the marks of our boots and the horses
hooves, and scattered fresh branches to erase dl the signs of our camp. She was angry. It took me afew
minutes to redlize that she was praying while she worked, and that she was addressing heaven in that tone
of voice mothers use when you leave the gate open and the goats get |oose in the vegetable garden.

“She was furious because you' d been so hurt—I’ ve never seen a healer threaten the gods before, but
that’ swhat she seemed to be doing. So, | don't think sheis going to turn us over to Master Markko, or
toLord Yueh'ssoldiers”

Hmishi shrugged, unwilling it seemed to explain why hewould trust their safety to the cursesof a
madwoman. “1 wasn't sure of her skillsasahealer until yesterday. Y our fever broke, and today you
woke up. | don't think sheislikely to poison us, not after spending so much time on making you better.
But | don’t know how safe shewill be, or us, if the villagerstell Lord Y ueh’ s men about this house.”

LIesho could fed the smile stedling over hisface. The sunlight would never make sense, but perhapsthere
was a reason for the eternd morning. “I don’t think anyone will find this place unless she wantsthem to.”
Stll amiling, Llesho drifted into a peaceful deep.

Chapter Twenty-one

LLESHO rose out of troubled dreams to find that the sunlight had faded into evening. He' d missed
another afternoon and so, apparently, had his companions. Hmishi and Lling lay adeep on therug by the
fireplace, tucked up close to each other asif to ward away the cold.

“What timeisit?’ hecaled. “Isanybody here?’ It gave him amoment of satisfaction when the deepers
started up with foggy expressons of guilt on their faces.

“Sorry. Fell adeep.” Hmishi rubbed hiseyesin an effort to look more dert. “ Do you need something?’
“Have you noticed something strange about this place?’

Lling gavehimadow smile. “I likeit here” she said around ayawn and astretch. “1t' swarm, smells
nice—"

“Nobody whacking at uswith swords or pikes,” Hmishi added.

“What about the missing afternoons?’ Llesho would have asked the question but acommotion at the
door drew al three Thebinsto their feet.

“Home! And not beforetime, as| see” Mara entered the cottage trailing a dirty and bedraggled Kaydu,
who looked around the little house with suspicious, darted glances out of eyesthat seemed charged with
ferd nerves. Little Brother crouched on her shoulder, his arms wrapped around her neck, but made no
sound.

“Kaydu—" Llesho began, just asthe hedler spoke up, chiding him with a“tsk” in her voice.
“Y ou should be regting. | thought you two had sense enough to keep him lying quietly.”
“Wedid.”



LIesho dumped back on hisfeather bolster, more wary than ever but resigned to wait until they were
aone again to discuss this matter of lost time. It seemed more important now to find out why Kaydu
looked like she' d been on the Long March and why she dumped onto the three-legged stool with relief
when her glance fell upon him propped up in his bed.

“I couldn’t find you! | thought you must be gone, or dead—"

“None of that!” The hedler interrupted Kaydu' s ssammered pleawith a sharp order, “Out! Y our father
taught you better than to track mud into ahouse where the injured are hedling.”

Kaydu took a deep bregth, asif she wanted to argue the point, but no words came. Taking belated
notice of her disarray, she shuffled out the door again, Little Brother il clinging to her neck, whilethe
old woman'’ start promise followed: “Y ou can talk al you want when you' ve had awash at the pump.”

When Kaydu had gone, Mara shook her head, asif in disapprova of the returned scout, or a some
news from the village that troubled her. She hung her bonnet on its hook and took up her apron with a
reverent hand, stretching and sighing with a shake of her head asif she was setting her day aside with her
cap. After completing the little homecoming ritua, she dragged the three-legged stool over to Llesho's
bed and dropped down onto it. Her smile couldn’t hide the weariness that degpened the lines between
her eyes, but she seemed genuinely pleased at his condition. “Y ou look better, LIesho. Did you behave
yoursdlf today?’

“If you mean did | deep the day away, yes. | didn’t have much choice about it.”

“I don’'t suppose you did. But you needed the rest, and | wanted to take no chances that you would do
something foolhardy whilel was away.”

Until she said that, Llesho had not suspected the delicious drink hisfriends had pressed on him al day.
When heredlized that she had drugged him, he blushed, alittle angry at her for tricking him, but more at
himself for not suspecting the potion. Adar had taught him long ago how foolish it wasto judge a
medicine by its sweetness. But Kaydu' s anxious glances needed his attention now.

“What happened to Kaydu?’ He asked. “Have Y ueh's soldiers found us?’ His companions, at lesst,
might escape—

“You aresafe for thetime being.” The heder made a sour face. “No one has seen any soldiersin the
village yet, though some of my patients reported strangers cregping around asking questions about
comings and goings at the crossroads. | didn’t tell anybody you were here with me, however, not that
they would have talked to the spiesif they knew. We are not a trusting people hereabouts.”

LIesho kept to himself the reminder that LIing had goneinto the village to seek help in thefirst place, and
that Mara hersdf had trusted his companions enough to bring them into her home and heal hiswound
without question. He figured she had waysto protect hersdlf.

Something had unsettled Kaydu' s mind, which not even Y ueh’ s surprise attack and their flight under
cover of darkness had managed to do in the past. He didn’t want to know what had put her in this Sate,
but suspected that, in the absence of the enemy, she'd run afoul of the protections of the heder. She had
left to find the pump easily enough once she' d assured hersdlf that Llesho was safe, though. He didn't
think she would have donethat if Mara posed athreat to them, but he wasn't quite ready to give up his
own suspicions yet.

“I did hear astrange tale about a bear cub,” Mara continued. “ The villagers say that the creature takes
careful nibbles of food offered from the hands of small children, and that he says, * Thank you' when heis



done, but one can't believe everything one hears.”

Shetilted her head in aquestion, giving him the opportunity to come clean with his story, but he wasn't
ready to grant her Lleck’ s secret yet.

When he said nothing, she added, “ The village elders didn’t believe the story either, having their own
experience with bears. They were gathering a hunting party to find him and kill him.” She saw hislook of
dismay and her smile developed awry pucker. “ Fortunately, this particular children’s story followed me
home.”

Llesho tried to rise from his bed, torn between chagrin and the need to see histeacher, evenin hisnew
form. But the hedler pushed him down again. “He soutsde. Magter LIeck’ s manners, like those of your
guide, currently leave much to be desired. Y ou must trust to the forest to keep him safe, at least until
tomorrow.”

“Y ou don’t mean Kaydu to deep outside aswell!” he demanded.

“Of course not, child! | am sure she will be her usua self as soon as she has had a good wash, and
then she may comein and visit you and deep by thefireplace or in theloft as she chooses.”

Only then did Llesho redlize that not one of his three human companions remained in the house.

“They are having achat with your furry brown friend.” Mara seemed to read his mind, athough the
guestion, and the fear, had marked themselves pretty clearly on Lliesho’sface.

Fortunately for his peace of mind, he didn’t haveto rely on her assurance about their safety for long; the
door opened onto growing shadows, from which Kaydu tumbled, looking more hersdf with the mud
washed away and fresh clothes replacing her damaged ones. Hmishi and then Lling followed, with Little
Brother chattering in her arms. They dl talked a once, in ashorthand that left unspoken the experiences
they had shared while Llesho had |ain unconscious from the effects of the tainted arrow. He felt asudden
pang of jealousy, that they had formed a unit while he dept. They had seen and talked with Lleck while
he lay on his bed like awet noodle. Mara seemed grestly distracted by the sudden clamor, but she
focused keenly enough on the door when Lleck tried to sneak past under cover of their commotion.

The hedler was on her feet faster than Llesho could see her move, elbows akimbo, her handsin tight fists
perched on her hips. “Not in my house, master bear!” She glared a him, tapping her foot al the while.

The bear cub uttered amournful cry and ducked his head so that he could cover his eyes with aforepaw.
“That won't work on me, you old reprobate. We settled that on the way home.”

“Please?’ Llesho asked weskly from his bed. He needed to know that, however changed, his old mentor
was dill safeand whole,

The hedler turned her glare on him, but Llesho didn’t flinch or look away. He had to see Lleck. If he
couldn’'t do it in the cottage, he would get out of bed and deep in the forest, whatever it did to the wound
healing under his bandages.

“Stubborn,” sheremarked. “1 amost fed sorry for him.”

She measured the determination in Llesho’ sface amoment longer before throwing her handsinthe air
and leaving hisbedside. “Just aquick hello,” sheingsted. “Thenit isoutsde for him. He' |l be more useful
asaguard if he can roam abit, and I’ m not cleaning up after abear in here. Bad enough with the four of
yw.”



Embarrassed that she had seen through their covering commotion so easily, his companions likewise
moved away from the door.

“Kaydu, please bring the chicken from the icehouse.”

Kaydu dropped her gaze and backed nervoudy out the door as Mara gave further instructions, “Lling,
there are carrots and potatoesin the root bin in the cellar; would you pleasefill this sack with equal
numbers of each.” She held out the sack, and when Lling had taken it, picked up the water bucket.
“Hmishi, you may bring water from the pump.”

Lleck waited until his human companions|eft the cottage to do the hedler’ s bidding, then he lumbered in
over the doorstep.

“LIle-sshhooo!” hewailed, and Llesho held out ahand to him.
“Llaj(!”

The cub neared him suspicioudy and sniffed hishand. LIeck’ s muzzle was cool and moigt, hisfur soft.
Llesho pulled himsalf up in his bed enough to wrap his arms around the bear’ s neck. “Lleck,” he sighed,
and dropped his head on top of the bear’ slow skull, resting his forehead between the laid-back ears.
After along minute heraised his head and let the cub lick the sdlt from his cheek, whuffling in hisear.

“I'm not heartless, you know,” Maracommented while she set two lamps on the table. She trimmed the
wicks, then lit them. One she hung from a hook near the bed, and the other from asimilar hook above
thetable.

“A houseisno place for abear. Heredly will be more comfortable out-of-doors.” Shecast hima
chid-ing look, then shifted her attention to the shelf by thefireplace, from which she sdected first a
handful of herbsdried in jars and then some spicestwisted in little packets.

“I need to know heisnot just adream,” Llesho tried to explain how he felt about the miracle that had
brought his dead teacher to hisaid in the forest. Even with hisarms around the bear cub’ s neck he could
not shake the fear that none of it wasred. What if he hadn’t wakened from hisddirium at al, but ill lay
dying by the roadside?

“I know, boy.” Marasighed. “ That'swhy the old reprobate is sitting by your bedside and not outside as
he ought to be.”

Kaydu returned with the fowl, aready plucked and boiled and waiting for dish-cooking, and Lling
returned with the carrots and potatoes.

“But bears are solitary crestures by nature; to keep him near, you must not hold himtoo close.” Mara
took down her big, sharp knife and talked while she energetically chopped the vegetables.

Returning in timeto hear thislast comment, Hmishi set down hisfilled bucket. “He snot redly abear,
though,” heingsted, with adoubtful glancein thedirection of LIesho’sanima companion.

“You'rewrong, Hmishi.” Mara’ s expression seemed more sad than anything & se when she corrected
him. “Inthislifetime, he is abear. He fights the impul ses natura to this new form because his spirit il
yearnsto protect the princeling as he could not protect the king in hisformer life.”

“If you can make the afternoons disappear, why can’t you change him back into Lleck?’ He had
determined not to speak out about his suspicions until he was aone with his companions, but Lleck’s
presence a his Sde gave LIesho the courage to confront the heder with her magic.



“I don't know what you mean, Llesho,” Maraan-swered. “ Segp isthe only thief of timein this house.
Sick people often take strange fancies, however, and | recommend that you put this one right out of your
mind.” She tirred some broth into the pot, filling the room with delicious odors that went right to the
heart and warmed the body from theinside.

Kaydu sat up straighter. “He sright,” she said. Her voice had grown stronger now that she had cleaned
her face and put on fresh clothes, asif the whole weight of civilization shored up her flagging courage.

“Y ou are doing something to our minds, or to the flow of time. How many days have passed in this house
while | have been gone? Far less than for me out there, I’ll warrant, or you would have shown more
surprise when | turned up on your doorstep. Instead you greeted me asif | had stepped out that door
just yesterday.”

“It wasjust yesterday,” Hmishi pointed ouit.

No one was listening to him, however, because they were watching Mara, who wiped her hands on her
apron and directed a sorrowful frown not on Kaydu, ! but on Lleck, the bear.

“I have some small powers, to aid in hedling, or to giverest. | did not shape the mysteries of thisglen, but
| have the power to enter into them and to protect those in my care by use of them. Even here, day
passesinto night, however, and no matter how he might wish it otherwise, Lleck will live out thisturn of
the wheel as abear ismeant to do.”

“But not today?’ LIesho objected, hisarm il tight around Lleck’ s neck.

“Yes, Llesho, today. He will catch and kill hisown dinner, and deep in the arms of the trees tonight. But
no harm will cometo you aslong asheisnearby.”

Lleck dropped his head, accepting Maral swords with alow cry, “Llese-sho!” He gave his pupil’ sface a
farewdl lick and walked dowly to the door.

When he was gone, Lling wrinkled her nose, a ques-tion in the gaze she passed from the hedler to
Kaydu. “Lleck must think we are safe or he wouldn't leave Llesho for anything. | trust him, if not you.
But how long was Kaydu gone?’

“Time doesn't mean much in these woods,” Marareturned to her cooking with asmack for Hmishi, who
plunked himsdf down at the table and snatched a bit of carrot that escaped her flashing knife. “ One day
isvery like another, just as one tree looks very like another if you aren’t familiar with the forest.”

“Six days.” Kaydu had returned to the three-legged stool, her arms dangling between her knees. “I found
my father.”

“And Little Brother.” That still bothered LIesho.

“And Little Brother. Habiba said that Magter Jaksisfuriouswith us, and islikely to blister our hidesfor
sneaking away without him, but that Lord Y ueh caught up with them before night on the day we snesked
away. We were probably safer a one than we would have been if we' d stayed behind. Master Jaksled
the counterstrike and saved her ladyship, which he could not have done if he had come with us, so Father
isnot as mad as Magter Jaks. They are on their way, but they can only travel asfast astheir horses.
Father said not to wait, but to run as soon as we can.”

Hmishi held out abit of carrot that had escaped the pot. Kaydu' s pet abandoned LIing to take it from his
fingers. “Maybe they should |leave their horses behind. Y ou seem to have made better time without one.”

Lling sdled closer to Llesho' s palet, her hand faling to her belt, where her sword usualy hung. “That



would only work for Habiba. Master Jaks can’t travel the witch’sroad, can he?’

“I am beginning to think you are foals, the lot of you,” Marawaved her stirring spoon a them to
emphasize her anger.

“Y ou may not understand Habiba s giftsto his daughter, but you till need them. Didn’t you ever wonder
why Master Markko wanted so badly to rid Pearl 1dand of witches?’

Llesho didn't have to wonder. “ The Blood Tide,” he said. “ A witch might have saved the pearl beds.”

“Very likely onedid, until it became more than her life was worth. As gracelessathank you as |’ ve ever
heard, but accepted. Can we return to the matter of escaping Master Markko' s clutches now? Have you
anything dsetotel us?’

LIesho wondered at the pronoun. When had Marabecome a part of their quest? But Kaydu looked
worried, and not about the healer.

“Lord Y ueh went after her ladyship, but Master Markko followed us. | saw him at the crossroad, trying
to pick up our trail. He amost caught me, but | hid in afox’ s abandoned den until they had searched the
areaand moved on. Then | reported back to Habiba and returned here, but | couldn’t find the clearing or
thishouse. | would still be stumbling around in the woods, except that | hid mysdlf to watch by the road,
and when Maraleft thevillage, | followed her.

“You'll fed better with agood med inyou.”

He d recognized everything she' d put in the pot by itssmell if nothing €lse: rosemary and thyme, and abit
of lemon-flavored grass that made the whole dish smell like a country garden. Still, he hesitated,
wondered if the heder had drugged the food as she had the potion.

“Come now,” the healer reminded them, “if | wished you harm, | had only to leave you where | found
you.”

“Or you may have your own reasons for keeping me here,” Llesho suggested.

“I might. But since | must fatten you up if you are to make an attempt to escape my clutches, it would
seem that our immediate goals are the same.”

She was making fun of him. He might have resisted the food anyway, with athought to self-preservetion
in the presence of magics he did not understand, but his nose overruled him. It tasted even better than it
smelled—fowl braised with the vegetablesin athin broth of the herbs with adash of spice. Marabrought
achunk of bread out for dipping in the broth so that not adrop of the delicious flavor was wasted. In
Spite of his stomach’s uneasinesswith solid food, LIesho fdlt better. He sank into the now-familiar curves
and dipsin hisgrassy bed with afull gomach, jostled only dightly when Lling sat down beside him and
leaned againgt his pallet for support. Hmishi remained at the table, his head resting on hisarms, and
Kaydu sat on the three-legged stoal, staring thoughtfully into the fire. He was too comfortable, he
decided, to work up a suitable terror about Mara sintentions, and closed his eyes. He had dmost fallen
adeep when the mournful cry of abear rose from the forest. Lleck, defending thelittle house, he thought
with asmile. But the tone of the bear’ s complaint changed, grew more angry and more desperate.

Llesho tossed in his bed, aware that he had in fact been degping, and that Mara tended him with cold
compresses. “You are safe, Llesho,” she crooned. “No onewill find you here.”

The cry of the bear cub subsided into whuffling plaints of curiosity, and then faded entirely.



“No one can hurt you under thisroof; you arein theland of dreams now.”

With Mara swords echoing softly in hislast fading thoughts, Llesho drifted off again. When he awvoke,
his companions had disappeared.

Ifllarawas standing over the table with her arms sunk to the elbowsin abowl of yeasty dough the color
of butter. He knew that for sure because apale yellow brick of the stuff sat on a plate beside the
kneading board.

“Your friends are out with Lleck, scouting. They will be back soon, looking for breskfast.” She extracted
one hand and pedled the dough from her fingers, then reached for ajar of raisins, sprinkling in agenerous
handful before punching the dough back down and covering the bowl.

“Do you think you can sand?’ She gave him her full attention, fists braced on hips, ameasuring frown on
her face.

“I think s0.” The wound itched more than it hurt under its clean white bandages, but lifting his heed was
an effort. Hislimbs, too, seemed to have developed awill of their own while he'd dept.

Maranodded. “Timeyou tried, at least.” She wiped her hands and arms clean with adamp cloth and
walked briskly to hisbedside. “Let’ s see what you can do.”

Llesho sat up and swung his body around so that his back rested on thewall and hislegs dangled off the
side of bed. He stopped there, dizzy for amoment, and closed his eyes. When the room stopped
spinning, he opened them again. Marawatched him camly, evauating his progress. Llesho figured he
was't supposed to see the urgency lurking behind the calm, but it goaded him forward anyway. He
pushed off the bed with his arms and stood up under his own power, though he swayed on his feet,
amost overcome by nausea.

“Good. Let’stry for the door, shal we?’

LIesho wondered if the hedler had lost her mind. He was disoriented and dizzy; he couldn’t imagine lifting
afoot off the ground and not replacing it with his butt. The healer had aready taken a step backward,
however, and she had atight grip on hiselbow, which didn’'t leave him alot of choice in the matter. One
step, then another, and LIesho reached the open door, where the sun shone on his face and the scent of
pine sap and morning fizzed in hisnose. He smiled in spite of himsdf. It was abeautiful day.

“QOuthouse?’ he asked.

The hedler quirked an eyebrow at him but pointed at the little cabin afew yards away at the edge of the
clearing. “Do you want help?’

Hedidn't dare shake his head, or he'd be on hisface at that instant, but he said, “No. | can manage.”

She released his elbow and Llesho st off. The outhouse seemed to get farther away as he staggered
toward it, but finaly he madeit, and without falling in the process. It took amost more courage than he
possessed to let go of the door when he was done and totter back to the cottage. In spite of his
misgivings, he made the return trip successfully, with less vertigo, but no breeth left to spare. When he
finally dropped onto hisbed again, hefdt asif he had run al the way from Farshore, but hefelt vaguely
proud of himself aswell. Marahadn’t expected him to manage this much on his own, but he' d proved
himsdlf stronger and more determined than she thought. He wasn't certain why that was important to him,
except that she seemed to expect greatness of him and he was pretty sure he' d disappointed her so far.

Mara hadn’'t been idle during histrek to the edge of the clearing. She had prepared atray of bunswith



raisnsenticingly bursting from the dough and had pulled open the door to abake oven over thefireplace.
She did thetray into the brick cavern and closed the door again before acknowledging his prowess:
“You'll bekeeping up with Master Lleck in notime.”

“Do we have even that much time?’ Llesho asked.

Shedidn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Not as much as | had hoped. But maybe, enough.” Mara grinned
at him, dl teeth, with awarrior’ sglint in her eye. “The Ham underestimated you once, and so did Lord
Y ueh. | hope | am not counted in their number when the day isdone.”

“I could say the same,” Llesho pointed out. The hedler knew far too much about him and his business,
and he wondered who she redly was and what side she was on. He aso wondered where his
companions had got to, but acommotion at the door answered the second question.

“The same about what?’ Lling asked. She entered the little house with an arrow held asfar from her
body as she could reach. Hmishi and Kaydu followed, keegping their own careful distance from the arrow
while Lling finished her report.

“We found thisin the bushes at the edge of the clearing. It looks like whoever shot it came upon Lleck
while hewas deeping.”

Maratook the arrow with equd care and sniffed at thetip. “Did it break hisskin?’ she asked.

“Hesaysnot,” Hmishi answered. “He had blood on hismuzzle, but | got theimpression it wasn't his
blood. | expect whoever shot the arrow islimping today.”

“Can Lord Yueh'smen find us here?” Kaydu asked with a darted glance at the door. “1 thought they
gave up and went away.”

Mara st the arrow on ashelf with great care. She looked worried. “1 would say Lord Y ueh’ slackeys
could not find thisplace,” she said dowly. “But if they have Master Markko with them, and if it isthe
magician’ sintent to find Llesho, then | can't be sure. Markko' s power is strong, and not always
predictable.”

“Thenweride,” Llesho decided. Kaydu frowned a him. “Y ou’ re not strong enough.” “I’'m not strong
enough to stand againgt him, and | won't be hisdave again. Ever.” Llesho turned Kay-du’' s objection
around on itsdlf. He couldn’t fight yet, but maybe he could ride. If the choice wasthat or capture, he
would take his chances with ahorse, evenif it meant he would die.

After along minute spent studying hisface, Maranodded her reluctant agreement. “But tomorrow is
soon enough.” She went to the window and whistled a strange, quavering note. Then she waited. Soon a
bright-eyed swift fluttered into the room and came to rest on her outstretched finger. She whistled again,
and the swift pecked at her knuckle. Then it took to wing with awarbling cascade of notesto which
Maralistened sharply before she turned away with asigh. “Let’s see what the wind turns up fird. Inthe
meantime, there are warm bunsto eat.”

L Iesho took adeep breath, and a smile bloomed on his face without conscious thought. The rich scent of
rasinsand cinnamon filled the air, and his mouth watered. His ssomach wanted filling, and asMara
reached into the oven with aheavy cloth to remove the buns, LIesho’ sfingersitched for the drippy fed of
hot butter and soft bread. Hmishi did more than yearn, however, and his darting theft earned him a cuff
ontheear.

“Stand et like acivilized being, Hmishi, or I'll send you out to forage with Master Lleck.”



Hmishi dropped the bun onto the plate asif it had burned hisfingers, which it probably had. Then the
heder turned to LIesho with aquestion, “Would you careto join us?’

Hot bunsin front of him was an even better incentive than Y ueh’ s magician behind him. He pushed
himsdf off of the bed and tottered to the table to the applause of his companions.

“How long have you been ableto do that?’ LIing asked him, and Llesho blushed. “ Just sncethis
morning,” he said. But he' d resisted temptation long enough and abandoned discussion for the more
seriouswork of putting as many bunsinsde his scomach as he could comfortably hold, and then finding
gpacefor alast greedy mouthful.

“That much effort deservesanap,” Mara observed. Her tone was broadly disapproving, though her smile
told him that she didn’t disapprove at dl.

LIesho did need anap, though. He made it back to his bed with no help, but was glad to lie down at the
end of the short walk. When he woke up again, night had falen. Thefirein the fireplace had dropped to
ashes and embers, and his companions had found their own temporary beds. All but Mara, who stood at
the window in secret conversation with an owl. LIesho couldn’t make out what she said, but he could
hear the terrible sorrow in her voice. He sat up, uncomfortable at the thought that she might think he was
spying on her, and wished he could help with whatever had upset her so.

“Mara?’ he asked when the owl had flown away.
“Shh,” she turned from the window. “Segp now. Y ou will need " dl your strength in the morning.”

The hedler passed ahand over hiseyes, and LIesho felt aheavy weight pulling his eyelids down, down,
until the darkness was complete.

Chapter Twenty-two

LLESHO had awakened to the sound of birdsong while the sky il closed its darkest night around the
cottage. Marastood at the window, ajar forgotten in her hand while she listened intently to the shrill cries
of aswift that had lit on the sill. After amoment the hedler trilled areply and the bird flew away.

“Kaydu! Wake your company, and hurry!”

She resumed her search of shelves and cupboards with renewed urgency, reaching with more speed than
carefor ajar of salve, atwist of paper filled with ayellow powder, asmal bottle of oil with clovesand
peppersfloating init, half adozen pouches of drying herbsthat crinkled when she thrust them into her

pack.
“What?" Kaydu rolled from her mat into adefensive crouch with aknifein her hand. “What isit?’

“What'sdl the noise?” Hmishi struggled upright, with Lling right beside him. LIesho said nothing about
the single blanket that had covered them.

“Your Master Markko is on the outskirts of the village. Privy, and pack. Hmishi, get the horses.” She
thrust another packet into the pouch at her waist. “Llesho, can you ride? There are branches and tarps
for adrag travaisif you don't think you can manage.”

They both knew there was more to the answer than pride. If he dowed them down, he gave Master
Mar-kko an advantage. And Master Markko would kill them. So hesaid, “I'll ride.”

Hmishi ran for the horses, with Kaydu to help him, while Lling threw their few possessonsinto a pack.



The healer stood in the doorway of the house, her pack over her shoulder and her eyes pinched asif she
were trying to see through the trees to the threat beyond. Lleck poked his nose past her skirt ina
thwarted effort to reach Llesho, but subsided with amoan when she did not et him pass.

“Y ou can't mean to travel with us, healer!” Lling glanced up from her packing with aworried frown. “We
areriding into danger, and you don’t even have ahorse.”

“Onefinds danger staying or going.” Mara straightened under her pack and pinned the Thebin with a
ferocious glare. “I chooseto find it in Shan, where my daughter now lives.

“Asfor ahorse, wewill betraveling difficult terrain today; | will keep up well enough on foot. And
tomorrow, Master Lleck’s paw will be healed enough that he can carry me.”

The bear cub moaned his objection to this plan, but Maraignored him. It was more difficult to ignore his
prince.

“How bad isit?’ Llesho asked—no, commanded— pinning her with his sharpest, most imperious gaze.
He thought she might put him off, or lie, but she didn’t. “Lord Y ueh’s men attacked the village last night,”
shesaid. “ There may be survivors scattered in the woods, but the carrion birds are feasting today.”

“Thenitisn't any safer to stay behind.” Master Markko had powers of his own. He would penetrate the
mysteries of the glen for hisnew lord, perhaps aready had.

“It seemsyour small war party continuesto grow.”
“I didn’'t know that’ swhat we were.”

“Oh, yes” A long staff rested against the doorjamb, and she wrapped a hand around its middle, leaning
into it to take some of the weight of her pack off her feet. She seemed more substantia with the wooden
shaft in her hand, and the house seemed less so. Llesho shook his head with asilent warning not to let his
imagination run off with him, but he couldn*t quite shake the queazy sensation that the ground had tilted.
He il felt light-headed, but decided, wisdly or not, to keep that to himsaif.

Hmishi drew up next to the cottage with the horses saddled and ready. Mara gave him a satisfied nod
before setting off down the path that led away from the cottage. “We can eat when we are well away.”

When they came to aturning in the path, Llesho looked back. The clearing was there, more tangled and
thorn-shrouded than it had seemed when they had ridden through it. He could not see the little house at
al, and wondered if it had ever redlly been there.

The road wound steeply through the mountains with dark forest pressing in on either side. By Farshore
gandardsit was little more than aglorified trail and only wide enough for two to ride abreast. Two
wagons could not pass each other, but one must withdraw to alay-by carved out of the dark woods until
the other had gone past. The authoritiesin each district took their responsibility to maintain the route
serioudy, however. The road was smooth and clear of encroaching underbrush, and the company made
good progress. Llesho wondered what would happen now, with the governor dead and hisladyship put
to flight, but order till held out here where newstraveled dowly.

By late morning the party had settled into asteady pace. Lling and Hmishi led theway on foot, walking
the horses that needed resting in rotation. Llesho followed on horseback, accompanied by Mara, who
waked at his sde to watch him for sgns of exhaustion or weakness. Kaydu rode behind, bow strung and
arrows at the ready. They dl knew asingle bow would not protect them if Lord Y ueh’sarmy came upon
them, but it might give the party the moment they needed to scatter into the forest. With Little Brother



riding on hisback, Lleck tracked them from the shelter of the trees that overhung the road. He barked
thesignal for friendly travelers once or twice but had no cause to howl awarning of enemy soldierson
the road.

With more bravado than sense, Llesho had assured hisfriends that he was strong enough to travel. Mara
had seen through his claim. She' d bound his upper amto hisside and tied hisforearm in ading against
his middle to support hiswounded side. It was enough to dull his awareness to a throbbing discomfort.
LIesho reminded himsdf that he didn’t trust her, redlly. He wouldn’t be surprised when it turned out that
she had saved hislife for her own purposes, much as Master Markko had kept him aive only to poison
him again and again. Until she showed her true intentions, however, it wouldn't hurt to take advantage of
whatever comfort she afforded him. So he surrendered himsdlf to his exhaustion, drifting in and out of a
light doze while his horse plodded on, hisreinsin the hands of the hedler.

The sun had nearly set when Llesho did out of his saddle with the thought that he' d had it good when he
didn’t remember the afternoons. Marahad insgsted they halt for the night after Llesho had nearly fallen
from his saddle as she strode beside him. She' d led them to a stopping place with fresh water and
enough cover to protect them from any but a determined search. As he dropped numbly to the mossy
ground, Llesho had to admit that the problem wasn't his companions or the mysterious hedler, or even
theforces of Lord Y ueh. Llesho wasthe problem: ardatively usdlessformer and completely unnecessary
prince of avanquished country. All he had to do was surrender and his companions would be free.

Hmishi cast him a concerned frown as he unsaddled Llesho’shorse.
“I'msorry | got you into this,” Llesho told him.

“My father sold meto the Harn for the price of aloaf of bread when you were six yearsold,” Hmishi
answered. “1 don’t see how even you can take credit for that.”

“ Bth—”

“Didyou kill the pearl beds or cause Lord Chin-shi to take his own life? Did you attack the governor’'s
compound in the dead of night?Y ou were not the cause of my problemswhen | was six years old, and
you are not the cause of them now. Or do princestax evil the way they tax grain?’

With askeptical smirk on hisround dark face, Hmishi dared him to agree, but he was too tired to
explain. Hedidn't think Hmishi would listen anyway. It didn’t seem worth the effort it was taking to keep
his eyes open, so Llesho let hiseydids dide shut.

“Doyou need Mara?’
[1] I L m fi re"

After along pause, Hmishi led the horse to the little stream that flowed nearby. LIesho was dmost adeep
when aboot nudged him gently in the side.

“What now?’" he asked with more sngp in his voice than seemed appropriate, given hisremorse afew
short minutes ago. He opened his eyes with an apology ready, but Hmishi just winked, arueful grin
plastered on hisface. Sort of like the mud plastered al over hisboots and leggings.

“Boggy springs,” Hmishi explained with chagrin as he rubbed a hisleggingswith afistful of spongy moss.
“Lling and Kaydu are going to mark them out so we can move about safely. Just don’'t go wandering in
the dark.”

That explained why Mara had seemed so sure when she announced that she had found them a perfect



campsite for the night. Anyone trying to snesk up on them waslikely to sink knee-deep into quicksand.
Thewarning seemed irrdlevant, though.

“Dol look like | plan on taking amoonlit strol1?” he muttered. He rolled over onto his strong arm and
closed hiseyes, putting an end to the discussion.

Cradled in soft moss rooted in arich mulch smelling of green woody things, his exhausted body began to
relax, only to discover anew set of discomforts. He redized that he had afull bladder and an empty
stomach, and he’ d have to do something about both before he could deep. Neither seemed urgent
enough to force movement back into hisleaden muscles, however.

“He snot moving!”

Hmishi’ s call drew the attention of the hedler asit was meant to. Llesho heard the swish of her skirts, then
felt acool dry hand on hisforehead.

“Can you move, Llesho?’ she asked him softly, brushing the hair from his eyeswith agentle fingertip.
Hewould havetold her “No,” but he couldn’t open his mouth, or move histongue to form the word.

Her hand left his head, and he heard more rustling about as she searched her bag of medicines. “You can
rest soon,” she promised him. Hewould have told her that he was resting dready, but she crushed a
pinch of leaf between her fingers and waved it beneath his nose. Tears sprang to hiseyes, and hisnose
twitched at the pungent odor that assailed him, but he found he could move his head again, and after a
moment could uncurl hiswhole body and drag himself back to hisfeet. He siwayed between them until
Maragave him anudgein Hmishi’ sdirection.

“Find him atree,” she ordered Hmishi. “WEe Il be ready to eat when you come back.”

LIesho had to admit he felt much better when he returned to the camp, but the gnawing &t the pit of his
stomach had turned into a determined demand for food. He sat with his back againgt his saddle, and
Lling handed him abun and athick dice of cheese while Kaydu portioned out somefat berries she had
picked inthe forest.

“Cold callation tonight,” Mara explained as each drank hisor her fill from apot of fresh springwater she
handed around.

Kaydu nodded her agreement. “We light no fire and set guards, two and two, until morning.”

“I would offer to servefirst watch, but Llesho is not the only one whose heart outpaces hisbody.” Mara
smiled, giving Kaydu the point. “I must have degp now, | am afrad, if | amto beany uselater.”

Llesno wondered if the healer referred only to her turn at watch, or to other uses of her powers that
might sap her hoarded energy. When he would have asked, however, Mara had disappeared into a
blanket the color of the forest floor, shades of green and black that changed as she moved in her deep.
Only thelow snore that punctuated her rest gave her presence away.

Sleep seemed aredly good idea, and LIesho did down where he sat, embarrassed when Lling drew a
blanket over him. Not too embarrassed to smile his thanks before he closed his eyes, though. He pulled
the blanket up tight around his ears, curled on hisgood side in the moss again, and felt the tenson flow
out of hismuscles. Tomorrow would be better. He could fed it in the clean exhaugtion, so different from
the fevered crash of hisfailing body aweek ago. And if helay redly ill, he could imagine that the moss
that held him was a soft puddie of velvet, the hem of his mother’ s gown. He used to curl closeto rnh tbp
soft fabric againg hisface and listen quietly to the murmur of her voice and the silver call of her laughter.



The memory put asmileon hislips as he dipped into deep.

Hard midnight held the forest in its dark hand when the whisper threaded itsway into Llesho’sdeep. It
nagged him out of dreams of winter in the palace, when the caravans had gone and a blanket of snow
wrapped Thebin in a hushed, expectant peace. Llesho woke breathless from racing down the long hdl in
search of hisbrothers, but he could still hear Master Markko' svoice.

“I’'m here, waiting for you, boy. We need each other, you and . Together we will rule heaven and earth.”

The words made no sense. Llesho was arunaway dave. No one but LIesho and the spirit of his teacher
knew that LIesho’sjourney did not end at Shan, but truly began there. Mogt of thetime he didn’t believe
that he would succeed in his quest to regain Thebin. He couldn’t figure out why Master Markko would
care about Thebin or its princes anyway. A thousand li and two imperia powers separated Llesho's
country from Farshore, and that didn’t count the seven li Straight up the side of amountain rangeto the
plateau where Kungol stood.

His companions dept on, undisturbed by any sound, and Llesho wondered if he had imagined the voice
in hisdreams. But no, there it was again, sweeping over hismind like the mirrored flame of abeacon
tower. “Y ou are mine, body and soul, boy. Y ou cannot escape your destiny. Didn't | show you that on
Pearl Idand?’

Llesho shuddered. The voice wasin hishead, and he felt the iron collar on his neck, the chains that
weighed him down with despair. He could never es-cape those chains; they drew him from hisbed in the
moss, choked him when he would have ressted, and he followed the voice, and the pull at histhroat.
One step, two, past the huddled lumps of his companions wrapped in their blankets. Dimly, Llesho
recadled that they had agreed to keep awatch, but he counted four deeping bodies. When he sumbled
over thelast, however, the pain in histoe made him gasp. A log! He wondered if dl the rumpled blankets
hid firewood, but one of them moved and snorted in its deep. After amoment LIesho released the breath
he held and moved again, quietly, toward the voice in the forest.

“Where are you going, LIesho?’ Unyielding, Mara stood before him. She wore ashawl over her shabby
dress, wrapped tightly around hersalf and held in place by both of her arms crossed firmly under her
breasts. Shelooked younger in the moonlight, or ageless, and terrifying, asif she wereliving sone come
tolifeinfront of him.

“I need to find atree.” He stammered out the lie and hung his head, unable to meet her eyes.
“The chainsare gone, Llesho.”

Hedid look up then, and met her grim-faced chalenge: “He cannot make you come to him, he can only
hope that you are fool enough to heed him when he calls”

“I'mnot afool.” Hewasn't sure of that, now that the voice was gone from his head and he thought about
what he'd dmost done. But it till made aterrible sense. “If | go to him, helll leave the rest of you aone.
If I try to escape him, hewill kill you all, and take me back anyway.

“Only if he catchesyou.” She smiled at him, and he took no comfort fromit at al. “ Give ustomorrow, a
least. Until wereachtheriver.”

“I can't,” Llesho pleaded with her to understand. “He' sin my head.” He hadn't realized that he' d raised
hisvoice until his companions stirred and begin to St up in their bedralls, guilty to be caught deeping
when they had agreed to post a double guard. LIesho figured that was Markko' s doing aswell, but he
kept his conclusonsto himsdlf, like aguilty secret.



Hmishi and Lling cameto him and took up guard positions. Hmishi stood dightly in front of him and to his
right with asword bared in his hand. LIing settled behind his |eft shoulder, an arrow nocked below his
ed.

“Arewe being attacked?’ Kaydu wanted to know.

“Not anymore.” Marawas looking into Llesho’s eyes when she spoke: Master Markko would not
disturb his deep again thisnight. The heder believed she could protect them from the mental assault of his
pursuers. In the moonlight her dark eyes seemed to reflect infinity, and LIesho was tempted to trust that
shewas right. He gave her the barest hint of anod, enough to know that he would take her advice for
Now.

She accepted his decision with an equaly subtle nod. “ Get afew more hours deep,” shesaidto his
companions. “Weride before daybreak.”

Hmishi and Lling followed him back into the camp, but Kaydu joined Maraon guard, her face ill
troubled by her failureto fulfill her duty. He d have to explain that it wasn't her fault. They wereall easy
prey for dark thoughts a midnight, and Markko had taken advantage of that. The magician had seized
their wills before they knew what was happening. Given that her father had been the governor’ switch all
of her life, hedidn’t think Kaydu would have much trouble accepting as fact what Markko had done. He
just wasn't sure what she would decide to do about it. And he wastoo tired to deal with it now.

“Seep,” he muttered to himself, and reached for the soft comfort of hismossy bed again.

