Chapter One

32™ day, Month of the Bat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Imperial Road South

Naenyr

Moraven Tolo reached the crest of the hill afew steps before histraveling companions. The half-blind old
man who wheezed up behind him gasped involuntarily. He looked back as his grandson and
great-grandson joined him, then gestured at the city in the distance. “Thereit is, Moriande, the grandest
city intheworld.”

The swordsman nodded dowly in agreement. The road ran down the forested hillside and glimpses of it
could be seen twisting through the Gold River valley to the city. It had been years since he'd seen
Nalenyr’s capitd, and it had grown, but was still easily recognizable. Wentokikun, the tallest of the city's
nine towers, dominated its eastern quarter, and using that as alandmark made fixing the other places
esser.

The old man, hiswispy beard and hair dancing in the light breeze, nodded toward Moriande. “ The
biggest tower, there to the east, isthe Imperia Palace. | may not seewell now, but | seeit clear. It
makes me remember when | last saw it.”

Moraven remained silent, though the sight of the capitd filled him with much the ssme awe asit did the
rest of the pilgrims. Moriande s growth reflected the change in the world. Aswild magic decreased in
civilized lands, and trade brought prosperity, Moriande became a symbol of hope. While people dways
feared areturn of the Time of Black 1ce and the magic that had spawned it, they dared believe it could be
held at bay. Moriande had grown not because of magic and superstition, but because of avictory over

it.

The pace of that growth had surprised Moraven, and it clearly had accelerated in recent decades benegth
the Komyr Dynasty. Many times over the last week Moraven had heard about how the old man had
cometo Moriande eighty-one years earlier, for thefirst grand Festival celebrating the Komyr Dynasty. It
had survived nine cycles of nine yearsthen, and twice that now. With this being the ninth year of the
current Prince’ s Court, people knew that the Festival was adouble blessing. The old man’s hopeto
capitaize on that blessing was the reason for leading his scions on the long journey north.

The city was so huge that it seemed far closer than atwo-day walk from where they stood. The Gold
River split the white sprawl down the middie, with abroad oxbow curving to the north. Six of the city’s
nine towers sood in the northern haf, and the other three—including the Prince’ s Dragon Tower,
Wentokikun—Iay on the southern side. Equally magnificent, though harder to see at that distance, were
the nine soaring bridges arching over the sparkling river. Their height alowed even the grandest ship to
pass beneath them with ease, and their width made the Imperia Road look like a game path.

Matut, the old man, touded his great-grandson’ s hair with an arthritically twisted hand. “I wasten when |
cameto the Festival. Y ou are but nine, as old as the court and atenth my age. I'm sure the gods will



make something of that. Y our little problem will be dedlt with easily, Dunos.”

The little boy nodded solemnly. His right hand rubbed at hiswithered left arm as he looked over at
Moraven. “It will be asmy grandfather says, won't it, swordsman?’

Moraven crouched and gave the brown-haired boy anod. “He s correct, but as my Master’s Master
told him, * The gods grant the tools and talent, yet yoursisthe effort.” The godswill hed you, | have no
doubt, but you will have to work.”

“I"ll work. Then | can be aswordsman, too.”

“We might need more than a swordsman in the mill, son.” The boy’ s father smiled and tapped a belt
pouch that rang with the muffled sound of coins. “Wewill do thisright, make our offeringsto the gods,
then enjoy the Festival.”

“Of course, Alait, of course.” The old man chuckled himsdf into awheeze. “There will be pleasuresa
young man like yourself and our friend here can enjoy. | wastoo young last time, and am too old this
time”

Rising, Moraven smiled and smoothed hislong black hair at the back of his neck. “Y ou are of ablessed
age, grandfather. There will be many who will seek your touch for fortune' s sake.”

“May they dl be as comely and soft asthe Lady of Jet and Jade.” The old man looked at him with
rheumy brown eyes and flexed a stiff hand. 1t might be | don’t see so well anymore, but | can fed.”

Alait laughed and Moraven joined him. Dunos |ooked puzzled, and arichly robed merchantman’ swife
sniffed. She had often done so when conversations had revolved around Matut' s stories of the Festival
and dl the carna pleasures he' d seen there. She, they had been informed, was going to the capitd at the
invitation of “people’ who, they were dso told, would get her husband an imperia gppoi ntment—though
she had aways remained vague on what it was and why he wasn't with her.