Why isMagter Markko so determined to get you back?* Kaydu wrinkled up her nose in displeasure,
and Llesho understood why. During the night he had tossed and turned under the burden of his secrets,
until hefinaly decided that they couldn’t afford to hide things from each other if they hoped to survive.
While they prepared for the morning’ strek, he’ d told his companions everything, starting with who Lleck
was in Thebin and his apparition as aghost in the pearl bay, how Master Markko had poisoned the bay
with the Blood Tide and set the blame onto the healer Kwan-ti. He told them about the terrible months
when the overseer had beaten him and held him in chains and used him as an experiment to test his
poisons on. He admitted the sick dread he had of ever being returned to the master’ s evil workroom.
Hmishi and Lling had known some of it, Kaydu alittle aswell, and Mara, they thought, none at dl. Only
the healer was not surprised to learn that Master Markko had come to him in his dreams last night,
however. Mara had nodded her gray head to confirm his suspicion that Markko had affected them al,
putting them to deep when they should have kept watch.

By thetime he was finished, Marawas slamping with impatience, but ignorance of Master Markko's
power, and of hisintent, could kill them more surdly than an hour’ sdelay. Llesho stared levelly into her
eyes and then went back to stringing his bow and checking hisarrows. He knew why they had falen so
quickly back to deep after the midnight call, and he knew why Markko had made no returnin his later
deep. He had no evidence, not even logic to back hisintuition, however, so he accepted her silent
command that he keep his guesswork to himsdlf.

Kaydu had spoken aoud the question that had bothered him since he redlized that Master Markko was
gl looking for him: Why? When shedidn’t get an answer, she offered her reasoning. “1 mean, | know
you were once aprince and dl, but it snot like anybody is offering to pay aransom for you.”

Strategicadly, it made no sense, and shetried to explain that to Llesho without hurting hisfedings, he was
sure. She couldn’t know that LIesho had asked himsdlf the same questions ever since Markko had first
sngpped aniron collar around his neck. “Can you do magic or anything like that?’

“I can hold my breath underwater,” he said with a perfectly straight face. “And | can, or could,



execute anearly flawless Wind Over the Mountaintops prayer form, though | tend to sumblein the
middle of the rdated fighting stances.”

Mara choked and made adisplay of holding her hands over her head and pointing to her throat. But she
hadn’t been eating at the time, so L1esho wondered. When she had settled a bit, she motioned to them to
go on, and walked purposefully into the trees.

Lling jabbed him companionably with her elbow just then, declaring, “1 don’t know anything about prayer
forms, but I’ ve seen you fall over in the middle of afight sequence.”

LIesho nudged her back; neither of them let the moment turn into afull roll-and-tumble play sesson, but
the momentary distraction relieved the tension. It couldn’t drive out the fedling that someone was drilling
holes between his shoulder blades with their eyes, though; he sobered quickly.

“I don't get it either,” hesaid. “If | had completed the vigil on my birthday, maybe | would have some
influence with the goddess. But | didn’t.”

“Maybe that was part of hisplan,” Kaydu suggested, “He may have feared he couldn’t control you once
you had successfully completed your vigil.”

Her ladyship said that he had gained the favor of the goddess. LIesho didn't think that was a secret in the
real sense, since he persondly didn’t think it was true. He squirmed a bit when he evaded the question,
though. “For dl | know, he just likes the idea that he has aprince on aleash instead of one of those fluffy
dogs Lady Chin-shi was so fond of. | don’t really care why he' s after me. | just want to make sure he
doesn't caich me.”

“Then we had better get moving.” Mara had returned with LIeck following her and she gestured in the
direction from which she had come. “We are not far from the Golden Dragon River where the Dragon
Bridge crosses. Markko islikely to know about the crossing himself, and he will makefor it just aswe
do, so we shouldn’t return to the road. | noticed thistrack, however—" she pointed to the ground near
her feet where the grass seemed beaten down but otherwise no different from its surroundings “—and
followed it to where it comes out on the riverbank just a ston€' stoss away from the bridge. Once we
break from cover of the forest, we must mount and ride asfast aswe can. It will bearun for our livesif
we are to reach theriver ahead of him, but reach it we must.”

The forest growth was close on either side, with branches hanging to form alow canopy overhead and
undergrowth grabbing at their legs asthey passed. The company led their horsesin singlefile, with Mara
inthelead, and Lleck rumbling behind. In spite of their danger, LIesho found himsdlf enjoying the Stretch
and pull of hismuscles, thefed of hisbody doing work again. The sense of being watched had passed;
Llesho wondered if Mara had something to do with that aswell. He dso wondered what good it would
do themto crosstheriver if Master Markko wasfollowing right behind.

Determined to confront the healer, he dropped the reins. Horses were stupid, but they would follow
where they were led, and there wasn't redlly anyplace but forward a horse could go in the thick wood.
Before he had taken two steps, however, Kaydu had raised her arm to signd a hdlt.

“Mount up,” shesaid.

Mara had dipped into the woods. She would wait until LIeck came up to her position, then ride on his
shoulders. Llesho set hisfoot in hisstirrup and dung hisfreeleg over the back of the horse, keegping his
head bent low over the anima’ s neck. He darted a nervous glance around him, then took hisbow in his
hand, ready to run or to fight. They brokeinto the clearing.



Chapter Twenty-three

HE sun had not yet appeared over the treetops, but when the companions broke from the shelter of the
forest they discovered the riverbank was dready bathed in agolden wash of sunlight. Llesho winced at
the sudden shock of bright light, but he had little time to adjust. Kaydu' svoicerang in the still morning air:

“Ridel”

She kneed her horse into motion, and Llesho did the same, snapped into action at the familiar command
in her voice. Lord Y ueh’ stroops, about fifty men on foot and a dozen on horseback, waited for them no
more than a hundred paces up the riverbank. At first Llesho wondered why they did not legp to the
attack, and then he saw that they were staring with amazement at the bridge that rose up in front of them.
LIesho would have done the sameif he' d had the time: Golden Dragon Bridge arched in glory high over
the churning water below.

Ancient artisans had carved it in the shape of the legendary dragon from which the muddy yellow river
took its name. They had given the bridge two ridges of scaes acrossits back to keep men from falling off
in dark or windy westher, with space enough for four men walking, or agood sized wagon, to pass
between them. Trueto its name, Golden Dragon Bridge glittered its burnished glory in the sunlight. But
the bridge shouldn’t have been there at dl.

According to legend, awar between the giants had, in an earlier age, destroyed the wondrous bridge. No
man living had seen the broken remains. Supposedly, no one even remembered where the bridge had
stood. Some stories said that when giants walked the earth again, the bridge would rise out of the mist of
the river and the past glory of that age would return. Llesho didn’t see any giants. The carved head of the
dragon bridge, however, rested on the near shore, submerged to the reditically carved nogtrils. Huge
fringed lids shuttered its eyes, asif the masons and carvers had known that to portray in stone the living
gaze of the dragon was to risk conjuring the cresture itself out of myth.

The legend hadn’t been completely wrong, however. Some great cataclysm of aformer age had torn the
bridge loose from its moorings on the far side of the river, because the arch disappeared under the water
an arm’ sreach from the shore.

Mara crouched below a carved nodtril of the deegping dragon. She beckoned them to hurry when they
would have frozen where they stood, in the same stupefied amazement that ensorceled Lord Yueh's
troops. Llesho kicked his horse into agallop; someone in the enemy ranks shouted, and he faltered,
trembling, as Y ueh’s men parted. Master Markko made hisway on horseback through the troops,
looking for something. Me, Llesho figured. Their eyes met; he could not break that contact, but his body
responded to histraining even when hismind did not. As her ladyship had taught them, he fastened the
reinsto his saddle, controlling his horse with his knees, and drew his bow and an arrow from the quiver
at hisback.

Arrow nocked, he stood in his stirrups, body turning to hold the gaze of histarget. Steady, steady. Allow
for the gdlop of the horse—the changing distance and the uncertain elevation. He let the arrow fly,
watched as Master Markko reached out and snatched it out of the air inches from his breast. Markko
smiled, and the arrow burst into flamesin his hand.

Bad move, Llesho saw. That sudden whoosh of fire had startled his horse into afaster galop, but it had
terrified Lord Y ueh’ s soldiers, who scattered asif Markko had dropped the burning arrow among them.
Those nearest their leader surged forward to overtake the fugitives, but those out of the direct line of the
magician’ sfierce glare ran back into the forest from which they had come.

No point in wasting another arrow; LIesho tucked his bow into the strap of his quiver. He bent low over



the neck of hissturdy little horse and urged it to close on the bridge that frightened the anima as much as
it awed him.

But Marawas standing now, gtill dwarfed by the massive size of the dragon, but urging them to cross.
Kaydu stormed onto the bridge first, Little Brother tucked into a pack strapped to her back. Hmishi and
Lling followed right behind her, the hooves of their horsesringing like ademented carillon on the gold
paving stones, and Llesho came next, pounding up the steeply doped spine of the bridge until he was high
over theriver, looking straight ahead because he didn’t have the nerve to check behind him for pursuit.
And then he was on the downward dope, horse stretching out over the last broken arm’ slength, and
there was water under them, no bridge at al.

Thejolt of solid ground shuddered through him. A stonewall lay in front of them, with the twisted
branches of fruit treesrising aboveit. A perfect place for an ambush, but they were out of choices.
Whooping a battle challenge, Kaydu bent into the jJump, and her horse legped, |egped, and was over the
wal.

Hmishi and LIing jumped next. Llesho gave hishorseits head and it soared, cleared the wal, and ran out
its momentum between the rows of fruit trees. When it stopped, Llesho saw that he was surrounded, with
hundreds of soldiersclosingin on him.

Llesho’s ssomach clenched like someone had reached insde with afist and squeezed. He reached for his
bow, but a hand stayed him: Master Jak’s. Llesho hadn’t seen or heard him, and he shivered, knowing
that if the assassin-soldier had wanted it, he’ d be dead. The six tattooed rings around Jaks arm told their
own story about that, but L1esho hadn't and still didn’t want to think of histeacher asaman who
sneaked up on people and murdered them for cash. Someday he would press the man for his stories, but
not now. Now hewould be grateful for this man’ s skills.

“How did you find us?’ Llesho didn’'t need to ask how they knew to come. Kaydu was afew feet away,
wrapped in the arms of her father. Little Brother chit-tered and screamed from a branch over their heads.

“How did you find the bridge?’
“A littlebird told us” Jeksfollowed his gaze with awry smile.

Llesho nodded. Mara had known and sent word by the swift he' d seen at her window. He wanted to
thank her, but he couldn’t find her among his companions or the soldiers who had come to greet them.
“Whereisshe?’

Master Jaks looked back, toward theriver.

“Alone? Markko will kill her!” He turned his horse and Jaks grabbed hold of hisbridle,
“I can’'t leave her to face Master Markko aone.”

“If Habibaisn't worried, doubtless she can take care of hersdlf,” Jaks reasoned quietly.

“Maybe.” Llesho figured the magician would sacrifice the old woman to protect the surprise of his
ambush: Habibadidn't owe the heder alife-debt, after dl. Breaking histeacher’ shold on hisreins, he
headed back the way he had come, hunching over the neck of his horse to absorb the jolt of the landing
on the other side of thewall.

In mid leap, awarning stabbed through his head. The pain disappeared dmost as soon asit had come,
but he had dready lost his concentration on the jJump. The horse skittered under him, unsettled by his
uncertainty. It bucked and rolled, and Llesho wasfaling, hitting the ground like a sack of rice. Magter



Markko's soldiersdidn’'t notice their prey lying hel pless on the far shore, however. They had their own
problem. And Maraclearly didn’t need his help.

With their leader driving them forward from atop his massive warhorse, Markko' s troops had begun to
crossthe bridge. Asthey reached the very top of the arch, Mara had stepped out from the shadows by
the carved eye and climbed up on the wide snout. She called something LIesho couldn’t hear, and the
great eydid opened to reved an emerdld astall as Marahersdlf. The bridge blinked, and then it writhed
and contracted. Straight-backed and terrible as he had never seen her, the healer Marastood at the
center of the great golden head, her gaze locked with the magician’ s asthe neck of the dragon raised her
high above theriver, higher than the arch of its great worm body. The loop of its back twisted and sank,
tumbling screaming, terrified soldierstogether with their panicked horsesinto the rushing river. Gradualy
the cries of the dying faded out of reach. Maralifted her right arm straight ahead of her and pointed at
Master Markko.

“Y ou owe me adebt, Magician, but | will not collect it now. Consider yoursdlf fortunate that | have
bus ness with thisworm, or we would decide right here who of usisthe stronger.”

“My lady.” Master Markko gave her amocking bow and turned his horse. Before he rode away,
however, heturned in his saddle and addressed her one last time, asif with an afterthought. “Caringisa
weakness, my lady. Each delay finds you more encumbered than the last. And | grow stronger.”

Maradid not answver him, and he settled himsdlf in the saddle with afind laugh before setting hedsto the
flanks of his horse. When the magician was no more than aspeck on the horizon, Marasignaled the
dragon to carry her to the other side of the river and set her down on the riverbank.

LIesho remained where he had falen, lying in the grass by theriver. He was close enough to observe dl
that transpired, but both Mara and the dragon seemed too preoccupied with their own businessto notice
oneinggnificant Thebinin the dirt. In this he was mistaken, not counting on the sengitivity of adragon’'s
sense of samdl.

The golden river dragon opened his mouth just enough for hislong serpentine tongue to flick out and lick
his massve chops.

“It' sbeen along time since | received payment in virgin blood.” An occasiona wisp of smoke escaped
the worm’ s nogtrils when it spoke, while histongue explored the air for the taste of ascent. Llesho
blushed to theroots of his hair when the dragon added, “1 prefer girls, you know, though they’ ve become
more scarce than dragons. One wonders where the virgin boys come from.”

“They grow alittle more dowly,” Mara answered with the same humor that the dragon offered in the
question. “But they do grow, or there would be no young ones for you to ask about. Asfor thisone—
Llesho, stand up and bow to your benefactor. Dragonsingst on good manners aways—I still need him.”

Llesho stood and bowed low as the dragon turned an emerald eye to study him. “Does he know?’ the
dragon asked. The great worm ignored Llesho to direct his question at the hedler. This suited Llesho just
fine, as he was shaking in hisboots and didn’t think he could utter an answer even if he had understood
the question.

“That isnot your concern,” Maraanswered him tartly. “ Shall we get on with this?’
“Oh, very wdll. But wouldn’t you rather owe me something less persond to be collected at alater date?’

“Life-debts must be paid in life,” she said, and opened her armsto the dragon’ stooth.



“NO!"” Llesho cried, asthe dragon opened his mouth and nipped at the hedler. Revulson released him
from the paralysis of hisfear and he dashed forward, sword drawn, but too late. The golden worm
pierced the heart of the healer with his poisoned fang. She fdll between them, dead, and LIesho followed
her to hisknees, reaching for her bloody corpse. With great delicacy the worm nudged him with his snout
and Llesho tumbled in the grass. Even such agentle push, for adragon, felt like atree had fallen on him.
Then the dragon opened his mouth wide and swallowed the healer whole,

Llesho tried to scream, but the sound caught in his throat would not come out. He could not breathe,
could not see for the darkness that seemed to cover the sun; he could only knedl where he had fallen and
rock himself painfully, his sword forgotten at hissde, his armswrapped tight around his gut.

“Noooo!” The scream finally escaped its prison in his chest. “No, no, no, no.” He moved his arms so that
he could cover hiseyeswith his clenched fists, rocking and screaming, “No, no, no!”

“What are you going on about, boy?’ Still licking his chops, the dragon loomed over him, and LIesho
wanted to kill the creature, but he couldn’t move. He noted that the thin tongue had missed a spot, and
his gut turned over when he realized he wasooking at the healer’ s blood.

“I loved her,” he moaned, gtill rocking himsdlf like an out of control cradle. That wasn't what he intended
to say, and he wasn't even sure how he meant it. Asamother, perhaps, or even as agrandmother. She
had reminded him of Kwan-ti and even Adar, his brother, alittle, and he’ d lost every one of them.

LIesho’ sdeclaration didn’t seem to surprise the golden dragon nearly as much asit had surprised Llesho
himself, but the creature had little patience with his continued distress. The dragon snorted, and Llesho
felt the touch of hest, the smell of ash, on the breath of the great worm.

“No need for hysterics,” the creature pointed out. “ She' Il be back.”

Lleck had come back aswell, but Llesho could take little comfort and less counsel from abear cub with
atendency to forget his charge and wander off into the woods to hunt. “1 don’t need another bear or a
monkey or aparrot or crocodile; | need Mara, herself.”

“Y ou don’'t have much faith in her, do you, boy?’ The creature eyed him thoughtfully, as though he was
deciding which morsd to take next from the platter at dinnertime. Llesho bowed his head, waiting for the
devouring mouth to descend, but the dragon merely gave a pained sigh and belched smoke and greasy
fire. Something the worm had eaten clearly did not agree with him. With alast sniff of disdain, the
creature abandoned him; Llesho looked up in timeto seeits gleaming coilsripple the surface of theriver
and then it disappeared benegth the swiftly running current.

Long after the dragon had gone, LIesho stared at the place where he had disappeared, but the youth’s
thoughts were not on the worm that had only acted according to his nature. Disaster seemed to follow
LIesho wherever he went, and he stood up, walked to the river’ s edge with acalculating question: if he
threw himsdlf in, let theriver take him, would the rest of hisfriends have abetter chance a surviva?
Perhaps no other governments would fall if he were gone. The world would turn asif he had never
existed, which would probably be agood thing for theworld. If he could be sureit wasn't aready too
late.

The brush of cloth sweeping across grass derted him to a presence nearby and he turned. Habiba
approached. The governor’switch, except that the governor was dead for buying LIesho away from
Master Markko' s control. LIesho wondered if the witch still had ajob, but figured he' d always been her
ladyship’sanyway. Kaydu' sfather, and Llesho had dmost gotten her killed today, with her father close
enough to watch on the wrong damned side of theriver. Llesho would have thrown himsdlf at Habiba's
feet, except that Habiba had come as close as he seemed to want, and then had dropped to one knee,



his head bowed.

“Y ou have given metwo grest giftstoday, my prince,” he said. “How does a man pay a debt greater than
thevdueof hislife?’

“I am not your prince. And you owe me nothing.” Llesho did not look away from theriver; he hoped the
witch mistook his hopeless anger for strength of purpose. How could Habiba honor him?*“Y our
daughter, Kaydu, could have died here today.”

“But shedidn’t. You saved her. For that donel would give you my life.”
“I put your daughter in danger. Mara saved her, saved dl of us, a the price of her own life.”

“Kaydu isasoldier. Shedid her job. As her commander, you saw her safely home, at great cost to your
own peace of mind.”

Habiba paused, and Llesho thought he would get up and leave now that he had said his piece. But the
witch spoke again, more wistfully. “All my lifel have wished to see one of the greet worms. Almog, it
had become easier to believe they no longer existed than to accept that | was unworthy. Today you have
shown mewonders | thought lost to the world forever.”

“Maradid that. And Maraisdead.” Llesho faced the witch with dl the truth of hisguilt. His eyes burned,
and Habibaflinched, was himsdf thefirst to turn away. He watched theriver asif he expected the golden
dragon to surface again and invite him to tea.

“Welivein an age of wonders, Llesho. Something died here today, but | think, whatever she was, that it
was not your hegler. Y ou will see her again, if you don't do something redlly stupid like drown yoursalf
out of sdf-pity.”

“What can you know about it?" Llesho demanded, though he couldn’t work up much fight. He didn't
redly want to die. It wasn't very heroic, but mostly he wanted to lie down where he was and deep for a
very long time. Maybe, if he dept long enough, the ssorm would have passed him by.

Habiba seemed to know what he was thinking, though. “Y ou are, yoursdlf, the eye of the torm,” he said
softly, and Llesho saw compassionin hiseyes. “If you deep, the sorm degpswith you, when you
awake, the storm iswith you still.” He shrugged, a gesture of submission to the fates. “ Some of those
who ride in the wake of the sorm always suffer, but without it we haveno rain, no rivers, no life.”

“I’'m not strong enough,” Llesho whispered. He wondered if he could have given hislifeintheheder’s
place, and had no answer.

Habiba put a hand on his shoulder. “ Then today, the storm will deep.” In the sanctuary of the arm curved
around his shoulder, Llesho permitted the witch to guide him back to the wall. He looked for abresk to
enter by, but Habiba used one hand as a balance, and vaulted over with the agility of ayouth. Llesho
clambered after him with agreat deal more effort and considerably less grace.

Chapter Twenty-four

LLESHO did over the low stonewall. He would have falen, but Bixel wasthere, waiting for him, and
propped ashoulder under hisarm to hold him up.

“Ishedl right?’

That was Stipes, and LIesho wondered what the gladiator was doing here in the camp with the



governor’ switch. But Lling wastearing at his shirt, her fingers gentle but her tongue agood dedl sharper.
“Fool! If you' ve opened your wound again, Marawill have your guts on a platter.”

Habiba put ahand on Lling' swrigt, filling her fingers on Llesho’ s bandages. “ That can wait until we are
more comfortable.”

“No, it can't—"

“Mara sdead,” Llesho gritted between clenched teeth. He pulled away from Bixe’ s support before he
added, “The dragon ate her.”

Lling shand fell, her face going white with shock.

Bixel gave the newcomersacautious frown. “What dragon?’ he asked, as Hmishi objected, “1 saw her
at thebridge—"

Llesho Sghed. “There is no bridge over the Golden Draeon River.”
“No bridge. Then what—"

“Our enemies have spies everywhere.” Habiba stopped the argument with aglare that cut like aknife.
“Let’ stake this conversation under shelter.”

They walked in slence after that. Llesho glanced sdelong a Stipes who strode with familiar eese a
Bixe’ sside, but no one el se seemed surprised at his presence. Stipes dipped hishead in
acknowledgment of Llesho’s unspoken questions, but answers would have to wait, as Habiba had
commanded. Any of the myriad birds caling overhead or the small crestures skittering in the grass might
be under Markko' s spell. Even the wind might carry their words away to the magician.

Master Jaks had set up camp in the orchard. Habibaled their party past lines of red felt tents tucked
between the gnarled trunks of fruit trees. At the center of the camp alarger tent was stretched over stout
poles. Its sdes were furled, and under its shade LIesho counted haf a dozen silent guards whose
presence warned away accidental trespassers. Their drawn swords offered more persuasive argumentsin
the event of unfriendly approach. Master Jaks waited for them at afolding table strewn with maps. Two
secretariesin the robes of their office hovered in the background.

Master Jaks spared the newcomersa brief smile, which Llesho did not return, and gestured to chairs set
up in arough circle around the table. By some unspoken agreement the others left the most comfortable
chair for Llesho, who only redlized what they had done after he had seated himsdlf and planted his
elbows on the chair’ s smooth wooden arms.

When they had dl settled in, Habiba spoke in hismost formal tones. “The governor of Thousand Lakes
Province sends hisregards to Prince Llesho of Thebin, Lord of the Eastern Passages and Wizard-King
of the High Mountains. Hislordship regrets that he could not deliver hisrespectsin person, but begsthe
prince’ s understanding, as he must prepare the defense of his own people. The soldiers you see about
you, however, he offersat your disposa, with most fervent prayers for successin your endeavor.”

“Thank him for me, please, though | wonder if the emperor would recognize the right of the governor of
Thousand Lakes Province to offer his protection here.”

“I do not understand you.” Habiba smoothed a hand down his coat, awesk effort at distraction.

“I think you do, Habiba.” Llesho moved forward in his chair, leaning over the table to better read the
message in thewitch’ seyes. “Where arewe?’ It wasn't the most important question on hismind, but the



answer would shade dl the others.

“The Golden Dragon River,” Magter Jaks replied. The faces of LIesho’s companions hardened with the
reminder of their loss, but Llesho refused to givein to the remorse hefelt.

“It'salongriver,” Llesho pointed out. “I just lost another healer oniit, so | am not in the mood to play
geography games. Are wein Farshore Province, or Thousand Lakes?” He thought they’ d strayed too far
north to have crossed into Sky Bridge Province, but he couldn’t be certain.

“I told you, she'll be back,” Habiba objected softly. “It isn't always about you.”

Llesho stared down the governor’ switch. He felt adoor open in his soul, to one of those caverns darker
than he cared to look at, and he didn’t bother trying to hide it. Habiba pulled back, frowning asif he'd
been given something tough to chew. “Lately, it may seem <o, I'll grant you that. But under cover of the
storm, many agenda are a work. Including Mara' s own, and her business with Golden Dragon.”

“But gtill we play geography games. What province do we out to the storm todav. Master Witch?”
Master Jaks gusted a heavy breath. “Until amonth ago, thisland was part of Farshore Province.”

Whatever was bothering him, Habiba had put it aside, and he took up the explanation in terms of an
imperid memorid:

“Hislordship, the governor of Thousand Lakes Province, has extended his protection to the lands that
border hisown, and to the household of his daughter, who has cometo him for refuge. Think of this
orchard asaprovinciad mission of the governor of Thousand Lakes Province, sanctuary to all who ask it
in the name of her ladyship, wife of the murdered governor of Farshore. Until the Celestial Emperor
himsdlf assgns anew governor to Farshore, it iswithin the lady’ sright to request the aid of her father,
and within the duties and obligations of her father to fulfill her request wherever her ladyship’ sinterests
may find themsdlves.”

Habiba extended his hand in a gesture that took in the orchard and the surrounding camp, demonstrating
the ungtated. The army that held it possessed the land they stood upon and that army owed itsloyalty to
Thousand Lakes Province.

“And Lord Yueh?' Llesho asked. “Master Markko did not pursue usto offer safe passage to the
borders of her ladyship’slands. What claim has Lord Y ueh made?’

“Yuehisdead.” Stipesanswered that one, which surprised Llesho. He d wondered why Stipes had
joined their counsel; now he knew. “Poison, | think, in hiswine,

“| had dready decided that | would run, if | could find Bixei, but | didn't kill Lord Y ueh,” he added when
al eyesturned on him. The pendty for adave who killed his master was skinning dive, a painstaking
processin which the skin was removed dowly beginning at the feet and moving up hislegsto historso
before the verv eves of the horrified victim. There were stories of executionerswho could ped the skin
off aman in one piece, toesto crown, and leave hisvictim till aive and bleeding in the sawdust when he
was done. The sun got any survivors soon enough, or the cold. Or the vultures and the bugs.

Knowing her ladyship’ sfedlings on the matter of davery and adding that to what she must fed at the
murder of her husband, LIesho didn’t believe she would condemn Stipesto ahorrible death for killing
Y ueh. Still, he could not suppress the shudder that passed through him at the thought of the terrible
execution that awaited one who would commit such acrime.

Fortunately, Llesho was pretty sure the man wastelling the truth and hadn’t killed his magter. “ Did



Markko have accessto Lord Y ueh'swine?’ he asked. Master Jaks must know the story, and Habiba, if
they had permitted the gladiator to join them, but LIesho looked to Stipes, who had been there, to tell it.

“Not that night. Markko learned from his spies that you had split from the main party. He took a couple
of foot unitsand afew horseto find you, and Lord Y ueh followed her ladyship’ strain. Her ladyship
traveled dowly, with the aged and the young in her care, and we were soldiers on aforced march. We
caught up to her easily enough, but Y ueh hadn’t counted on Master Jaks.

“He stood us off after the first attack failed, waiting for Master Markko to return with you. | think he
planned to put her championsto the sword and take her husband’ s place as governor and as mate, but
hefell ill soon after he dined, and never left hisbed. In the morning, Y ueh was ddlirious, hisarmy in
disarray. Few among Lord Y ueh' sforces fought for him willingly, and many surrendered without raising a
weapon that day. | was lucky to find Bixel; he took meto Master Jaks, and | offered my weapons and*
my service”

There was something left unsaid in that last, and Llesho wanted it, down to the last promise: “To whom?’

Stipes dipped his head, acknowledging the hit. “To Master Jaks, actudly. Don't know much about lords
and such, but that Chin-shi was afoolish one and Y ueh abad one. And yourswas adead one,” he
added sullenly when Habibaturned a threatening eye on him. “By then, Y ueh was a dead one, too; the
hedlers could do nothing.

“But | trusted Master Jaks, had done so for more yearsthan | care to consider. And Master Jaks says
you are aking, so herewe are.” He shrugged, admitting he didn’t understand what had gone on while
they had belonged to different camps, but that he was willing to take some things—even outlandish things
likeaskinny pearl diver being along-lost king—on faith from the right person.

Llesho turned thoughtfully to Master Jaks, who returned hislevel gaze from acrossthetable. Master Jaks
was histeacher, and he had trusted the man just as Stipes had. But Llesho had grown wary since the
poison arrow had felled him. Master Jaks had served Lord Chin-shi, who was dead, under the direction
of Overseer Markko, who now sought to capture or kill Llesho. Master Jaks had followed LIesho to
Farshore, but now took into his escort Stipes, who was Lord Y ueh’ sman, or had been until his

lordship’ stimely death. Most damning, Jeks was an assassin; Llesho’ s eyesreturned again to the Six rings
tattooed on Jaks upper arm. Why was an assassin so interested in an exiled prince of Thebin?

Magter Jaks followed the gaze. “ They trouble you?’ he asked, nodding his chin at the ringson hisarm.

Llesho waited, while the assassin returned his study, looking for acrack in the stone of Llesho’'seyesand
finding none. With alittle shrug, atiny smilethat Llesho did not understand, Master Jaks rested hisarm
on the table, pam up, the gesture of surrender. “If my arm offendsyou,” he said, “cut it off.”

Not what Llesho had expected. He turned to Habibafor an explanation, or advice, but the witch said
nothing, merely gestured to aguard who raised his unsheathed sword and st it lightly across the muscle,
just abovethefirgt, and oldest, ring.

“Why?" Llesho asked.

“I wasn't dways an assassin,” Master Jaks answered, and gave the rings on his own arm alook of such
loathing and hunger that LIesho would have drawn his own Thebin knife had aguard not aready held the
man in check with asword resting on flesh. “A long time ago, | served Thebin asahired defender.”

“A mercenary,” Llesho corrected. He had seen the device on Magter Jaks' wrist guardslong ago, that
time with blood splashed on them from the Harn. Mercenaries, yes, but his guard had died like a Thebin



to protect ayoung prince.

“A mercenary.” Master Jaks accepted the correction. “My clan is poor; her sons serve othersfor
pay. The less skilled take contracts as foot troops in the border wars of strangers. Those of breeding and
kill hold positionsin the great houses of the wealthy. My own squad served the Royal House of Kungal.
My brother swore hislife to the protection of the young prince, but could not save him.”

Hemet Llesho'sstony gaze with firein hiseyes— grim, grim fire. “I was, myself, sworn to the young
prince’ smother. | lay asthe dead on the floor of her temple while the men of Harn tormented her and
dragged her away. To my shame, | did not die of my woundsthat day.”

“Y ou loved my mother.”

It wasn't in the words but in the longing when Magter Jaks said them, and in the despair that crossed the
landscape behind his eyes when he spoke of her torment.

“Everyoneloved her. How could they not?’

Llesho saw in the rueful smilethat Master Jaks had never overstepped his place at thefoot of his
mistress: no dishonor to the queen or her husband had ever been contemplated. The sdf-loathing at his
failure would have been the greater for hisfedlings, however. LIesho understood abouit failure and regret.
He didn’'t understand how one could honor the holy queen of Thebin with the rings of an nonhis
arm, and he said so.

“Y ou prove your love of that holy woman of peace with the taking of livesfor pay, as an assassn?’

Master Jaks flinched, as even the sword resting on his arm had not made him do. “There arefew
professions open to amember of the dite guard who hasfailed so disastroudy in hischarge. But | have
kept mysdf dive, when | could wish only to join my brother in death, for the day when | might restore
honor to my family and my clan, If | have dishonored my quest, | offer my deeth. Let my blood wash
away the stain upon her pure honor that | served. Y ou would be doing me afavor, one | have wished for
many years. If you want to win in the coming battle, however, | can offer my service. With two arms or
with one, | pledge my life, and the lives of those men who follow me, to restore her house to its rightful
place, and for my brother’ s honor to protect her sonin al things.”

“Youwill do with one arm what you could not manage nine cycles ago with two?’

A glint behind the fire, a degpening of the linesaround Master Jaks' eyes, told more than thewords: “I
know more now.” He hadn’t been a paid assassin then. With rueful, dangerous humor, Master Jaks
followed the length of the sword with his eyes. He' d abased himsdf enough with his confesson. Llesho
was't ready to fight thiswar on his own, and he thought maybe the boy even knew it. “ Better with two,
of course.”

LIesho gave the dightest flick of dismissa with hisfingers, and the sword lifted. No emotion broke the
impassive obedience of the guard, but the man’s whole body eased. So it hadn’t been just for show.
Some, though. And it wasn't over yet.

“By thelaws of Shan, | cannot take your pledge, ” Llesho pointed out withicein histone. “1 am adave.”

He had his manumission papersin histunic, of course, but, until his seventeenth birthday, her ladyship
could free him only by adopting him. When offered the opportunity, she had declined. Now, having
recognized hislineage, any such act on the part of Thousand Lakes Province must appear asafirst move
inapolitical game neither her ladyship nor her father could afford. Shan itsdf would move against the



province. And LIesho would be no closer to freeing his brothers than when he was diving for pearls off
Pearl 1dand.

Too much had happened. LIesho knew, in his head, that he had come along way in more than physical
distance from the bay where the spirit of Lleck, histeacher, had appeared to him and sent him to free his
home. But he was no wizard-king, and in his heart, he felt only the weight of hislosses. Given histrack
record on this quest, he doubted he' d live long enough to see Kungol and his beloved mountains again.

“Hislordship the governor hasinterpreted the manumission status of ayoung roya under the law that
governs the succession to the governorship.” Habiba reached out ahand and a secretary set a sheaf of
papersintoit. “If agovernor should die before his orphaned heir reachesthe legd age of mgority, the
law alowsfor the gppointment of aregent.

“Hislordshio did not wish to be seen as motivated by political ambitionsin the gppointment of the young
prince s regent. Accordingly, he has charged meto invite your own recommendationsfor the role of your
adviser.”

No one gtirred &t the table. The silence was so complete that LIesho could imagine no one stirred in the
whole camp. He studied the faces of his companions, but each kept his eyes downcast and his counsel to
himsdlf. He could have wished for Kwan-ti then, or Mara, or Master Den, or Lleck—any one of the
people he had grown to depend on for their wisdom who had died or disappeared from hislife, leaving
him storm-tossed without an anchor. He sorely needed their advice now; if any one of them had beep at
the conference table, he would have landed the regency in their laps and been done with it. But they
weren't— even Lleck the bear had not followed him to this camp—and Habiba, while clever and deep,
was too much her ladyship’s creature. And Master Jaks. Master Jaks, with the six rings tattooed on his
upper arm, one for each paid murder he' d committed, would be no fit regent for the spiritual leader of the
Thebin people, evenif Llesho never had another spiritud thought in hislife. Stipeswas afighter, not a
thinker, and hewas Y ueh’ sanyway, or Bixe’s, if he had his choice. The rest of them were no older than
he was, or not by much, and no smarter.

The more he thought about it, though, the more he rgjected the notion of anyone making his decisonsfor
him, law or no law. It was his quest, his country he had promised to free. The decison was easy after dl.

“Adar,” hesad. “My brother.”

Habiba smiled and handed him the papers. “ Her ladyship thought you would decide as much. She
persuaded her father to compl ete the appropriate forms appointing Adar as your regent in absentia.”

Adar. Llesho brushed the sheaf of papers with his Hp needed tn find his hrother. to nrove to himsdlf that
he was on the true path to the liberation of his people and not on afool’ s journey. The papers gppointing
his brother regent until succession should be decided at Kungol reminded Llesho of Farshore’ sown
problems.

“Hislordship the governor left no her, did he?’

“Hedid not,” Habiba answered. “Hisfamily line having falled, the emperor will gppoint anew governor in
hisplace. Lord Y ueh would have petitioned for the post if he had lived, | am sure”

LIesho nodded, thinking. The emperor, far away in Shan and with only the word of easily bribed advisers
to guide him, had awvarded Lord Y ueh the governorship of Pearl 1dand. Y ueh had recelved clear titleto
al the holdings that belonged to theidand, including the dying oyster beds of Pearl Bay, in payment of
debts left owing after the death of Lord Chin-shi. With Lord Chin-shi’s overseer Markko as his adviser,
Lord Y ueh had attacked Farshore. Now Lord Y ueh was dead, and Markko had turned back after his



defeet at the jaws of the dragon on Golden Dragon River. Llesho didn’t think the desths of three
governors were coincidence.

“Lord Y ueh had ayoung son, did he not?’
“Still does,” Stipes confirmed. “At least, the son il lives, though just ababe.”

“Will the Emperor name his mother regent?’ LIesho directed his question to Habiba. Asthe adviser to a
murdered governor himself, the witch would know better than any of them what would happen next in the
meatter of continued government.

“I doubt it.” Habiba consdered his answer. “Her ladyship of Farshore produced no heir for the
governor. If Markko actstrueto form, hewill lay aclaim against Farshoreinthenameof Lord Yuen's
young son, and petition to be named regent under the guidance of the boy’ s mother. Everyone knows
that Lady Y ueh was much younger than her husband, and that she was aquiet, shy creature. Markko's
deference to her wisheswill be seen for what it is: an opportunity offered the mother to visit her child
upon state occasions. Shewill have no say in his upbringing, and certainly nonein the rule of Farshore,
which Markko will want to consolidate with Pearl 1dand in hisown name.”

“And how long will the boy live?

“At least ayear,” Master Jaks suggested. “ It will take Markko that long to marry the widow and get her
with child. Then Yueh's child will die, and Markko will petition to clam the post in hisown name, for the
son hiswife carries.”

Between them Habiba and Master Jaks had outlined Llesho’s own conclusions. It |eft one question
unanswered, however. “What does he want with me?’

“The trade routes through the passes above Kun-gol 7" Master Jaks guessed.

LIesho shrugged ashoulder. “Then he' d do better attacking the Harn. | couldn’t give him Kungal if |
wanted to.”

“He may wish to control your power of persuasion with the goddess,” Habiba suggested.

LIesho snorted an unpretty laugh. “He' d have done better to wait aday to attack Farshore if that’swhat
he wanted. The goddess didn’t come. | didn’t see her. I’d rather believe that the attack came before|
had a chanceto finish theritua than that the goddess did not choose me. If shewas ableto find me at al
so far from home, however, it'smorelikely the goddess found me wanting and reected me. No specid
influencethere”

Habibalooked at him strangely, but didn’t say anything. There seemed little left to say. Llesho had his
own quest, but Thebin seemed very far away and his enemies formidable. He wasn't smart enough to
defeat Markko, wasn't strong enough, and his so-called “mystical powers’ weren't going to impressthe
magician. Asde from having aghost tell him what to do and adragon egt his hedler, he didn’t have any
magic. And like hisluck, it seemed that if it weren't for bad magic, he d have none at dl.

He did know that he was too tired to think about it now. He rose from his chair, but when he turned to
bow politely to Habiba, he found the witch on one knee before him again, dong with Master Jaks and
the secretaries and Stipes. Bixel had moved to stand next to Kaydu, and together with Hmishi and Lling
the four companions stood to attention, his personal guard awaiting his next order.

“I need torest.” Hewas also hungry, he redlized, and in no condition to make more difficult decisons.
Given his current temper, he was lucky Master Jaks still had two arms.



Habibatook that as permission to rise, asdid his companions. “Kaydu can show you to your tent,” he
said. It was accepted that his companions, who once again included Bixei, would not leave his side, and
equally clearly understood that no other company was welcome at thistime. Except for one person, who
wasn't available.

“1 wish Magster Den were here,” Llesho said.

“Who isMaster Den?’ Lling wanted to know. Before Llesho could answer, Bixel volunteered the
information, “Heis here. Don't know why he didn’t attend the meeting just now, but you can probably
find him in the laundry after you' ve had something to eat.”

“Thelaundry? Here?’