Therest of the traveling company was afair mix of people from within and without Naenyr. Four were
entertainers coming up from Erumvirine, while the rest were from Naenyr itself. They’d al agreed that
traveling in acompany of eighteen was avery good omen, and numerous offerings had been madein the
shrines scattered along the roadway to ensure the favor of the gods. Each made offerings according to his
means, with the peasants clad in brown or grey homespun being abit more quiet and circumspect in their
devations than the more extravagantly dressed. And many made extra offerings for Dunosin payment for
little chores he performed on the road.

The merchantman’ swife had neither made offerings for Dunos nor employed him, running him off with
waves and snorts. In his grandfather’ swords, she had been “Loud in prayer, but in offerings spare.”

Moraven Tolo fdl into the middle of the two groups, being neither rich nor poor. Black woolen trousers
were tucked into leather boots and his shirt had been made of undyed linen. Only his quilted deeveless
overshirt of white sk, with the wide starched shoulders and the black tigers embroidered breast and
back, hinted at any prosperity. It wrapped closed and was belted with a black sash.

He' d dipped his sword into the sash, only just having reclaimed it from the boy. Dunos had proudly
carried it for him, and M oraven had made offerings to the gods in recompense. He done in the company
bore a sword, though he was not the only one armed. Two of the farmers had flails, which they carried
over their shoulders.

Matut's eyes half lidded and the old man shook. “It was here it happened on that firgt trip. | remember it



Dunos clutched at his grandfather’ sleft hand. “ The bandits?’
The merchantman’ swife hissed. “Be quiet, child. Don't give the godsidess.”

Moraven glanced further down the road as three figures—two male, one fema e—dipped from the
woods to the center of the road. “The mind of gods was not the womb of thisidea.”

The female bandit, wearing black beneath an overshirt of scarlet and gold, drew her sword and led her
two companions|azily toward the pilgrims. To her left the smaller one, wearing amotley collection of
greens and browns, fitted an arrow to his recurve bow. He hung back dightly and positioned himsdlf for a
clear shot.

Thethird figure wore aragged brown robe that might have come to midshin on most men, but barely
covered thetops of histhighs. A long tangle of unkempt hair matched the giant’ s scraggly beard. Dirt
caked every inch of hisexposed flesh and drew black lines benesth hisfingernails. Asimposing ashe
was, however, the long-hafted mallet he carried made more of an impression. With ahead as big around
asamelon and an irregular darkness staining the face, it was clearly intended for crushing skulls.

The bandit woman tried to smile, but a scar on her left cheek curdled the expression. “We welcome you
to the Imperial Road. We are your servants, who keep it open and free of banditry. Surely you will want
to show your appreciation.”

Conoursal, the merchantman’ swife, waved them aside with acourtly gesture full of arrogance. “Thisis
the Prince’ s highway. Histroops keep it clear.”

The highwaywoman shook her head. “Clearly, then, they are negligent in their duty, grandmother.” She
offered the honorific to shock Conoursai, and was rewarded with an offended hiss. “But, aswe are not
the Prince stroops, we must be highwaymen. Will you pay tribute and be honored or suffer asvictims?’

Matut moaned. “Thisishow it began last time.”

Moraven patted him on the shoulder. “ This has long been known as a place where people stop in aweto
look at the city. Bandits sneak up unawares.”

Thelittle boy stooped and picked up arock. “I'll fight them.”

“No need, brave one.” Moraven Tolo moved again to the fore, dipping effortlessy past Conoursai. He
motioned to the two farmersto stay back. Taking a position in the center of the road, he bowed toward
the bandits.

“I am xidantzu. | wish harm to come to none. These people are under my protection. It will cost you
nothing to walk away.”

“ Xidantzu.” The woman spat contemptuoudy and plucked at her overshirt. “The last wandering
meddler coming through here gave me this and those he protected gave ustheir gold.”

Moraven's eyes sharpened. The scarlet overshirt had bats on the wing woven into it. He knew the man
to whom it belonged. “Did you stedl it, or was Jayt Macyl dain?’

She gestured with her sword to the west, then swung the blade in ashort arc. “ There are pieces of him al
along here. He was Sixth Rank only. | am Pavynti Syolsar, and | am ranked Superior.”



He considered for amoment. Jayt Macyl had indeed been a swordsman of the Sixth Rank. Her defeating
him might well make her Seventh Rank, or just someone who had gotten lucky. He was tempted, given
her relative youth, to believe it wasthe latter, but he a so knew appearances could be deceiving.

“I am Moraven Tolo of the School of Jatan.”

The bandit woman snorted. “Macyl was of Serrian Jatan. Thisholds no fear for me.”
Moraven shook his head. “Macyl studied under Eron Jatan. My Master was his grandfather.”
Her face dackened dightly. “Phoyn Jatan?’

“Yes. | am somewhat older than | appear.” Moraven did his best to ignore the murmurs coming from his
traveling companions. “If you gtill wish to fight, name your terms.”

“I am not afraid of you.” Pavynti’ s brown eyes narrowed. “To the death, of course.”
He nodded. “Draw thecircle.”

That stopped her for amoment. It aso brought gasps from his traveling companions and ajoyous shout
from Dunos. Hisfather cut that short by clapping ahand over the boy’ s mouth as he dragged his son
back. Mogt of the company likewise retreated, putting the crest of the hill between themsalves and the
combatants. Those who did not drew little circles around themsalves or dug out previoudy hidden
talismans againgt magic, and one farmer did off ahorsehair bracelet, which he held up to oneeye so he
would be safe as he watched thefight.

“Thec-circle?” Pavynti’s expression tightened.

“Y ou heard me correctly.” Moraven did hissword, gill in its wooden scabbard, from his belt. “It would
be best.”

Shaken, she began to toe alinein the roadway’ s dirt. Her companions, understanding the import of his
request, acted. The archer loosed an arrow and the giant bellowed and began to charge. By the time the
giant had passed Pavynti, the archer’ s second and third misslesweredsoin the air.

Moraven Tolo twisted hisright shoulder back, letting the first shaft pass harmlesdy wide. The second
tugged at his overshirt’ sdeeve, passing through it, but missing flesh. He did forward a hdf step, letting
the third arrow pass behind him, then ran at the giant, clutching his sword midscabbard in hisleft hand.

The giant’ s malet rose above hishead and his mouth gaped in ahorrid display of misaigned, yellowed
teeth. Black eyes shrank. Veins throbbed in hisforehead and neck. Hisincoherent war cry took on the
bass tones of awater buffalo’s chalenge. The mallet, its haft bending benegath the incredible power of the
stroke, arced up and smashed down at Moraven.

Ducking low, Moraven moved ingde the mdlet’ sarc. He plunged the hilt of hissword into the giant’s
middle. Planting his right hand on the lower part of the scabbard, he pivoted the sheathed blade into the
man’ sgroin. Asthe bellow rose into asqueak, Moraven lifted and twisted, flipping the giant over his
shoulder. The man smashed down on his back and bounced once. Another spin let Moraven crack the
giant in the head with his scabbard as afourth arrow flew past.

Completing the spin, Moraven let the sword shoot forward until the hilt filled hisright hand. He tightened
his grip, deliberately letting momentum bare the blade. The heavy wooden scabbard flew off in aflat arc
and cracked the archer’ sleft hand. As the swordsman intended, it crushed fingers against the bow and
knocked the fifth arrow flying. The archer screamed, dropping hiswegpon, and turned away with his



broken hand nestled benesth his right armpit.

Moraven Tolo's sword came up, the sllver blade pointing straight at Pavynti’ sthroat. “Have you finished
that circleyet?’

Shethrew her sword aside and dropped to her knees, then fell to her belly with her facein the dirt. *
Jaecaiserr, forgive thiswretched one for her arrogance.”

“Which arrogance was that, Pavynti? Claiming ranks you do not have? Believing those who trave to the
capita areyour prey?’ Moraven let hisvoice get cold and deeper. “ Or the dishonorable arrogance of
letting your friends attack me before we could engage in our duel ?”’

“All of them, Master.”
“Up. Remove that overshirt. Take up your sword.”

Disbelief widening her eyes, the woman rose, dusted the overshirt off, then removed it. Hesitantly she
leaned over to pick up her sword, and alittle circular sllver talisman fell forward, dangling on arawhide
thong. She dowly straightened. “Do | continue drawing the circle?’

He shook hishead. “ Scorpion form, thefirst.”

Pavynti blinked, then moved into that stance. He nodded then called another form, and another. She
flowed through them quickly enough, doing best with Crane and Eagle, least well with Wolf and Dog. He
kept her at it for afull nine minutes, which was dl thetimeit took for histraveling companionsto crest the
hill again. The two farmers positioned themsdves to thump the giant soundly if he regained

CONSCi OUSNESS.