Bixei laughed. “He brought two huge cauldrons with him on a supply wagon, and he' s had Gryphon
Squad hauling water from the river all morning. By now he's probably knee-deep in sogp suds!”

A darkness a the edge of vision that Llesho hadn't even noticed until now suddenly lifted. He smiled: a
red, full smile, for thefirgt timein so long he couldn’t even remember when it had last happened. Den
was here. Maybe he had a chance after all.

Chapter Twenty-five

THEY’ VE assigned us one of the large command tents.“ Kaydu led them through the bivouac lines.
When the amdlls of food warned them that they were passing close by the cook tent, Bixel |eft the group
with amurmured promise to bring something to eat for them.

“Something hot,” Llesho requested absently. He felt cold from theinside out, the chill escapingin fine
tremorsthat shook him in waves, like afever. He followed Kaydu aong arow of round felt tents.

Men and women in the leather and brass of fighters stopped in their mending and polishing to are as
they passed. Kaydu glared, sending them back to their tasks with unanswered questions till lurking in
their eyes, but no great desire for answers. Llesho wasjust as glad; what few answers he had satisfied no
one, least of dl himsdf. Hewasn't up to sharing them, but turned his thoughtsinward, fighting the cold
that crept over his heart. Marawas dead in his place, though Habiba seemed to think she had survived
the dragon’ s poison tooth and fiery gullet somehow. The other deaths, and Kwan-ti’ s disappearance, he
could blame on events that flowed around him but were not themselves apart of hisown story. Loca
politics, far from the eye of Thebin and no fight of Llesho’s, took their toll, and he could do little more
than survive them. But Mara had caled up adragon to rescue him, and then had offered her lifeto the
creature in exchange for his own. He should have—

“Stopit.” Lling punched him in the arm, and he redlized that she’ d been talking to him, and he hadn’t
heard aword.

“It wasn't your fault.” She called him on hisguilt-ridden brooding, angry at him for it. “ According to
Habiba, sheisn't dead anyway.”

“He said she' d be back, not that she wasn't dead.” Llesho emphasized the distinction. “Lleck is back,
too. Doesthat mean he didn’t die of the fever on Pearl Idand?’

“Whereis Lleck? Hmishi thought to ask just then. “1 didn’t see him crossthe bridge ... Or ... Dragon. .
. Something.”

“He clearly had better sense than to cross arushing river on the back of alegend,” Llesho suggested.



“I didn’t think kings had temper tantrums,” Lling snapped.

Llesho looked at her, too tired for any of this. He wanted to escape, to dig a deep, deep hole, and crawl
in and hide. But they weren’'t going to leave him adone; Master Jaks had made sure of that. “ They
probably don't,” he agreed, thinking about his father, who had often laughed, and sometimes cried, and
in court would stroke his beard in thought before handing down awise and balanced ruling. “But since |
will never beaking, | don’t see your point.”

“But Jeks said—"

“A thousand li of Harn grasdand, filled with Harn raiders, stand between me and acrown,” he pointed
out. “And somewhere between here and there, | have six brothers, each of them older than | am and
more suited to the throne. So | am till just aminor princein exile, as| told you before.”

“Y ou are the seventh son of the king of Thebin, though,” Hmishi pressed him.
“Favored of the gods,” Llesho quoted. “Isthat how it seemsto you?”

“Well.” Lling put an arm through his, and Hmishi took the other. Together they leaned into him. “Y ou've
got us. I'd say that counts as blessed.” She grinned at him, daring him to contradict her.

Hetried to laugh but could only manage atight smile, until the smdll of sogp bubbles hit hisnose.

“Thisisit,” Kaydu said, tugging him toward a command tent, red like the others, but bigger, and tall
enoughto stand upin.

“Later.” Llesho followed the sound and the smell he had grown to love because they reminded him of
Master Den.

He found the washerman, loins bound up and knee-deep in asteaming vat of soapy water. The traveling
washtub was made of knee-high oaken staves bound in acircle aswide across as a spear, with an oaken
floor in sections set clinker-style, one board overlapping another to make the whole watertight, on the
grass. Long gtrips of bandages hung from lines that festooned the fruit trees, and bright red tent clothslay
spread upon the grassto dry. Llesho stood beneath a cherry tree, letting the smell and the sound ease
into his soul and loosen the rock-hard tension in his muscles. He redized suddenly that it didn’t hurt to
gmileand let hislips have their way, skinning back in atoothy grin he' d forgotten was ever apart of him.

“Kick your sandals off and get in here, boy, or have you forgotten dl I’ ve taught you?’ Den set hisfists
atop hisbroad hips and huffed a steamy breath for emphasis.

“I’'maprince now,” Llesho reminded him with a haughty sniff. He wastoeing off his sanddswhen he said
it.

“You were dwaysaprince,” Master Den corrected him with an answering grin. “Y ou had to learn to be
awasherman.”

Llesho dragged hisleggings off and dropped them in ahegp over his sandds, and followed with histunic.
The washerman’ s grin faltered, and LIesho was suddenly self-conscious about the wound still raw on his
breast. But Master Den taunted him with another mock challenge, “ Unless you' ve forgotten everything |
taught you.”

In nothing but his own smdlclothes, LIesho climbed into the vat. “1 haven't forgotten athing,” he
promised, and meant much more than how to stir up the wash.



“And well you shouldn’t, young prince.” Master Den gave ameaningful look to the Thebin knife hanging
inits sheath from acord around LIesho’ s neck. He gave abroad smile then, and opened hisarms. “It’'s
good to see you again, boy.”

Llesho gave histeacher ahug. 1 thought you must be dead, too,” he whispered, and Den set him at
arm’slength so that he could look deep into hiseyes. “I am not dead. Hold onto your faith, Llesho. The
world isamore wondrous place than you can yet imagine.”

“I could do with afew lesswonders. The last one ate my hedler.”

“Perhaps sheisawonder, t0o.” Master Den gave him anod to signd the end of meaningful conversation,
or perhaps the beginning of alesson, Llesho could never quite tell when the washerman was teaching and
when he was making smdll talk. “But now we have bandages to clean, and then bail, and tent clothsto
prepare for the hospital.”

He stepped out of the vat, and LIesho followed; each took a coarse rake and began to dredge the
soaking cloths. Working in comfortable unison they draped the waterl ogged bandages over the spokes of
awhed, the axle of which ended in a crank. When each spoke was lined with long bandage cloths,
LIesho grabbed their loose ends, and Den turned the crank, twisting the bandages and wringing out the
dirty water. Then each bit went into a bubbling cauldron for abrief but important boiling to kill any
putridity that might il inhabit the weave, and onto the linesit went.

LIesho bent and stretched, thinking of nothing but the regular motions of duties he remembered from a
time when hisroad seemed clear and the risks belonged to him aone. While he worked, the hot water of
the vat and the steam from the cauldrons loosened the muscles that had grown rigid with a soul-deep
cold. He wiped swest from his brow with the back of his hand, and felt his shoulders uncurl from their
customary hunch around hiswound and his heart.

“Father saysyou need rest,” Kaydu insisted, her frown expressing the disapprova of hishumbletoil that
she hesitated to speak out loud.

“Areyou scolding the prince, or the washerman for detaining him?” Magter Den asked with laughter
bardly restrained in hisvoice. Kaydu didn’t know Master Den, of course, and she didn’t like that tone of
voice from astranger.

“He' s been wounded,” she sngpped back. “He shouldn’t be pulling at that shoulder.”

Master Den acknowledged her with awise nod, atwinkle hidden in his eye. “His wounds run deep, but
even the degpest wounds hedl, give the opportunity to do so.”

While Den and Kaydu challenged each other for the right to determine hiswell-being, LIesho scraiched
idly at hisdamp belly. His damp, empty belly. “Isthere anything to eat?’

“Bixe brought your dinner. It' s getting cold in your tent right now.”

“Coldisgood,” Llesho decided, “unlessit isfish headsin porridge.” He shuddered alittle, and Den
laughed.

“No fish heads,” the washerman said. “ Thefish are known to curse the fishermen in their own tongue
hereabouts.”

LIesho figured he meant the Golden Dragon River, which had dready shown itsdlf to harbor stranger
cregtures than he had ever wanted to meet. No, he wouldn’t want to fish in that river.



“Do you have any cheese?’ he asked. “ And abit of bread?’
“Lleshol” Kaydu snapped.

She wanted to protect him. LIesho figured he was making that difficult for her, and that at the least he
owed it to hisfriendsto makeit as easy as possible for them to keep him dive.

Heraised hishead, ingtinctively setting his shoulders and tilting his chin with the quiet poise of aprince. In
his eyeslingered thefear of aterrible pain waiting to claim him if he gave himsdlf timeto think. Kaydu
dropped her gaze, suddenly embarrassed to be ordering him about, and guilty for reminding him of that
painthet lay inwait for him.

“Y ou do that very well.” Den might have been mocking him, or ... something.

“I’'m sorry,” he apologized to Kaydu, “but | need this.” He had missed his old master more than he was
willing to say in front of hiscompanions.

She nodded, not looking at him, and turned to go.
“I'll watch him, Kaydu.” Den made his own peace offering. “He won't come to any harm tonight.”

“I know,” she said, and turned to Llesho. “But one of uswill be on guard anyway. Just in case. Bixel
wantsto talk to you. He' s been really worried since we parted with her ladyship’ strain. He has asked
for first watch. I'll send your dinner up with him.”

“Thank you.” The debate had drained much of the warmth out of his bones, and LIesho fet hismuscles
tightening up again.

“Cover up; we ve done enough for one day.” Den threw him a patched linen shirt and apair of coarse
breeches, reminders of another time. “Perhaps you would like to do prayer formswith me?’

LIesho nodded, then redized Master Den couldn’t see him with his head under his shirt. He found the
open neck, popped his head through, and answered, “ Y es, Master, very much,” while punching hisarms
into deeves, and pulled on the breeches just as Bixel showed up with hisdinner.

“Dinner can wait.” Den bowed, his hands clasped. Bixe grinned in answer and set himsdlf next to Llesho,
their old positionsin thetraining yard on Pearl Idand. Following Den'slead, they performed the Howing
River form, to thank the Seven Godsfor their timely rescue across the Golden Dragon River, and the
Twining Branches form to honor the orchard that sheltered them. Somehow, Jaks had joined them, and
Stipes. For abrief span of minutes, they fdll into old routines that were, Llesho reminded himself, no less
dangerousfor their familiarity. A gladiator was cdled to die as often asa soldier in battle, for the price of
awager or thewhim of an audience.

But in the forms, LIesho could forget dl the dangerous roads that had brought him here. The pieces of his
heart tumbled, found their proper places, and clicked together in the moment. Body and mind, motion
and asoaring heart joined in the fading sunlight. LIesho reached through the forms, became the twisted
shadows of laden branches, honored the grass that bruised beneath feet in Wind through Millet. The
grass offered itsdlf in answer to the prayer forms, releasing its sharp green scent around hislegs, itstouch
areminder of lifeinfinitely renewing al around them. Fingertip breezes soft with the oerfume of rioe
oeaches kissed his cheek and whispered through the strands of his hair. The earth rocked them gently,
the universe cradled them, and the evening flowed with his muscles, one with dl theliving men and gods.

Llesho offered plumsto the lady goddessin hismind. She was hishbride, and hefelt her kissin the kiss of
the breeze, her touch in the warmth that flowed through his body. He knew that he could wait for her, as



shewaited for him. When hefindly cameto rest, with abow to his master, he noticed that his
companions were staring at him with guarded wonder.

“Did | do something wrong?’ he asked, ducking his head in embarrassment. He meant by that, Did | do
something strange to call attention to myself. It was onething to have a private moment with the
universe, and quite another to share that moment with al one's closest companions.

Den shook hishead, his own little smile accompanied by a shrug of the shoulder. “Nothing to be
ashamed of,” he promised. “But it is becoming more and more difficult to forget you are aprince.”

“Doesthat mean | can’t join you in the washing anymore?’ he asked, the first thing that came to mind.
Masgter Den said nothing, just watched him with the same gentle smile, but Master Jaks sat down hard on
the ground, laughing till the tears ran down hisface. “Y ou scared the hell out of me, boy.” Jaks
shuddered at amemory Llesho didn't share. 1 thought you would die on that river.” He shrugged,
helplessto explain away the fedingsthat had escaped him. “Didn't redlize you had influence with the local
river dragon.”

“Not my influence.” Llesho winced at the thought of Marafacing the dragon. But Habiba didn’t seem
disturbed. And there were dl those missing afternoons. ... “I don’t think I’'m meant to dieyet.” He
reached for the bread Bixel had |eft under the nearest peach tree and tore off achewv bite, erabbed the
dab of cheeseredting beside it, and munched thoughtfully, leaning back against the tree trunk. LIesho had
aways understood the responsibility aking owed his subjects. Not since Khri had died to protect him
from the Harn raiders, however, had Llesho fdt the weight of responsibility aprince owed his protectors.
He had to stay dive or the sacrifices of Khri, and of the Long March, and of Marawere for nothing. If he
had died on theriver, Khri’ s brother would have gone to his grave with a blood-debt unpaid. Llesho
understood about brothers. Looking at Master Jaks that way was arevelation.

“Y ou will have your chance to complete your contract.” Thistime he meant it, in the full knowledge that
he owed his debtor as much as the mercenary-assassin owed him. With asingle dip of his head, Jaks
acknowledged the solemn promisein Llesho’s demeanor.

Done. Llesho returned the bow with ajerk of his chin, and blinked. Thinking took as much energy as
running from Master Markko, and he’ d had more than enough of both to last him awhile.

“You need abed, and rest,” Bixa took hisarm.

Llesho struggled to hisfeet and let Bixel lead him to histent. The clothes he wore were soft enough that
he didn’t worry about taking them off, just let hims=lf drop on the pallet prepared for him and fell into the
welcoming darkness.

I’lorning came with the sunlight spilling red through the tent cloth and the smdll of fresh bread and hot
porridge rich with peaches. Llesho opened his eyes and found Bixe knedling by hisbed with asteaming
bowl of breskfast in hishands. “| told you thiswould wake him up,” Bixe said to someone behind him.

Llesho sat up and craned his neck. Kaydu sat cross-legged on her blanket with abowl! of her ownin
front of her. “Llesho liking his breskfast is not exactly news,” she answered with a sniff.

“Who likes breskfast?” Lling popped into the tent, followed by Hmishi, both with steaming bowlsin their
hands.

“| do,” Llesho took the bowl from Bixe while the two newcomers settled themsaves on the floor of the
tent.



They atein slencefor awhile, then Bixel cleared histhroat. “We re going on to Shan?’ he asked.

Llesho shrugged. “1 promised Lleck that I’d find my brothers. Adar may bein Shan, so that iswherel
will gtart the search. But no oneisobliged to follow me.”

“Who'sLleck?’
Hmishi finished his porridge and set down his bowl. “Lleck wasLlesho' steacher. Now he'sabear.”
“A what?’

“Never mind that.” Llesho waved aside the discussion. Whatever Lleck was now, he' d exacted a
promise from Llesho, one he intended to keep. “I think we' d al be better off if | did thison my own.”

“Likethat would work!” Kaydu gave him a crinkled frown over her porridge. “We bardy madeit thisfar
with the four of us. If it hadn’t been for Mara, we' d be Master Markko' s prisoners right now.”

Llesho didn’'t need reminding. Marawas dead and wouldn't be coming to their rescue any time soon.

“If you act like you' re unbegtable, you usualy don't haveto fight,” Bixel added. “I learned that when we
defeated Lord Y ueh on theroad.”

Lling finished her porridge and flicked out adainty tongueto lick her fingers clean. “Habibasad we are
togoin date,” she reminded them with awaggle of her eyebrows. “ That sounds alot more comfortable
than straggling into the capita with my clothesin ragsand my hair in snarls.”

“And we |l have moretimewith Master Den.” Bixel had assumed his place among them again, but he
darted an uncomfortable glance at LIesho. He was hiding something, and Llesho wondered if he could
trust Bixel now. “Out withit,” he demanded, unwilling to wait until whatever it wasbit himin the
backside.

“It' sStipes.” Bixel dropped hishead. “He knowsit won't belike the old times. Thisiswar, not the
arena, but he asked me to remind you that he was first to befriend you in the practice yard, and he would
be at your sdeto seethe end of the story, if you would permit it. He had no choice but to serve Lord

Y ueh. Hewas adave. But he never spied for Markko, and he has never compromised his honor for
personal gain. He says.” Bixe looked up a Llesho, pleading: “All that | have known of Stipestdlsme
that he speaksthe truth. And | have missed him.”

Perhaps he should have doubted more, but Llesho did trust Stipes. He wondered, though, about Bixei.
“If you had to choose,” he asked, “to let Stipesfal, or to give your comrades into Markko' s hands, what
would you do?’

Bixel hegtated, as Llesho expected hewould. In ameatter of Stipes' life or Llesho's, Bixel would choose
to honor his sworn oath to protect the prince of Thebin. Given what appeared, on the surface, an equal
choice, the outcome was not so certain. But Bixei had dready chosen Stipes over his comrades once.
LIesho couldn't leave decisons of loydty to thefidd.

“Stipeswill remain in Habiba s guard, under Jaks command,” LIesho decided. “Y ou, Bixei, will act
asliaison between Habiba s camp and ours here. Where will you bivouac?’

Bixel stared at him, stricken, then dowly processed the question. Not Where will you sleep while we
arein camp, asit appeared on the surface, but, show here, now, where your allegiance lies.

“I'll bivouac with my comrades, and take my turn at sentry duty with the others.” He acknowledged



Llesho's purposein asking the question with arueful smile. “ Stipeswill understand.”

Llesho set hisempty bowl on the pallet beside him and rubbed at his head. He knew hewas just
postponing the day of reckoning with Bixel, but with any luck none of them would ever have to choose.
In the meantime, he was pretty sure he' d awakened late and missed prayer forms, but it wouldn’t hurt to
wander down to the temporary laundry and say hello to Master Den. Stipes, on theway to Llesho’ stent,
met Llesho himself on theway out.

“Pardon, Y our Highness, but Habiba has ordered that we strike camp and be ready to move by
mid-morning. And Master Jaks asksif he can be of service”

“It'salittle late to be throwing titles around, Stipes. I’ m the same person | dwayswas.”
“Begging your pardon, Y our Highness, but you’re not,” Stipes objected.

Llesho had turned back to histent, but Kaydu shooed him away with a scornful whoosh. “ Time you
learned how to act like aprince,” she said in support of Stipes. “And princes don't strike their own tents.
Go, find Master Den, or Jaks, or whoever, and do what princes do in the morning.”

Weapons practice. “ Ask Magter Jaksif we will have time on the journey to renew our study of the
martia arts, if you please. At hisleisure, of course.”

When Stipes had made his deferential bow and departed, L1esho left his companionsto pack their new
wedlth and went in search of Master Den. He found the washerman under the same trees, histubs and
cauldron empty around him and the last of the tent cloths and bandages spread out to dry.

“Llesho! Come here, boy. Y ou' re the very thing. Would you take that end—there you go.”

LIesho picked up thetrailing ends of the tent cover that Master Den was folding and mirrored the
washerman’ s moves, coming toward him when Den moved forward, and away when Den pulled back,
until the tent cloth was no more than a dense square the size of adinner plate. They went on to the next,
comfortably working together, while LIesho wondered if this, too, would soon change. Would Master
Den, like Habiba and Master Jaks, soon press him to behave more like aprince, and lesslike a
washerman. Not knowing just made him more and more tense, so he took a deep bresth and plunged in.

“You aren't tresting me any differently . . .” And let Master Den make of that what he would.

“Would you likemeto?’ Den returned the question with one of his own, but then offered an answer that
unwound a bit of thetension pulling LIesho’s mouth into afrown.

“I thought you would have had enough of that from the rest of the camp. Would you prefer thet | treat
you like ahero, or like aprince?’

“Like an apprentice washerman, if it isal right with Habiba,” he answered, and began rolling the sirips of
clean bandages with awill.

“Itisnot for Habibato say,” Den reminded him. “ And when you are finished with that roll of bandages, |
need your help to break down this washtub.”

“Yes, Mader,” Llesho answered the washerman, who himsalf hid secrets of hisidentity. He joined
Magter Denin pulling up the floor of the tub in three pieces, and discovered that the rim of barrdl staves
folded into abundle and stowed snugly in the wagon aongside the cauldron. They had just finished
loading the various tent cloths and Master Den’ s own bedroll when aboy just abit younger than Llesho
brought round the cart horsesto lead into harness.



“Y our own mount will bewaiting for you,” Master Den reminded Llesho, who bowed to take hisleave.
“Wouldit bedl rightif | joined you tomorrow morning for prayer forms?’ he asked before he | eft.

“Who can say what tomorrow will bring?” Master Den mused. “But if | risein the morning, and acertain
young man should happen to be near, he might, if he had amind, perform his prayer formsin company
rather than done”

In hisweakened Sate after hiswounding and later, in the confusion of running from Markko and his men,
Llesho had forgotten the comforting ritual of prayer forms. He bowed, in part to hide the degp wine color
pulsing in his cheeks. Torn between guilt and embarrassment, he resolved to make up for his negligence,
garting the very next morning. And for once, he was glad to abandon histeacher.

Chapter Twenty-six

AFTER the council held on their arrival, LIesho expected that his squad would join Habiba and Jaks at
the head of the massed guard. But Habiba had wisdly explained that marching on the capital of the Shan
Empirewith adeposed princein their company might stir up more concern than they were prepared to
face on the journey. Instead, he set them somewhat forward of the center in the order of march, an
anonymous cluster of very young soldierslost among the horse guards.

Asthey left the orchard behind them, Llesho turned for alast glance back at the Golden Dragon River to
hisleft, imprinting the memory of the sun sparking off the tiny frothed peaks of the swiftly running current.
He d seen wonders on the river, but would have traded the dragon in dl its glory for one more glimpse of
the old healer, Mara, sound and scolding him to be still so that hiswound would hedl. His flesh scarcely
twinged at al now, but the newer wound of Mard sloss was a deeper, sharper hurt.

They advanced at an easy pace that maddened LIesho. He didn’t think Master Markko had given up the
pursuit; the magician would find away to crosstheriver, perhaps dready had, and then he' d be after
Llesho and hisband of friends again. Llesho had an army with him now, and they had awitch of their
own, of course. He wasn't sure who practiced the stronger magic between the two, but thought perhaps
Markko would hesitate before attacking if he knew Habiba had ridden against him. He had enough
grudging respect for Master Markko' s skills, however, that he wanted as many |i between them as

possible.

Ahead lay Shan, theimperid city. Caravans from the north had brought stories of Shan to Thebin. The
gods might set Kungol down inits entirety in the emperor’ s gardens and have room | eft over for histiger
preserves. Llesho didn’'t know how he was going to find Adar or their five remaining siblings when he got
there, but Habiba had them going in the right direction at last. He wanted to move faster. If he had magic
of hisown, he would make theli disappesar, and they’ d be walking through the mighty gates of the capita
city by nightfall. But he didn’t have magic of hisown, and Habiba didn’t seem inclined to usethe skillshe
had, or to press the company to haste.

Kaydu rode ahead of him, and Lling and Hmishi guarded hisflanks. Bixel rode behind. When LIesho had
reminded him that his liaison should travel with the leaders of their force, Bixel had responded that Stipes
would serve astheir link to Habibaand Jaks;, for himself, Bixel would stand ready to ferry messagesfrom
Llesho to the commanders at the head of the column. And until there were messagesto carry, hewould
keep his place and guard his companions backs.

The column had taken up ajourney song. Llesho didn’t know the words, but his companions picked up
at the chorus and the mournful plaint woveitslines of home and sorrow into his dark thoughts.

As | march from the home | am leaving by the cottage door, holding our babe.



my sweetheart is quietly weeping
for the sweet boy she sendsto the grave.

As | march fromthe home | am leaving, by the fence post, clutching her shawl, my mother stands
quietly grieving her sons, she has given themall.

As | march fromthe home | amleaving, in the cornfield, swinging his scythe, my father stands
anxiously yearning like his son, he would follow the fife.

But the drums and the pipes now are silent and the tunic of red turnsto rust and the fields are
now sown with the fallen in the twilight, in blood, and in dust.

And | long for the home of my fathers, for the smiles of my sweetheart and babe, to bring home
the sons of my mother, let our leaders, and gods, point the way.

The mood of the song reflected his own dark thoughts, but the rhythm kept the measured pace of the
march. Sowly, however, the meaning of the song found itsway into his heart. He' d lost mother and
father, brothers and home, and much of his own innocence when he waslittle more than ababe. Since
he' d taken on the burden of Lleck’ s oath, he’ d lost comrades-in-arms. But he wasn't done anymore. He
traveled with an army, and with the promise that his brotherswere dive.

While the marching song reminded him of the grief of parting, it dso reminded him of hisgod: hewas
going home. He would rescue his brothers, and together they would free Thebin from the Harn. They
would doit. He found his head tilting upward, out of hismoody dump and seeking the sunshine. His
shoulders drew back, asif aweight were not lifted, but had settled properly whereit belonged. Asthe
words of the song said, he would return the sons of his mother to their home. Markko was an obstacle,
but he wasn't the godl, and Llesho couldn’t let hisfear of the magician take over histhinking so that he
forgot what he' d set out to do. That didn’t mean he could forget the forces pursuing them, but he had to
let go of the dread he’ d built up of the magician over the months he' d spent as his captive. To do that he
had to know more about the oversesr.

He pulled his horse up dightly and fell in step next to Bixel. “Back when | first entered the gladiators
compound on Pearl I1dand, you were Markko' s assistant.”

“I wasnot inleague with him, nor did hetell me any of his secrets.” Bixe |ooked Sdewaysat him,
unessiness crossing hisfeatures. “I carried messages, nothing more.”

“You were afraid that | would take your place.”

“Asamessenger, | could leave the compound pretty much whenever | wanted. I'd just tell the guard at
the gate that | was carrying a secret message, and they’ d let me go.” Bixel looked down, and LIesho
wondered if he was hiding some guilt about his actions, but Bix-&i’seyeswere as clear and true asthey
had ever been when he met LIesho’ s gaze again across the necks of their horses. “1 would never betray
you. Y ou annoyed the piss out of me when you first showed up. Y ou were too short and too skinny,
ridiculousfor the arena, and | couldn’t imagine why Markko had accepted you for training. | thought
perhaps he found you pretty, though he never seemed interested in boys before. | was afraid that, if you
were hisfavorite, Markko would give you my place, and I’ d be stuck behind the paisades again. But
even then, | would not have betrayed you.”

LIesho had never thought much about how others saw him. He' d been born a prince, and had taken the
devotion of hispeople and hislarge and loving family for granted. Then he'd logt it dl and hadn’t cared
what anyone thought of LIesho the dave—that was't him, and the people whose opinions mattered



weren't there anymore. Whether he wished it or not, however, it seemed that he was about to learn as
much about himself as he was about Markko. He found himsdlf cringing at Bixe’ sword-picture of him.

“But you learned fast,” Bixe continued, “like you d been born to the forms, and sometimes, in weapons
practice, especially with the sword and the knife, it was hard to tell where the wegpon in your hand left
off and your body began. Master Den had that skill, and sometimes Jaks. Madon, too, if sorely pressed.

| thought it was odd that you didn’t practice in the yard with your born weapons more often, but | figured
Jaks wanted to raise your skillsin abroader range of weapons.”

Bixel shrugged. “1 suppose | should have been more jed ous when you proved you could hold your own
inthe practice yard, but Stipes said you were dl right, and | didn’t envy you having Master Den bregthing
down your neck. And, sometimes, when you were using the knife and the sword, you would have alook
on your facethat. . . well, just say that | never wanted to find out what put it there. And | never wanted
to be your practice partner when | saw it.”

“Master Den never let anyone but himself practice knifewith me,” Llesho admitted. “Not even Master
Jaks. When Habibatook me to the governor’s compound at Farshore, | nearly killed someonein
practice. That’swhen Magter Jaks explained that | only knew how to kill with the knife, not to wound or
to hold back for a practice match, and that to try and change that would ruin me. Since then, | sometimes
dream that | killed Master Den in practice. It gives methe cold swests just thinking about it.”

“How did you get that way?’

Llesho shrugged. “ Goddess knows. Master Den says| wastrained to it asachild, but | have no memory
of it. Latdy I’ ve begun remembering more. | was only seven, but | remember killing aman with my knife,
s0 | guessMagter Denisright.”

“Isthat why you were sold into davery?’ Bixe asked. “| mean, youwereaprinceand all, but . . .”

“Theman had just killed my persona bodyguard, and would have killed meif he' d seen mefirst. Hewas
aHarnraider. They attacked the palace, killed my mother and father and my sister, and sold the rest of
usinto davery. | don't fed guilty about killing him, exactly, but | want to throw up when | remember how
it felt to drive a Thebin war-knife between aman’sribs”

Bixel nodded. “Y ou were different when you began wegpons practice—"

“I’d forgotten alot about the attack on Kungol, our capita city, until | held awar-knife again. Thenit all
cameback.” Llesho didn’t mention that her ladyship had watched-him in the weapons room that day,
that she had known even then who he was.

Bixel nodded. That made sense. “By then, | redlized that you weren't interested in taking my placein the
team; you had a plan of your own, and whatever it was, it worried Master Jaks.

“I don’'t know why Markko treated you the way he did—he never was cruel with me, never interfered
with my life or with Stipes. | knew about hisworkroom, of course, but other than carrying apotionto a
patient now and then, | had nothing to do with that part of his business.”

They both fell slent for afew moments, listening to the song of the soldiers asthey marched. Then Bixel
went on. “I’m not saying that Markko was ever a decent overseer. But alot of things changed when you
showed up, Llesho. Y ou spent years diving for pearls on the sameidand, but | don’t think anyonein the
training compound knew you existed. And then suddenly Master Markko wants you, and you are
making Master Jaks nervous, and Master Den is aternating between treating you like the village idiot and
like hismost prized chick.



“I never saw Master Den take wegpons practice with anyone until you showed up, and suddenly heisa
master at the knife and sword. | never, | mean never, saw anyone handle them like Master Den did, not
even you, and until you came, | would have guessed he didn’t even know how to hold asword.”

“I think hisstoriesare dl true,” Llesho offered. 1 just don't know how he managed to do all those things,
or how he came to be the washerman in astable of gladiators.”

“Menether,” Bixel admitted. “But | just wanted you to know that things were different before you
showed up. So part of what Master Markko has become was dways in him, but part, somehow, hasto
do with you. And | think, | think that he sees a power in you—whatever it is that has Master Jaks and
Master Den and her ladyship and Habibain astew.”

“It' sthe prince thing.” Llesho tried to convince himself aswell asBixel that wasal therewastoit. “If
today the Harn can take Thebin and hold the passage to the West hostage, tomorrow they may decide to
take Shan and the eastern end of the trade route.”

Bixe, unfortunately, didn’t take the bait. “ That might explain Master Jaks, and even her ladyship,” he
agreed, “but not Habiba or Markko. Markko wanted to study you and use whatever power he saw in
you, but he couldn’t figure out how to reach it. And | think it finaly got to betoo much for him. Chin-shi
wasn't the greatest lord in the empire, but he wasn't the sort to let his overseer dissect the davesfor his
own education. | think that’swhy Master Markko made the dedl with Lord Y ueh.”

“There sjust one problem with that theory.” Llesho shuddered. He could too easily imagine himself
spread out on the long, sturdy tablein Markko's workroom, his guts reved ed to the curiosity of the
poisoner. “1 don't have any power. If | did, Marawould be dive. Madon would be dive. | wouldn't
have taken an arrow in my chest, and | wouldn't have spent weeks recovering from the fever.”

Hedidn't add, We wouldn’t be in this mess if the lady goddess had found me pleasing in her sight,
but said, “Master Markko has what he was looking for. With the governor murdered by Lord Yueh's
soldiers, and Lord Y ueh himsdlf now dead, Markko will hold Pearl Idand and Farshore. He has dl the
power he can possibly want.”

“Not dl,” Bixel pointed out. “ And it's not me you have to convince. Markko isn't likely to believe you
don’t have some mysterious powers, because he' saready committed everything to capture them.”

“| don't understand.” Llesho muttered the comment to himsdlf, but Bixel picked it up and answered:
“Ask Master Den. If you can make any sense of what he says. Whatever Master Markko seesin you,
Master Den saw it first.”

With that, Bixei dropped back to take the rear again, leaving Llesho with histhoughts.
Chapter Twenty-seven

| F someone had asked which of his companions LIesho expected to unsettle histhinking the least, he
would have answered, “Bixel,” without amoment’ s hesitation. Which just proved once again that he'd
taken on this quest thing with his eyes haf shut, and hadn’t opened them yet. Half the company he
traveled with apparently considered him amagica tadisman of some sort, while the other half—probably
thought the same thing by now, except that they hadn’t yet told him so. It made him wonder if they
weren't right, and he was just too stupid to redizeit. He was smart enough to know that he didn’t want
Master Markko to be the oneto unlock his mysteries, though.

The magician was following them, he was sure of it. Habiba had to know it, but he held their paceto a
dow and steedy advance, asif no danger followed them nor anything of importance awaited them ahead.



Habibawasn't riding beside him, but Kaydu made a handy substitute, so he complained to her.
“Can’t we move any faster?’ Llesho pressed when Kaydu dropped back to ride beside him.

“Not if we want the wagonsto keep up,” she answered. “ Father will not risk the waeon teamsto an
attack on an undefended rear. He doesn’t want you to greet the emperor’ s ministers with anything less
than the full honors of your position, and the tents and supplies are carried in the wagons.”

“I"d rather arrive without the tents, but within thislifetime,” Llesho grumped. Animageflashedin his
mind, of himself, in a cage lashed to the back of awagon, with Master Markko riding beside him,
gloating. He didn't think it was his own imagination, but how had Markko got into his head?

Without thinking about it, he' d been urging his sturdy mount forward with ingstent pressure from his
knees. When the horse obediently picked up the pace, he tugged impatiently on the reins, holding their
placein the line. The horse, which had coped patiently with Llesho’ s nervous energy to this point, gave a
frustrated snort and allittle Sdestep, bucking asif he' d been bitten by afat green fly. Llesho sailed into the
air and crashed down hard on histailbone.

“Ouch!” he shouted, and grunted ahumiliated complaint, “1 can't fed my butt!” Theimagesof himsdf in
chains were gone, though, pushed out by the sudden awareness of the pain in his backside, for which he
was grateful at least. Now al he had to do was figure out how to manage it without falling off hishorse.

Hmishi snorted, but he did off his horse and offered ahand. “Y our butt’ s sill there,” he assured Llesho,
“though you may regret it by the time we stop for the night!”

Llesho glared a him and remounted, gritting histeeth as his nether regions renewed their acquaintance
with hishorse.

“More stubborn than a packhorse,” the voice of a soldier snickered behind them. Hiswounded
expression earned LIesho no support from his companions, however. Lling sniffed scornfully instead, and
muttered, “It’ sonly the truth.” Embarrassment reddened his dusky skin to the color of an aged wine. “I
haveto find Master Jaks,” he said, and urged his horse out of theline.

His companions surely knew he had no more business with the officers at the front now than he'd had
just minutes ago, when he' d argued the pace with Kaydu. But it gave him an excuse to escape their
knowing glances, and his horse needed to work off some of the nervesit shared with itsrider.

Master Jaks was not to be found, and Habiba, riding at the head of the line of soldierswith Stipes at his
flank, greeted him with a polite nod, and a sympathetic smile that for some reason made Llesho even
angrier than he was dready. Muttering some courtesy he did not mean and forgot as soon ashe'd
finished saying it, LIesho turned his horse and headed back down the line. Without quiteredlizing it, he
found himsalf moving toward the rear where Master Den followed with the wagons, willing to trade the
watchful attention of hisguard for the curious glances of the men of theline. He had not gonefar,
however, when Stipes caught up with him, awrathful glare on hisface, and a sharp word on histongue.

“Y our guard isresponsble for your safety,” he began. “They can't protect you if you ingst on running off
likean irresponsible child.”

“There are athousand troopers on this march, Stipes. If the whole of Habiba s forces cannot keep one
man from snatching me away, | don't think the five of you will make much difference.”

“And you don’t want to see us dead like your bodyguard in Kungol Palace,” Stipes snapped back at
him. “But Lling and Hmishi would die to save you from nicking your finger on your dinner knife, and



Kaydu and Bixel aren’t far behind, for their honor if not for love of you.”

It hurt to hear the words said aloud. He hadn’t understood it as a child—his people falling dead by the
wayside so that he would live. Now he carried the guilt asawarning aswell asamemory.

/ don’t want anyone dead for me. No point in saying it, Snce Stipes dready had, so he glared back at
the man. “And you? What are you doing here?”

“What do you think?’ Stipes shrugged. “Habibaand that girl, Kaydu, havefixed it so that the only way |
can keep Bixe safeisto keep you dive. SoI’m doing it, evenif | haveto drag you over my horse's
rump like a saddle pack and haul your ass back to your placeintheline.”

Think cold thoughts, Llesho told himself. But the hurt till sneasked onto his downcast face. He didn't
want that responsbility. He heard asigh from above him—Stipes, taler to begin with and riding abigger
horse.

“You ve got friends, LIesho, whether you want them or not. Give them abreak.”

That was the problem. Llesho grabbed thereins of Stipes horse close by the bit. When the two horses
settled, closer than ether of the animaswould have liked, Llesho met Stipes' gaze and held it. “Friends
die” hesad.

“Remember that the next time you decide to do something reckless.” Nodding an end to the
conversation, Stipestugged hisreinsout of Llesho's hand and turned his horse.

Neither said anything when they dipped back into place with their companions, athough Llesho, even
deep in his own thoughts, could not ignore the silent communication going on around him. “1 won't go off
onmy own again,” he growled when it had gone on long enough. “ Far be it from meto permit my degath
to get intheway of truelove.”

He' d used as much sarcasm as he could summon, and Bixe responded with his usual sneer. Llesho
hadn’t expected the furious blushes that heeted the faces of histwo Thebin companions. He remembered
them lying close together in the heder’ s cottage, and it made him unaccountably angry, in an unfocused
way—Ieft out more than wanting LIing for himself. He' d kept himself asa gift to the goddess, who didn't
want him, and now he found himself on the outside in his own company. He wondered if hewas
supposed to start plying Kaydu with poetry and sighs now.

She answered his curious look with adisdainful tilt of her head. “Don’'t even think it.”

She seemed to have read his mind. Since the others were snickering, however, he figured his speculation
must have been pretty obvious. He hoped hisrelief wasn't as easy for everyoneto read, but Kaydu's
indignation, and the renewed laughter around him told him it probably was. Tucking hishead into his
collar like adefensiveturtle, Llesho turned his attention forward, wishing he hadn’t just promised not to
run off on his own. Stipes gave him an encouraging dap on the shoulder before cutting out of thelineto
return to Habiba s sde. Llesho’ d done something right, apparently. He didn’t know what it was, but he
was glad to know the humiliation wasn't for nothing. Even embarrassment passed the time, however, and
soon the troops ahead were breaking formation, spreading across afield of beaten grass to make camp.
That night his companions held Llesho closeto their own campfire.

They could not stop him when he rose a dawn to take his place at prayer forms before breskfast,
however. Master Den led the exercises as he had in the training compound on Pearl 1dand, and each day
that passed found more of Habiba s army joining them. Most were strangers, but Bixel and Stipeswere
there, standing next to each other asthey had in the practice yard of old, and Master Jakstook his place



intheline closeto Hmishi and Lling. Gradudly, LIesho’s newly hedled body relearned how to sketch the
forms on the wind, muscles acting in harmony with each other and the earth, wind, fire, and water.

He should, perhaps, have hel ped with the eager recruits from among the Farshore troops, but hefelt a
sefish need to experience the separation from thought the exercises could bring. The forms flowed
through him, shaped him as they had not done since Markko had made a prisoner of him.

Master Den called out the forms; “Red sun.”