When she was dripping with sweet, he called ahdt, and she dropped to one knee. He could tell shewas
tempted to stab her sword into the ground and hang on to the hilt, but she knew better than to show that
level of disrespect to her weapon. Breathing heavily, she glanced up. “What ese would you have of me,
Master?’

“The answer to aquestion.”
113 YS?,
“Y ou have Jayt’ s overshirt, but not his sword. What became of it?’

Theflesh around her eyestightened. “1 am abandit, Master, but not a barbarian. The blade was sent on
to hisfamily, for their shrine”

Moraven said nothing, but crossed to where the archer cowered and kicked the bow into atangle of
thornbushes. Resheathing his sword, he did it back into his overshirt’s sash and waved the archer further
from hiswespon. By the time he turned around again, Conoursai had advanced and raised her quirt to
lash the bandiit.

“Don’t do that.”

The merchantman’ swife sputtered indignantly. “ She was going to kill usdl. She should be punished. You
should kill her.”

Moraven dowly shook hishead. “A life broken can be mended. A life taken cannot.”

“Then break her.” The woman gestured imperioudy, though not quite as confidently as before. “Have the



farmersthrash the giant and the archer.”
“They struck at me, not you. Their fateisin my hands.”
“By what authority?’

Moraven frowned, then looked past her to where Dunos had collected Macyl’ s overshirt and neatly
folded it. “Why can you not be like the child? Asit is said, ‘ One action accomplishes more than ten
thousand words.” ”

“Her action wasto day us”

“No, her action wasto show respect to afalen foe. Her words, asyours, are nothing. Now, be silent,
lest | beforced to act.” He turned from her scowl and eyed the archer. “How much have you stolen from
the Fedtivd pilgrims?’

“Not aprince sransom. Not even his petty spending.”

“Itisdtill too much. Y ou and your giant will take al you have stolen and go to the Festiva. Y ou will give
amsto the beggars until you have nothing, then you will leave for the west.”

“But there are Viruk and Soth there, and wildmen. The chances of our survivd . . "

“. .. Arebetter therethan here” Moraven amiled. “ Chances are excellent | shdl never seeyou again if
you go west.”

The archer thought for amoment. “It is very crowded here. West, then.”

Conoursai snorted with outrage, but said nothing. Moraven continued to ignore her and turned to
Pavynti. “ And now your fate must be decided.”

“My lord swill bedone.”

“Y ou will go to the town of Derros, south, on the Virine coast. Y ou will present yoursdlf at the School of
Istor. Y ou will tel the Grandmaster | have sent you to join his school. He will seeto your training. When
he releases you, you will be xidantzu for nineyears. Y ou will wander and entertain bandits as you have
been entertained.”

“Yes, Magter.” Again she put her belly to the dirt in adeep bow.
“Carefor your companionstonight, then go tomorrow. Thisismy will.”

The farmers, between the two of them, lifted the malet and broke the haft. The othersin the group

garted forward again, following the farmers and dlowing Conoursa to join them. All of them gave
Moraven wide berth. Moraven moved past the bandits, but did so dowly, waiting for the old man and his
kin, who were bringing up the rear.

Moraven smiled at the boy. “When you get to Moriande, you will deliver that overshirt to Macyl’ sfamily.
They will honor you for it. Ward it well.”

“I will.” Dunos nodded, then narrowed hiseyes. “ Areyou redly aMystic?’

“Dunos, hush.” Alait settled his hand on the back of the boy’ s neck. “Don't be offended, Master. Heis
just aboy.”



“I’'m not.” Moraven crouched again, looking the boy eyeto eye. “I have studied many yearsand am
blessed with skill. | am jaecaiserr, but you cannot believe all the stories.” He reached out and caressed
the boy’ slifelessleft arm. “If | could use my magic to hed you with atouch, | would have done so on the
evewe met. My magic isnot for heding, to my regret. Others have that skill, and you will find themin
Moriande.”

The boy nodded solemnly. “Thank you, Master.” He looked up at hisfather, and the two of them moved
on.

Matut reached out a hand and rested it on Moraven’ s shoulder as herose. “A moment more of your
time, Magter.”

The swordsman nodded and let the two younger men get further down the road. “What isiit,
grandfather?’

The old man kept hisvoice low. “In this place, when the bandits stopped us nines of nine years ago, a
young man of our company chalenged them. He told them to draw acircle, and they did.”

“And what happened?’

“Hedew them dl. An autumn breeze works harder stirring leavesthan he did daughtering them. He did
not wear your name, but he did bear the crest of the black tiger hunting.”

“That would be something hard to forget.”

“I never have.” The old man sighed. “If my eyeswere good, | could see that you are the same man,
untouched by the years. Why didn’t you kill them thistime?’

“Asyou agreed, grandfather, that was something hard to forget.” Moraven’ s blue eyes gazed again
toward Moriande. “| haven’t forgotten, and | have learned.”

Chapter Two

36" day, Month of the Bat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year sncethe Cataclysm

Anturasikun, Moriande

Naenyr

KeesAnturas |eaned againgt the marble balustrade in the €levated garden at Anturasikun. The stone felt
cool benegth his hands and he knew, amost by touch, where it had been quarried and how long it had
taken to reach the capita. Solaeth, shipped over the Dark Sea, then down the Gold River. Hesmiled
to himsdlf, hishazel eyesbright in a handsome face with sharply sculpted cheekbones and anose that had
been broken once when he was a child. He' d known many a happy day in the garden, and knew today
would be happier ill.

Helooked over the city, casting his gaze to the southeast and toward the Imperia Palace. Through his



mind flashed half adozen routes for getting from the Anturas stronghold to the Prince' s demesne. He
could travel through the wide streets that now thronged with Festival visitors, or wend hisway through
warrens, aleys, and places where, were he wearing his own Festiva finery, he would have been prey. He
had traveled them dl since hewas a child, learning the city fearlesdy—or at least fearing it less than
incurring his grandfather’ swrath if he did not.

That wasan Anturag’ slot inlife. Hisfamily had shown atadent for cartography, which wasdl but usdess
inthe Time of Black Ice. It didn’t matter that you knew how to get from one valey to another when you
had no ideawhat sort of horror you might find there. Asthe world emerged from the years of ice, snow,
and wild magic, the Anturas gift took on grester significance. Until the time of his grandfather, however,
Nalenyr had neither the leadership nor the resourcesto exploit it.

Fifty-sx years ago—when his grandfather was only his age and the world was smaller—atiger-sized
wolf was ravaging herdsin the northern mountains. The then-Naeni Prince—Prince Cyron’s
father—was st to go hunting and had a dream that he would day the beast. Try as he might, year after
year, the Prince failed to fulfill hisdream until Qiro Anturas performed aminor miracle. Qiro had
undertaken a survey of the areaand presented the Prince with amap that took the Prince directly to his
prey. The Prince dew the wolf and granted Qiro a private audience as areward.

The story had become part of family legend, along with other tales of Qiro’ s subsequent travelswest to
reclaim the Spice Road. Though hefailed in that latter mission, the Prince still showed greet favor to the
family. Qiro moved to its head, eclipsing his own father. He browbest his brother, Ulan, into absolute
obedience. Qiro’ siron-willed control of the family soon extended to al Ulan’s progeny and hisown
grandchildren. Keles and his siblings knew very well what Qiro expected of them and complied & one
level or another.

At my level, compliance; at Jorim’'s, none. Nirati cannot, though she does what she can. Keles
shivered. His sister did not have to worry about Qiro’sire, and both the older siblings did what they
could to shield Jorim. Without their efforts, Qiro would have broken him, chaining him to adrafting table
beside his cousins, shutting away someone who lived to explore the world.

Kdesknew, someday, there would be no protecting Jorim and that even hewould fal under his
grandfather’ s suspicions. Qiro had usurped his own father’ s place. Ryn Anturas, Keles' father, had
fought horribly with Qiro until his death. The old man clearly expected that Keles or Jorim would try to
replace him and, if the family’ sfortunes were to be maintained, one day one of them would.

Not something to think about. Not today. Not before the Festival. Not before she gets here.

Keescleared hismind of dire musings and studied the city again. Bright pennants and brighter coats of
paint made the city new again. It had been agood year, with anumber of sailing vesselsreturning to the
capita, their holds bulging. They carried exotic items from placesasfar as Tasa Aud and Aefret,
including dyesfor clothes, spices, artworks, and strange animals for the Prince’ s preserve. Envoysfrom
distant nations likewise took passage on the Prince’ s Wolves, sailing to Moriande to cel ebrate the

dynasty’ sanniversary.