Llesho closed hiseyes and lifted hisface to greet the newborn day. Muscle moved against muscle, action
againg action; hisarms stretched to meet thefirgt light bathing the meadow, filling his mind with physica
sensations,

“Wind through Millet.” Master Den moved with the words, and LIesho followed. Feet touched grass,
became grass, the sharp scent of green liferising in thewind that touched him, parted for the blade of his
am,

“Flowing River.” Llesho's body moved with the breeze that flowed around him, with him, likeariver. In
the Way of the Goddess, dl life flowed the greet river, Llesho, and the earth he stood upon, and the gods
he worshiped, were dl apart of each other. Markko's chains, her ladyship’s plots, could not break him if
he flowed with the river of dl life. “Butterfly,” and LIesho moved free of the flight in darkness and the
arrow searing hisflesh and dl the other horrors herdlived in hisdreams at night and in hiswaking
reveries.

His escape from his own dark thoughts ended when Master Den completed the last of the forms and
performed his bow of respect to the assembled company. Instead of leaving, as he usudly did, before
Llesho could free himsdf of his comrades and ask for aprivate word. Master Den remained behind as
the com-pany broke up. Master Jaks stood by him, and LIesho waited impatiently for the two teachers
to finish their low conversation. Neither of his masters|ooked at him, but—senstized by the prayer
forms—L Iesho felt the hairs on his neck prickling the way they did when others made him the focus of
their secret attention. The conversation ended, but before Llesho could speak up, both men had
departed, leaving him fedling foolish. Bixel and Stipes said nothing, but followed him to breskfast with
their own slent conversation of eyebrows and frowns.

When he returned with his companionsto their tent, Llesho found that Kaydu had dready started to
break camp. Together they made quick work of it and distributed their light gear among the five horses.
Kaydu held his bridle as L1esho mounted up. “ Stay closetoday,” she warned him. “There are rumorsin
the camp that make me nervous.”

“What does your father want you to tell me?’ Llesho’stemper was dready short and he didn't like being
kept in the dark, or fed information in tidbits, like achild. Kaydu sfather was leading this march, after al.
Her intelligence could hardly be cdled rumor.

“My father hastold meto keep you dive,” Kaydu snapped back at him. “It would help if you didn’t
makeit so hard to follow orders!”

Before Llesho could decide how to answer, he was distracted by the forceful “Uhum!™ of athroat being
cleared behind him.

“Doyoumindif I joinyou?’ Master Den asked with abland smile. Hewore atravel robe and carried a
light pack on his back and an ironshod stave in his hand.

“Yes” Llesho could have bitten histongue when he heard hisill-considered answer. He d been wanting



to talk to Master Den for days, and now that the opportunity presented itself, he was rgjecting it out of
temper.

However, Den didn’t go away. He ignored the hasty answer with awink, though his smile remained as
meaninglesdy polite asever. “1 felt the need of abit of exercise; thought I'd walk abit today.”

Llesho glared a him. “It will be adusty walk so far back among the troops,” he pointed out. “Y ou might
want to travel with Master Jaks at the head of theline.”

The soldiers ahead of them began to move, and LIesho nudged his horseinto motion. “| think I'll be
comfortable here.” Master Den clasped the bridle and walked beside him.

“Y our sudden desire for exercise has nothing to do with the mysterious rumors Kaydu was about to
explain, | suppose?’

“Rumors? Must a man find nothing but questions and suspicion just because he takesawak with old
friends of amorning?’ Master Den grinned at him asif he hadn’t expected LIesho to believe him, but
wished to invite his pupil into the conspiracy.

LIesho declined the invitation. He figured at the rate he was going, he' d be lucky if his companionsdidn’t
tie him up and toss him to the wolves before the day was out. But he wasn't seven years old anymore; if
Master Den was going to be there, Llesho had awholelist of questions, and he wasn't waiting any longer
for answers. “I assume you will have no trouble talking as you wak?’

“What do you want to know?” Master Den spoke asif he had not been avoiding Llesho for days, asif
the answers were dways hisfor the asking. LIesho shook his head, but determined not to waste this
opportunity on pointless arguing, especidly now that Kaydu had posed him anew question.

“What isthe truth behind the rumors Kaydu talks of 7’ Llesho shook his head when Master Den took a
deep breeth, asign that Den was going to tell one of hislong talesin which his answer might or might not
appear in some form Llesho would spend the whole day trying to untangle. “Y ou are here, beside me
today, when | haven't been able to get aword with you since we left the Golden Dragon River. Why

“Habiba s spies have seen Markko following, and heistraveling fast.”
“And we gill move asif we were on parade?’

“Y ou have heard the proverb, ‘to the swift go the spoils 7’

Llesho nodded. That wasthe point, wasn't it?

“Itist dwaystrue”” Magter Den amiled, the kind that twinkled in hiseyesaswdl astilting his mouth.
“Did | ever tel you the story about the falcon and the turtle?’

Habiba caled ahat at noon to rest the horses and feed the troops on cold rations at their sations. During
the pause, Master Jaks appeared on alarge battle steed with armor plates attached to its chest and
withers. Jakstried to make light of his appearance at the middle of theline, but his eyes remained
watchful and grim. When the line moved again, hefdll into place next to Llesho, offering the defense of his
person on the exposed flank. Master Den took the more defended side, walking at the head of Llesho's
smaller horse with a pace that never faltered. Stipes had joined Bixei guarding their rear. Kaydu, with
Little Brother peering nervoudy out of the pack where he' d tucked himself to hide, rode at the head of
Llesho’'sguard, Hmishi and Lling to either sde of her.



“How long?’ Llesho asked Master Den. He didn’t need to explain himself. The question was obvious,
and Den did not pretend to misunderstand.

“Soon.” His glanceflicked to Master Jaks, who nodded agreement.
The shadow of alow-flying bird passed over them, and Master Jaks amended his answer: “Now.”

Calls passed through the line as sergeants brought their squads to ahalt and gave the command for battle
formation. Kaydu glanced a Master Jaks, who directed the formation of acircle of pikemen around
Llesho’ ssquad. He called for archersto take their positionsinside the circle, prepared to shoot over the
shoulders of the pikemen, ranged a double line here, and here, where he expected the greatest pressure
from Markko' s attack. Llesho’s own guard set themselves at the fore of the line of archers, their horses
protected insde the circle. When al was in readiness, Master Jaks returned to Llesho’sside and drew
his sword. LIesho considered his choice of wegpons, and decided on his bow and arrow.

They had scarcely taken their places when adark line appeared over alow risein the landscape. An
army, no bigger than their own but driven by fear of their leader, plunged forward, battle cries shouted as
they ran. Llesho tensed and focused his gaze on therise, where afigure sat astride arestless warhorse.
Magter Markko, proclaiming himself in the horned helmet of awarlord.

LIesho shivered. He sensed the sharp gaze of the magician pass over him and hat, then turn back again.
If an arrow could have reached so far, LIesho would have turned away that searching gaze with a
well-fired balt, but at this range he could only cal attention to himself.

“Hold on, boy,” Master Jaks muttered at his side, and Master Den held the head of Llesho’s horse,
quieting the animd’ s nervous dance.

Markko was flying down the hill then, his charger striking sparks off the ground beneath itsfeet, and a
bird, huge and lethd, flew over their heads to meet the enemy. It circled overhead, calling encouragement
in the deep-voiced cry of aroc. Kaydu shouted a salute to the bird, amagica creature, and would have
followed him, Llesho thought, but Master Jaks called out areminder, “Hold your post.”

Then Markko' sforces were upon them. The defensive circle Jaks had ordered bristled with pikes, their
gaffs planted firmly in the ground and their bladestilted out at the horsemen thundering toward them.
They had only secondsto wait. The cavary reached the circle, but the horsemen could not force their
mounts to close with the sharp-toothed fence of pikes. Turned aside, the horsemen met the harrying
arrows as Habiba s cavary darted in for the kill and moved away again. Markko’ sfoot troops followed
the scattering horsemen; driven mad by their master, they flung themsalves upon the pikesto clear the
path for their fellows. Llesho set an arrow and fired. Fired. Fired again, until his quiver was empty. The
bird was gone from the sky, but Lling was at his sde, one arm tied with amakeshift bandage, the other
flinging afistful of replacement boltsinto hishand. She had gathered the arrowsfaling into their circle
from the enemies’ bows; Llesho recognized the strange devices marked upon them as he shot again,

again.

And then the circle was breached, and the fight turned inward. Llesho dropped his bow and did from his
horse, drawing his sword from its saddle scabbard and his Thebin knife from where it rested at his
breast. On foot he moved like ademon, protecting his own belly with the knife in hisleft hand while he
carved at the enemy with the sword in hisright. Master Jaks, still on horseback, whirled his sword over
his heed, gtriking terror into al who saw him, while his battle horse fought under its master with tooth and
hoof. Careful as amother the mare picked her way around Llesho, snapping at Markko' s soldiers,
kicking out at them and besting at them with her frantic feet when they fell.

Master Den held his position to Llesho’ sright flank, warded off an attack with his stave, cracked a head



like an egg, and swung around to brush the legs out from under the nearest attacker while knocking the
breath from athird with the rising end of the save.

Bixe was down, Stipes standing over him with atwo-handed sword held out in front of him, Hmishi at
his back dashing with along knife and jabbing with a short-handled trident.

“Close up! Closeup!” Master Jaks ordered, shoring up their broken circle and drawing it more tightly
around Llesho and his guard. Master Den accepted the surrender of Markko' stroopsleft insdethe
newly re-formed circle. When they had been disarmed and placed on good conduct, Jaks called for
retreat: “Back!” Hewhirled his sword once overhead, and pointed to the fallback position with hisblade.
Stipesgot ashoulder under Bixel’s arm and they moved, the pikemen holding their defensive formation.
When they met the circle behind them, their numbers swelled, the two circlesinterlaced, filling inthe
weak places around LIesho without leaving abreak for the enemy to exploit.

Markko was driving hisarmy in awedge directly at LIesho’scircle. If he succeeded, he would divide
Habiba sarmy in two parts. Asthe circle fell back, Markko pressed forward, until he faced his prey
down an dley of hisown troops. “I will haveyou, boy,” he said, asnarling grimace of a smile contorting
hisface.

Llesho froze, aware suddenly how thin his defense was, just asingle band of pikemen between them, and
Markko dug his hedsinto the flanks of his horse, lowered his head over the anima’ s armored neck, and
charged.

The pikemen set their pikes and braced for the ondaught, but at the last moment, Markko urged his
horse faster, up, higher than a horse could jump, and the warlord flew over the blades bristling beneath
the belly of his steed and landed lightly insgdethecircle.

Master Markko raised a strange weapon of his own devising, a tube shooting sparks of fire and smoke
and tiny diversof crystal sharp as knives from the end. In confusion the defensive circle broke. A picked
squad of Markko' sfollowed and joined him in the fray.

“Get down!” Hmishi caled.
Under cover of the billowing smoke, LIing knocked Llesho to his knees.

“Pretend you are dead!” she demanded, and pushed him to land with hisface in the dirt. Then shefdll on
top of him, her bandage convincingly stained rust and crimson from her reopened wound. Llesho
wondered what had happened to Kaydu, if she'd managed to escape, but avulture landed on his
shoulder and gave the back of his head an imperious peck.

“Cawuuuiet!” the bird squawked, and Llesho wondered if he had gone mad, or if the bird had redlly told
himto be quiet.

“Wha—" he began, but the bird snapped up astrand of hishair and gave it awarning tug.

The smoke was beginning to clear. Through closdly lidded eyes, Llesho saw that Master Den had
suffered amyriad of tiny cuts which he seemed to beignoring as he scrambled among the falen. Stipes
had dropped Bixe to the ground only to fal after him, clutching at his eye while blood gushed from
between his clenched fingers. Magter Jaks was down, on his back beneath his horse, hiseyeswide and
unseeing. The horse stood quivering but steadfast over her master.

Hmishi crouched a the side of his Thebin companions. His knife lashed out, not at the warlord, but at the
legs of his battle horse. The anima screamed and fell to its front knees. Mad with its pain, the horse



struggled to rise again, its eyes reddened and rolling wildly in its head. Master Markko sprang free of the
animd asit crashed to its Side, thrashing with itslegs asit tried to rise. Hmishi struck quickly and the
animal was dead, itsthroat cut, the blood splashing the fallen Thebins.

It could as easily have been human blood. LIesho had to remind himsdlf that he was unhurt, and ought to
do something more than lie about playing dead. Like stand up and be dead, he figured, and stayed where
he was. Somehow, Master Markko seemed to have turned the day in hisfavor, and LIesho could only
hope that he would be overlooked in the carnage. A faint hope, with Markko seeking him, but it was
enough to keep him facedown in the dirt.

Above him, Llesho heard aterrible cry, and he cringed where he lay, afraid to open hiseyes. A deep
growl from closer by answered thefirst cry, and Llesho felt aweight suddenly lift from his heart. Freed of
histerrible fear, he turned his head and peered over his shoulder, into the sky, where two beasts—he
knew for afact such beasts did not exist in nature—fought tooth and claw in the air overhead. Onewasa
huge bird, aroc, if such athing could actually exist. It uttered a challenge, the most desolate sound LIesho
had ever heard, asif it contained within itsdf dl the grief of the battle and itslosses, and cdled them forth
inamourner’ swailing cry. The other, a creature out of night terrors, was arodent-faced monster with the
haunches of ahorse and giff gray hair instead of feathers covering its broad leathery wings. A long naked
rat’ stail whipped out behind it. The creature had clawed feet and claws at the joints of itswings, long,
fanged teeth and angry red eyes. When it opened its mouth to answer theroc’ s cry, Llesho had to cover
his earsto stop the piercing pain it released instead of sound.

The creatures tangled overhead, the fanged monster grappling the bird with itstail whileits clawsripped
at theroc’ sbreast. The roc darted its razor-sharp beak at the monster, and when it pulled back, the ends
of abit of flesh dangled from its mouth. The monster emitted another of its soundless screams and began
to tumble from the sky, its shape blurring asit fell: now it was a creature out of nightmares with the hands,
the face of aman, now it became aman with lesthery wings covered in gray hair, now acreature with the
hindquarters of abeast and the arms and breast of a human, its human mouth open in ascream that did
not stop through dl itstransformations, until it had fallen to earth.

Theroc followed it down, transforming asit did into the witch Habiba, dressed in robes the colors of the
bird's plumage. But Markko was gone; no sign of him remained except for a splash of steaming blood
where he had falen, and the remnants of his scattered army.

“Y ou can get up now. And you did well, my daughter.” Habibatapped the vulture on itslong, curved
besk, and the bird unfolded, grew arms and legs, and afamiliar face.

“Thank you, Father.” Kaydu did not have the success of her father in transforming her clothes with her
body. She gathered her discarded uniform that had fallen on the battleground while Habiba bent over the
heap of Thebins.

Llesho didn’t notice until Habiba started to sort them out that Hmishi had joined them on the pile. “I'm dl
right,” Hmishi indsted, but his eyes darted wildly in his head, unableto fix on anything.

“Concussion,” Habibainformed him. “Lie still until | can spare someone to escort you to the hospita
tent.”

Themagician raised Lling with his own hands, and examined her arm before he declared her servicegble
if damaged, and able to make her own way to the hospitd tent.

With the weight of his companions removed from his back, LIesho was able to rise on his own power
and survey the damage. Markko had disappeared and |eft behind his army—the fdlen wherethey lay,
and the defeated wandering the battlefield in confusion and terror.



Thefield was slent now except for the cries of the wounded, but the ground was muddied with the blood
of the dead and churned by the hooves of the horsesinto athick black muck. Squads of her ladyship’s
army passed back and forth over the sucking mire, searching for their own wounded, and marking out
the dead for buridl.

Closer to hand, Stipes sat cross-legged in the dirt, Bixei’ shead in hislap. He ill held ahand to his
damaged eye, but his blood had caked and rusted hisfingersin place so that he could not have
comfortably moved themif he choseto, or if he’ d even remembered that he held them there. Bixel’seyes
were closed, but his chest rose and fell in rhythmic breething.

His own wounds forgotten, Master Den sat quietly at Jaks sde. Jaks eyeswere open, fixed on a
distanceliving eyes could not reach. Whatever the soldier-assassin was seeing in the afterlife, it did not
seem to frighten or dismay him. Tenderly Master Den wrapped a cold hand in his broad, warm grasp.

LIesho wanted to pound at Habibawith hisfists, to scream at the man and curse him for the devagtation
that surrounded him, but he found he could not break through the hard, numb shell that separated his
bleeding emotions from the outside world.

“What happened?’ LIesho demanded an answer from Habibawith the cold authority of aprince. He
didn't fed thetearsleaving trailsin the dust on hisface, so hedidn't try to hide them.

Habibalooked at him for along minute. Then he picked up the splintered remains of an arrow and drew
two paralle linesin the bloody dirt, added afew laterd lines between them.

“Our column,” he said, and put a circle midway between the front and rear. “Kavdu' s squad.”

Next hedrew atriangle, its apex driving at the circle. “Markko sent hisarmy at your position—we knew
he used birds for spies and would have your location pinpointed. When he attacked, we knew he would
try to divide our army and pluck you out of the middle. Sowelet himtry.”

He drew two more lines, showing how the column had not truly broken at LIesho’s position, but had bent
toward the flanks of Markko'sarmy like the blades of ascissor closing. “ The emperor could not
authorize imperid troopsto take part in the battle without consulting his advisers and considering the
messages sent to him by either side of the conflict. Fortunately, in his capacity as governor of Shan
Province, the Cdestid Emperor has no such limitations. Shan provincia troops moved in to close of f
Markko's escape—"

Habibaadded afind lineto his drawing in the blood-soaked mud, joining the two haves of the column at
their widest separation to mark out the base of atriangle enclosing Markko’ swedge. Then he threw the
bit of shattered arrow away from him and stared at Master Jaks, lying motionless on the ground. “He
knew your position was the key. Markko must be lured in, but he could not be permitted to break
through. Master Jaks chose to hold the position himself.”

“Did the others know?’

Habiba brought his gaze back from the dead assassin, but settled hisfocusinward, asif he could not face
LIesho with the answer. “Kaydu, yes.”

She had put her clothes back on, but when Llesho glanced up at her, sheturned away asif she till were
naked.

“Anyone dse?’

“Stipes may have guessed. Asfor Master Den—" Habiba shrugged one shoulder, an admission of



hel plessness Llesho did not credit. “The question should be, perhaps, ‘ did he choose to know? | don't
have an answer, though.”

Stretcher bearers had reached them at last, grim-faced men who looked at Habiba nervoudy and then
waited while he gave directionsfor the care of his charges. Bixe and Stipes, and Hmishi, to the hospita
on gretchers. LIing might follow on foot, but should have her arm seen to. Master Jaks should not go to
the mass grave of the line soldiers; the bearers must return him to histent, where he would be prepared
for the buria due his courage and his station. Llesho wondered what rank aformer dave and assassin
might command. Master Den would not leave the body, athough Habiba asked him to go to the hospital
to have his own wounds tended.

When the siretchers had moved away, trailing their walking wounded, Habiba put ahand on Liesho’sleft
shoulder. “And now, there is someone you should meet.”

Kaydu joined them, walking alittle behind, till unwilling to intrude herself on Llesho’sgrief or ask his
forgiveness.

“Y ou should havetold me” Llesho stated.

“Perhaps.” Habiba accepted the reproach, but histone held no real agreement iniit. Llesho was a pawn.
He' d dways known that—why €lse would her ladyship take such an interest in a deposed and rather
pathetic princeing with some hint of magic about him, but no clue how to useit? Why esewould
Markko chain him like adog for his amusement? He had not, until now, however, understood how
dangerous a pawn hewas.

Habibainterrupted his brooding. “ General Shou,” the witch said as he pulled back the cloth that covered
the entrance to his own tent. The generd stood in the glorious armor of his rank, but the splendor of his
appearance was marred by a streak of dirt smeared across one cheekbone and ending on the bridge of
his nose. More smudges of dusty swest marked the arm he offered. LIesho clasped it, felt the firm grip of
the generd’ s hand above hisown wrigt.

“The emperor offershisgrief for your losses this day, but extends hisjoy that you have survived the
battle.” The genera released Llesho'sarm after he ddlivered his message.

“We can only hope that the gain will be worthy of theloss,” Llesho answered.

The genera raised an eyebrow. “We can, perhaps, do more than hope.” He turned on his heel and left
thetent.

Kaydu had not entered with them, so LIesho found himself alone with Habiba, who was thefirst to bresk
the tense silence between them.

“Kaydu will have atent prepared for you. Clean up and rest as much as you can. We petition for an
audience with the emperor tomorrow morning.”

“I haveto go to the hospital,” Llesho answered. “And | must see Magter Jaks.” His voice broke on the
last.

Habiba, thankfully, did not comment upon hisloss of control, but only said, “He would not be sorry to
die protecting you. If he regretted anything, it wasthat he could not see you safely home.”

Llesho nodded, but could not speak. He brushed by Kaydu, afraid that she would want to offer her own
gpologies and demand hisforgiveness when he only wanted to weep for the blood of histeacher on his
hands.



“We did what we had to do,” Kaydu shouted after him. She did not sound apologetic at al, and Llesho
did not stop to challenge her onit. If he opened his mouth, he would scream, and he wasn’t sure he
would ever stop.

Chapter Twenty-eight

HI S first impulse was to find the tent where Master Jaks lay and give the dead man a piece of hismind.
A prince owed hislifeto the living, however. Llesho knew he shouldn’t have yelled at Kaydu, who had
done her duty and deserved better for it. Much asthe drama of the gesture might apped to him, he aso
knew that he would not rather be dead in Master Jaks' place. Nor would the man have thanked him if he
were, any more than his brother, Khri, would have seen Llesho dead at seven summersto save hisown
skin. He had amission to complete, a peopleto free, and Master Jaks was just one of many who had
aready died and would diein the future to make that happen.

He had to stop thinking of them asfriends. They were tools, weaponsin his battle. A prince took care of
his sword because his life depended on its readiness. Only afool sacrificed the béttle to save the sword.
His heart didn’t buy his argument, but he pulled the reinsin on his anger and changed direction for the
pale blue of the hospitd tent. First theliving.

Stipes had lost the eye. He lay on awoven rush mat rolled out on the blue canvasfloor, acloth soaked in
apotion to ease the pain held in place by abandage tied around his head. Bixel lay on the next mat over,
gtill unconscious, but breathing steedily.

“Hetook a nasty bump on the head.” Hmishi sat cross-legged on anearby pallet, acup of some sweet
medicinein hishand, and continued the healer’ sreport, “But hiseyes are clear behind hislids. If he
wakes, his brain should not be addled.”

If. The hedlers offered hope and took it away in the same breath. L1ing stood nearby, leaning on a
well-tethered tent pole. Her arm rested in a proper ding now, with a clean bandage on the wound. She
glared a him, measuring her anger againgt hisown. “ Arewe going home?’ she asked him.

LIesho knew what she meant, and so did Hmishi, who watched them both over his potion. Not Pearl
Idand or Farshore or Thousand Lakes Province, but Thebin. Had the pain and the desth been worth
giving to his cause? He nodded once. “We are going home.”

“All right, then.” She walked away, and LIesho watched her go.

“She' sworried about Bixel,” Hmishi tried to explain away her anger. “He should be awake by now. The
hedlers believe that the mist from Markko' s weapon may contain adow-acting poison, and that Bixel
somehow took agreater dose than the rest of us. They call for Master Den, but he doesn’'t come,”
Hmishi continued with ashrug. “1 don’t know what they think the laundryman cando. .. .”

Llesho sometimesforgot that his Thebin companions had not met Master Den until Habiba sforces came
to their aid at Golden Dragon River. They could not be expected to see him as Llesho did. But even
those who had worked with him in the gladiator days couldn’t be said to know Master. Den. Perhaps
Jaks had, but he wouldn't be telling anyone now. Habiba guessed something, asthe hedlersdid. But
Llesho figured even they underestimated the teacher.

“Hewon't leave Magter Jaks.” Laundrymen, in that, had more freedom than princes. Which explained
much about Master Den’ s choice of rank in the world.

“Not evenif theliving need him?’



Llesho stole aglance at the unconscious form on the nearby deeping mat. Hetried to see Bixei asatoal,
but hismemory played tricks on him, fed him images of the training yard and the cookhouse. If Mar-kko
had poisoned them, Lling might be unconscious by nightfall. Hmishi, too, and Stipes, who had aready
lost an eyein Llesho' s battle, for acountry he'd never heard of. LIesho might never see Thebin again,
except in misty dreams the dead clung to.

“Hewouldn’t leave us here to die while he wept over hisdead,” Llesho assured him, though hewas't
certain it wastrue.

“Hemight tell that to the heders,” Hmishi complained.

“Hewill.” Now that he had satisfied himsalf about the condition of hisliving, Llesho’smind had turned,
Like Master Den'’s, to hisdead. “I'll be back later.”

Jvlaster Den looked up when Llesho entered the un-floored tent—white for mourning, with the grass il
green underfoot—and gestured for him to come forward.

“Jaksiswaiting for you,” Den said. For amoment Llesho’ s heart beet faster in anticipation. It wasdl a
mistake, and Master Jaks had merely been stunned and found the premature grief at his death asorry
joke, but nothing more.

No. Not dive. The body lay ill and cold benesth awinding sheet of cloth white and fragile as chestnut
blossomsin the spring. Den had removed the soldier’ s bloodied leathers and washed away the dirt and
sweat of battle with water in which sweet herbs and flowers had been steeoed. Master Jaks mieht have
been deedine.

LIesho thought, but no hint of breath animated the peaceful shell of flesh.

Teacher and dave, gladiator and assassin, soldier: what other words identified this man who lay so slent
on the pallet before him? Did any of the names matter now that the man was dead? Only the wounds
hidden benesth the white cloth and the six bands of the non hisarm remained to tell the harsh tale.

“Heloved you ashisliege and lord,” Master Den said.

Llesho nodded. How could he explain how angry that made him? Jaks was gone before LIesho rightly
understood him, and for what?

“I’d rather be adave with alive friend than afree man with adead servant,” he said.
“It wasn't up to you. That’s a price kings—and princes—haveto pay.”

“What would a washerman know about being aprince?’ Llesho snapped. He didn’'t need that kind of
pointlessdrivel from one who was grieving more than any of them.

“Nothing,” Master Den answered with asour smile. “Nothing at dl.”

“The healersthink Markko used a poisoned vapor during the battle.” Llesho did not ook away from the
dead soldier, but till he was aware of Master Den nearby.

“Y ou look well enough to me,” Den answered. LIesho waited, and finally, the master bowed his
agreement. “If you stay with him, | will go to your comrades”

“It would ease their minds.” Llesho added, not quite asaplea, “Bixe isgill unconscious.”

“He' |l wake up.” Den reassured him. Not like Master Jaks, who would never wakein thislife. Llesho



heard the sound of the tent flap pushed aside, and then he was aone with Master Jaks.

“I did nnt oive. von leaveto on” |.lesho said to the absent spirit of his master, and found hisanger risng
again, becoming awhite hot rage. “If | have to stay and see thisthrough, what right have you to abandon
me just when the fight begins? What am | suppose to do now?Who can | trust—"

Llesho’'sgaze fell upon the six bands around the arm of histeacher. Assassin. He reached a hesitant
finger to stroke the first dull blue band, remembering his early doubts. Six times this man had murdered
for pay. Llesho wondered who those souls were. What had they done to deserve such afate, and how
had Master Jaksjudtified his actions with hishonor? Did al men walk such atangled path from birth to
death as Master Jaks had done?

“Fate has taken everything from me.” Foolish, Llesho knew, to blame Master Jaks for that, but he did.
“Home and family, Lleck and Kwan-ti, Mara, and now you, are al gone. And | am left with lesser folk
who look to me for answers | do not have. What am | supposed to learn from this?

“Tel me, damnit!” he screamed at the corpse. Horrified a his own actions but unable to stop himsdlf, he
curled hisfist and dammed it down upon the breast of the dead man. Again. “Tdll me!”

A sudden gasp spasmed under LIesho’ sfist, and the eyes of his dead teacher flew open, animated with
fear and confusion and pain. The dead mouth dragged air down a dead throat, and the dead chest, so
mortally wounded, rose and fell unevenly.

“Master Jaks?” Llesho froze, paralyzed by hisown conflicting fedings. It had all been amistake. Jaks
wasdive.

The blue lips struggled to shape aword, and LIesho bent low to hear what Master Jaks wanted to say to
him.
“What . .. have...you...done? thevoice, so near death, whispered.

Looking into those clouded eyes, Llesho saw agony, not only for the wound that once again bled fredly,
staining the pure white sheet, but for something only those eyes could see, that now waslost.

“I don’t know.” Llesho fdl to hisknees, lay his head upon the heaving breast, and wept. “I'm sorry. I'm
sorry,” he cried.

“I ...can't...day...here..,!” Master Jaks' tortured whisper cut LlIesho to the heart. He had not
meant to cause histeacher pain, only to demand recognition of his own anguish. But it wastoo late, to
late for any of it. And herealized how sdfish hisdesireto hold histeacher in thisworld past thetime
gppointed for him was.

“I know,” he said. He opened hisfig, lay his outstretched fingers on thewound in Magter Jaks' chest,
but aready the bleeding had dowed, cooled. When he looked up, the eyes were fixed again, and he
realized Master Jaks had stopped breathing.

“Tell the goddessfor methat | love her still,” Llesho asked of his departed teacher. “But | do not
understand what any of this was meant to teach me.” Gently he closed the staring eyes.

“Llesho?” Master Den had returned, and now he dropped aheavy hand on LlIesho’ s shoulder.
“He sdead,” Llesho sad.

It seemed a pointless statement, but Master Den looked from the body, soiled with fresh blood, to the



princeling with tear tracks marking the battle stains on hisface, and gave a deep and mournful sigh.

“Yes, heis. Bixe isawake, however, and demanding food and an accounting of what followed hisown
fdl. Therest of you will survivethistime aswel: Markko' s poison was not strong enough to kill inthe
open air of battle”

“Hewill fix thet the next time,” Llesho said, alowing Den to push histhoughtsto surviving. “Mar-kko
never makes the same mistake twice.”

“If it was amistake. He wantsyou dive.”

LIesho remembered the image of himsdlf, acaptivein acage, that had come to him on the battlefield, and
he shuddered.

“Isany of that blood yours?’ Den asked.
LIesho shook hishead. “I wasn’t injured at al.”

“That isamatter for debate,” Master Den observed. “But it gppears you will live. At least, you will if | let
you get some deep. Kaydu iswaiting for you outside. Clean yoursdlf up and let her take you to your tent.
Eat. Redt. Vigt with your friendsif you must, but leave tomorrow to Habiba and the new day. 1t will get
better.”

Llesho wasn't sureif thelast wastrue, but he found Kaydu waiting for him as Master Den had said. He
ate what she handed him, though he didn’t notice what it was. When she took him down the row of red
tents and opened the flap into the one assigned to him, he followed her in and fell on his camp bed
without complaint. Then he pretended to deep so that he wouldn't have to talk while she kept guard.

Gradudly the campfiresfatered, until he could no longer see the peak of his own tent above him. Hewas
surprised to find that hismind did not replay the day’ s battle in the darkness. In fact, while they would not
let him deep, neither did histhoughts circle endiesdy on the memory of hislosses. Hismind was quite,
quite blank, and hefdt grateful for the emptiness until the sun grayed the corners of histent.

In the morning, Jaks was gone, buried secretly somewhere on the field of battle. Llesho could not make
out one freshly turned grave among so many in the churned ground. Kaydu, sill at hissde, said nothing;;
LIesho did not guess at what she saw on the bloody field. Or under it.

“If hisfriends can't find him, neither will hisenemies” Master Den explained. “ And they won't be ableto
desecrate hisbody if they can't find it.”

Llesho shrugged. Once the spirit abandoned it, the body meant nothing. A soldier deserved freedom at
deeth: not dirt in hisface, but the high mountains overlooking Kungol, where his bones might be picked
by the birds and his spirit might begin itsjourney that much closer to heaven. He would have taken Jaks
to the passesin the West, but Thebin and her mountains were athousand |i away. Lowlanders had
different customs anyway. So he accepted Master Den' s assurance that all had been done as Master
Jaks would have wanted, and followed him to the command tent. Habibawaited for himinsde. .

“Good morning.” Habiba gestured to afolding seat open for Llesho at hisright hand. He addressed the
teacher with an ironic smile. “Theyarrow sticksarein the air, Master Den. Have you come to see how

they fall?

Magter Den eased himsdf into asolidly built chair that seemed designed for his personal use, aluxury
LIesho had never seen histeacher indulgein. “The Changes can only reflect what restswithin us already,”
he reminded their hogt, offering the words with his own subdued chalenge.



Kaydu frowned a Master Den and wrapped her arms around her father’ s neck asif she would protect
him from the washerman' s barbed tongue.

Habiba patted her arm. “We Il keep it civilized, | promise,” he said. She hesitated, but took her father’s
frown as dismissa and joined the watchful guards who stood at the entrance to the tent.

When they had dl settled in their places, Habiba returned his attention to Llesho.

“Have something to eat.” He gestured at the low camp tablein front of him, whereamap lay, held in
place at one end by abowl of plumsand figs, and at the other by a plate of biscuits. Llesho did ashewas
directed, accepting a biscuit.

“We are here—" Habibawaited for Llesho to settle himself, and went on, “—at the border where
Thousand L akes Province meetsthe frontier of Shan Province.” He drew animaginary line with hisfinger
on the Thousand Lakes side of the border. “ Scouts report alarge force of imperia guards await uson
the Shan sde of thisline”

“Y ou sound worried about that.” LIesho took abite of his biscuit to cover his surprise and gain himsdf a
moment to think. “Would the Emperor direct Generd Shou and his provincia guard to help us, and then
send hisimperid forces againgt usthe next morning?’

“If he wanted Markko and her ladyship both off the board,” Habiba conceded with acurious smile. “In
his capacity as provincial governor of Shan Province, the emperor might assist usto defesat the greater
threet. Calling upon his power as Emperor, he might choose to send hisimperia troops against the
survivor while he was weskened from battle.”

“But we aren’'t preparing for battle,” Llesho noted. The whole of Habiba' s forces seemed to be catching
their breath, tending to their wounded and their dead, collecting undamaged arrows from thefield of
battle, and otherwise hedling the injuries to men and equipment inflicted in Markko' s recent attack.

“Of course not,” Habiba acknowledged. “Her ladyship and the governor of Thousand Lakes Province
remain the loya servants of his supreme excellency, the Celestid Emperor of Shan and Its Provinces.”

LIesho detected irony in Habiba s representation of his master’ s position, but couldn’t figure out what
was behind it. Not treason. Habiba did not act like aman engaged in a desperate conspiracy; rather, he
looked like he had a secret that brought him some reassurance.

“I have sent an emissary to the commander of the Emperor’ sforce,” Habibawent on, “begging his
protection for our small band, which comesto petition for the safety of Thousand Lakes Province.”

Master Den nodded solemnly, a gesture that belied hisironic answer: “ A message that has the advantage
of being true on the face of it. Markko has dready murdered three lordsin hisbid for control of dl the
eastern provinces, and has attacked our party on the very border of Shan Province itself.”

“The emperor aready knowsthis, of course,” Hab-iba agreed. “His spies have been busy on al sides of
the border. But he al'so knows that Markko has left the consolidation of his conquests to pursue aboy
who has declared himsalf amissing prince of the mysterious kingdom of the West.”

“I have done no such thing,” Llesho objected.

“Others have doneit for you,” Den said. “And now, hisimperia highnesswill have hislook & you, and
determine for himsalf whether he will risk his empire to acknowledge the claim.”

Habiba agreed. “With the Harn harrying his borders . on the west, and Markko gobbling up the



provincesto the east, and both declared enemies of this newly discovered prince, | don't think he can
afford to help directly. He may, however, conclude that aboy who il livesin spite of such powerful
enemiesisnot to be tampered with. So you will ride at the front today, and in attire suited for atraveling
prince.”

“I havethe clothes| stand up in, and not much ese,” LIesho pointed out to him.

“We had hoped to rescue you with lesstrouble,” Habiba admitted, “but we |eft Thousand Lakes
Province with this part of the plan in place. Master Den has, in his supply wagon, the necessary garments
for an audience with aprovincia representative to the emperor.”

“We can fix you up, no problem there,” Den agreed.

LIesho was beginning to fed like a puppet, and he wondered if it was safeto let Habiba pull his strings.
Without Habiba, of course, he'd be dead now, or in Markko's hands, but Llesho still didn't trust the man
or hismotives. Oh, he was sure that Habiba served her ladyship honorably and well. From thefirst,
however, Llesho had wondered why her ladyship took such aninterest in him.

AsHabibahimsdlf had just pointed out, alies could quickly become enemies when one didn’t understand
the politics that bound one to the other. Llesho was on the point of asking Habiba directly what her
ladyship wanted of him when Kaydu joined them, followed by a stranger in the uniform of an imperia
messenger.

The messenger shook out her hair and gave a short bow to Habiba, then a deeper bow to Master Den.
Of Llesho she gave no formd recognition at al, athough he noticed that she examined him minutely out of
the corner of her eye.

“Lord Habiba,” she said, “in the name of the Celestial Emperor, Ambassador Huang HoL un invites you
to aparley to discuss matters of great import to you both. Will you attend upon him for tea?’

“| am, as ever, the humble servant of hisdivinity, the emperor. Pleasetell Ambassador Huang that | shall
attend upon him within the hour. And | bring giftsfrom the West.” Habibatilted hischinin LIesho's
direction.

Betraya. Habiba swords struck like a bolt of lightning and LIesho clung to his cam. Habiba couldn’t
mean what he seemed to say. Asadave Llesho figured he wasfairly usdless, he had sometraining asa
gladiator, abit more as a soldier, and some experience* as a decent pearl diver, for which there was
little cdl in theinland capital. The Harn had sold him once, but they might beinclined to cut off hishead if
the emperor returned him to them. Hefigured that her ladyship hadn't put her witch to al the trouble of
getting him thisfar diveif sheintended to hand Llesho over to assassns, though. Much easier to whack
off hishead at Farshore and send it off in abox. Lesslikely to attract the attention of Master Mar-kko
that way aswell. He was pretty sure, however, that Master Den wouldn't et anything happen to him so
early in whatever game of nations the powers about him played.

Asif thinking his name could conjure his attention, Master Den chose that moment to spesk. “ Please
convey my respect to your master. Tell him for me that he chooses his envoy well.” He amiled at the girl.
And she smiled back.

Oh. Den knew thisgirl. Liked her. And she knew him. LIesho had never fooled himself into thinking he
wasthe only student Master Den had ever mentored, but he' d thought the others had been men like
Stipes, fighting on the side where he found himsdlf. The girl bowed and departed, leaving Llesho to
wonder whether Master Den would defend old loyalties or new ones.



“Itistime” Habibasaid, “to put the piecesin play. Llesho will ridein the place of honor, & my side. That
will give Ambassador Huang pause. And Magster Den—"

“I need no guard, of honor or otherwise,” Den cut him off. “Huang HoL.un knowsthat | am asmple man,
and he will expect nothing more.”

“Thenwe will overset his expectations. | want Kaydu where | can see her aswell, and any of the young
prince s guard who are well enough to ride. We depart at noon.”

“Asyou say.” Magter Den made much of pulling himsdf out of hischair, grunting and huffing in away that
adarmed Llesho. So when hecdled, “Give meyour am,” Llesho camewillingly to offer his support.

When they were out of the command tent, however, Den straightened up, and he set afinger to hislips,
warning Llesho to slence. Llesho watched the shifting tensonsin Den’ sface, trying to read some
explanation for his strange behavior, but Den sgnaded, “Wait.”

Suddenly, two crows flew from the command tent: the witch and his daughter. As birds, the two wheeled
inagreat arc across the sky, then turned in the direction the messenger had gone and quickly

disappeared.