The Imperia dutieslevied on those cargoes would easily pay for the Festival. More importantly for the
Anturas, since those ships used charts created by Qiro, a percentage of their profits came to him. While
any one merchant might profit when a ship returned, Qiro profited when any ship returned. Thisfact was
not lost on anyone, least of dl the Prince.

The crunch of footsteps on the gravel at the garden’ s edge brought Keles around. A shaven-headed
servant in brown bowed. “Pardon, Master Keles, but Lady Mgjiata Phoesdl has come.”



“Please, bring her here.” Theinvitation was but aformality, for he could see Mgiatawaiting in the
shadows of the tower’ s entrance. Formalities had to be observed, however, as she was nobility. Despite
their being betrothed and of intimate acquaintance, familiarity would not do. He bowed low in her
direction and waited until the hem of her blue gown cameinto view before he straightened, fighting to
hideagmile.

Taking tiny steps, she entered the garden, bypassing stone planters brimming with the finest examples of
bhotri in the capital—outside the Imperia Palace, of course. Severa of the plants had been grown by
jaecaibhot, whose skill reached magical proportions. The miniature pinetree at her right elbow perched
on arock and trembled with a breeze that went unfelt. Other dwarf trees would produce bountiful
harvests of pearsized fruit as succulent as their normal-sized cousins regardless of the seasons, so skilled
wasthe Mystic arborist in the Anturas employ.

Maiata, asdways, surrendered little in comparison to the brilliant bloomsin the garden. Gold silk
trousers and sash complemented the deep blue of her robe. A sgpphire set in gold rested at the hollow of
her throat, and smaller examples of the same stonein gold settings shone from her earlobes. Her dark
hair had been gathered and swept up, restrained by agold chain around her brow, with asapphire
dangling a her forehead. While her features were not as ddlicate as those of most hereditary nobility, she
had an undeniable beauty. Heavy eye ashes and lids blackened with kohl accentuated her cerulean eyes,
and reminded him of how she looked in the dimness of the midnight hours.

“Welcome, my lady Mgjiata”

Sheinclined her head only dightly in hisdirection, giving him thefirst inkling of trouble. “ Y ou arekind in
your greeting, Keles”

“Mal, what iswrong?’

Hetook a step forward, raising his hands toward hers, but she did not return the gesture. For amoment
he thought it might be that she objected to hisattire, for hisbright yellow shirt did not match the gold of
her robes, and histrousers and overshirt of green werefar lessrich in hue than her gown. Helet his hands
drift back to hissides and lifted his head, straightening his spine.

No anger flashed in her eyes, but hefully expected it. Her reply came softly, but even whispered it was
less aquestion than a statement. “ Y ou have not told him yet.”

“No, darling, but don’'t be angry.” Keles smiled broadly. “It is not easy to tell my grandfather anything.
Y ou know this”

“But you have not eventried.” Her left hand emerged from the opposite deeve, | etting the diamond ring
he' d given her glint in the sunlight. “If you truly loved me, you would havetold him what | asked you.”

“Mai, you know | loveyou.” He clapped his hands together and wanted to legp with the joy in his heart.
“I’ve thought of something much better, my dearest. It' s perfect.”

“Perfect, my darling, isfor usto be together, not separated as you go off on the Stormwolf. | know that
your grandfather has reserved agreat honor for you by sending you to sail around the Eastern Sea. |
know thereis much to see and explore. | know you dearly want to do that, but you will be gonefor a
year, two, five! What of usdl that time?’

“I' know, | know, but that iswhat is perfect about my plan, Mgjiata” He looked at her with hazel eyes
full of enthusasm. “Y ou took my ring knowing what | would be doing, what my lifewould belike. And |
want to be with you, so | have found the perfect solution. I ve made the arrangements. Y ou can come



with mein the fleet, on the Stormwolf.”
Her gaze flicked up as she whispered breathlesdy and atremor ran through her. “ Come with you?’

“Yes, darling, yes, it will be perfect.” Hetook her handsin his, squeezing them. “Istor Araset isthe
bhotcai who will be with us, and you can learn much from him. Think of the new plantsyou will see, the
new places! Wewill walk where men have not been before. We will taste exatic fruits. We will see
animas and vistas no man has ever laid eyes on. Y ou will be agreat help for me and to me. We will even
have a cabin to oursalves. | won't command the ship; Anaeda Gryst will do that, but sheisabrilliant
captain who has sailed to Aefret and back again faster than anyone else. She' swilling to take you with us
... What'swrong?’

Hisvoice petered out as she withdrew her hands from his.

“With you?’ Shelooked at him with shock and painin her eyes. “ Do you love me o little asto even
suggest that?’

Keeshlinked in amazement. “W-what do you mean? | love you so much | want you with me.”

“But you don't think of meat dl, do you? Y ou think only of yoursdf.” She opened her amswide. “You
would take me from family and friends?’

“I will beyour family.”

“Andif you dieon thetrip?’ Sheturned away from him. “Y ou describe al the wonders, but you forget
the horrors. The diseases. Thelack of water. Stale food. Storms. Storms sufficient to snap aship in haf.
You'll sail south, maybe to find these fabled Mountains of Ice, but what if you do?Y ou' Il spend months
with your teeth chattering, losing fingers and toesto frosthite. Do you want meto lose fingers and toes,
Keles?’

“No, you don’'t understand . . .”

“And freezing isthe least of our worries. Don't you see that? Don’t you know why | want you here, in
Moriande, learning from your grandfather?’ Her voice became glacia. “Have you forgotten what
happened to your father? What Qiro did to your father?’

“M-Magjiata, you know better than to believe old wives tales”

“And you denigrate the truth by labding it fable” Her eyesdlitted. “Y ou wereal of seven when it
happened and | was barely beyond suckling a my nurse’ s breast. Y our grandfather sent your father off
on such ajourney. Qiro wasjedous of him and your father defiant, so your grandfather had him killed.
Y our father, the Wavewolf, everyoneonit, dead!”

“No, that isnot true. Not true at al.” Keles scrubbed ahand over hisface, then looked imploringly at
her. “Don’t you see, Mgiata? | have to go on the Sormwolf. It ismy duty to my family, to ensure the
future. Our future. Can't you understand that?’

“I understand completely, Kees. | understand how selfish your love is—that you put the Anturas before
your love of me. | want you here not only so he cannot kill you, but so | can help you.”

She clasped her hands together, looked down, and spoke camly inasmall voice, ahelplessvoice. “You
know that growing flowersisnot my truetalent. That liesat court, usng my influence with my family to
help shape the court’ sthinking. | can do that for you. | want to be ahelp to you, but if you are going to
abandon me, | am powerless to promote you. And perhaps you think ill of me, but | do think of the



Anturas fortunes. There are shipsthat go out without Anturas charts. But with my help, laws can be
passed so that will never happen again. Don't you want that?’

“Of coursel do, Mal.”

“But | think you want adventure more. Y ou want to be sent away from here. Away from me. Why isit
you want to be sent away from me, Keles?’

The sob that choked her last word raised alump in histhroat that prevented him from speaking. Helifted
his hands and settled them on her shoulders, but she shrugged her way free, dipping her head as she
began to weep. Kelesfroze, uncertain what to do. His guts knotted and his empty hands flexed.

With all the time in theworld | could not think of the right thing to say.
“The answer to your question, Mai Phoesdl, should be obvious.”

Keesturned as histwin sigter entered the garden. Astdl as he was, with lighter brown hair and green
eyes, she had sharp features that had earned her the nickname of Fox when they were children. Though
she had since grown into a beauty, that vulpine nature still lingered, though morein the tightness of her
eyes and the quickness of her mind than in anything else. Lest anyone forget it, however, her black robe
did have running embroidery of foxes gamboling.

Mai turned and snorted. “ Spying again, Nirati?’

“Hardly necessary, sSince you aways read from the same script. | have said nothing to my brother before.
| speak now because what you ask affects my wholefamily. It isnot that | love you any less than the
family, dear brother, but her meddling has gone too far.”

Kelesfrowned. “Redlly, Nirati, | don't think . ..

“Y ou do think, brother, when given the chance, but you don’t see when you are being used.” Hissister
pointed at Mai, who seemed to have shrunk alittle. “ She wantsto help you, of course. She mentions
shipsthat sail without Anturas charts. Well, her family’ strading company haslong done without them.
Her father came to our grandfather after you were betrothed and demanded access to charts since we
were ‘practicaly family.” Grandfather told him to come back when she was actually wedded to you and
her belly swollen with a child we could prove was yours.”

Mai gasped in horror and Keles moved to comfort her.