When the two were well and truly out of sight, Master Den urged LIesho forward. Asthey waked
between the rows of low red tents, Den let him ask his questions. To Llesho’s own surprise, they did not
start with Habiba.

“What am 1?7’

“Y ou are Llesho, saventh prince of Thebin. Beloved of the goddess,” Master Den answered asif he
were reading from ascroll. It wasn't what LIesho wanted to hear.

“That' s nothing but titles, of no interest to anyone outside of Thebin, and of little concern to most
Theb-inseither. | want to know why Markko wants me so badly. He' s not interested in Thebin or the
route to the West; he wants me, the way he would want a particularly poisonous root. Why?”

“Youwill haveto ask him.”

L Iesho gasped with the shock of that answer, pierced through with aterrible chill. *Isthat what Habiba
plans? To hand me over to his enemies after expending so much effort to keep me out of Markko's
hands?’

“No, boy.” Master Den softened histone. “No one here will hand you over to anyone willingly. But the
emperor may have some purpose in seeing you publicly declared, or he may wish to see you quietly, in
secret. That choice Habiba can give him. If it comes to more than that, rest easy. | would put my own life
between you and a danger such as Master Markko, no less than Master Jaks has done.”

Llesho didn't fed reassured by that speech. He didn’t want the responsibility of Master Den'slife any
more than he wanted to risk his own life on Habiba s good intentions.

Master Den hadn't finished with Llesho’ s question, though. “Asfor the rest, how does an evil man turn
something precious and good to his own twisted use? | don’t know. Only Master Markko himself, or
someone as evil as he, can answer your questions. So you must decide, either to forgo this
understanding, or to confront Master Markko when the time comes, and ask him.

“I do know that you are good, that you are the beloved of the goddess, and that you have felt her touch
on al your long journey.” He put up ahand to stop LIesho when he would have interrupted.



“The goddess can be aterrible mistress to one she loves. The hearts of those who rule above seeinto the
past and the future as no man can. They see more deeply into the hearts and souls of their creatures. And
their reasons—we who are only human cannot fathom their reasons. We can only trust that, harsh astheir
judgment may seem, their loveistrue, and their purposejust.”

“Y ou mean, it will dl turn out in the end? That' s not enough. Too many people have died for avague
hope that our struggle has meaning, somewhere. If the goddess truly loves me, why doesn’t shetell me
what | am supposed to do?’

“Perhaps she has.” Den sighed again. “1t will have to be enough. The Way of the Goddessis seldom
sample, least 0 intimes such asthese.” He turned without another word and walked away, but his step
was heavier than it had been.

Llesho followed. He thought perhaps he had hurt his old mentor, but he couldn’t figure out how, or what
he had done. They went firgt to the hospital tent, where Bixei was up and about, offering attentive careto
Stipes one minute, and fretting the healersto distraction the next. When Master Den appeared, the
hederswere of onemind: “Take him!”

“I can't leavel” Bixe objected. “What if Stipes needs me while we are gone?’

“Go!” Stipesraised afoot and gave Bixe a not-so-gentle push on the behind. “The worgt that can
happen isthat | bump into a post, and you have aduty.”

Bixe lingered anxioudy for aminute, then joined Llesho and Master Den with an embarrassed flush
creeping over hischeeks. “1 didn’t mean to fuss,” he confessed.

“I know.” Den smiled at him. “Where are your companions?’

“Lling and Hmishi went off to find out where Kaydu had set up our camp. We were going to bring Stipes
back there to recover.”

“Stipeswill haveto recover among the hedlersfor alittiewhile longer,” Master Den informed him. “But
for the moment you have areprieve. Wait until your companions return, and fetch them to the laundry
wagon. Tdl themwearegoing cdling.”

Bixel looked to Llesho for an explanation. LIesho said nothing, just made a sour face at the teacher and
pointed west. “ The wagons are that way.”

So Master Den wasn't the only one being difficult. Bixei sank to the canvas floor beside Stipes’ pallet
and added Master Den to hislist of thingsto worry about. LIesho was aready onit.

“And now to dressyou.” Master Den drew L Iesho away to the laundry wagon, piled on one side with
trunks of clothsfor repairing tents and for bandages, and on the other with chests L1esho had noticed
only in passng. Magter Den fussed with the chests until the four companionsjoined them. Bixea had found
Kaydu in her human form, and had brought her long aswell.

From one of the chests, Master Den drew Thebin breeches and embroidered shirts and caps.

“Where did you get this?’ LIling squedled with delight as she put on the proper uniform of apast age,
when the people of the high plateau had been ruthless warriors, before the goddess had come down from
heaven to favor the Thebin kings. Hmishi wasjust as pleased with his uniform, but showed it only with a
quick duck of hishead to hide his smile. None of them expected an answer. Kaydu wore the uniform of
her father’ sarmy. Bixel consdered his companions thoughtfully, and then asked, “ Do you have auniform
like Master Jaks ? 1 know | can never be as good as he was, but he should be represented, don’t you



think?" Magter Den smiled. “Y es, he should. And it would not surprise meif someday the student
surpasses the teacher.” With that he brought out leathers and the beaten brass wrist guards, the match of
those Master Jaks used to wear. When he added a cloak, Llesho experienced alittle shiver of
recognition. In his features Bixel looked more like Master Markko than he did the dead weaponsmaster.
In the dress of the mercenary n, however, he took on the watchful carriage of the guards who had
died for him when he was a child and he would have snatched the cloak away as abad omen. But
Master Den looked at Bixel with pride, and Llesho knew he had to do the same. Thiswas the truth of
Bixel, asthe embroidered shirts had become the truth of LIing and Hmishi. These three existed to protect
him. He could only serve them by making their sacrificesworthwhile,

While Llesho was admiring his companions, Master Den had unearthed a chest covered in leather and
bound with brass. From the silk-lined interior he drew ashirt and breeches like his Thebin guards wore,
but of afiner fabric. Llesho stripped off the trainee’ s uniform he had been given in the governor’s
compound at Farshore; he felt as though he were shedding afase skin with it, reclaiming Thebin with the
fine woolen shirt and breeches. Next Master Den pulled out apair of soft boots encrusted at hedl and toe
with gold filigree that gleamed with a polished sheen in the sunlight, and a deeveless Thebin coat
embroidered in gold-and-crimson thread crossed with blue silk. Llesho pulled on the boots and dipped
his arms through the dashed openings at each side of the coat, settling the shoulders with afamiliar shrug.

“Now you look like afine young prince of the High Mountains,” Den assured him with a pleased look.
The last item, aheavy leather belt, he wrapped around Llesho’ swaist with a satisfied nod. They werefar
from Thebin, however, and LIesho could think of no way that Master Den would have acquired the court
dress of aprince of just LIesho’ssize on Pearl 1dand.

“Where did you get these?’

Magter Den shook his head. “All in good time.” Heled them back through the line of tents, Lling at the
left Sde of the prince and Hmishi at hisright, with Kaydu and Bixe following behind.

Soldiers who had paid them no notice when they had passed on their way back to the launderer’ swagon
now stopped their mending or their gossip asthey passed. Liesho tilted his chin up, refusing to show the
nervesthat were twisting hisgut. A suit of clothes might convince the soldiers of theline, but doneit was
not likely to impress the emperor’ srepresentative. He'd have to act like aprince as well.

Llesho didn’t remember much from the part of hislifehe'd lived in hisfather’ s court. He did know,
however, that before state appearances, the Master of Protocol had always taken him aside and
explained what was expected of him. And his brothers, whichever of them was home at the time, would
watch him to make certain he did not shame himsdlf or the court. Y et here he was heading into the most
important gppearance of hisyoung life—based on this meeting, he might gain the help of the emperor for
his cause, or find himsalf clapped in chains and sold again in the marketplace—and there was no protocol
officer ingght.

“What isit, boy?"

Llesho took adeep breath and let it go in along, expressve sigh. Was histerror so obviousthat his
teacher could read it in hisface without aword spoken? He didn’t know what Master Den could do, but
LIesho took the question as an invitation to unburden himsalf of some of hisfears. “1 don’t know what to
do.” Hedid not add, “I don’t know why you are doing this, or what Habiba—or her ladyship—hopesto
gain by espousing the cause of along deposed prince.”

Master Den clapped him on the shoulder with asnort of laughter. “Y ou forget, Llesho, I’ ve seen you
when you fed threatened. Y ou are more haughty at those times than the emperor himself. Even dressed



inragsyou carry yoursdlf like aprince. So be the prince you are. Beyond that, speak aslittle asyou can;
let them wonder. Y ou can manage that, can’'t you?’

“I. Yes” Head up. Meet the chalenge with aleve gaze that judged everything and gpologized for
nothing. And trust no one.

It was Den’ sturn to sigh now. He dropped aheavy hand on LIesho’ s shoulder. *Y our father would be
proud of you.”

“Thank you, Master.” Llesho bowed his head, hiding the shine of tearsin his eyes. Hisfather was gone,

and hedidn’'t know how Master Den could have known him, or how the teacher could choose the one

compliment that could bow him low with his grief while at the sametime ingtilling agrester determination
to do justice to hisfather and the line of Thebin kings. For Thebin, LIesho knew, he could do much.

They had reached the command tent; Habiba s guards came to attention when they announced Llesho
and his party. Habiba waited for them inside the tent. The maps had been stowed, the dishes of food
taken awvay. A smple wooden box now sat done on the table.

“Prince Llesho. | have something that belongs to you. Her ladyship bid me return it to you, should the
opportunity present itself.” Habiba stroked the wood of the box on the camp table. The witch had never
caled Llesho by histitle before, and he did so now with no hint of asmile.

Once you bought me fresh from the arena, a shopworn prince for small change in that
marketplace, Llesho thought, but did not say doud. He did, however, returned the solemn bow.

Habiba opened the box. From it he drew asilver coronet, which he offered to the prince between
outstretched palms.

“Wheredid you get that?’ Llesho asked, surprised at how much it hurt to look at the dender circle of
precious meta. Not quite acrown, neverthelessit sgnaed to any who saw it that the wearer was of royal
blood. He d worn onelikeit on hissmall head during the most solemn court occasions before the Harn
had come. It wastoo big to have been his own asthat child; it must have belonged to one of his brothers.

“Her ladyship obtained it from aHarn trader,” Habibaanswered. 1 did not ask her why, or question her
decison to return it to one who had the right to weer it.”

She had aways known, from that first day in the wegpons room at Pearl Idand. She had suspected even
earlier, though Llesho didn’t know how long he had lain in bondage while the governor of Farshore and
hislady knew him for awronged prince. He could not decide whether he was grateful that they hadn’t
murdered him as a gift to the conquerors, or angry because they had left him to suffer under Markko's
hand for so long.

“If I may?’ Habiba lifted the coronet over his head, and Llesho bowed his acceptance. Habiba lowered
his hands and set the coronet on Llesho’s head. The weight of it settled over Liesho like abenediction,
and he felt hisfate shift beneath hisfeet. The sensation struck with such force that it made him dizzy, and
he might have falen had LIing not reached out a hand to steedy him.

“Areyou dl right, my prince?’ she asked.

He nodded, and redlized that Master Den had theright of it. He was aprince, and L1esho had only to be
himsdlf to proveit. He found himsaf whispering aprayer to the goddess, that she might find him worthy in
her eyes.

“To horse, Y our Highness?” Habiba urged them al. “ Ambassador Huang awaits.”



“It'stime,” Llesho agreed. He had much to fear from the coming meeting, but none of it would be what
he expected. Whatever happened, however, he would greet it with the dignity of a prince.

PART FOUR
Chapter Twenty-nine

HABIBA'’S sergeant at arms would have put Llesho on awar steed taler at the shoulder than Llesho's
head, but he refused, choosing instead the short and sturdy horse, so like the beasts native to Thebin, that
had carried him from Farshore. His guard had likewise rg ected the more impressive mountsfor their old
companions of thetrail. Like warriors stepping through a crack in time, they stood at the right hand of the
magician, Habiba

Master Den complained about mounting any horse at al, but wasfindly persuaded onto the back of afat
and complacent mare who took hisweight with asingle snort of indignation before sidling up to Habiba's
left. The honor guard, twenty of Habiba s soldiersin thelivery of her ladyship and Farshore Province, fell
in behind the leaders.

“An auspicious number to honor avigting prince,” Habibaexplained to LIesho, “but not so many that
Ambassador Huang Hol.un might consider our purpose athreat.”

That was certainly true. Habiba s scouts had reported that the emperor’ s guard, aforce in excess of five
thousand, guarded the grest city itsdlf.

A SINGLE PARAGRAPH ISMISSING HERE. SORRY. | WILL TRY AND FIX THISIN THE
FUTURE - JASC

A li distant, camped in awhest field | eft fallow for the season. The witch had accepted the information
with alittle shrug. “We are seeking the Celestiad Emperor’ s help, not contesting hisrulein hisown
province. If he decides againgt her ladyship’s petition, we have lost before we have begun.”

Thethought did littleto comfort Llesho.

The party of petitioners crossed the field on which their own army camped. Too soon, the forest that
marked the boundary between Thousand L akes and Shan Province was before them. Two by two, the
party entered the wood, following anarrow but well-marked path that wound between tall treeswhose
thick branches blotted out the sun. Llesho shivered as his horse stepped into the shadows. The forest
was too till, and he wondered what had startled the birds and cricketsinto silence. Perhapsthe
emperor’ s ambassador had decided to resolve the puzzle of a deposed prince with an anonymous arrow
from behind atree or from hiding in the brush that crowded close against the path.

Kaydu rode ahead with Bixe to scout the way, and Habiba followed, riding at Llesho’' sSde, offering
themselves unprotected at the head of the party asasign of trust and good will. LIesho recognized the
message his own place in the order of march sent the ambassador waiting up ahead. Habiba recognized
Llesho’ srank as superior to hisown and equd to the lady’ sin whose name he traveled. Her ladyship's
witch did not speak, but watched the forest to right and to left with dark and vigilant eyes. Llesho found
himsalf darting quick glancesto either side aswell, wondering whether Markko had survived the recent
battle unscathed, and where he had gone to regroup hisforces. Master Den rode after them, aone, with
Lling and Hmishi behind. The twenty men of Habiba s guard followed last.

Llesho held himsdlf alittle straighter. The short spear her ladyship had returned to him remained hidden in
his pack, but he displayed his Thebin sword in its saddle scabbard near his knee. Habiba had said
nothing about the knife he carried beneath his shirt. To Llesho, the Thebin knife even more than the



coronet signaled hisrank. So he reached under his collar for the cord around his neck and removed it,
clasping the scabbard to the belt that wrapped his Thebin coat. Now he felt like a prince of the House of
Thebin, beloved of the goddess and successor to hisfather’ sthrone. Without giving it any thought, his
head came up, and the hesitation cleared from his eyes.

“Y our Highness,” Habiba addressed him with asmile. “1 am happy to seethat you have joined us at last.”

LIesho responded with alevel, dmost threatening stare. “1 know what they think of usin Shan. To them,
we are barbarians, seduced by the riches of the West and brought to our downfall because we grew
weaker than our savage neighbors.”

Habibalooked surprised at Llesho’s description of how imperia eyes must see Thebin. He was about to
be more surprised.

“They'rewrong,” Llesho finished. “We are barbarians, perhaps, but captivity has made us stronger.”
“Thebin was once known for its cunning.” Habiba seemed to approve.

“I know nothing of that,” Llesho answered with asardonic twist to the words.

“I’'msureyou don't.”

They had reached the edge of the forest, and Habiba gave his attention to the open field before them.
Llesho did the same. Waves of low grassesfilled in the faint reminders of plowed rows. Now, however,
the fallow ground sprouted silk pavilionslike bright yellow mushroomsin the sunshine. Three men on
horseback waited for them at the side of the forest trail. The centrd figure, dressed in the heavy coat of
animperiad marsha at arms, moved forward to greet them. His two attendants, in the uniforms of the
imperid horse battalion, waited with their hands on the hilts of their swords.

“Huang HoL.un, Ambassador of the Celestial Emperor the Great God of Shan, sends his greetingsto
Habiba, servant of her ladyship of Farshore Province,” the marsha pronounced, “and bids him come
forward to offer tribute and receive the blessings of the emperor’ s house upon him.” He said nothing of
Llesho, but hiseyesdid not leave the Thebin prince until Habiba drew his sword in theritud of alegiance.

First Habiba kissed the blade. Then, reveraing his hold on the weapon, he extended the hilt to the
emperor’ smarshal. “Her ladyship extends her worshipful prayer that the emperor’ s ambassador will
accept her humble servant as his own, and lend an ear to her piteous plea. The emperor’ s governor of
Farshore Province lies murdered, his state and dl his holdings seized by enemies who press even now to
lay wasteto her father’ sream.”

“ Ambassador Huang will speak to you on these and other matters,” the marsha agreed. He did not add
any kind wishes of the ambassador’ sthat might have assured them of afavorable hearing, but turned his
horse and, with alast backward glance at Llesho, headed for the largest of the bright yellow tentswaiting
for themonasmdl riseinthefidd.

“Heknowswho | am, but he didn’t say anything about me being here,” Llesho frowned after the
departing marshd, wondering what he was to make of the greeting that ignored him officialy while giving
him dl the attention of the man’sstare.

“He knowswho you say you are, surely,” Habiba corrected him. He kicked his horse into motion, setting
hissmal party to follow the marsha before adding, “ Y our dress and your bearing have made that clear.
And he showed great interest in you, but no surprise.”

“Y ou're not the only one with spies,” Llesho suggested.



“No, I'm not.” Habiba narrowed his eyes, asif he could see through the yellow silk and into the heart of
the delegate. He hadn’t expected so guarded a reception, and Llesho didn’t like the idea that something
had taken the witch by surprise. After amoment of tense thought, Habiba shifted into awaiting mode
with alittle shrug. “We will know soon enough what the ambassador makes of us.”

There was something brewing beneath Habiba simpassive exterior. Llesho couldn’t figure out exactly
what it was, but he figured that, if the witch was suspicious, he waswell advised to stay on the defensive.
Helet hishand drift to the hilt of hisknife.

“Five thousand to our twenty.” Habibadid not turn to look at him, but offered the reminder asif to the
wind. Llesho took the hint—a dead prince was no use to his people—and let hishand drop once again
tothereins. It was aswell that he did so, for they had arrived in front of the yellow silk tent, and soldiers
poured out on every side to surround them. Llesho did from his saddle, leaving his sword whereit lay.
When one of theimperia guard would have taken hisknife, however, he reached it faster, not
unsheathing it, but holding it tight to hissde with theflat of his open hand.

“Itisasymboal of rank,” Habiba explained, and the soldiers backed off, |etting one of authority among
them come forward.

“No one may approach the emperor’ s ambassador while armed,” the sergeant of the guard instructed.

Habibawaved a careless hand. “Heisbut aboy, the knife amere trinket, but important as asymbol.
Y ou understand?’ helied.

The sergeant turned to examine the Thebin prince, who looked younger than he was because of his short
dature. Llesho smiled back at the sergeant with his most vacuous grin. I’ m harmless, he thought at the
man.

Quick asadtriking snake, the sergeant made agrab for Llesho’ sthroat. Just as quickly, Llesho had the
knife out. If the sergeant had not anticipated the move, he would have been dead, but he clasped
Llesho’ swrist in both of his hands and managed to stop the knife with just the tip bloodied. The
wounded soldier exerted pressure on the nerves that ran close to the surface of LIesho’s knobby
wrigtbone, but the knifedid not fal. “Give.” the soldier said. “Givel”

They stayed like that, frozen for an endless second, until Llesho's eyes cleared, and he redlized that he
was standing in the center of ashocked and silent circle, hishand still wrapped around hisknife, whilea
bleeding soldier clung to hiswrist asif hislife depended onit. Sowly, Llesho redized that it probably did.

“I’'m sorry,” hewhispered, horrified at what he had done. But he did not drop the knife, even now that he
was aware of the painful pressure the sergeant was exerting on the nervesin hiswrist.

“Pleaselet mego!” hecried. “1’m not going to hurt you.”
The sergeant snorted indignantly. “Let go of the knifefirg, thenwe'll see”
LIesho stared with growing horror from the knifein his frozen hand to the sergeant. “I can’t,” he said.

The soldier frowned, and glanced away to call for aid from the men who surrounded them. Habiba
stepped forward, however, with both hands out to show that he carried no weapon.

Moving dowly so that he startled neither Llesho nor the tense guards who awaited only the command of
their sergeant to cut down the Thebin prince, he dipped one hand over that of the soldier holding
Llesho'swrigt. “Let go, very dowly.” He pinned the man with a hypnotic stare, and the soldier’ s hand
relaxed. Llesho pulled away, but he could not escape Habiba s hold, which had replaced that of the



damaged soldier.

“Now, give metheknife, Llesho. You cantrust me. . .” Gradudly, Llesho felt the soft, low words lulling
him into awarm sense of security. Relieved, he turned his bloodied pdm up, offering the knife. With no
outward show of urgency Habibatook it.

“I hope that whatever you learned was worth the cost,” he said to the sergeant, holding the knife out to
him. The sergeant looked from the witch to LIesho and back again, hisface set in hard lines. He didn’t
have to say anything. It was obvious to everyone who had seen it that the man had learned exactly what
he wanted to know from the exercise, and that he treated that knowledge with deadly seriousness.

“I truly am sorry.” Llesho sighed, certain that they had just lost something more important than his Thebin
knife, but not sure what it could be. They wanted the ambassador to believe that LIesho was atrue
prince of Thebin. If the sergeant knew enough about the raising of young princes on the high plateau to
test him with the knife, he had only learned what they wanted the emperor to know anyway.

Whatever it was, Habiba had his“making the best of aplan gone awry” face on when he held out acloth
to the bleeding sergeant. “Bind that up; you are dripping on your uniform,” he said when the sergeant had
thrust LIesho’sknifeinto his own belt. “ And watch that blade—it’s sharp.”

The sergeant gave him adark ook, but accepted the cloth. When he had wrapped it around the wound
in hisarm, he directed his soldiersto surround Habiba s party.

“Hold their guards here.” he ordered the greater number of his men, and marked out half adozen to
accompany LIesho and Habiba. “ These two, come with me.”

“Thesethree” Master Den gave the sergeant arespectful bow marred only by the quirk of an eyebrow.

The sergeant laughed. “Master Den! 11l met asaways! | should have redlized you would be apart of
thig”

“Not by choice, my lad, not by choice.” Master Den shook his head mournfully, but he was smiling as he
did so0. “I'll keep an eye on things for you.”

“Go,” the sergeant concluded. “Before | change my mind and have you clapped in chainsfor thelast time
wemet.”

“A man shouldn’t wager what he can’'t afford to lose,” Den suggested with another degp rumble of a
laugh. Hefdl in next to Llesho before the sergeant could respond.

When the imperia guard had the party sorted out, the sergeant held aside the tent flap and announced
their arriva to the house guards standing at attention just insde. Thefirst gave adeep bow and scurried
away. He quickly returned, and gave the newcomers low and humble bows before gesturing for them to
come forward.

The ambassador was atall man, so old that histhin gray mustache hung down amost to hisbelt, and so
dender that one could dmost count the bonesin his upraised hand. He had a mean and narrow face that
gave himthe look of amiser in spite of the sumptuous robes of rustling silk hewore. Llesho felt his heart
snk as hetook in the measure of Huang HoL un. He will not help us, he thought. This Ambassador
Huang will send us away with our story unheard, and the emperor will learn nothing of our plight.

If hisfirst examination of the ambassador sank his hopesin his chest, he soon had greater cause for fear.
“That isthe boy. He belongs to Farshore Province



And Farshore belongsto me.” Master Markko stepped out from behind the ambassador’ s chair and
rested atriumphant smilefirst on Habiba and then on Llesho. He did not seem to look at Master Den at
al, but his next words proved that he had recognized the third man: ” Asfor thisone, | did not know that
it was customary for the emperor’ s ambassador to meet with washermen, but | can save you the trouble
with thisone. He belongsto Pearl 1dand which, aswe dl know, belongsto me by right of Lord Yueh's
last wishes*

“| see no washerman,” Ambassador Huang answered in a high, testy voice. “ These two are unknown to
me, athough you do not contest that they are who they say they are—"

“I contest not who, but what they are, Master,” Markko pointed out the fine shading of difference
between his own position and that of the ambassador.

“Yes, yes, but you have accused neither of washing laundry, | presume?’

LIesho would have volunteered that he had, in fact, washed laundry, but held histongue. Master Markko
seemed unhappy with the direction of the ambassador’ s discusson, which suited Llesho just fine.

“Then you can only mean Master Den,” the delegate continued. “ And Master Den iswell known to me
asthe general who led the house guards of our present emperor’ sfather. Master Den’ s strategy for the
defense of Shan’ s borders againgt the Harn have protected the emperor and his people lo these many
years, even asthe Harn prey upon our trade routes to the south.”

“Y ou have been duped,” Master Markko insisted, “by this man, who, until Lord Chin-shi’ srecent
demise, washed the linen for Pearl Idand‘ s stable of gladiators, of which the boy here was amember in
training. Both belong, by right, to me!” hisblack eyes glittered when he said it, “but | believe | am correct
about Master Den. | am not likely to have forgotten my old teacher, even after so many years.”

“But...But...” Markko spluttered. “He cannot be the same man, he istoo young!”

Ambassador Huang turned a bland stare on the traitor. “1 am convinced that, having made amistakein
respect to theidentity of one of my guests, you may have made equaly serious errors about the others.
By no ddliberate fault of your own, of course, Master Markko. Asitis, | find mysdlf at alossto makea
judgment that will so profoundly affect so many who consider themselves under the protection of the
Cdedtid Emperor.”

Llesho flinched at the loathing in Markko' s eyes. The old ambassador seemed not at all aware of the
seething hatred directed at him. “ Disagreements are so tiring!” Ambassador Huang complained
petulantly. “I believe | must take anap.”

Master Den beamed complacently at the yawning delegate, |ooking as doltish as Huang HoL un himsdif.
“I think we could dl useanap,” he agreed cheerfully.

Shocked at histeacher’ s gpparent loss of sanity, Llesho nevertheless succumbed to his mentor’s
suggestion. Try ashe might, he could not stifle the gaping yawn that most unhinged hisjaw.

Ambassador Huang' s black eyestwinkled at him. The old man might not be the doddering fool that he
wished to appear, but Llesho did not let himself forget the cold-eyed calculation that had greeted them.
Huang played his stones with apparent carelessness, but strategy informed every move.

“We should dl rest now.” The ambassador rose from his chair while pronouncing his plan. “Thisevening,
we shdll al of usreturn to Shan together. By sedan-post, we may arrive before midnight on the sec-ond
day of travel, and then we may leave the matter in the hands of the emperor and his advisers.”



Markko accepted Master Huang' s decision with abowed head, but Llesho saw that the magician’s eyes
burned with frustration before he lidded them to hide his anger.

“And now, Master Den, come. See meto my bed. We have much to talk about, many lifetimesto catch
up ont”

The ambassador spoke asif in jest, and Master Den laughed as he offered his arm to the old man. But
LIesho could not help thinking that the joke was on the rest of them. He wondered, not for the first time,
exactly who Master Den was.

Chapter Thirty

LESHO trusted hishorse not to drop him, but put no equa faith in the arms and running feet of men like
himsdlf. He had never journeyed by litter, and the thought of doing so made him uneasy. Thelitterswere
designed for the comfort and reassurance of the travelers who made use of them, but on Llesho they had
the opposite effect. Polished wood suitable for the finest furniture made up the palet base, with low rails
on al sdesto protect the passengers from faling out onto the road. Brightly colored silk curtains hung
from a sturdy frame suspended above graceful carved posts at each corner, preserving the privacy of the
travelers within. On both sides, long carrying poles extended several paces beyond the front and back of
the wooden floor. Llesho figured that, with the furnishings, it had to weigh more than his horse.

A dozen bearers stood in position next to the carrying poles of each litter while the ambassador’s
protocol officer sorted out their company. The ambassador entered the largest and most sumptuous litter.
Heinssted that Master Den accompany him so that they could catch up on court gossip, which sent his
protocol officer into scandalized fits of temper. Asthe emissary of her ladyship and her father, both of
whom had rights of provincia governorship by appointment and marriage, Habiba had precedence over
Master Markko, who petitioned the emperor in his own right as regent for the dead usurper, Lord Y ueh.
If he wished to offer his protection on the road to LIesho, howevel, Habiba must cede hisright by
protocol, and accept the lesser gtation afforded the pretender to the Thebin throne. LIesho would be
Stuated last in the order of travel to signify that the emperor had not yet acknowledged Llesho’'s status.

Finaly, al parties agreed upon the order of march: Master Markko would follow the ambassador’ s litter
in solitary dignity, and LIesho would bring up the rear, with Habiba as his traveling companion. Imperia
foot soldiers would accompany them. Like the litter bearers, they would pass off their duty to fresh
soldierswaiting &t the relay points. The party’ s own guards would come after them on horseback.

“It'snot safe,” Bixel had indgsted when he heard that they would be | eft to follow at adower pace. They
had gathered in the tent set aside for them by the ambassador.

“I can’'t believe you would go anywhere with Markko, let done that you would leave your own guard
behind when you did it. How do you know you can trust this Huang fellow?’

“He sthe emperor’ s ambassador,” Kaydu reminded them, but LIing shared Bixei’ sfear.

“The emperor did nothing when the Harn came,” she reminded them. “ For al we know, he may bein
league with the raiders and wants only to see you dead!”

“My father would never let that happen!” Kaydu looked ready to strike.

L Iesho stopped them with an upraised hand. “For good or ill, we are now in Shan Province, the very
heart of the empire. If the emperor wishes us dead.

he doesn’t haveto drag us all the way to theimperia city to kill us—he could have me murdered by any



one of fivethousand of hissoldiersin thiscamp while | stand here talking to you. Y ou might be ableto
avenge yourself on asoldier loya to hisduty before his comradeskilled you dl, but we' d il be dead.
And the emperor would gtill be on histhronein his paace.”

“So weleave you in the hands of strangers and hope for the best?” Bixel asked, not believing what he
heard.

“I think,” Llesho said, and paused, because he was puzzling it through as he spoke. “I think that her
ladyship and Master Den—Master Jaks, too—wanted this all aong, and Markko wanted us not to reach
the emperor at dl. | have to figure that those who want me here will keep me alive, at least until | find out
why they thought it was so important.”

“I think you'reright,” Kaydu agreed. “ For whatever reasons, my father is determined to see you safely
into the hands of the emperor. And he'll be sharing your litter. No one would dare to attack you while
you are under his protection.”

“Master Markko aready has.”

“We were not in the emperor’ s own province then,” Llesho reminded the young gladiator, “and the
emperor had not turned hishead in our direction. We are now on imperial time.”

Bixel muttered a grudging agreement, but added, “If you do run into trouble, we will beright behind you.”

“I know it.” LIesho gave each ahandclasp to sedl their friendship. They said nothing more, but
accompanied him to hislitter in silence, and stood by while he pushed his head past the silk curtains that
swathed hislitter.

There he sopped, frozen in amazement. “I1t will never get off the ground,” he swore. Theinside of the
litter was even richer than the outside! Thick down cushions covered in patterned slk lay scattered in
heaps over the wooden flooring. In one corner afat stand held atall pipe bound about with brass and
slver. Perfumed water already bubbled in its base, and the sweet grassesin its bowl sparked red before
releasing fragrant smoke into the air. A basket of dainty tidbits for the road rested in the center of the
litter, between two mounds of cushionsfor theriders.

“Of courseit will.” Habiba s voice behind him reminded Llesho that they had no timefor gawking.
Fedling inadequate to the luxury around him, he clambered insde. Habiba followed.

“Very nice,” thewitch gpproved, and began arranging his pillowsinto an impromptu nest.

LIesho did the same, and had bardly settled himsalf before the litter began to pitch and rise. Llesho
grabbed for the closest rail and held on tightly until the poles supporting the litter settled on the shoulders
of the bearers. Habiba seemed untroubled by the jostling. He began to pick at the basket between them.

“Have something to eat,” he said. “Even by post relay it will bealong trip.”

LIesho considered the basket in front of him and shook his head, far too nervous to egt anything. “I’' m not
hungry.”

When he' d started on hisjourney from the pearl beds, the empire was just another obstacle between
himsdlf and hisgoa: amap upon which hewould find his brotherswidely scattered but alive. In secret he
would gather them around him, and in secret they would return to Thebin and somehow take their home
back from the Harn. He hadn’t considered how he would do that without an army or claim to hisown
name, and he certainly hadn’t counted on setting the great empire of Shan onitsear as he passed through
it. But Stting inimperia luxury, gpproaching theimperid city, with dliesand enemies a ether hand, it was



al becoming too redl.

Asit often did when his quest began to overwhelm him, Lleck’s pearl throbbed in his mouth like abad
tooth. On hisroad to Thebin Llesho had acquired giftsaswdll as alies—qgifts that were supposed to
mean something to him. The pearl, the spear, the cup dl gave him fedings he should have been ableto
identify but which remained stubbornly out of reach. Hisknife, though, he could understand. And he
didn’t likewhat he knew. He was atrained killer, had killed even as a child. No wonder the goddess had
not come to him! He thought, perhaps, he could not succeed without Her help, and would have wept for
his captive country, with only an abandoned boy to care about the misery of his people.

Habiba frowned thoughtfully at Llesho as he chewed on ahit of fruit. Perhaps he knew what desperate
thoughts passed through his head, but chose instead to remark upon the more obvious cause of Llesho's
distress with aconclusion that seemed to amuse him.

“Thebin has areputation for the riches its trade routes with the West brought. Surely you were
accustomed to greater luxuries than thisin the paace a Kungol.” He waved ahand with ahalf-eaten
peechinit to Sgnify their surroundings.

“Not realy.” Llesho considered the silk gppointments of the litter with the eyes of hisyounger sef. By
Thebin stlandards, it was overdone: too much surface glamour, but the richness of the cushions did littleto
muffle thejolt of the runners feet. The motion passed up through the poles and bounced the litter like a
skiff inastormy sea. Llesho redized that in spite of the luxury that cradled him, the motion was making
him sick.

Tdking distracted him from his growing nausea, however, so helet hismind wander back to hisearly
home.

“Kungoal liesjust below the snow line,” he explained. “ Just below the point on the mountains where the
snow never mets. Itiscool dl thetime, and it can sometimes snow during the night even at high summer.
Thick woolen rugs hang on the walls of the paace, and in winter rugs even cover the windows, to hold in
thewarmth. | had agoose down comforter covered in Shan silk when | was small, but everything esein
my room waswool or legther.” He shrugged. “The things that seemed most precious and rarein
Thebin—wood is so scarce that we only useit for decoration and afew bits of furniture—are common to
Shan. The things of their own country that Thebins value, like jade and amber, copper and bronze, we
trade very little, and so they have the vaue of rarity in your world but lack the meaning they hold in mine.
And | have heard what lowlandersthink of Thebin dress—" Helooked down at his own gaudy coat with
aweary smile, knowing and sad. “Our cloth istoo rough, our embroidery too garish, the cut of our
garments barbaric.”

“| takeit that means no, you are not acquainted with such luxurious surroundings.” Habibagrinned at him,
adash of sharp white teeth cutting through his whiskers like a secret spoken in the dark.

LIesho grinned back, aware of the lesson he had just taught himself. “I1t meansthat to a Thebin, thisis not
luxury at dl,” heanswered. It wasn't true, exactly. All of the silk traded in the West passed through
Kungol, and the Thebin people were certainly familiar with itsworth. But they didn’t covet such overnice
luxuries as othersdid.

“Remember that when you meet with the emperor,” Habiba said, and thistime Llesho couldn’t tell where
his amusement was directed. He was about to ask when the bear er sdowed their naw T 1 chr.
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tramping feet coming toward them—attack! His conversation with Habiba suddenly forgotten, he cursed
himsdlf for, having left hisbow and arrowsin the camp. Ambassador Huang' s guards had returned his
knife for thejourney, however; Llesho reached for it under his coat.

Habiba did not appear distressed. The witch finished his peach and threw the pit onto the road, and then
took hold of thelow railing that ran around the sides of thelitter.

“We are about to change bearers, make sure you are secure.”

Llesho gave him awary look, but followed his example and reached for therailing instead of hisknife. He
didsojustintime.

The newcomers had lined themselves up parald with the Utter and were beginning to match the dowed
pace of the bearers. Suddenly, the litter pitched and tilted, bounced and jolted. “Wheat are they doing!”
Llesho wanted to know.

“We have reached thefirst relay station,” Habiba explained. “ The bearers we came with are trading
places with the bearers who have been waiting at this outpost.” The witch rolled with the uneven motion.
Hedidn't look sick; hedidn’t even look uncomfortable. LIesho wished he could say the same.

“ Aswe approach the city of Shan, the relay posts come closer together, so we should make very good
timein our journey,” Habibafinished his explanation and reached for apear.

“How much farther do we haveto go?’ LIesho asked. At the moment, the length of their journey wasthe
most urgent thing he could think about—that and the rolling pitch of the litter that carried them. He felt the
color drain from hisface.

“I’m going to be sick,” he whispered.

Habiba threw down the pear. He reached for the water pipe and tossed it out onto the road as he had
the peach pit, and then tucked the bucket-shaped base under LIesho’ s chin.

“Master Huang has shown you agreat honor by putting the post relay system at our disposal,” he chided
while holding the bucket. “ Only the most important officias on the most urgent business of the empire
may command such-travel. Isthisany way to repay hiskindness?’

“I would gladly decline the honor and ride to Shan on horseback,” LIesho offered. His gut svung
queasily initsown direction, completely at odds with the begt of the running feet that jolted the litter.

“But Master Huang could not ride so far, nor could Master Den,” Habiba reminded him. “And we would
have to leave our horses on the road in trade for fresh onesthat we did not know aswell, just aswe have
done with the bearers.”

All true, Llesho supposed. But they had only afew i behind them. If Habiba were correct, most of the
journey remained ahead, and aready LIesho wished himsdf dead. He leaned over the bucket and was
thoroughly sick.

When he had finished, Habiba handed him a silk handkerchief with asmile. “It isthe ssimplest | have
about me,” he offered in amild joke about the riches of empire. “ Are you feding any better?’

“N00000,” Llesho moaned, and was violently ill once again. When he was through, he fdll back on his
cushionswith awoeful sgh. “What isthe point of dl thishasteif | wish | were dead aready?’

Habiba shook his head. “ The point? Why, putting you in front of the emperor asalive supplicant rather



than as adead pretender, | suppose. Or did you look forward to Markko plotting your demise at his
lesure?’

“Do you think he' d kill me now if | asked nicely?’ Llesho perked up. The possibility dmost gave him
hope.

Habiba gave him an exasperated sigh. With afinger tucked under Llesho’ s chin, the witch lifted the
prince’ s head out of his bucket.

“How long have you felt Sck?’ Habiba asked him.

“Since we started out.” Llesho wanted to ask how the witch managed to cope with the motion, but to
think the words was to remind himself of how he fdlt, and that only made it worse.

Habiba frowned a him. “1 could probably make you up a potion if we had an hour or two, and afire.”
He consdered Llesho for along moment. “But we cannot spare the time.

“Look a me, LIesho.”

Llesho looked, and flinched at the change that came over the witch. Habiba' s eyes were wide and fixed;
theirises admost vanished while the pupils grew tofill al the space with darkness. He closed hisown
eyes, but that only made the sickness worse.

Habiba gave him a sharp tap on the chin with onefinger.

“Y ou are not aprince yet, my fine young gladiator,” Habiba snapped with more humor in his voice than
the words merited. “Now do asyou aretold.”

“What are you going to do?’ Llesho asked in awhisper.
“Nothing to hurt you. Not after al the trouble I’ ve had getting you thisfar! Now look at me!”
Llesho looked.

“Itisnight, very dark, and you arein your own bed in the paace at Kungol. There are no raiders; your
guard stands watch at your door to keep you safe. Y our bed iswarm, the breeze through the open
window brings the scent of snow off the mountains, and below, in the city, the bleat of camels and the
bark of dogsfill the night with their music.”

LIesho knew that none of it wasred, but in spite of himsdlf hefdt his shouldersrdaxing, hishead growing
heavier, hiseyescloang. . .

“Y ou are safe, you are comfortable, and you are so deepy. Y ou cannot stay awake any longer .. .”

When LIesho awoke, thelitter had come to a halt, and beyond the tent curtains he heard the harsh calls
of servants sorting themsalves and locating their charges, From the hollow echo and the clack of
wooden-soled sandals againgt paving tiles, he guessed they stood in awalled courtyard somewhere, but
he didn’t know how far they had come or why they had stopped.

“Where arewe?’ he asked groggily, but Habiba was not there.

“Come, come!” One of the servants pushed his head between the curtains and gestured for LIesho to
follow.

Llesho shook his head. “Where arewe?’ he asked again.



The servant disappeared, muttering something about crazy Thebins, but he was soon replaced by Master
Den.

“What are you till doing in there, boy?'Y ou can’t see the emperor looking like that!”

Llesho paled in dismay, but climbed out of hislitter as Den demanded. “Has the emperor come to meet
uson theroad?’

“WEe re not on the road, LIesho. Thisistheinner courtyard of the Celestid Palace at Shan.”
“It can't bel”

It certainly didn’t look regal. They had cometo rest in alarge walled courtyard with a cobbled square
and plastered walls that rose well above Den's head. It was dark, with not even amoon to brighten the
square. Thefew torches carried by servants did little to light the space beyond the circle of the three
officid litters, but from what LIesho could see, the courtyard was empty except for themsalves. There
were no plants on the edges of the wall and L1esho could see no trees bending their branches over it as
might be the fashion in Farshore Province. Of course, with no trees or vinesto climb, a spy or saboteur
would have adifficult time getting over the wall. Kungol Paace, he remembered, hadn’t had awall at dl.
Who, after al, would invade the privacy of the goddess own beloved family? Llesho found himself
looking at the courtyard wall in afriendlier light.

A stranger—no, not a stranger, but Genera Shou; Habiba had introduced him after the recent battle with
Master Markko—interrupted his thoughts with a dap on the back. “Indeed, you’ ve been on the road for
two days,” General Shou confirmed. “Did Habiba put you to deep? HE sady one. Y ou have to watch
him every minutel”

Hefigured the genera meant it as ajoke, because the man laughed and dapped him on the back again,
but LIesho decided to take it asared warning. After all, he had lost two daysto the witch’s spell. What
if they’ d been attacked? He could have died without a chance to defend himself.

“Asfor meeting the emperor in your present state, | wouldn't worry,” General Shou added, “even
emperors have to deep.

“If you havetime during your vist, I’d like achance to talk with you about Thebin.”
That was more serioudy said, and Llesho’s curiosity perked up. “ Do you know Thebin?’ he asked.

“| vidited it once, long ago, with acaravan to the West,” the genera confirmed. “ That was before my
duties kept me closer to home.”

Spying, no doubt, Llesho figured, and whatever he’ d seen hadn’t persuaded the Shan Empireto stepin
when the Harn raiders attacked. He found it alittle more difficult to be polite after that, but fortunately,
Genera Shou turned his attention to the othersin the party.

“I am very glad to see you again, Master Den.” He dgpped the master on the arm—something LIesho
had never expected to see. “Very glad indeed.” He left them with ingtructions to have a comfortable
night, and entered the palace by asmall door from which a steady stream of guards and visitorsin various
degrees of official dress seemed to enter and depart.

“Comeon, boy,” Master Den caled to LIesho, and together they followed the servants through amore
imposing public entrance. Habiba, LIesho noted, had disappeared, as had Ambassador Huang. Markko
strode before them like a conquering hero; Llesho wished he had his bow and arrow handy, or barring
that, asnowball. But it was not yet winter, and a servant led Markko away before LIesho could devisea



more pertinent attack.
Chapter Thirty-one

Den nudging him with astrong hand between his shoulder blades, Llesho followed aservant into a
vaulted entry hal bigger than the audience chamber at Kungol. In front of them abroad stairway of inlaid
marquetry rose hafway to the carved and painted ceiling, where it opened into agallery that ran the
length of the entry hall. The staircase resumed at either end of the gallery, disappearing into passageway's
at opposite ends of the hall.

The servant stopped on thefirst landing and wordlesdy directed them past adiding pand into along
corridor, dark except for afew scattered lamps set into the smooth plastered walls. When it looked like
they could go no farther without bumping into ablank wall at the end of the passage, the servant turned
right and disappeared.

Llesho followed and found himsdlf in anarrower, darker passage that curved inalong arc, so that he
could not see more than afew feet ahead of him. He stopped, unwilling to follow any farther until he
knew where they were going, and Master Den bumped into him.

“What if it satrgp?’ Llesho whispered urgently.

“It’ sthe back way to the private bedrooms,” Master Den assured him, and added tartly, “ Some of us
didn’'t deep the entire journey away and are anxious to get to our beds.”

Llesho began moving again, but he wasn't much comforted. “Where are Habibaand Master Markko?’
Hefigured that the ambassador had his own hometo go to, but he didn’t want to bump into Markko ina
dark corridor.

“They’ ve been taken to officia guest quartersin another wing of the palace,” Master Den informed him.
“They don’'t know where the guards have taken us, and they don’t have access to the private quarters
from their own rooms”

Magter Den clearly had some connection to the roya household that would merit apersona invitation,
but Llesho wondered why he hadn’t been sent off with the others. The washerman who, if onewereto
believe the ambassador, had once been an imperia generd, seemed to read hismind. “ Officid quarters
arefor those who have an officid claim upon the empire. Until the emperor decideswhat clam heis
willing to acknowledge toward you, it is better that you remain aguest in an unofficial capacity.”

“Y ou will bewatched, of course.” Master Den laughed under his breath. “ And keeping you close like this
is bound to make Markko nervous.”

Llesho wasn't certain he wanted the overseer nervous— Master Markko was bad enough when he
thought he had the upper hand—»but he said nothing. The narrow passageway ended in adoor which the
servant opened with abig iron key that groaned in the lock. He threw the door wide and ushered them
into alavishly decorated hall lit a every point by lanterns with soft gold shutters. Creamy light gleaming
off of gilt carvings dazzled LIesho’ s eyes, and he blinked away tears until hisvision had adjusted to the
olow.

Master Den followed him out of the passage and the servant closed the heavy red-lacquered door after
them with another impatient gesture to hurry. He led them just alittle way down the elegant hdl to a
recessed a cove flanked by gtiff-backed Imperid Guards. Elaborate panels carved with fantastic animals
lined the dcove. The servant pressed on the head of acarved dragon, and agilt panel did aside,
revealing abedroom larger than Lord Chin-shi’sroom on Pearl Idand, and decorated with more riches



aswdl.

Again, the servant gestured without words that Llesho should enter. Leaving him to hisown devices with
abrief bow, the servant did the pand shut after him. Llesho heard two sets of footsteps move down the
hal, then another door did on itsrunner. Master Den was nearby at least.

Alone, LIesho had a choice of only two occupations: he could think, or he could explore. His bladder
made that decision for him: explore. Quickly. He passed over the lacquered cabinets and the tall standing
chest, and ignored the bed big enough to hold his entire squad without crowding them. The room was
lavishly draped with silken wall hangings covering greased-paper windows, paneled wallsamost as
sumptuous as the hangings that covered them. Some of those panels had to be doors: he' d come through
one which had blended back into the decorative gilt and carving so that he could no more find hisway
out again than he could find the other doors that must be present in the room. When he had begun to
despair of ever finding what he needed, however, he discovered the secret of the moving panels, and
behind them, the door leading to the correct chamber.

More comfortable after abrief visit to the persona room, he explored more systematically. Besidesthe
panel by which he’ d entered and the door he had just used, Llesho found only one other functioning exit,
and that was |ocked and bolted from the other side. He noted that the mysterious door had no locking
mechanism on his side, and the absence of his persona guards suddenly took on amore ominous
meaning. Assassi ns could come through that door any time they wanted to kill him in hisdeep. Good
thing hewasn't tired.

On asecond round of exploring his bedchamber, Llesho opened the chest and the cabinets, noted items
of Thebin gpparel and othersin the style of the Shan Empire, dl in hissize. Laid out among the elegant
decoration of the palace chamber, the contents of his pack rested on the shelves of the standing chest.
Displayed lovingly, like the votive objects of ashrine, he found the ancient spear that her ladyship had
given him and the jade cup. Touching them sent achill down his spine. Someone had goneto alot of
trouble to make him comfortable, had even recognized the value of the objectsin his pack asrelicsrather
than the tools of asoldier. The care they had taken hardly seemed necessary if they planned to have him
killed immediately. He decided to take that asagood sign.

Even in daylight he wouldn't be able to see through the greased paper windows, but he stopped for a
moment in his explorations of his bedchamber, struck by the silence. He could hear nothing of thelife of
the empire slargest and most powerful city, and the contrast with hisfather’ s palace struck him like a
dagger in the heart.

Even inthe darkest hours of night Kungol had hummed with life—groaning camels and blesting lambs,
drunken caravan drovers brawling in the street—Iike the pulse of aliving creature whose hedth aking
might measure by the best of it as he dept. How could an emperor know his empire when he could not
even hear the cries of his city? Why did Habiba and Master Den think that such an Emperor would stoop
to help the deposed prince of aconquered land athousand |i to the west, when he gave so little notice to
thelifejust pacesfrom his celestia throne? He would receive no help here; Liesho threw himself on the
bed, determined to make hisown way at dawn.

But the bed was comfortable, and he had been on the march for along time. Despite his determination,
he fell adeep and awoke only when the smell of breakfast pulled him out of hisdreams. A bustling
servant poured out histeaand opened the lacquered chest with athoughtful frown. When Llesho
returned from relieving himself, he found that the servant had laid out a set of ornate robes suitableto an
imperid officia. Llesho glared at the clothing, which looked too complicated for him to manage on his
own and too uncomfortable for him to want to manage. The servant had aready gone, so heignored the
clothing and focused on his breakfast.



While hewas till nibbling acake full of cinnamon, nuts, and honey, aman heidentified from his medallion
of office asaprotocol officer knocked on hisdoor and entered without an invitation. After aminimal

bow, to show Llesho how little respect he was owed, the protocol officer stiffly recited hismessage: “The
emperor isotherwise engaged. Y ou may petition for an audience, but heisvery busy. If hefindsthetime
to see you, you will have two or three minutesto state your casein a public audience, and none at dl
aone. Be prepared with an inscribed memoria laying out your case and the outcome for which you
petition: the Celestia Emperor does not suffer foolsto live”

LIesho was tempted to comment that the continued existence of the protocol officer proved otherwise,
but he kept his mouth shut. Don't attract attention, he warned himsdlf. When the officia had gone,
LIesho wiped his hands on the silk napkin and prepared to dress. He ignored the Shannish robeslaid out
for him, and dug in the chest for something less noticeable to wear. The Thebin day wear tempted him,
but it would draw far too much attention here on the eastern edge of the trade routes. Instead, he pulled
onapair of plain breeches and asilk shirt with aminimum of decoration, and found a pair of shoesmore
suited to waking than either his Thebin boots or the fragile dippers the servant had chosen.

When he was dressed, he left hisroom. The guards at his door did not surprise him, but neither did they
follow when he turned down the hall, nor did they stop him when hetried to dide open the panel to the
next room down the corridor. He was disgppointed but not surprised when it didn’t open. About thirty
paces farther on he came to a staircase more modest than the one he' d taken the night before.
Descending cautioudy, he found himsdf in asmal, octagona chamber with adoorway in each wall. Two
imperiad soldiers stood guard at rigid attention, but they made no move to stop LIesho when he opened
thefirst door. “Just exploring,” he explained. The soldiers said nothing, so he peeked insde and found a
small room with afew scattered chairs bearing no decoration, and atable with alarge urn of hot water, a
tespot, and ascattering of cupson it. Two of the chairs were occupied by soldiers, apparently waiting for
their turn at guard duty or coming off the shift before and warming themsdalves with some tea before
moving on. They stared a him, and LIesho smiled uncomfortably.

“Asyouwere,” he said, and closed the door again.

The next door opened into another small room, this one more carefully furnished, but till with none of the
richness one expected of an imperia palace. LIesho guessed that the officers of the guard might take their
rest or givetheir orders here.

Thethird door led into along dark passageway that plunged deep into the palace. At the far end, Llesho
could just make out by the light of asingle lamp an iron daircase spiraling up to the level from which he

MISSING PARAGRAPH

an underground passage or chamber. The passage | eft him with the vague impression of dried and
crusted blood, though he had seen nothing to support the terror that he felt just thinking about it. He
stored the location for later, but closed the door on the passage with as much speed as he could muster
with any kind of dignity.

When he opened the fourth door, he actualy smiled. Here was another passageway, but one with natura

light filtering in from dots cut high overhead. The passage followed the line of the palace wall, and Llesho

guessed that there might be ahidden exit at the end of it. The soldiers did not stop him, so he entered the

passage and closed the door behind him, leaving it gar just enough so it would not latch and lock himiniif
he did not find another way out.

He needn’t have worried. The passage led him through what must have been the palace’ s east wall,
because the morning sun fell like bars of gold across his path. After he had gone more than two hundred



paces, the passage opened out into arough chamber that ended in atunnel cutting into the ground
beneath the palace wall. From thistunne Llesho felt no air of death or decay, and he followed it. He was
surprised to discover lighted torches dl aong the way—for all its apparent secrecy, it must beawdll

used route, a shortcut of some kind. The tunnel branched. LIesho considered for amoment, before taking
the path with fewer torches burning down itslength.

Hedidn't know what he was looking for, but it didn’t take him long to find it: adoor with alargeiron
lock with the key il left init. Clearly an invitation, but to what? Llesho turned the key and pushed open
the door. Nothing he had ever seen before had prepared him for the scale and the magnificence of his
surroundings. He was outside the paace, the pink sandstone wall at his back rising to more than twice his
height. On his|eft, thewal joined to atemple of many levelswith seven curved roofs ascending likea
ladder to heaven. The marks of the seven gods the temple served appeared in red paint above the heavy
lintd.

Of course, the Emperor was himself agod, so his palace must be the grestest templein theimperid city.
The practical nature of the Shan people was well known, however, and LIesho had heard jokes even on
Pearl Idand that in the imperia city money itsalf wasworshiped asagod. Hedidn't quite believeit, but
looking up at the symbols of the deities worshiped here in the shadow of the palace, he was shocked to
discover how many of the beloved gods of Shan were bureaucrats and money counters. The goddess,
he thought, would not bend her gaze upon such a city. But one might buy the freedom of abrother
here, where even the gods were worshiped for pay.

On hisright gtretched a massive building aso made of pink sandstone. The building bore no marking to
indicateits purpose, but the wide stone stepsin front of it werefilled with the bustle of officia looking
men and women in robes of state with eaborate buttons of office on their hats. The buildings, together
with the palace wall, formed three sides of a square in which the paving stones had been arranged
according to the zodiac, with many signs of good luck and blessings worked into their surfaces. Llesho
thought that ten thousand soldiers might fit into that square with room to hold acorps of drummers as
wall.

He stood in the shadows under the wall, trying to decide what to do. The city wasdien to him,
oppressive and cold and large beyond the scale men could comprehend. The few peoplein the square
seemed busy and important—more likely to cal out the guard than assst him if he asked for directions.
LIesho hestated to step out into the sunlight at al for fear that someone would notice he didn’t belong
there and sound awarning.

Although there were far fewer people around the temple than gathered on the steps of the offices of Sate,
they seemed more varied both in dress and in their looks; a Thebin might not seem so out of place on
those steps. Staying in the shadows, he worked hisway around the palace wall and across the front of
the temple, not stepping into the light until he had ascended the temple steps. From there he allowed
himsdlf to survey the city, which faded into ajumble of roofs around asquare of green. A garden. Llesho
turned toward that spot of comfort with purposein hisstride.

The Imperid Water Garden was very beautiful, restful and green with just the occasiond hint of
weathered cedar where little bridges arched over ponds and man-made streams. A few scattered
willows drew the eye upward, but most of the water-loving plants huddled closer to the ground. Cattails
and swamp grasses, water lilies and lotus, gave texture to the garden but drew the eye earthward to
contempl ate the stillness of apond here, the gentle ripple of astream moving over artfully placed stones
in then-path. At the center of the garden, anatural spring fed awaterwhed that spilled over atumble of
rocksto create a splashing waterfal which, in turn, sped the streaml ets through the park. Under the
waterfal sat asmal stone dtar with the symbol of ChiChu, the god of laughter and tears marked on its



Sde.

LIesho considered offering a petition to the god, but thought better of it. Of the seven morta gods, only
ChiChu had used trickery to gain aplace in heaven. When the six had demanded their unworthy brother
be cast out, the goddess had chastised them for pride, and set the trickster among them as areminder of
their humanity. ChiChu often granted the requests that cameto him, but he was likely to do so inways
both unlooked for and unwelcome to the supplicant. LIesho found abench nearby and sat. The park was
peaceful, and it was easy to forget hisworries when the gentle breeze shifted the grassesin hypnotic
patterns. He found it difficult to reconcile thisrefuge with the trading of cash-filled envel opesfor heavenly
favors on the temple steps. What was this city, where human lives and the favors of tax collector gods
might be bought and sold, where tiny dtarsto the Seven might be hidden among the reeds of a public
garden? Who were these people, who worshiped an emperor, yet turned their backs when the favored
of the goddessfd| to theinvading Ham?

A shadow falling over him shattered hisreverie. Almost asif it had awill of itsown, Llesho’shand
reached for the knife hidden under his shirt.

“I thought I might find you here.” Genera Shou moved around the bench so that LIesho could see him.
Hewore robes of brilliant blue benesth ared silk coat. A crane embroidered in gold thread on each
deeve and a cap with abutton of office completed his dress. The deeves of his coat gave fleeting
glimpses of copper wrist guards on each arm, the only clue that Shou was more than the merchant he
appeared to be. The generad’ s face settled into the petulant lines of a harried trader. If he had not spoken
before he showed himsdlf, Llesho wasn't sure he would have recognized him at al.

“I didn’t know you were looking for me.”

“Y ou promised to tell me about Thebin.” “Oh. Yes.” Llesho didn’t add that he' d dismissed the request as
diplomatic small talk. Or that the generd’ sredl interest made L1esho more wary than the pretend kind.
What did Shou want?

“Thisismy favorite placein thecity.” Shou put asmdl offering on thetiny dtar and sat down, letting the
conversation fade as he contemplated the waterfall. 1t could have been sirategy, let his prey grow
comfortable with his presence before pouncing again, but LIesho thouehr not Th* —e

artifice, and quiet joy seemed to radiate from some hidden center that Shou did not often reved. That
made him al the more dangerous, LIesho figured. Apt that agenera who traveled about the city in the
garb of amerchant should honor the trickster god; LIesho took that as awarning.

“It reminds me of the governor’s compound at Far-shore Province,” Llesho commented with agestureto
indicate the garden. Idle chat. He would stay clear of his own concerns.

General Shou nodded agreement. “Her ladyship did not want to leave her home, and so her husband, the
governor, promised that she could take apart of Thousand L akes Province with her. He built the
compound to remind her of her home among the lakes. This park, too, isa piece of Thousand Lakes
Province”

“| thought you were from Shan Province,” Llesho prodded.

The generd shrugged. “| was born herein the capita city. But | wasfostered for many years a Thousand
Lakes”

“Thenit'salucky coincidence that the city hasapark you can visit to remember in.”



“Not luck, redly,” Generd Shou corrected him. “Asthe center of the empire, Shan must love dl her
children equally, and so there are many parks, each in the style of one of her provinces.”

“And what province do you represent with the dave pens?’ Llesho watched the emotion freeze on the
generd’ sface, and wondered what he showed in his own eyes. He wasterrified again, shaking with it, so
small and thin that he thought he must surely be culled before the market opened, spoiled goods that no
one would buy. Thetrader had wanted to dit histhroat to save himsdlf the few coppersit cost to feed
him. He remembered listening while the overseer of the pens and the trader argued hisfate—he wastoo
sickly to sdl to the perverts, and too old to sell to the beggars' guild, though his size might give him afew
years of good begging before he was turned out there. If he survived the exposure and the abuse.

Almost crippled by the lingering echo of past terror, Llesho crumpled in on himsdlf, clutching his guit.
Hope ess children with empty bellies still passed through the dave pens of Shan. Llesho had been luckier
than mogt. If Lord Chin-shi hadn’t wanted Thebin children to train as divers, the trader would have killed
him and fed him to the pigs. If he' d been prettier, or younger, he wouldn’t have lived out the year.

Hedidn't cry—not with the sensations hitting him like hammer blows—but he couldn’t breathe either.
And hedidn’'t know how he was going to find his brothersif the thought of the dave pens done dropped
him to hisknees.

“Areyou sick?’ General Shou asked him, setting acomforting hand on his shoulder. “Do you need a
heder?’

Llesho shook his head, wishing the generd would leave him in peace to regain his composure, or at least
move his hand, which was making it hard not to scream between his clenched teeth.

Shou did not move.

“None of usare brave al thetime.” He seemed to be offering comfort, but when LIesho looked a him,
he redlized that the generd didn’t remember hewasthere at dl. Shou sared into the waterfdl, lines of
suffering etching themsavesinto his cheeks.

“We do well enough at the moment,” he said to the trickling water. “ It seasier, redly, to do what we
must than to decide even on a cowardly course of our own. But later, when it isal over, even hardened
oldierscry a night.”

Llesho stared up at him in amazement. He was agenera, vigorous and energetic and a respected |eader
in battle. Surely hedid not . . .

Genera Shou gave him awry smile. “ Even the emperor sometimes must take the room with the thickest
wallsat night, so that he doesn’t disturb the deep of those with quieter dreams.”

L Iesho doubted that, but he thought it was kind of the generd to say it. And he thought perhaps the
generd might understand his problem.

“I don’'t know how al this happened, you know? | was a pearl diver for nine years and never received so
much as an extrabananaat dinner. Then ” Lleck died, and he made me promise that | would find my
brothers and take back our home." He didn't mention that LIeck had been aspirit at the time—didn’t
think it would do much for his credibility, and it didn’t matter to the story anyway.

“I thought, if | became agladiator, | could travel, maybe win enough money to buy my freedom. | could
look for news of my brothersin the cities we would vist for the games and return for them when | was
free. Wewould travel secretly acrossthe Harn lands and take back Thebin.



“I didn’t know what plots and counterplots | waswalking into. Sincethen, I've become astoneina
game that makes no sense and has nothing to do with taking Thebin back from the Harn. | can only
assume Master Markko has gone mad. He seemsto think | have some great magical power, and if he
can't endaveit for himsdf, he wants me dead so that | cannot useit againgt him. The problemis, | don't
have any magic, so I’'m of no useto ether of usin the way Markko thinks. Does that make senseto
you?”

“Not on theface of it, no,” Generd Shou admitted. “But you were young when you left Thebin. Perhaps
Magter Markko knows something about your heritage as a prince that you would have learned if your life
had not so abruptly changed for theworse.”

“ *“Would have isn'tthesameas‘did,” ” Llesho pointed out. “My life did change, and whatever | would
have learned or received asaprince, | did not learn asapearl diver.

“Asfor her ladyship and Magter Den, | don’t know what they think they have to gain by sending meto
the emperor. Thebin isathousand li from here, and dl that spaceisfilled with Harn. If the emperor
wanted to help Thebin, he would first have to conquer Harn, war band by war band, and he could never
trust that those he | eft behind him in aconquered state would not rise up at his back or attack Shanin his
absence.”

“You'll make agood general someday, Llesho. | couldn’t have explained the situation between Harn and
Shan any better after years on the border.”

“It'snot that hard to figure out when you’ ve made the Long March.”

Shou didn't deserve sarcasm from him, but it was the only defense Llesho had. The emperor would
certainly listen to hisgenerd, and Llesho had hoped that Shou would come up with aflaw in hisargument
and proveto him that her ladyship had been right al along. Instead, the generd had just agreed that it
was pointless to support LIesho’ sfight for Thebin. Praise was apoor substitute for hope.

“If you will direct meto the dave market, I’ll be on my way.”

“I love Shan, but | wouldn’t trust her daversto resist a Thebin boy on the streetsalone.” General Shou
stood up and stretched out kinked muscles. “1'll take you there, and see that you get back safely.”

“Thank you.”

Llesho stood as well, and followed Shou out of the park. It seemed strange that someone with the
respongibilities of ageneral would have the freedom and the inclination to humor the stubborn goas of a
dave. If Shou fdt inconvenienced, however, he didn’t show it.

“You should redlize | am only humoring you in this, LIesho.” Generd Shou led them down anarrow
twisted street with ramshackle buildings stacked helter-skelter one on top of the other and leaning into
the cartway on both sides. The genera walked with acasua air, asif he had no particular placeto go
and no set timeto be there. In spite of his apparent nonchalance, he kept a cautious eye out, and directed
them around a pile of garbage heaped on the paving stones. Llesho copied the genera’ s next action when
he stepped out into the cartway to avoid walking under the narrow ba cony overhead. He was glad he
had done so when apail of refuse cascaded over the landing they would have been passing just asit fell.

“It’ sbeen nine summers since Thebin fdl, and dmost aslong since anyone from the highlands but
ignorant farmers have come to market,” General Shou pointed out, ignoring both the obstacles he
avoided and the begging children to whom he absently threw coins without breaking stride. Harn traders
walked among the passersby with hard, sharp eyes and a hand to their money belts. LIesho shuddered



when those eyes glanced over him with slver in their evaluation and leering smirksfor the generd. He
knew what they thought the man used him for, but their scorn was better than hisfate if they found him
done.

| don't expect to find my brothersin the pens,” Llesho said, " but there must be records.*

“Maybe. But you can be sure they have been falsified to hide the identities of any daveswho might have
the power to attract afollowing.”

“One would dmost think you disapprove that we were not killed out of hand.”

The genera shrugged. “I wouldn't have atacked Thebin in thefirst place, obvioudy, sncel didn’t attack
her. But you'reright: if | had, | would havekilled her rulersand al their kin before | ever sat on her
throne. It isbad policy to turn your back on someone with agrudge.”

“Then | guess Thebin waslucky that it was Harn
N3l bot seb Nt 2 Gahl e conto be having in the heart of Shan's capitd

“No doubt.” General Shou did not seem to take t°unf A if ie ** e ied is revenBe * o3y ey turned the next
corner. “Herewe are,” he said.

Uesho hadn’t needed the words to tell him. He recogni zed the place even before he saw it, by its stench.
Chapter Thirty-two

FORMALLY titled the“Labor Exchange,” the dave penstook the more common name from the maze
of stockades and livestock runs that ended at the dave block in the market square. The place reeked of
misery: rotting food and feces and the swest of too many human beings, tainted with unendurable horror
and despair and crammed together like cattle. Senses on overload, Llesho's memories assailed him like
blows to the gut. He grabbed for the top railing of the nearest stockade, and rested his head on his
hands, absorbing the blood-drenched horror opened old woundsin his soul.

“Prince Llesho of Thebin died here,” he said. The dave market had obliterated the prince, if not the flesh
he wore, had stripped him to the bone and rebuilt him as another person entirely. So many terrified
children had passed down these chutes, and yet no one had raised a hand in protest when the innocent
were s0ld like animal s to be used and bred and daughtered at the whim of whoever had the money to
buy them.

A keening wail of mourning fought him for control of histhroat. “My people,” he moaned softly. “ Oh,
Goddess, what have you done to my people?’

In stark images of crumbling horror, the dave pens reminded him that he was donein thisworld. He'd
known it since Lleck had died, of course, but sometimes the knowledge crashed in on him with the force
of hisneed for dlies, or friends. Hefdt ahand on his shoulder. He knew it was Generd Shou's, but
memory of rough handsin the market made him flinch. What comfort could Shou offer him now,

anyway?

“An empirewith therot of the dave pensfestering at its heart cannot help itself,” Llesho told him bleskly.
“It certainly has nothing to offer Thebin.”

“The old emperor isdead.” General Shou withdrew his hand and rested hisforearms on the top rail, next
to LIesho. “His son now rules. Thingswill be different for Shan, but change takestime.”



Change. Llesho stared at the holding facility leaning over itsrotted foundation. The dave traders had
cdled it the dormitory even though it had no beds—just an unswegpt dirt floor to lie upon. It had never
been meant to shelter the wretched daves, Llesho redlized, but served to hide their exhaustion and

hopel essness from potential buyers. They’ d put men and women together. He' d thought at the time, with
the mind of asmdll boy, they’ d doneit out of kindness, so that families might have one last night together.
Later, when he' d come to understand what those anguished criesin the night had been about, he redized
it was because the traders didn’t care. If the femaes turned up pregnant in the morning, well, the buyer
had made a bargain: two for the price of one. No. He couldn’t expect help from Shan.

“It takes more than a day to change aworld, LIesho. It needs a cause to raise the will of the peopleto
change. Can you do this?’

Genera Shou'’ s voice soothed the ache in his heart and the prickling unease that clenched hisflesh. So
many meaningsin the question: “Can you offer Shan a cause to throw off the unclean trade in human
lives? Can you walk back into that hell to save your brother?’

Llesho nodded. Thelagt, at least, he could do. He just needed a minute to remember how to breathe.
“The pensare empty.”

“The next dave caravan is due tomorrow; the traders should be around somewhere getting things ready
for the new arrivads and the sdleto follow.”

LIesho shot him a piercing glance and pushed away from the corral. “Y ou seem to know alot about the
davetrade” Far morethan Llesho found comforting.

Shou twitched a shoulder, not quite shrugging. “1 keep my eyes open for the odd Thebin prince on the
resde market. It' seasier than fighting for them, or seding them.”

“Isthat what you did?’ Llesho asked him, thinking back to the battle with Master Markko, and Jaks
lying deed. “Y ou fought for me?’

“Not to ownyou,” Shou clarified his statement. “ But to see you succeed.

“Strategy, Llesho. When Markko attacked the governor’ s compound at Farshore, why didn’'t you stay
and fight him there?’

Genera Shou used atone of voice that LIesho knew well from his sessonswith Lleck, and even therare
discussion with Habiba. No point in bristling at the suggestion of cowardice. The generd wastrying to
teach him something, so he needed to answer the question as stated, not as pride interpreted.

“The governor ordered usto flee,” he said, but LIesho knew that wasn't the answer Shou waslooking
for. “Farshoreisn’'t my war. Thebinis”

That won him adight nod. “And to save Thebin, you have to say dive, and you haveto stay free.”
It was LIesho’ sturn to nod.

Generd Shou followed hisfirst question with a second. “What do you think would happen if the emperor
tried to shut down the dave market?”

“The davetrade would end,” LIesho answered immediately.
‘JAnd the davers?



“Would be unhappy, but would have to find something elseto trade.”
“The Harn have ahabit of turning their displeasure on the one who displeases them.”

The Harn. Who stole or traded for human flesh to sell for money in Shan’s marketplace. Who had laid
waste to Thebin.

“The Harn control the high passes and, through them, all the trade that moves between Shan and the
West. They hardly need to trade in human lives anymore.”

“For the Harn, the trade value of the davesthey sl has dways been secondary.”

Llesho frowned. That didn’'t make sense. Oh. Yes, it did. The enemies of the Harn feared not only death
in battle, but the public humiliation of the dave block and lives spent in misery. Better to be dead.

The Harn would not give up the trade peacefully, but that did not leave Shan free of respongibility. “If
there were no market, therewould be no daves,” Llesho ingsted. “If Shaniswilling to sdll its soul for
peace, the Harn have no need for battle. They have dready won.”

Generd Shou met his gaze briefly, then dropped hiseyesagain. “Y ou shameme,” he said.
“Shan shamesyou,” Llesho corrected him. “I only point out whet is aready true.”

“I know. But we cannot resolve the issue today. Did you have aplan for rescuing the prince, your
brother?’

“I will need the price of abid,” LIesho pointed ouit.
“That isnot aproblem. I have more money than | have ausefor.”

LIesho shook hishead. “I didn’'t come dl thisway to trade one master for another, for myself or for
Adar.”

“What do you suggest?’ General Shou madeit clear in histone that LIesho could offer no other solution.
“Y ou have won no pursesin the arena, and wouldn't have the price of your own freedom if her ladyship
demanded it.”

“I havethis.” Llesho reached into his mouth and plucked out the pearl that LIeck had pressed into the
gpace of hislogt tooth. Ashe drew it out between hisfingers, the black pearl returned to its original size,
and he had to open his mouth wider to extract it. When he held it out to General Shou, the pearl dmost
filled the pam of hishand. “Will the dave traders accept the pearl itsdf as payment, or must | exchange it
for money before | approach them?’

“Where did you get that?” Genera Shou’ s voice shook, and his face paed so quickly that Llesho thought
the man would faint dead away in the gutter. Shou reached out to touch the gleaming black surface, but
pulled back asif it had burned hisfingers.

“Lleck gaveittome” Llesho said. “Hewas dead a thetime. | wasin the bay, and he put the pearl in my
mouth to hideit, then told meto find my brothers. If it will pay for Adar’ sfreedom, | consider it well

“I think not,” the generd whispered. He closed Llesho’ s own fingers around histreasure, and dowly, asif
he acted againgt his own will, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head over the fist LIesho clasped
around the pearl.



“Adar shal be my gift to the goddess,” he said. Rising from his obeisance, he asked, “ Does anyone know
that you havethis?’

L Iesho shook his head.

“| am sure Master Markko suspects,” the genera muttered. “1t would explain hisinterest in you.” Shou
could not pull his gaze from the hand that held the pearl, and Llesho saw the troubled longing in that gaze,
and the moment when that soul-deep inner conflict cameto rest.

“Tell Magter Den,” the general advised him. “Explain how you came by it, and stand by hiscounsdl. As
for Habiba, Master Den will know what is best. Say nothing to anyone until you have conferred with
Magter Den.”

Llesho hesitated. He hadn’t wanted to share this secret with anyone, but Shou had caught him
off-balance. He didn't know how he would buy his brother’ s freedom without the pearl.

“Firg, we must seeto Adar,” Llesho inssted. “ And if we are not going to trade the pearl for hisfreedom,
| am left without aplan.”

“Fortunately, you have agenera in your retinue, my prince. As| said, | have the price, and your brother
shall be my gift to the goddess. More important, | have aplan for acquiring the prince without arousing
suspicion. You will not likeit, however.”

“Strategy, Genera? | thought you honored atrickster god.”

“If winning doesn’t matter to you, we can return to the palace now,” the general shot back. “1 know very
little about honor, perhaps, but agreat ded about winning.”

“So, what isthis master plan?’ Shou looked away, and LIesho followed his gaze to the counting house,
more solidly built than the dormitory. Llesho would have bet that the roof didn’t legk ether.

“The traders and the money counters will be preparing for tomorrow’ s shipment. They know measa
merchant and adave owner. If | demondirate an interest in Thebins, and ask about a Thebin hedler, they
may be inclined to open their records for the privilege of brokering the sde.”

“| assume you have arole for mein this charade?’ He wasn't stupid; he' d figured out his part in the game
as soon as the general had spoken. It didn’t even surprise him. But he wanted Shou to say it out loud.

The general threw down the challenge with alittle smile. He didn’'t seem to regret athing. “Y ou will play
my dave, of course. My dear dave. They won't find you on their books, but haven’t | made much of the
urchin once purchased in the market at Wuchow?’

Generd Shou’ swhole posture shifted; his expresson grew soft and lost the keen edge that intelligence
gaveit. He stroked LIesho’ sface with afesther-touch of the backs of hisfingers, and Llesho flinched like
he' d been struck. But he resisted the urge to move away from the touch and even managed to drop his
lashes provocatively.

Shou laughed. “I think that should do. Just try not to kill me before we' ve found your brother.”

Kill him, no. But he had questions for this master of disguise—like why agenera would need such kills.
Answerswould haveto wait. Llesho didn’t likeit, but he couldn’t afford to anger hisonly chanceto
secure Adar’ s freedom.

When he had last been to the dave market, Llesho had known only the dormitory and the holding pens,



and the block in the market square. Unlike the parts of it he had seen, the countinghouse had asturdy air.
Inside, dark and solid wood gave weight to the entry hall. There were no chairs, but agong on asmal
table invited the visitor to announce his presence. Generd Shou, playing the part of amerchant and dave
connoisseur, struck the gong with its muffled hammer. A small woman with greased-back hair and a
voluminous coat quickly answered the cal, diding open apane to theinner chamberswith alow bow.

“Your wish, good sir?’ she asked, peering up at Genera Shou with asimper. She had the sharp, carved
features of the Harn; Llesho’ sflesh crawled at

Shou took amoment to pet Llesho with afatuous grin on his face before addressing the trader.
“I have developed apartidity for Thebins” he smirked. “And | am in the market to buy.”

The woman gave LIesho aknowing leer, but schooled her featuresto athoughtful frown before
answering Shou' s question.

“It may bedifficult to serve the master if he wishes amatch for the boy. The ageisin demand across
types, and one must make a profit where one can, you understand. Our entire stock, except for special
orders, must go to the block. | could get you agood price for this one, though, and we can place an
order for aset, if you'd like: two boys, or agirl and aboy if you prefer. Specid orders, for which we
must charge a premium, you understand, take at least sx monthsto fill, but | am sure we could make an
arrangement for resde of this one after the replacements arrive. Subject to the usual, of course. Contract
isvoid if property is destroyed or damaged in amanner that negatively effects market vaue.”

By thetimethe old flesh peddler had run down, LIesho was trembling under General Shou’shand. The
generd gave his shoulder awarning squeeze, but he needn’t have worried. LIesho’ srage and terror
seemed to please the woman.

“Hedtill has spunk. That’s unusual. Somewould pay extrafor that, if heisn’t broken before they take
possession.”

“I did not cometo sdll,” Shou reminded her. “And | am not looking for another young one. The upkeep,
you know. Eating dl thetime at this age, and far too much energy for an old man like me.”

He amiled sweetly, and the trader replied with aflattering comment on the gentleman’ s youth, but quickly
deferred to histaste. “Of course. What would you prefer, then, good Sir?’

“I have severd Thebinsin my retinue, and would like to purchase aheder of their kind to tend to their
needs, and perhaps offer my house the novelty of hisadvice,” Shou answered. “Medicineis an especid
passion of mine”

“And Thebin hedlers are reputed to have a special knowledge of herbsthat ease the mind,” she added
congpiratorialy. “ Of course, heders are likewise rare—even rarer than boys! Frankly, | don’t expect to
see onein tomorrow’ s selection. | could be wrong, though. Would you like me to send anote to your
dwdling with the particulars about likely merchandisein the morning?’

“No need,” Generd Shou answered. “1 will send aservant for your list myself. In the meantime, perhaps
if you have record of Thebin healersin the area, a current owner might be interested in a brokered sale?’

The trader considered him for amoment. “1 have been apart of this market for more than ten summers,”
shesaid, “and can remember only two Thebin hedlersto cross our block. Threeif you count awoman
herbalist with areputation for poisons.”

“I would be interested in either of the two reputable hedlers,” Shou agreed, and added, “I have an expert



in poisons on my staff aready, and would not trust such a sensitive task to a Thebin anyway.”

“Wise, gr.” She congdered him thoughtfully, watching the glitter of jewels on the fingers of the hand
absently toying with LIesho’ s hair. “If Sir is not concerned about the price, perhaps we can be of service.”

“I amvery rich,” Genera Shou flirted with hiswedth. “ And | can indulge my whims.”

The trader led them down ahdl so luxurioudy appointed that even the clink of coinsfrom the strong
room whispered in subdued tones. Findly, she did aside ascreen and led them into an elegant room lined
with shelves on which scrollswere piled.

“Haveasedt,” sheinvited him. General Shou took the proffered chair and glared at Llesho when he
would have taken another. LIesho bit off the comment that had amost legped from hislips, and stood
behind the generd. Stedling himsdlf to the intimate gesture, he rested his hand on the generd’ s shoulder,
which won him asweet smile. The generd placed ahand over Llesho's, holding it steedy, and gave the
Harn trader his attention once again.

“Herewe haveit.” Sheran afinger quickly down alist, explaining, “We keep arecord of the specid
ones by skill and by origin. Crossing thetwo lists, | can locate your preferred merchandise. And here,
two, likel said.”

Shelifted ascroll from ahigh dusty shelf and another from ashelf lower down, on which no dust had
settled. “No,” she corrected herself. “Not two Thebin healers, but one, adave with the name Ader,
traded some nine summers ago. The same came to block again about three summers ago, when the
origina buyer lost his property to debauchery. Had areputation for being headstrong, as| recall, but that
had been beaten out of him by the time he came to market again. Y eesss. That' sthe one. About
thirty-five summers, so heistoo old to pair with your boy for apretty set, but we canwork onthatina
Separate order for you.”

Llesho shuddered for his brother. For much of the period of hisbondage Llesho’ s treatment had been
harsh and debasing, but until Markko he had never been singled out for persona humiliation by his
owner. He had hoped that Adar had fared better. Now he hoped only to see his brother aive through
whatever damage davery had done him. The generd’ s pressure on his hand warned him againgt voicing
some protest.

“I am sureyou will strike afair bargain for me, Mistress Trader.” Shou rose from his chair and bowed.
“Fair for rare” Shereminded him that the price would be high.

Shou returned her acasua shrug. “I will not barter the boy, but your owner may state his pricein gold or
slver. Youwill, of course, add your percentage to the price.”

“Asyouwill, Magter.” She wrote out anote to confirm the commission and handed it to the generd, then
wrote another and called for a servant, who attended her a once.

“I will see you tomorrow, then, good sir?” She led the way to the front of the countinghouse, and opened
the diding pand into the entry room again.

“Tomorrow,” General Shou promised, and with alast bow, he waited until LIesho had opened the door
for him, and they departed.

“Y ou did that very smoothly,” LIesho commented when they were well away from the countinghouse.

“Isthat acompliment on my skillsas an actor, or an accusation that | own daves.



“Youtdl me”

The generd huffed an exhaaion—whether of guilt or frustration, LIesho could not tell. Shou kept hisface
clear of dl expression.

“If you are asking, do | own daves, the answer is‘yes,” though | believe | have dways behaved
honorably toward them.”

They had entered the market square. L1esho noted the noise and bustle at the edges of his awareness, but
his senses had tunneled down to one focus: the dave block at the market’ s center leaked blood around
the edges of hisvision. “1 don’t see how you can use thewords ‘dave’ and *honor’ in the same
statement,” he objected.

“Old customs are hard to break.” It seemed that Shou was trying to justify his actions, but his next words
wereasurprise: “Lately, though, | have cometo believe you may be right. For the most part, however, it
was acting.”

“| think that worriesme more.” Llesho didn’t look at the genera. He would see only the face Shou
wanted him to, so looking for cluesin the man’'s eyes or the depth of the lines above his brow seemed
pointless. “I don’t know what to trust of your motives. Have you lied to me aseasily asyou lied to the
davetrader?’

“Not aseadly or aswdl as| would have liked, obvioudy, or you would trust me more.” The generd
laughed. “Areyou hungry?’

For amoment Llesho wondered if General Shou had smply lost hismind. But he was hungry. Very. The
smells coming from thefood stalls on hisleft reminded him that he’ d had breakfast along time ago, and
he' d eaten nothing since. The generd gave him ashove in the direction of those wonderful smells, and
suddenly Llesho's awareness of his surroundings opened up.

The market square was huge. He had thought so looking out on it from the dave block asachild, and his
impression of its Sze hadn’t changed much. Now, however, he was conscious of the excitement buzzing
in the colors and the noise and the smdlls. This, much more than the square in front of the palace, seemed
to be the center of Shan. They passed a booth where bits of meat were roasting on skewers over an
open flame, but the general didn’t stop.

“He has no butcher’ s hill, and his shop isremarkably free of rats,” General Shou explained.

He went farther, toward astall surrounded by customers pressing their demands for service. Hewaved a
hand with two fingers raised at the fat old woman behind the counter, on which avariety of fillings sat
beside astack of flatbreads. The woman smiled her recognition, and had their order ready by thetime
they had cut through the crowd to reach her.

“Little Shou!” she hailed him. “1 do not see you for afull summer, and you gppear a my stdl hungry as
ever and with an outlander at your heelsl What have you been up to thistime?’

“I'vetraveled the wide world ‘ round looking for the equal to your flatbread, Dark, and found only a
friend to share your treasure with.”

“I can believeit,” she answered him with alaugh, handing Llesho aflatbread covered with acombination
of hot and cold fillings that made his mouth water. “He s nothing but a stick—buy him two, before he
fades away to ashadow.”

“That wouldn’'t do at al,” Shou agreed, pressing afew copper coinsinto her hand. He bit into hisown



flatbread and motioned for LIesho to take the extra that she had wrapped in paper for him.

She wished them enjoyment of the market and added, “ Take him to see the performers over by the
Templeto The Seven. The puppets have aplay that reenacts the ascension of the new emperor, and a
woman with a performing bear has drawn favorabl e audiences enough to annoy the cloth merchants”

“Why don'’t the cloth merchants like the bear dancer?” Llesho asked her around amouthful of flat-bread
and mest.

“Her audiences block their entrances, so their business sufferswhen her bear dances. Heisavery droll
bear, however.”

Llesho wasn't in the mood for watching bears dancing. He d lost Marato the dragon and Lleck first to
death and later to the rapid current of Golden Dragon River, and the memory of hislost friends till hurt.
That was al before he d met General Shou, of course. The general couldn’t know about Llesho's
harrowing escape a theriver, or hisanguish at watching the hedler give her life for his safety. So Shou
headed straight for the knot of laughing people a the steps of alow, shabby temple.

Pushing hisway through the crowd which had a-ready begun to disperse, Llesho followed. When they
reached the steps of the temple where the performers worked, the bear dancer had aready gone. Shou
stopped to chat companionably with atemple priest in threadbare garments who gathered up the
offerings of the day from the worn wooden steps. No thick packets of cash changed hands here, but a
flower, abowl of rice, and one of vegetables fresh from a supplicant’ s garden. The priest interrupted his
conversation to give thanks for each as he gathered it into his basket.

Llesho gave the area a quick scan—the bear dancer could not have disappeared so quickly—and caught
aglimpse of her turning a corner between two vast warehouses almost before he recognized her.

“Maral” Hefollowed and discovered a short dley leading away from the market square. The aley had
collected afew people on their way home, but LIesho saw nothing of the woman or the bear, who must
be Lleck if he had seen the bear dancer aright.

“Llesho!” Genera Shou caught up with him and grabbed hisarm, and he couldn’t be a good enough spy
to fake the near panic in hiseyes. “By ChiChu, boy, don’t disappear like that.”

“I am not the trickster here,” LIesho answered tartly, but he knew he owed the man asensible answer.
Unfortunately, he didn’t have oneto give. “1 know her. The bear dancer. | saw her die”

Hedidn't add, And if it is she, her bear used to be my teacher. He had dready given the man more
wonder tales to believe than one afternoon could support, and didn’t want to add any more fuel to that
fire

Shou peered down the aley asif he could see those few short minutes into the past and discover where
the woman and her bear had gone, but his answer addressed the present. “Either you know her and she
didn’'t die after dl, or your friend istruly dead, and memory playstricks on you.”

“I saw her die at Golden Dragon River,” Llesho repeated, “and | saw her dipinto thisaley just now.”

“If your dead are walking the streets of Shan,” the general said with a colder, harder tone than Llesho
had heard him use before, “we had better find out why.”

“How?’ Llesho asked him.

The generd’ s expression had closed around histhought. “Y our companions from the road should have



reached the palace by now,” he said. “ Perhaps they can shed some light on the question.”

Llesho didn’t know how hisfriends could help him. They hadn’t seen the Dragon swallow Marawhole,
and hadn’t seen her in the marketplace either, but they had known Mara, and Lleck, too. They could at
least confirm he was not mad when he told Shou about the reincarnation of histeacher into theform of a
bear. Habiba had seen the dragon eat Marain payment for their passage across the river, however, and
he had seemed sure that L1esho would see the hedler again.

“We need Habiba” Generad Shou winced.

“I thought he was your friend.” Habiba had introduced him to the generd, and Llesho |&ft the question
henging: What lie is about to catch up with you now? “Wearealies.” Shou scrunched up hisfaceina
very unmilitary show of mixed fedings. “Habiba often does not agree with my methods.”

Llesho set aside that objection with atart reply. “ That makes two of us.”

The genera laughed. “ Don't tell Habiba that when you see him.” Heled Llesho through the dley rather
than back the way they had come, winding around the marketplace rather than through it. They met
fewer passersby away from the square, though once a sharp-eyed Harn shoved by them with a sneer for
Shou in his disguise as amerchant. The generd gave no indica-tion he had noticed the dight, but he
uttered asingle, sharp word when Llesho’ s hand wandered to histhroat. Killing asingle Harn trader
wouldn’t gain the prince anything but amoment’ s satisfaction, but it could cost him everything.

A wide boulevard emptied into the market square above the dave block. Crossing, Llesho did not let his
gaze linger on the source of his nightmares, except as areminder of his purpose here. He had agenera at
his sde and tomorrow he would find his most beloved brother, Prince Adar. All he had to do was stand
by and let it happen when General Shou bought Adar as adave. He hoped he wasn't making the biggest
mistake of hislife. Habiba, and even Mara, could wait.

Chapter Thirty-three

OHOU’ Swinding path returned them to a secluded spot where acluster of low bushes obscured the
bottom hdf of the palace wall. Pulling away some branches, the generd reveded awayside shrine,
carved inreief into the pink gonewall.

“Turnaround,” the generd ingtructed L Iesho absently, while he studied the carvingsintently. “I haven’t
used this passageway for years; it may take afew minutes to remember the sequence.”

Llesho did as he wastold, but after amoment Shou gave athoughtful grunt. With the grinding of stone
shifting upon stone, the shrine swung inward to reved adark tunnel. The paace wals seemed soriddled
with the things that L|esho wondered why they hadn’t fallen in on themsel ves dready, but he followed
General Shou inside, took up atorch when it was handed to him, and helped to push the massive door
back into place. When they were in pitch darkness, Llesho heard the snap of amatch firing, saw thetiny
flame, and watched it take hold on the fudl-soaked end of Shou’ storch. The general waited until his
torch burned steadily, then fired the one Llesho carried.

They walked some hundred paces down the straight passage, until they came to adead end at a blank
wall. Shou found alatch in what seemed to Llesho to be aflaw in the pointing of the rough stone, and
another hidden door swung open.

“| used to sneak out of the palace by thisroute when | was about your age.” Shou laughed softly ashe
led the way up anarrow Stairway of age-worn stone. “Good to see it hasn't been discovered since then.”



“You livedin the paace?’ Llesho asked sharply. Of course, only ahigh-ranking nobleman could aspire
to become agenera of the Imperia Guard, but the idea suddenly made him nervous. Shou wasdso a
oy, and when the general had come upon him in the park, LIesho had been too free with hisopinions
about the emperor. And he’ d shown the man Lleck’ s pearl. Being aspy didn’t make him athief, but he'd
clearly known more about the nacreous gem than he wastelling.

However, General Shou was nodding. “1 was raised here. Had anyone asked what title | wanted
attached to my life, | would have told them explorer. Of course, that was not an option even then.”

LIesho thought that the generd had too much excitement in hislife asit was. “All | ever wanted was
Thebin,” he answered. Not quite areprimand, or acomplaint about the unfairness of the world, it
nevertheless made him uncomfortable to have said it out loud.

Fortunately, General Shou did not take the comment asadight. “ Then we will have to win Thebin back
for you, won't we?’ he promised, and led the prince down another turning.

They came out of the tunndl into achamber shrouded in richly decorated banners hanging from celling to
floor. Low couches had been pushed to the edges of the room, and ameeting table and chairs sat in the
center. Lling lay in arestless degp on one of the couches, her color flushed and swesat beading her
temples. Hmishi sat next to her, occasionally stroking the hair from her forehead. They both till wore
their Thebin uniforms, now stained with the dust and grime of the road—only the bandage on Lling'sarm
was clean and fresh. In the chairs, an equaly travel-worn Bixel and Kaydu had draped themselvesin
poses of exhaustion and disappointment. Little Brother, Kay-du’s monkey companion, sat in the middle
of the table, pedling a banana, while Habiba paced nervoudy back and forth by the door.

Little Brother wasthefirgt to notice that Llesho and General Shou had entered through the secret
passage. He dropped his banana and began to hop up and down and screech the alarm. Suddenly, the
companions were on their feet, reaching for wegponsthey did not have. Even Lling roused from her deep
and half rose from her couch.

“Lord Generd!” Habibabowed |ow when Shou stepped from behind along, floating banner. “Or should
| say, Lord Merchant?’

When LIesho followed, his guards shouted his name—" Lleshol”—together. All but Lling ran to greet
him, and she grinned smugly from her couch.

“So you found him,” Habibaremarked. “Did retrieving him cost you much?’

“Not yet, but | expect it will cost meatael or two before we are done,” the general confirmed with a
sgh. Hetook achair and waited while the companions reassured themselves that Llesho was indeed safe
and sound.

“Wherewereyou?’ Kaydu demanded, and Bixel exclaimed angrily, “We have been looking for you
since noonday! We thought you' d been kidnapped.”

Hmishi just shook his head. “He wandered off. | told you he wandered off.”
“And | told you hewould turn upin hisowntime” Lling reminded them.
Hmishi pressed her to lie down again, but she resisted. “Habiba says you need rest,” he scolded.

“What' sthe matter with LIing?’ Llesho interrupted the wel come with his own question, directed at
Habiba. He sat down in the chair between Bixel and Kaydu and tugged on Kaydu' stunic, urging her to
St back down aswell.



Lling answered the question tartly for herself. “Lling’ swound became infected. It isnow well onitsway
to healing and no causefor darm.”

Thelook that passed between Hmishi and the witch told a different tale. Habiba shrugged. “ She needsto
keep the wound clean and the arm ill, or sheriskslosngit.”

“Have you derted the emperor’ s physician?’ Shou asked.

“| don’t want afuss made over astupid cut on my arm!” Lling snapped. The skin above and below the
bandage was pink. Llesho guessed it was hot to the touch, but it was not unduly swollen. He looked for
thetdlltale red stresks that would indicate the infection had invaded her blood, and was relieved to find

none.

Habiba graced her with a sour grimace. “ That won't be necessary, Lord Generd. But if you could
recommend agood locksmith?1 am beginning to fear that nothing short of restraints will ensure the cure
istaken.”

LIesho smothered hislaughter. LIing glared at him, but she did permit Hmishi to help her lie down again
on the couch.

“Tel me about your trip,” LIesho asked his companions when the greetings were over. “Did you run into
any trouble on the road?’

“Since Markko traveled with you,” Kaydu pointed out, “we didn’t expect much trouble for ourselves.”

“Wetried to catch up with you.” Lling spoke up from her couch. “But you were traveling too fast for the
horsesto follow, and we didn’t want to leave them behind.”

LIesho winced. It was hisfault she wasin danger from her wound, because she had neglected her own
careto protect him.

Kaydu nodded, glaring at him. Well he should wince, she seemed to say

“Qur troubles began when we arrived at the palace,” Bixel said, “and found that the emperor was away,
our charge had disappeared, Master Markko had likewise vanished, and no one could find Genera
Shou. Oh, and Master Den had gone out to seeif he could find any one of the missing people.”

“We thought that Markko must have taken you,” Kaydu added. “We were trying to figure out where he
might have gone when the generd materiaized through a solid wall with you in tow. He has our thanks,
but I'd ill like to know where you were.”

“I"d like to know that mysdlf.” Master Den, with hisusua good timing, chose that moment to open their
door. He glowered at them al with asweeping flash of his eyes. Once he made sure the door was
securdly closed behind him, he settled the disfavor of hisfrown on Liesho.

“Markko takes his ease in an unpleasant eating establishment in the city,” he said. “The place hasabad
reputation for serving the Harnish davers who frequent the market, and Markko does not dine done. The
traders who attend him have aHarnish look about them, and they seem to be on familiar terms.

“I expect he will be returning soon, and some of us should be in our rooms on the other side of the palace
when he does. Before we go our separate ways, however, we' d dl like to know what Llesho has been
upto.”

Llesho stared down at thetable, asif the grain of the wood had mesmerized him. Now that it cameto



telling them, he hesitated, asif speaking about it aloud could somehow put him back in the dave pens.
But it had to be done. “We went to the dave market.” Three of his companionswent very ill. Kaydu,
who had been born freein Thousand L akes Province, had never seen the dave block or the pens, but
she had seen the products of them and she respected the silence of her friends. Little Brother, with the
sengtivity of hismonkey kind, edged closer to LIesho. The monkey chittered softly, and reached to touch
Llesho’'shair in agesture of comfort. Llesho took the monkey’ s hand and smiled at the distraction. “I
think we have found Adar, my brother,” he said. “Y ou ‘think’ 7’ Habiba pressed him. “Y ou do not know
him?’

Llesho gared at the witch, trembling suddenly; the afternoon became confused in hismind with his
experience as a child on the dave block, and he could not speak.

Genera Shou watched him with concern while offering an explanation in his place. “LIesho posed asa
dave, and | asamerchant with ataste for Thebins and awish for a Thebin heder to tend my smal
collection.” His smile was thin and dangerous. “ They have such aone on their books, and have agreed to
broker a sale with the current owner for me.”

Kaydu looked from LIesho to her father, balancing the need for secrecy with Llesho’s need for
reassurance, but her father gave her no sgna on which to base ajudgment. Finally, she decided that
LIesho ought to know. “We brought five hundred soldiers with usin case we had to fight to get you out
of here, but we left them outsde the city wall until we had scouted out the Situation.”

“And how long have you told them to wait until they are to attack the palace and rescue you?’ Genera
Shou asked. His voice was harder than LIesho had ever heard it, and the man’ s piercing gaze made him
qual.

“Until midnight, tonight,” Kaydu answered. She sounded sure of hersdlf, but her eyes grew dark and
cdculaing. Shedidn’t bresthe while she waited to hear the genera’ s response.

“Then perhaps you should send them amessage.” Generd Shou spoke very softly, but the stedl of a
bladerangin hisvoice.

Kaydu nodded. “Of course. The question is, what message to send. Will we need them tomorrow to
secure Llesho’ sbrother?’

“I think afew bits of gold will work better than aforeign army,” General Shou answered her. “Asan
officer inthe Imperid Guard, | cantell you that if your soldiers enter the city, the emperor will have no
choice but to congder it an invason by a hostile force. Why set friend againgt friend when | have gold
enough to spare and awilling broker for the bargaining?’

“You haveaplan, | see” Magter Den took a couch by the wall nearest where General Shou and Llesho
had entered. Llesho figured that was no coincidence; he wondered how much Den knew about the
paace. Did histeacher know the emperor himself?

“Part of one,” Shou admitted. “I should be able to buy Adar with little trouble, and there are officids
enough in the palace to prepare the manumission papers. But thereis the problem of Master Markko.”

“Hemay be working with the emperor againgt us,” Bixel suggested.

Generd Shou shook hishead. “The emperor isnot so easily fooled or frightened as Master Markko may
believe”

“But Llesho must till petition the emperor for help to crossthe Ham lands and free Thebin,” Kaydu



ingsted.

She hadn’t included hersdlf in that god, and Llesho wondered if, beyond Shan, he would be traveling
aone. Well, not doneif they succeeded tomorrow. Adar would be with him.

“I believe the emperor may sympathize with LIesho’s petition,” the generd confirmed, only to dash their
hopes again: “It may not bein the best interest of the Shan Empire—or Thebin—to announce an aliance,
however.”

“Then what was the point of our mad dash to the capital?” LIesho demanded, frustrated.

Genera Shou looked at him asif he' d gone quite mad, and even Habiba had the grace to ook
embarrassed for him.

“A hypothetica problem in gtrategy, Llesho,” the generd explained asif to aparticularly dim child. “Inthe
name of the governor of Thousand Lakes Province, for the honor of his daughter, the widow of the
murdered governor of Farshore Province, awitch marches at the head of hismaster’ stroops. In histrain
he bears a boy whom al know to be the exiled son of the murdered King Khorgan of Thebin.

“In pursuit come the armies of Farshore Province, led by the magician who has murdered that province' s
governor in the name of Lord Y ueh, the usurper. Thismurderer proclaims himself regent of a child who
may or may not be born to the usurper’ swidow. If the child exists at dl, it may be the usurper’ sown
child, born out of the union of husband and wife and blessed by the goddess, or it may be the murderer’s
child, forced upon the grieving widow. Or it may be the product of a secret union plotted by the widow
and her magician lover, to replace her husband with his murderer.

“Regardless, the magician who has murdered three lords of the empire finds himsdf within the city of
Shan, as does the witch who serves the widow of afourth lord, also dead.”

“Her ladyship fled Farshore in defense of her honor, to escape Master Markko,” Llesho pointed out.
“When you lay out al these murdersin arow, keep in mind that sheis sinned upon and injured no one.”

Genera Shou nodded in agreement. “Which may be aruse, but islikely not to be, or she would not have
entrusted her father’ stroops to her dead husband’ s chief steward and witch. Unless—" he gave Habiba
athin smile*—that witch ishimsdf thewidow’slover.”

Habiba bowed in acknowledgment of the point, but his eyes held adangerous glint. “I would not have the
lady’ s honor doubted, even in the name of alesson,” he answered mildly.

“To do s0, one must assumethat al the ladiesin the East have fallen under the sway of the overseersto
their respective husbands properties, snce Lady Y ueh and Lady Chin-shi likewise find themsdlves
widowed.” Master Den harrumphed, asif he found the game they played too tedious for words. “ And,
like her ladyship, they now find their husbands' lands and possessionsin the hands of Master Markko.”

“Why, then, does Master Habiba march on Shan?’ General Shou asked. “ And why carrying the heir to a
vanquished kingship in histrain? And why fight abloody battle in the shadow of the emperor’ sthrone
and bring histroopsto the very walls of the empire’ s chief city? An emperor must suspect that such aone
wishes, perhaps, to seize the throne for himself, or for the foreign princeling he dangleson astring.”

“Perhgps,” Llesho said, taking histimeto formulate his answer.

His companions waited, watching him intently. They were dl familiar with lessons, and redlized that more
hung in the bal ance with this examination than a cuff on the ear for inattention.



“Perhaps,” Llesho began again, “ her ladyship’ sfather, the appointed governor of Thousand Lakes
Province, wished his emperor to know of the terrible destruction that has overtaken his neighbors and
threatens his own province, and the very empireitsalf. With such danger al around him, he could not risk
asmple messenger, but must send a del egation of sufficient stature to persuade Shan of the threat dl the
provinces of the empire now face.”

Habiba gave LIesho abow, and anironic amile. “ Perhgps,” the witch began, matching the diffidence of
Llesho’sown answer, “her ladyship concluded that she could not protect ayoung prince, beset as she
was by the enemies of her hushand, enemies who wished to acquire the boy for their own mysterious
ends. She might then choose to ddliver the boy to the emperor, who might, in hiswisdom, have a better
idea of what to do with ayoung and propertylessking.”

“Noneof it makes any sense.” Llesho threw himself back into hischair. “ Even if Markko could somehow
put me on the throne of Thebin, he must know | would never act as hisfigurehead. He can kill me, but he
cannot make me obey.”

“Hewants your power,” Habibainssted, “the divine power that isyour gift from the goddess—"

“I have no such power!” Llesho insisted, and blushed that he had raised hisvoice. “ Excuse me, | did not
mean disrespect. But if that’ swhat Markko wanted, he should have waited until after | had completed
thevigil of my sixteenth summer.”

“Y our power asasymbol of kingship will doif that isall he can reach,” Habiba conceded, “though her
ladyship has conveyed to me her certainty that your vigil did, infact, succeed in wooing the goddess.”

“Then sheismore in the confidence of the goddess than the professed bridegroom. But what does any of
this have to do with the emperor’ s decision not to grant us an audience or accept our petition?”

“If the emperor had any doubts about you at al, Llesho, you would be quartered here with your friends
and enemies dike, and not in the private quarters where you pose a threet to the emperor himself,”
Genera Shou pointed out practicaly. “But if he acknowledges the vdidity of your clam, he must at the
sametimergect Master Markko' s opposing petition that you belong to him by right of property in
Farshore”

“And?’ Llesho bristled. He'd thought that, at least, he could gain from his mad dash across Shan
Province.

“Markko doesn’t work aone, boy,” Master Den said. “ That was clear a hisdinner table, if we did not
know it before. His connectionsto Harn likely run much deeper than a chance encounter a aninn.”

Llesho closed hiseyes and let his head drop against the straight back of his chair. Hundreds had falenin
battle. Stipes had lost an eye and would never march at Bixel’ sside again. Master Jakslay buriedina
soldiers field with no mark upon his graveto proclam his bravery or hishonor.

“I have thrown away thelives of those who trusted meto placate ahdlucination,” he said. “1 should have
drowned in the bay before | ever set out on thisfool’smission.”

“Don't let self-pity spoil your judgment,” General Shou chided him. “Y ou have performed a great service
for the empire: Shan isforwarned of the danger within its own borders, from whichever direction it may
come.” He glared at Habibato show that he hadn’t let the witch off his hook yet. “ And you have already
achieved the first part of your quest. Tomorrow, you will have Prince Adar a your side. And you arein
the imperid city, which ismore than the capitd of the empire.”



“The head of the trade route to the West,” Kaydu muttered, and the genera smiled.

“The trade caravans must pass through Kungol, regardless of which power rulesthere,” Hmishi supplied,
with an answering grin.

Genera Shou gavealittle shrug, hisamile only haf-hidden. “If afuture generd could travel the length of
the trade route by caravan, and explore the city of Kungol unnoticed, so, too, can afuture king.”

“It will be dangerous,” Habibawarned.
Llesho looked a him asif he'd logt hismind. “Ask Lord Chin-shi how safeit isto do nothing.”
Habiba bowed in acknowledgment. “It had to be said, though | had no doubt about your answer.”

“Speaking of danger,” Bixel reminded them, “what isto be done with Markko? We can't very well hire
ourselves onto a caravan crossing Harn landswith him following, especidly if heisworking with the
Han.”

Markko' s power was subtle and strong, and evil to its very center. LIesho had lost so much to the deadly
master dready that he could not be certain he had the strength to overcome the magician, even if he were
willing to diein the attempt. But he had not lost all, yet.

“| saw Marain the square today,” he whispered.
“| thought you saw her die,” Hmishi said, while the rest of the companions held their breath.

“The Golden Dragon swallowed her,” LIesho confirmed. “Nevertheless, | saw her today, in the square.
A vendor said she has abear with her, and that the creature dances for coins.”

“Do you think the bear isLleck?’ Lling asked.
“What else canit be?’ Llesho asked.
“It may beatrap, set to snare aprince,” Habibawarned him.

Kaydu picked up Little Brother from the table, cradling him in her aamswith ady smile. “But tame bears
are not the only performing animasin Shan. While Llesho and the genera are buying the freedom of
Prince Adar, Little Brother and | will find alikely spot on the square and see what we can find out.”

Master Den nodded his agreement. “If Habibaand | take up the charge of keeping Master Markko
away from the various subterfuges of our young soldiers, our planisset.”

Habiba signaled the end of their meeting with abow to the generd. “1 will seeto standing down the aert
among our guard.”

When he had gone, Llesho followed Genera Shou toward the banner behind which they had entered.
Kaydu caught him, however, and laid ahand upon his deeve before he could make good his escape.
“Y ou are not going anywhere without your guards, Llesho. It' snot that | don’t trust your security,
Genera Shou,” she bowed politely to the waiting generd, “but Prince LIesho is our responsibility.”

Hmishi tried to pull himsdf away, but he could not ssemto let go of Lling' shand. “1 can carry her.”

Generd Shou shook hishead. “No oneis coming with us. I'm taking risk enough bringing Llesho through
the tunnels. | won't hazard the palace or its secrets any further.”



“Then Llesho can stay here” LIingingsted.
“And Master Markko?’ Shou asked. Markko had roomsin the guest quartersjust as they did.

Master Den had lied, or not known about the tunnels, when he said there was no accessto the private
deeping rooms of the palace. But what Master Den had figured out, Master Markko might aso.

“Rest easy,” Master Den assured the companions. “Between us, the general and | can keep even Liesho
dive”

With alast reassuring smile, Master Den nudged Llesho toward the secret door behind the wall hanging.
Genera Shou led the way, and the three were back in the tunnels, following atwisting course that Llesho
could not recall from oneturn to the next. Master Den, he noticed, did not hesitate or require confirming
directions.

Findly, they stopped a another blank wall which opened to the generd’ s cautious probing, and Liesho
tumbled out into the locked room that adjoined his own, astudy lined with books and strange artifacts
from many distant lands.

Magter Den followed him with more dignity. “ Slegp well, my prince.” He gave Llesho adegp bow, and
|eft the genera donewith Llesho in the sudy.

“Y ou played adifficult part, and did it well today.” The generd pulled back the bolts and opened the
door for Llesho to passinto his own room. “Ring for the servants to fetch you amesdl, so that you can be
officidly accounted for. No need for explanations, the servants are discreet, and none will ever know
save Master Den and your confederates that you were absent for much of the day. Asfor the trinket you
would trade for your brother’ s freedom, the fewer who know that you have it, the safer will be both the
bauble and its bearer.

“Now get somerest. I'll leave word for you in the morning.”

With that he closed the door. The wallswere thick, so Llesho could not hear the generd’ s departing
footsteps, but when hetried the door, he found it unlocked, and when he opened it, the room beyond
was empty.

Chapter Thirty-four

IN the morning, LIesho found afolded note Sitting on asuit of clotheslaid out for him to wear. The note
sad only, “ The garden. One hour.”

He had agood ideawho had put it there, and the garden must mean the dtar of ChiChu at the Imperia
Water Garden. But he didn’t know how long the note had been waiting for him to wake up. With a
groan, he decided he didn’t have time for breakfast. Instead, he hurriedly pulled on the white quilted
breeches and embroidered red silk jacket that General Shou meant him to wear. The black pearl he had
received from Lleck was sill where he had hidden it; he put it in the insde pocket of the jacket. Then,
dipping hisfeet into apair of woven sanda's, he headed for the secret tunndlsthat would lead him to the
palace square and the garden beyond.

Asthey had the day before, the guards he passed showed no interest in where he was going. The sun
was well up when he dipped into the square, but few people were yet about their business or worship,
and he made hisway with few eyesto notice his departure. He soon found himself sanding donein front
of the waterfall at the center of the Imperid Water Garden that represented Thousand Lakes Provincein
the city of Shan. Generd Shou was not there as LIesho had expected, nor was anyone el se about who



might have |eft him the note. For amoment hefdt the prickle of danger raise the hair on hisneck. Then
he heard Bixe, talking to someone as he drew closer to Llesho’ s position.

“Areyou surethisisagood idea?’ Bixe said, and LIesho heard a soft murmur in reply. Then thetwo
cameinto sight. General Shou was dressed in robes of even more outrageous richness than the day
before, and Bixel wore asuit of clothesamost identical to Llesho's, except that his embroidered jacket
was of blue sk rather than red.

“Iswhat agood idea?’ Llesho asked. He didn’t have to stand up because he hadn’t bothered to Sit while
he waited; didn’t want to cover the seat of hiswhite pants with dust before they’ d even got Started.
“Kaydu went to the market square this morning to find out about the dancing bear,” Bixel answered.
“Hmishi istending LIing, who iswell enough thismorning to indst upon rising, but not sufficiently
improved to actualy get out of bed. Habiba and Master Den have both gone out of the city to check on
the troops waiting there, which has left no one watching Master Markko.”

“That isnot entirely correct.” General Shou did not explain what he meant by that. He studied LIesho
carefully, and ingtructed, “Tuck in your chin. You must at least try to look like you are afraid of me,
Llesho, or | will never be able to hold my head up in the dave markets again.”

“How can you carry yoursdf with pride while buying and selling human beings?’ Llesho sngpped at the
genera, but raised hisright hand in agesture of surrender. “Uncalled for, | know. | owe you this chance
to find Adar. It isnot my place to speak as your

“No, itisn’'t,” Shou replied, and histone was so distant, and so regal that Llesho had to look at him twice
to find the genera he knew insde the noble stranger who had briefly taken his place. Truly adisciple of
the trickster god, with so many layersto him, LIesho wondered if he'd met the red man at their center
evenyet.

Without another word, Shou began walking. Llesho fell in step behind him, with Bixe a hisside. They
headed in the direction opposite from the one they had taken the day before, and LIesho redized they
were going to enter the market square across from the dave block, nearer to the temple of The Seven.
Asthey moved into the open, he saw Kaydu, clad in an extravagantly shiny set of clashing clothes,
capering about while Little Brother, in the garb of the Imperia Guard, begged for coinswith histasseled
cap in his paw. The crowd laughed as Kaydu performed some skit in which the “Imperid Guardsman”
chittered at her in monkey language and danced on her head.

Genera Shou, Llesho noticed, wastrying to suppressasmile, but his good humor vanished asthey
approached the Labor Exchange. The penswere full thismorning; Llesho tried not to look at them, but
gl hefelt the blood leave hisface. The auction had already begun. People from more races than he had
known existed, and dressed more strangely than he could have imagined, crowded the Shan market.

“Her€ safine specimen, trained in the crafts of cabinetmaker and coffiner,” the auctioneer wheedled
while with one hand he gestured at the auction block. A naked man with his hands chained behind his
back shivered therein dl his desolation. “ Presentable enough for household use, strong enough for heavy
[abor.”

The crowd of potentia buyers surged forward to inspect the bitter captive displayed for their examina

Bixel looked about the market square, his eyes wide as teacups. He had been born into davery and had
cometo Pearl Idand by private purchase, so he had no memories of the market or the dave block to
haunt him. Still, he turned his head so that he did not have to ook at the man on the block. “ They sound
like cattle, moaning in their pens,” he observed softly.



“Oh, Goddess.” Llesho shivered, histeeth chattering, as he repeated, again, “Oh, Goddess, | can’'t do
this, Oh, Goddess. | can’t.”

Bixe stopped. He reached out to grab Llesho’ sarm, but Llesho pulled away, screaming, “ Don’'t touch
me!” as he retreated further into the agony of his past. Bixel stared at the ongoing auction and then at his
companion, but he refused to imagine what it had been like to stand on the dave block.

“l think heissick!” heinformed Genera Shou between clenched teeth.

“Llesho!” Generd Shou wrapped ahand around his arm and shook him, hard, when he tried to pull
away, until hiseyesfocused on the generd’ sface.

A woman came next to the block, trying with no successto hold her torn dresstogether over her breasts.
Her weeping drew his gaze, but General Shou took Llesho’s chinin hisfingersand held him so that he
could not look to the block.

“That' sright,” Shou ingsted. “No oneisgoing to hurt you today. Just keep your eyeson me. A little pale
is attractive, but we don’t want the trader to think you are diseased.”

LIesho nodded that he understood, and managed to walk between the dave pens at the generd’ s side,
though heflinched. Each groan of misery struck him like ablow. Almost, he envied hissster, who had
died in Kungol and had been spared the terror and the misery of the dave auction.

The countinghouse |ooked very different on trading day. The diding panelsthat had separated the trading
officesfrom the entry hal had been pushed aside to make one large room. Now the offices acted as
privacy acovesfor conducting business. The room was crowded with Harnish traders and brokers
shouting sums at one another and waving dips of paper and purses of coins. LIesho could not figure how
they sorted out who had bought and who had sold and what the money changing hands had purchased.

Gradually, however, heredlized that the desk on the right served aline of buyers awaited the completion
of their transactions. At the desk on the | eft, sellersreceived their payment, calculated their commissions
and taxes, and departed. The shouters seemed to be trying to strike private bargains with buyers and
slersboth. Theline of sdllers seemed to be mostly Harnish, and LIesho backed away, ducking behind
Generd Shou asif the traders would recognize him and kill him asthe raiders had murdered his parents
and hissger.

No one noticed them at al, however, until the generd raised hisvoice. “Whereismy lady trader?’ he
ingsted with anasa twang so high and petulant that L1esho did not recognize him. “ She promisesmea
st of fine, plump boys, and aheder to doctor them!”

A few of the traderslooked up from their record books and their accounts to give the general’ s party a
scornful examination before returning to their work, but no one seemed to care about the dandy prancing
about with his mismatched boys.

Their trader of the day before, however, heard the demand for her attention, and scuttled over. “My
lord!” shetucked her handsinto her deeves and bowed deeply before Generd Shou, agrin pasted on
her painted lips. She narrowed her eyes when she caught sight of Bixel, and grabbed hisjaw in her hand
to count histeeth. “Hmmm,” she said, taking his measure with one cold glance.

“Pretty. He sahit too tall, and shows some wear—"

Thelatter she said with awell-chosen combination of dy admiration and motherly rebuke. “ Somelike
swester flesh, but | can get you agood price. Thisone, too,” she pointed to Llesho and explained,



“Thebin stock. Hewill look like an untried youth well past twenty summers.”

“| told you yesterday, old woman. | want to buy, not sdll. If you don’t have what | want, | will find it
esewhere”

Llesho gave the generd a sharp glance, but the woman assured him with much hand-waving that he
would have what he wanted. “ Thisway,” she said, stopping in her tracksto look at Bixei again. “I can
sl you aclose match,” she bargained. “Femdle, if you like that sort. The height and skin tones are close
enough. Brown hair; abit of bleach would make a perfect match, but perhaps you' d rather color the

grl”
Bixe sniffed indignantly &t her, but Shou petted him and gave the trader asmpering smile. “ Perhaps next
time; I’mlooking for Thebinstoday.”

The trader’ s shoulders sagged a bit as the prospect of a second saeto therich but foolish customer
faded. LIesho wondered if she would try again, but the trader opened adoor at the very back of the
countinghouse, and led them into aroom empty but for two men standing at asmdll table. Thetdler,
dimmer man with the tanned, chiseled featuresin the smply cut jacket and breeches of a gentleman
farmer came forward to greet them. His shorter, darker companion in the robe of aheadler remained out
of thelight, alittle behind his master.

LIesho had schooled his expression to remain neutral when he saw his brother. He said nothing when the
tall man approached Generd Shou and bowed formally, but L1esho noted the flare around the nostrils,
the sudden whitening around hislips. Adar recognized him, and was keeping his own counsel aswell.

“I understand you wish to purchase a Thebin hedler,” Adar said, and Llesho stared at him in confusion.

“I amin need of such aonein my household, yes,” Shou answered, a proprietary hand on Llesho's
shoulder.

Thetdl man’s eyes narrowed, but he shrugged in ashow of indifference. “1 am not selling,” he said.

“Y ou said you were interested in the offer,” the trader huffed, and Adar, masgquerading asafarmer,
quieted her with agesture. “1 am interested,” he said. “1 have amind to purchase the boy.”

“Then perhapsit istimeto show our bids.” Shou pulled a coin purse from hisbelt and took out three gold
coins, which he set on the table between the bidders.

Adar held out a hand to his attendant. When the second man moved out of his shadow to put a stack of
coinson Adar’ s outstretched palm, LIesho gasped.

“Shokar,” he said, and the tears he had been holding back spilled down hisface. “ Shokar.”

Llesho pushed hisway passed the generd. Bixel reached to stop him, but he dipped by him, and lunged
for the short, stocky stranger, burying hisfacein the man’s shoulder.

“Llesho?’ the man whispered, and the other, Adar, stepped in front of the two so that he could hide their
embrace at amost the same moment that LIesho redlized the danger they werein.

“Sdl!” hewhispered to his older brother, and released Shokar with ablush and an gpology.

“It has been so long since | have seen someone new from my own lands,” he explained, bowing as
deeply as he could to the generd. “1 did not mean to distress your lordship.”



“The exuberance of youth!” The general waved ahand. “ Show such enthusiasm when we return home,
and it will not goill for you.” Shou placed the gold coinsin the hand of the trader with asmile. “For your
trouble,” hetold her. “Wewill continue this negotiation over wine, | think.”

Adar said nothing for amoment, and Llesho urged him slently to agree. Finaly, the heler nodded.

“I haveroomsnearby.” The generd bowed as he offered his hospitdity. “ And thewineis excdlent. If we
can come to no permanent agreement, perhaps you will do methefavor of having your man look a my

boy.’

Adar who wore the clothing of the master rather than the dave, seemed little inclined to trust the offer.
Taking advantage of the cover Adar gave him, Llesho reached out and pressed hisfingers againg his
brother’ s hand, signaing reassurance, he hoped. Adar finally bowed his agreement.

The trader narrowed her eyes, but General Shou, in his disguise as a merchant, returned her suspicion
with aguileless smile. He took another coin out of the purse and handed it over. “For your efforts on my
behalf, and so that you will remember meif you see something to my taste cross your block,” he said.

Llesho was amazed at how stupid the genera looked at that moment, but it seemed to disarm the trader,
who bit into the coin with her cracked teeth and pronounced hersalf happy to be of serviceto his
lordship. With much bowing, they made their way back through the press of commerce at the front of the
countinghouse, and found themsalves once again in the market square.

“The boys must be hungry,” Shou announced, il in the guise of the foolish merchant. He made hisway
across the square toward Darit’ s booth, and waved four fingersin the air to order four of her wonderful
breads. When they drew close enough to reach their food, she gave Generd Shou acrinkling smile.

“Y ou've collected another one, | see.” She handed Bixei and Llesho two each of the delicacies, and then
held out afifth, wrapped in paper, to Shou himself. “I have anew filling | thought you might liketo try.”

She gave aloud laugh which did not startle her cussomersat al, who were used to her manner, but her
eyeswere serious. LIesho thought he read awarning in their depths. Generd Shou'ssmilelikewise did
not move beyond the mechanica flexing of his mouth, which caused Llesho to wonder what Darit wasto
the generd, besdes asource of ddiciousfood.

Shou did not say anything, however, but tucked the packet into his coat. “ Do you still want to seethe
dancing bear?’” he asked. Shokar tensed, and Adar placed acomforting hand on Llesho’s shoulder. Both
men were surprised when Llesho answered around a mouthful of food: “Yes! | hope we are ableto see
the monkey aswdl!”

“Y our master seems very kind,” Adar ventured in low tones as their party skirted the shops of the cloth
merchants, which were again blocked by the laughing crowds.

“Hée' san unusua man,” Llesho agreed. He had picked up on the general’ s guarded study of the crowds
in the marketplace, and it had heightened his own aertness. He wondered what the general saw that he
did not know enough to recognize.

Shou led them around the crowd, and up the steps of the impoverished Temple of The Seven Godson
the far side of the crowd.

Adar gave him astrange look, but held his tongue when Llesho frowned, darting quick glances over the
heads of the crowds.

“Soldiers,” Llesho muttered, and Shokar communicated his surprise and his question with araised



eyebrow. Llesho shrugged, trying to put “later” in the gesture. The troops were not wearing the uniforms
of guard or militia, but soldiers going into battle carried themselves as no one elsein Llesho’ s experience.
And if that were true, there were too many of them in the market square. And far too many worethe
garb of Harnish traders.

At the center of the laughing crowd, amonkey in the uniform of an Imperia Guard did backflips on the
shoulders of abrown bear. Kaydu carried a basket which she stuck under the noses of the audience,
many of whom had a coarse word or joke about the uniform the monkey wore. A dim young womanin a
long, flowing gown sat on the steps, smiling at the antics of the bear, but watching the crowd with careful,
attentive eyes. Shelooked like Mara, except that she was too young, too straight and dim to be the old
hedler woman. But she had Mara sface and Mara s eyes. She caught LIesho’ s glance and rose from her
perch, skipping down the steps with light dance moves.

“Come back later!” she called to the crowd as she took the bear’ s paw in her hand and danced him once
around the little open circle. Kaydu finished her collection with aflourishing bow, and gathered Little
Brother to her as the bear and itsleader danced their way around the corner of the temple.

Generd Shou waited only until the market performerswere out of sight before ducking into the temple.
Bixe followed, and Llesho came after with Adar and Shokar.

“That didn’'t go quiteas1’d planned it,” Shou remarked. “What exactly were you doing, Llesho?’

The two newcomers stepped between Llesho and the man they took to be amerchant, but Llesho
responded to the familiar commanding tone with aquick snap to attention.

“May | present my brothers,” he said, stepping between them and bowing to the genera. “ Adar, the
hedler of whom | have often spoken—" he smiled and gestured at the taller man, “—and Shokar, whom
| had thought lost to us.”

Shou made a bow to the brothers, and would have spoken, except that a priest of the temple
approached.

afrown creasing hisforehead. “ Asaways, you come to us with trouble close behind,” the priest said.

“Master Markko' s people?’ Shou skinned out of his merchant’ srobe. Under it he wore hisuniform and
had a sword strapped to hisside.

“He does secemto beinthethick of it.” The priest took the merchant’ s robe and handed Shou his hemet.
“And he seems to command not just the remnant of the force he brought from Farshore Province, but
Har-nish raiders as well, scattered among the honest tradesmen in the marketplace.”

“A man would have to be mad to trust the Harn as dlies,” Adar swore heatedly.
“Mad hemay be,” LIesho agreed, “but no less dangerousfor it.”

His brothers stared at him, surprised at the force and confidence of hiswords. Their surprise turned to
astonishment when Kaydu skidded into the temple. She had shed her fool’ s costume, and wore the
uniform of Thousand Lakes Province. Little Brother sat on her shoulder, his paws clinging around her
neck, and the bear from the marketplace scampered at her hegls. The bear’ s companion from the
marketplace followed at a more sedate pace.

“Mara?’ Llesho asked Kaydu.

The stranger answered, with asmile. “I’m Caring, Mara s daughter. But my companion isan old friend of



yours”

“Lleck?’ Llesho whispered. The cub nuzzled his hand and moaned, “L|eeee-shooooo!”

“Lleck?” Shokar choked on the name. *Y ou have named a dancing bear after our father’ s chief adviser?’
LIesho shrugged with arueful amile. “Not exactly.”

“Shoooooo-karrrrr?” the bear sniffed at his hand. “ Shoookarrrrr!”

Shokar gasped. “That bear said my name!”

“ItisLleck,” Llesho explained, “our father's ad-viser. He has taken the form of a bear as protector until
Thebinisregained.”

Adar looked shaken and seemed about to speak, but General Shou was addressing Kaydu, and Llesho
turned to listen.

“Are the emperor’ stroops holding?’ Shou asked her.
“They are outnumbered,” she gasped. “My father isbringing his reinforcements from outside the city.”
“We need time,” the generd muttered. “We have to hold Markko to the square.”

A second priest joined them, and Llesho grinned when he saw the bundles he carried. “Isthat my
sword?’ he asked. The bundle waswrapped in his Thebin coat and he unbound the pack and put on his
coat first. His sword belt and shegth followed; Llesho drew the sword and loosened hiswrist by twirling
the wegpon in small circles pointed at the floor.

Shokar was still confused, but one thing seemed clear. | take it you are not the pampered pleasure dave
of astupid Shannish merchant, then?’ he asked dryly.

“No, brother.” Llesho flashed a predatory grin that was new to him since the battle with Master Markko
on the border of Shan Province. He drew his Thebin knife and tossed it in the air, catching it again by the
hilt and casting about with it to measure the balance of it in hishand. Bixel wastesting the heft of his
spear, and Kaydu had drawn her sword and taken up atrident withit.

“Areyou certain of what you are doing?’ Shokar asked hisbrother. “Y ou're just aboy. Thistemple
would surdly protect you if thereisto befighting.”

“I'masoldier,” Llesho answered with ashrug. “And it is my battle as much as Shan Province' s. Master
Markko followed me here. If he now conspireswith the Harn, al of Shan may soon fal under the same
yoke as Thebin.”

Shokar pulled off his hedler’ srobe and handed it to Adar. Beneath the robe, he wore his own sword
belted to hiswaist, and he loosened it in its scabbard. “Would you mind if | joined you, then?” he asked,
with abow to Genera Shou.

“Bemy guest,” the generd invited him with atight amile.

They had begun to move, following the priest to the back of the temple, when thefirst priest returned
bearing adim burden in hishands.

“Thiswas delivered for you, young master.” The priest bowed and unwrapped the oiled cloths that
protected the short spear contained within.



Llesho shuddered.
“Isthat what | think it is?” Adar asked, hisvoice grown husky with awe.

“I don’'t know what it is, except that her ladyship hasbid me carry it, and that | fedd my own death
clinging to it like acobrawaiting to strike.” He thrust the wegpon into his brother’ s hands.

Pain crossed Adar’ sface, but he did not |et the spear fall, even when it blistered his palm.

“Why isit doing that?’ Horrified, Llesho snatched it back, too late to save his brother from the hurt that
bubbled on his hand.

“Becauseit bdongsto you.” Adar smiled, though his hand must till hurt.

Llesho didn’'t want to understand, but they had run out of time, and Carinawas leading his brother away
with words soothing as the burble of adove: “My mother has taught me much of her herb lore, and the
tending of wounds.”

Torn between protecting his brother and his own duty to the battle' s wounded soon to come, Adar
hestated.

“Go,” Llesho said. “If wewin, therewill betimeto talk later. If welose, we aready know what we
needed to say.”

“Go with the goddess,” Adar whispered hisfarewell like a prayer.

Still as sone, General Shou waited until Carina had taken the wounded hedler away.
“It'stime,” hesaid, and led their smdll force out of the temple.

Chapter Thirty-five

IN the market square Harnish raiders had drawn their short, thick swords. The soldiers who had
marched from Farshore with Master Markko brandished the more familiar weapons they had kept
hidden under their disguises until the sgnd ordered them into action. LIesho figured they had expected
only the weak opposition of shopkeepers and their customersin the square.

But Generd Shou had laid his plans carefully, and the invaders found themsel ves confronting grim-faced
Imperid Guardsmen who threw off their own disguises and fought to defend their homes and their
families. The very auction block at the center of the marketplace served as areminder of Harn's
treatment of its conquests, and civilians fought aongs de the emperor’ s guards with any implement they
could find.

Stalsoverturned in the fray spilled food and trinkets and pots and pans onto the square. Wares scattered
underfoot asraiders hacked at the proprietors with their swords. LIesho saw the food vendor Darit hit a
Harnish raider over the head with aheavy copper platter and then swing her makeshift wegpon in the
face of another soldier.

Finaly shewhirled it like adiscus at a Harnishman who directed the action of hisraidersfrom the auction
block. He went down, spilling blood from a deep gash in his brow and Darit was over her counter, with a
chopping knifein one hand and abone cleaver in the other. Helost sight of her when Markko' stroops
rushed his own position on the steps of the temple.

“Canyou fight?" he asked Shokar, who stood at his shoulder.



“For you, | can fight,” Shokar answered, and drew his own Thebin knife. He took the two-handed
defensive stance of the Thebin fighter, sword raised, knife extended, and soon proved hisworth. A band
of soldiersin the uniform of Lord Y ueh' s guards rushed their position, laying about them with bloodied
swords. From the determined savagery of their attack, LIesho knew they had but one objective: to bring
down Master Markko' s chosen prey at dl costs.

LIesho dashed with hisknife, jumped out of range of aswinging sword, and jabbed with hisown long
blade. He heard his brother grunt with the exertion of wielding hisweapons. Shokar did not move with
Llesho' s practiced ease, but he had not forgotten al he had learned as ayoung man in Thebin.

Bixe fought at hisright Side, his battle cry alow growl in histhroat. Kaydu screeched like the spirits of
the thirsty dead as she cleared the steps on hisright. LIesho whipped around to take on the next assault,
and discovered that for the moment they had driven back their attackers.

Trying to catch his breath and his senses a the same time, Llesho looked about him in dismay. Genera
Shou had placed cadres of Imperid Guardsmen in disguise throughout the square, but they were
serioudy outnumbered. Though the emperor’s men strove vdiantly to contain the attack, the Harnish
raiders pressed outward, unstoppable in their attempt to escape the square and join up with
reinforcements flooding into the square from the streets of the city.

Already two of the Harnish bands had drawn off from the fighting, making for the eastern corner of the
sguare, from which atangle of paths and roads led to the palace. In the chaos of the fighting, he had no
intelligence about how many Harnish reinforcements lurked in the city, or if they waged their battle against
the pdace aswdll asin the market square. It must have been like this on the streets of Kungol, he
thought, except that the Thebin paace had no high walsto protect it, nor astanding army to defend it.

Even in Shan, however, too much lay vulnerable to attack. The thought of the Imperial Water Garden
trampled in battle burned in his chest. His own imagination would have pardyzed him then, but Genera
Shou shook him out of histhoughts. “Hold fagt, if you can,” Shou directed LIesho’slittle band. “Don’t let
the Harn join their forcesin the city.” Then he dissppeared into the fray.

Llesho took aquick survey of their position. The temple stood at one corner of the market square. They
had themsalves come out a side door and down asmdl aley, which the priests had cluttered after them
with baskets and old cooking potsto delay the enemy. A wide avenue on the far sde of the building
would be much harder to secure, however. With the point of his sword, he directed Bixel and Kaydu to
the more open position. He would have sent Shokar with them, but his brother read his mind and gave
him abaeful glare.

“Harry them and fall back,” he told histwo guards. “We cannot hope to hold for long, but we can make
them pay in blood for every step they win.”

Genera Shou had gathered to himsalf asmall troop of Imperid Guards, still dressed as peasant farmers
cometo sall their wares. These farmers, however, wielded swordsinstead of plowshares, and they
followed the generd, defending the roads that |ed to the paace. If the city fell, Llesho knew, dl of the
Shan Empirefdl withit, and dl hope that they might free Thebin aswdl. Though hisarm had grown
heavy, heraised his sword in fighting position again, his Thebin knife held poised for the next attack. He
would stop Magter Markko and hisdlies or die in the attempt.

Although the Thebin princes were badly outnumbered, no enemy could touch them. Pressed on all sides,

LIesho moved without thought, one with his blades and the rhythm of his deadly dance. Blood dicked the
paving stones and he dipped, righted himself before he fell, and plunged hisknife to the hilt into the throat
of asoldier. The man opened his mouth to scream, but only blood spewed forth, and a death rattle as he



stroveto draw bresth while drowning in his own blood.

The knife had caught on bone, and Llesho could not pull it free. For an dmost fatal second he held on,
whilethe faling man dragged Llesho’ sarm down with it, leaving the heart in hisbreast an open target. A
spear came toward him out of the melee, was knocked away by his brother’ s sword but not before the
tip had drawn blood. Shocked at how close he had cometo losing hislife, LIesho abandoned the knife
along with the body of the Harnish raider and turned to the next attacker, then the next, until he and
Shokar were surrounded by aring of wary soldiers held at bay by the swords of their prey.

For amoment the battle seemed to pause, asif the world held its breath, and LIesho became aware of
the bodies, and the gore, and his own hands, dick with blood up to the ebow, gripping the hilt of his
sword between them. On one knee, his brother gasped for breath, and LIesho felt his own blood trickle
down his cheek, though he did not remember the strike that had cut him. Stealing a glance toward his
companions who struggled to hold the wide boulevard, he raised his head, atriumphant grimace turning
his blood-smear ed face into a death mask Hnhiha' ¢ tiwrwie k»<i

arrived, orderly columns of them passing into the square from the main road at each of the four corners.
“Surrender!” LIesho demanded. His attackers followed Llesho’ s gloating stare, and struck again with a
fervor fueled by their desperation. It was now or never, heredized. Of the two choices that confronted
them, most of the enemy soldiers would rather face death at Llesho’ s hand than the dow, lingering
torment they would suffer from Master Markko if they failed.

Shokar struggled to hisfeet, but his sword dragged heavily at an arm leaden with fatigue. Llesho shifted
closer to hisbrother. He didn't have to win, he told himself, he needed only to hold off the attack until
Habiba s men had secured the road. He would have reinforcements, if he could just keep his brother
aivefor afew minutes more. A sword dipped past his guard and cut him under the arm, but herallied
and knocked it away before it could do more than scratch the skin. He heard Kaydu' svoice urging him
to hold, but her words were cut off by the sudden cry of agreat bird.

The creature swooped from the sky with talons stretched; Master Markko's own men dropped to their
facesin terror asthe beast flew at hisprey. Llesho raised his sword over his head to stop the beast,
which opened its beak to cry its scorn and defiance. With one powerful foot it swept aside Llesho’'s
sword, and with the other it tore past his shoulder, talons gouging deep gashes from Llesho’ sthroat to his
hip.

Llesho grunted and fell, at the mercy of the bird, his sight blurring as the curved beak drew closer.
/ will tear out your heart, and eat it in the market square.

Though the bird could not speak, LIesho heard the wordsin hismind. So thisis dying, he answered, and
heard again Master Markko' s answer in hismind: Among cowards and weaklings, yes; thisis dying.

Hefdt the piercing pain asthe beak cut into the flesh over his heart, and then he heard agrowl! behind
him.

“Lleeea-shhhoooo!”

Lleck! The bear raised up on hishind legs and howled over hisfallen charge, the spittle flying from his
long, sharp fangs. With his claws extended like curved knives, he swatted at the bird, raking long stresks
of blood acrossits feathered breast. It seemed then that he was cradling the bird, for both huge arms
wrapped about itswings, pressing it down, until the full weight of bird and bear crashed to the paving
stones at Llesho’ sfest.



The bird redirected its attack, raking Lleck’ sthick pelt with claw and beak. Lleck cried out and lowered
his head over the neck of the magician, who changed himsdlf into smoke as the bear’ steeth clamped
together. Taking solid form again, theinvincible bird of prey that Master Markko had become
transformed again, growing the head of alion and thelong, spiked tail of a serpent held doft by the
feathered wings of the bird. The creature fell upon the bear and locked itsteeth into the back of his head.

Thelion jawstightened. Bone crunched. Lleck bellowed onelast anguished cry and the light went out of
hiseyes.

“No!” Llesho cried, while Markko' sinsane laughter filled his head.

He had lost his sword and agood ded of blood. LIesho stood and faced the creature of his nightmares
with no hope of victory, only adetermination to take the evil cresture before himinto hell. Ashisbloody
end drew near, however, Llesho saw awoman standing just above him on the temple steps. Carina, the
young hedler, defied the monster with cam, sure eyes. Unarmed, she raised both hands above her head,
chanting some prayer of supplication. Although he knew she must follow him quickly into deeth, he was
unaccountably comforted by the sight of her.

In that moment of peace, the short spear from her ladyship pressed areminder againgt hisside. He drew
it. “Die!” He screamed, “Diel Y ou twisted demon out of hell. Diel”

He plunged the spear into the side of the monster, and it screamed, dripping gouts of blood that steamed
and blackened the paving stones whereit fell. Enraged, the creature writhed away from the weapon and
roseinto the sky, dill shrieking in pain and fury.

Suddenly an answering roar filled the sky and made the very temple shake. A horde of dragonsfilled the
sky, the Golden River Dragon in thelead, asmdler silver queen following with three younger dragons
behind her. The dragons separated at the market square, the younger ones fanning out into city, while the
slver queen descended upon the battle being waged before the palace.

The Golden River Dragon, vastly larger and more terrible than the magica gpparition that Master
Mar-kko had created, fell in a steep dive amed right a the magician. The dragon’ sroar spat fire into the
marketplace, and Shannish citizensaswell as Harnish raidersfell to the ground, cowering with their hands
over their heads. Markko' s beast roared an answering challenge.

Thetwo unearthly creatures met, the long and sinuous body of the dragon tangling with the lashing tail of
the beast in the air above the market square. Asthey tore at each other, the patched-together beast of
Master Markko's creation struggled frantically for the advantage. The larger and more powerful Golden
Dragon thrashed itstail in anger. Up, up, they flew, until they were just glittering specksin asharp blue
sky. Then apath of flame reached out, and the fiercely struggling mongters were fdling, growing larger
and larger. A scream rose to shatter the sky, and the beast that was Master Markko vanished.

With alast trumpeting bellow of victory, the Golden Dragon circled lightly on atherma created by his
own fiery breath. Lazily he floated to asoft landing in the square, and lowered his head at the feet of
Carina, the young hedler, on the temple steps.

“Father.” She kissed him between his smoking nogtrils, and tapped him sharply where she had placed the
kiss. “Timeto let Mother go.”

The dragon’ s eyes sparkled in the sun, a deeper glint than his golden scaes. He opened his huge mouth
aswide as the temple doors, and belched. From histhroat a querulous voice drifted.

“Wretched beast. | don’t know what | ever saw in you. Put me down.” Mara, but asthey had never seen



her before, walked out of the dragon’s gorge and stood on histongue, arms folded over her singed and
smoking garments, while he gently put her down. Shelooked taller than she had in the forest, her back
straight and her hair black instead of gray. She did not look young, but neither did she look old. In fact,
traveling in the belly of adragon seemed to agree with her.

“Thank you, Father.” Carina hugged her mother and patted the giant head of the Golden River Dragon.
“Whereisyour sster dragon, old husband?’ Mara asked the dragon.

Llesho did not find out if the dragon could in fact answer the question, because a that moment the silver
queen descended lightly at the foot of the temple steps. Hisvision blurred, and Llesho wiped his eyes,
leaving abloody streak across hisforehead. “Am | hdlucinating?’ he wondered. No silver dragon stood
besi de the golden monster, but Kwan-ti, the healer he had thought lost at Pearl 1dand.

“Llesho. You look awful.” She brushed hishair out of hiseyesand pursed her lipsin displeasure. “ Three
hedlers standing about whiJe the young prince bleeds unattended.”

“Y ou were dead—" Heresisted her urging toward the door. “Thisis some kind of trick!”

“Never dead,” she answered with an enigmatic smile. “A trick, yes, but the sametrick it waswhen you
knew me as Kwan-ti.”

“You saved my life.” Llesho remembered the sea dragon that had come to him when he had tried to die
inthe bay. It was not amoment he wished to relive, and Kwan-ti acknowledged it with abow of her
head, but did not intrude the memory upon him further.

“The children have returned to Golden River, brother,” she addressed the Golden Dragon with asad
droop to her shoulders. “ The seaaround Pearl 1dand still reeks of death. Y ou will take care of them until
itissafefor them to come home?’

The dragon nodded his head in an affirmative. With an affectionate snort of curling smoke, he hauled his
body into the open square, picking hisway carefully among the fallen, too many dead for LIesho to count
in his dazed condition. Survivors helped their more severely wounded brethren out of the dragon’s path,
more frightened of their terrible aly than they had been of the battle.

When the Golden River Dragon lifted on his powerful wings, the wind he created in his passing nearly
knocked LIesho to his knees. Falling down seemed like agood idea, but while he could stand, he needed
to find his companions. Shokar sat at the head of the bear who had saved Llesho'slife, stroking the fur
between Lleck’ s ears. The prince did not seem to have any physical wounds on him. Shokar was no
soldier, however; the horrors of battle had dmost broken him.

Sowly, theliving converged on the temple. Stupid with the shock, Llesho watched them ascend the wide
steps and enter the sanctuary. Though weary and blesk, Kaydu and Bixei seemed unhurt aswell.

“You must comeingde,” Marareminded him. “ Those wounds need tending.” “ Soon.”

Carinaand Kwan-ti had dready entered the temple, following the wounded who would need their care,
but Marawaited at Llesho’s sSide as Kaydu drew up before them to report.

“Did the generd makeit?

“I don’'t know.” Kaydu shrugged, not indifferent, but helplessto offer greater assurances. “Maybe he's
dready ingde.”



Bixel took Shokar by the arm and drew him away from their dead companion. Together the four entered
the temple, where the wounded were laid out in rows on the floor. LIesho scanned the rows, seeking
Adar as he had with scrapes and minor hurts when he was a child.

“Llesho, you' ve been hurt.” Adar came to them, and touched hisarm.

“The brother. Good.” Maranodded with satisfaction and | eft them to offer aid among the injured
groaning on their mats.

Thetensonin the pit of LIesho’s somach relaxed. “When you havetime.” He waved a careless hand
and dropped it to hisSde again, suddenly redlizing that he was brandishing the short spear in his bloody
fist. “I just need to deep.”

Adar used hishold on LIesho’ sarm to guide him deeper into the temple. “Now,” Adar said. “Beforeyou
bleed out on the priest’snice floor.”

Llesho hadn't realized he was il bleeding, but he accepted Adar’ sword, and followed him to the
bandaging ation. “I’'m glad you'redive,” Adar told him, and Llesho let hishead drop on the curve of his
brother’ s shoulder.

“I'msoglad | found you,” Llesho agreed. And then he fainted.
Chapter Thirty-six

SHADOWS moved through the darkness, broken only by the dim glow of scattered lamps and the weak
moans of the wounded. At Llesho’s head, a heavier darkness sat, solid and reassuring. Shokar snored
lightly. Tomorrow, the healers said, Llesho could leave the makeshift infirmary set up in the Temple of
The Seven Mortal Gods. He would be taking with him his brother, who refused to leave hisside, and his
guards, who refused to accept any defense of his deep but their own. Bixel had assumed guard duty at
the front entrance to the temple and Kaydu had watched over the secret entranceinto the side dley. Torn
between his duty and LIing who had joined them after the battle at the palace, Hmishi had spent days
pacing the length of the long hall from her bedside to the entrance onto the square and back again. When
the companions paused in their vigilance to meet the new princes and tell their stories, Shokar had
listened with avid horror. Alternately, he' d berated Llesho for the chances he had taken and scolded
Adar to check Llesho’swoundsfor proper healing and signs of lingering damage. Llesho forgavethe
hederstheir unseemly relief at his recovery; his protectors were starting to get on his nerves aswell. And,
much as he loved his brother, Sho-kar’ sworry was driving him mad. These few moments of
contemplative silence while his brother dept nearby were precious. Not as dear as the opportunity to
speak with Adar, however. The healer sank to the floor beside him with awry smile mellowed by the
lamplight.

“Hejust wantsyou to be safe.” Adar gave the deeping prince an indulgent smile.

“I love him, too.” Llesho sghed. “But thereis no safety anywherefor us. And | am not achild he can
protect from the truth.”

Adar laughed softly. “ Convincing Shokar that you are no longer aseedling of seven summerswill take
stronger magic than either of us possess.

“Asfor the danger,” the healer shook his head, sorrow creasing hisfeatures, “ Shokar has dways blamed
himsdlf that he was not in Kungol when the Harn attacked.”

“The raiderswould have killed him.” Shokar could have rallied the Thebin peopleto his cause; the Harn



would never havelet himlive.

“He'snot acoward,” Adar said, asif that needed explaining, “but heisaman of peace. A farmer. And
when he saw you in the countinghouse, he truly believed the goddess had given him a second chance at
redemption. If you died, it would surely destroy him.”

“| do understand.” Llesho closed his eyes, weary and achy, and unwilling to think about it anymore. “But
| can't stay.”

Adar patted hisshoulder. “Seep,” he said.

Llesho decided it was just too much work to open his eyes. In the distance he heard the soft voices of
the priests, and a name—ChiChu, god of laughter and tears—called. And it seemed that the god
answered in Master Den' s voice. But that must be adream, and then it was adream.

And then it was morning, and Master Den was standing at the foot of Llesho's pdlet, roaring for himto
get up, no time to waste on deeping. He dropped a stack of linen beside him, and Llesho noted that the
clotheswere day wear of her ladyship’ s household, neither the uniform he had fought in nor the house pet
disguise he had worn on the day of the battle. And he did not know where Lleck’ s pearl had gone.
LIesho moved Hiffly, and the sharp pain when helifted hisarmsto dip into his shirt was explanation
enough of hispallor. Genera Shou had advised him to confide in Master Den, but he could hardly do so
while surrounded by hiswell-meaning companions. But if he could discover the whereabouts of his other
possessions, perhaps he would find the pearl there aswell.

“My weapons?’ he asked. “ And the gifts her ladyship returned to me?’

Den had not been there when her ladyship had given Llesho the short spear and the jadeite cup, but he
knew of them nevertheless. “In your room at the palace,” he said, “with whatever other valuables you
may have acquired on your journey.”

That sounded like Master Den knew more than he wastdlling, but he couldn’t ask about it here.

“Generd Shou?’ he said, one thought turning on another, “Was he hurt? Has anyone seen him since the
battle?”

Kaydu shifted Little Brother in her arms and shook her head. “Thelast time | saw him, he was exhorting
usto hold the square.”

“I saw himin the palace before | joined you here,” Lling added. “He seemed unhurt, and was directing
the Imperial Guard in a street-by-street search to rout out the last of the Harnish spies.”

Llesho had known the fighting wasn't over with thefirst baitle, and he felt foolish for feding let down that
the man hadn’t cometo see him.

“And Maraiswel?’ He gtill had trouble believing that the hedler had lived through what had seemed like
certain death on the Golden Dragon River.

“Marawill say nothing about her travelsin the belly of the Golden Dragon,” Lling offered, “but she smiles
rather more than seems appropriate for someone who has met a horrible fate at the hands of amongter.”

LIesho laughed, whether a Lling’ sindignation or Mara s satisfaction with her travel arrangements he
wasn't sure. He' d thought laughing would hurt his chest more than it did, but apparently hereally was
getting better. If he could erase the memory of the terrible beak digging at his chest to tear his heart out,
he would consder himsdlf well served.



Asit was, he wished with dl the heart that remained to him that he could talk to Master Den. The
washerman sensed something that LIesho wasthinking. “Let’s get you back home,” he said, and dropped
ahand on Llesho’' s shoulder. Llesho wondered what home he meant, but decided he would settle for his
room at the palace.

The market square was bright with morning sunshine and the sound of clashing cymbasand ringing bells.
A crowd had gathered, and Llesho craned his neck from his place on the temple steps to see what was
passing. Carina stood on the step just below his, ashawl held tightly at her throat. She looked alot like
her mother, cloaked in the same strength and dignity, but it was softer in the younger woman. Everything
about Carinawas softer, even her hair, which sheworein along braid wrapped around her head. Llesho
redlized he wanted to touch the shining braid, but he restrained himself with some horror a how improper
such longing must bein ayoung prince.

“The emperor ispassing,” shetold himwith abright smilethat did funny thingsto hisinsdesthat LIing's
voice had never done, even when he considered being to her what Hmishi had become.

It took an effort of will, but he turned his eyes away from her face, and looked out into the square, where
troops of Imperial Guards were passing in review. At their head, in agold-encrusted chariot, rode the
emperor, hisrobes so richly decorated that LIesho wondered if the man inside of them could move at dl,
or whether he just stood like the center support of some elaborate statue. The roya headdress of the
Shan Empire was no smple crown, but an ancient helmet that covered the sides of the face and the chin,
and flared at the shoulders and over the forehead to protect the wearer’ sface. The helmet was black,
with gold and jewelsworked into it. So dazzling was the display of wealth and power that LIesho amost
didn’t recognize the man under it.

“Generd Shou?’ Llesho muttered.

Kaydu had followed him out of the temple, and she’ d cometo her own conclusions: “Helookslike
Genera Shou. They could be brothers.” She gave LIesho ameasuring frown. “They look more like
brothersthan you and Adar, at any rate.”

“He said once that he was amember of the nobility,” Llesho offered her the weak explanation, but inside,
he knew. Generd Shou was the Emperor of Shan and for some reason, he had kept that knowledge
from Llesho and his party while he roamed the city with them. He' d even fought in Habiba swar under a
falseidentity. Llesho wanted an explanation. First, however, he wanted his pearl back, and the few other
possessions that were supposed to be waiting for him in the paace.

Hedid not immediately get hiswish. After the emperor’ s procession had passed, his own party made
their way to the paace and, for achange, presented themselves at the Ministry of Government for
entrance. The clerk who guarded the gate assured them that they were expected within. Unfortunately, he
determined that, as they represented no recognized government, neither Llesho nor his brothers carried
any standing sufficient to gain entrance to the palace. Master Den, asaformer general and adviser to the
emperor’ sarmy had had the necessary rank at one time, but unless he carried a present rank in that
army, he could not be admitted either.

Asthe daughter of the representative of Thousand Lakes Province and Farshore Province, Kaydu,
however, had the necessary position for admittance. With a sweep of her hand, Kaydu declared the rest
of their party, princes and generd and soldiers alike, her personal servants. They had no sooner entered
the palace as agroup than they were separated again, Llesho’ s guard to awide halway with gilt panels,
and Llesho down adarker, more forbidding passage, into aroom that the prince knew from hisfirst
explorations of the palace. He had thought the room a private one for the questioning of Shou' s spies. It
had afew chairsand asmall table, but nothing more to see or hold the attention. Shokar trembled with



fine tremors of terror but refused to be separated from his brother.

LIesho knew the way to hisroom in the palace from here. Hetried the pand to the outer hall, but the two
guardsthat waited there with swords drawn would not Iet him passthistime. The recent battle had | eft
them dl, on both sides of the door, too ready to fight. LIesho shook his head and withdrew.

Hedidn’t haveto wait long, however. A panel opened in the opposite wall, and Shou walked through,
wearing comfortable robes that suited neither the general nor the emperor, but ably fit the man. Shokar
bowed deeply to the emperor, but Llesho didn’'t move. “Why didn’t you tell me?’

“I thought Lleck taught you better than that,” the emperor chided him. He sat in one of the tiff wooden
armchairs, threw one booted leg over the arm, and tossed a peach into the air, absently catching it with
no thought to regd dignity, but exuding alethd menace without even trying.

In spite of his apparent informality, thisface of the man scared LIesho more than any of the others he had
seen, because he had asick feding that thiswasthe red thing. He blushed, feding foolish for having
asked the question. He knew the answer, redly. “I suppose you wanted to see for yourself if | waswho
Habibasaid | was, or if it was some sort of plot. But you could not trust to official appearances.”

“Part of it, yes.” The emperor waited. “Y ou wanted to know if | wasworth taking a stand for.”

“Not that.” The emperor was laughing softly, but with no humor. “ Shan could not afford to acknowledge
your clam under any circumstances, however true and worthy that claim might be.”

“It didn’'t matter, then? That my clamsfor Thebin aretrue.” The reminder of that truth was carved over
Llesho’s heart, and he laid a protective hand over the bandages that covered his chest.

“Oh, yes, it did matter.” Shou wasn't laughing now. Hisface was hard and his eyes|ooked past LIesho,
into sometime or place that was closed to his questioner. “We have won asmal skirmish, but the war
remainsto be fought. And while the Harn press at our borders, we cannot give the Prince of Thebin what
hewants.”

“And what isthat?’

“Thebin, of course” Shou—it was hard not to think of him that way—Iet go of an exasperated sgh and
swvung hisleg off the chair. “But privately, as aman who speaks to aman, and not as an emperor who
speaks to a deposed prince, we can acknowledge mutua interest in the downfall of our shared enemy.”
“How doesthat help ether of us?’

“It has dready helped Shan.” Generd Shou—the emperor—stood with a predatory grin that showed all
histeeth and led them to the pandl that had been denied them earlier. “Master Markko hasfailed in his
attempt to throw down the empire. The Harn have failed to garner the spails of their puppet’ s campaign,
and mugt return to their plotting. Thebinisn't the problem of Shan’s emperor.”

“Then how am | to go home?’

“Theway you had planned to do it originally, but with abit more help than | should be giving you,” Shou
admitted. He frowned at Llesho and sighed. When he did the pand open, the guard entered with sword
drawn. LIesho swalowed around the dry lump in histhroat, but the emperor dismissed the man with a
carelesswave.

“I had planned to offer my servicesto the guard detail of atrade caravan leaving for the West,” Llesho
explained as he followed the emperor down a hal that looked far too shabby and unused to be a part of
the formal palace. It looked more like they were wandering through more of those hidden passageways



that riddled the place like an abandoned beehive.

“And so you will.” Shou stopped in front of a sturdy looking door and pressed the release. “ Actually, the
Harn raidersfdl right into our handswith their little raid. The traders who organize the caravans have
already approached the palace for protection aong the route.”

Inside the room behind the door, three women waited at atable on which were spread dl of Llesho's
missing belongings: hisknife and sword and his bow and arrows, the jadeite cup and the short spear from
her ladyship, and inside the cup, Lleck’ sblack pearl. Llesho first took inventory of his possessions, not
because he cared about their materia vaue, but because he knew they were somehow vital to his quest.
But he did not touch them, looking instead to the women who waited for his acknowledgment.

“Y our ladyship.” He bowed to the woman who had tested him on Pearl Idand, and who had taught him
archery. Shewore clothes of white and green and blue, digphanous layersthat blended into the murky
water colors of the Imperial Water Garden.

“SenMa” Shereceived hisbow with atilt of her head, and set another pearl, the match to the one he
had received from Lleck’ sghost in Pearl Bay, into the cup.

SienMa. One of the Seven Mortal Gods, the goddess of war. Llesho shivered.

“Kwan-ti.” Trembling, he bowed again, thistime to the middle woman, dressed in slver, and with sparks
of liquid slver in her hair. Kwan-ti had dready shown hersdf as a dragon queen; but was she agoddess
aswdl?

“Pearl Bay Dragon,” sherevealed her true name with a nod, and arueful smile. “Y ou dready have my
gift, | anafraid. Your wily ghost stole it while my attention was e sewhere.”

Lleck’s pearl. Llesho blushed. Thethird woman, dressed in gold, he had lately seen walking from the
mouth of the Golden River Dragon. Was no one who they seemed?“Mara”

“And Maral am,” she said, “aseeker. Aspiring to be the eighth.” She, too, set ablack pearl, the match
of the others, into the jadeite cup. “ Since the coming of the Harn to Thebin, the gates of heaven are
sedled to us. We cannot return to serve the goddess asis our duty, and the goddess can reach usonly in
dreams.”

SeinMa, her ladyship, stretched out ahand to the pearls. “ Thisisdl that we could rescue of the goddess
most treasured adornment, the necklace called ” string of midnights.* The goddess weepsfor her
necklace day and day, for night has fled from heaven.”

“The seas weep,” Pearl Bay Dragon said. “ The goddess does not come. Open the gates. Return the
balance to heaven and earth.”

The gates of heaven, high above Kungol in the mountains of Thebin. “Y ou have my oath,” Llesho vowed,
and Marasmiled a him like amother.

“And you have my daughter. Carinawill travel with you.”

LIesho wondered if they could seethe heat rising in hisface, but he didn’t say anything. The emperor
rescued him with more mundane details.

“Y ou and your companionswill be fitted with uniforms as soon as you are ready to travel. Now get some
deep. The guardswill take you back to your old room, and orders have been given to billet your
companions nearby.”



Llesho till had one question, however, and the presence of Master Den in their party told him more than
anything how vitd it wasthat he have an answer before they traveled any farther. He did not have to ask
it, however. Den found in hishand adip of paper that Llesho recognized from hisfirst mesting with
Genera Shou in the Imperid Water Garden.

“An unusua request to make of atrickster god.” He handed the offering back to the emperor.
“The gates of heaven are closed to dl of us, Master ChiChu,” he said, “and not just to us mortas.”

“Youwereawaysaclever boy,” thegod of the laundry, he of tears and laughter, smiled benignly on the
emperor. “1 will dowhat | can to keep this one safe. But even agod cannot know the future.”

The emperor bowed to the trickster god and then to the ladies, who preceded him from the room.
“Wall, Llesho, what do you think?’ the trickster god asked him.

Llesho answered as he dways had, as student to teacher, with abow and asmile. “ The journey is begun.
Wearegoing home.”

Shokar, at his back, said nothing.