“Don’t bother, brother, she’ snot worth it. Her only failing in this matter has been because of her vanity.”
Nirati’ s eyes sharpened. “ She was supposed to have concelved your child by now, but shefailed. Wasit
that you dreaded morning sickness, Mgiata, or feared becoming bloated and ugly—as ugly asyou are
ingde?’

“Neither.” Mai stroked ahand over her belly. “You’ reafool, Nirati. Two nights ago your brother and |
lay together. Even now hischildisgrowingin my belly.”

“No, littleMai.” Nirati shook her head, her brown locks a shimmering curtain spilling over the shoulders
of her gown. “For one who prides hersdf in apdtry talent at bhotri, you have long since neglected your
studies. Y ou must have noticed the tinge of bitternessin your night’ s-cup of wine before you dept. It was
tincture of clawfoot.”

“You poisoned mel” Mai’s mouth gaped in horror, then looked at Keles. *Y our sister tried to kill me.”



Keleslooked at hissster and the fury on her face burned through the outrage Mai’ s pleahad spawned in
him. “Y ou are exaggerating, Mai. She would have done you no harm.”

“I did her no harm.” Nirati shrugged nonchdantly. “Technicaly it was aservant of yours, bought and paid
for with Anturas gold, who administered the drug, but it was prepared with consummate skill—skill far
greater than you possess.”

“Atleast | have atdent, Nirati,” Mgiatasnarled.
K eles stepped between them, turning to face Mgiata. “ Stop. Go no further.”

“Agan you deny the truth, Keles. Everyone knows your sister isto be pitied. She' stalentless. No skill at
mapmaking, no skill with plants and herbs. Others who have known such shame have had the good grace
to destroy themsdlves.”

Kees hands knotted. Hiswords came precise and clipped. “I told you to go no further. Thereismore
than one type of shame, Mgjiata. Remember, Empress Cyrsawas late cometo her talent.”

“Your sigter isno Cyrsa.”
“But sheismy sister and | love her.” Helifted hischin. “If you love me, you will stop. Now.”

Mgjiata hesitated, her blue eyesflicking as she measured her responses. Keles wanted her anger to
break, for her to ask hisforgiveness. With every heartbeat that she did not, he redlized hisdesrewasin
vain, as hisearlier happinessrotted within him.

“Isthat it, then? Y ou choose your Sister over me?’

“I make no such choice. | loveyou, | love her, | love you both. | do not choose.” He frowned and his
voice dackened. “ And you should not make me choose.”

“Oh, no, Keles, | could never make you choose. But clearly | never had achance hereat all, did 17?7’
Mgjiatal seyeswelled with tears. | offered you everything. | offered you afuture of your own, Keles,
and you will not permit yoursdlf to grasp it.”

Nirati came up on hissde. “No, Mgiata, you offered him anillusion. His future wasto be your future,
for the benefit of your family. To you he was no more than a stud who could draw maps.”

Mai dapped Nirati, snapping her head around. Sheraised her hand again, but Keles caught her by the
wrig. “Don’t.”

Mai screeched in fury, wrenched her hand free, and clawed at hisface. Kelesfended her off and she
retreated. Her fingers hooked spadtically and anger knotted her face into ugliness. 1 won't have you,
KedesAnturas. You and your family will dways be prisoners here. | will have no part of it. Our
engagement is ended!”

She stormed back toward the tower, but Nirati darted after her and caught her by her robe’ ssash. “The
ring.”

“What?’
“Thering. Y ou broke the engagement, Mgiata. Thering remainshere.”

Mai turned and looked at Keles, tears painting her cheeks with black. “Will you grant me nothing for my
love?’



Keleslooked down, his gutstwisting dowly around anicy core,
Nirati laughed harshly. “Y ou deserve nothing, Mai.”

“Fine.” Shetugged thering free and hurled it againg his chest. It bounced off. “1 want nothing of the
Anturas. You are dead to me.”

Mal waited for amoment to hear any reply he might have, but Keles remained silent. She shook her
heed, then stalked off in arustle of silk and aflash of blue that seemed to take the rest of the color from
the garden withit.

Nirati bent to retrieve the ring. She stood dowly and held it out to her twin. “ She was not worthy of
you.”

Kees started to speak, but hisdry throat closed. He swallowed hard, then frowned at his sister. “What
you did was crue.”

“To her? 1t was better than she deserved. For months she has bragged that she had you right where she
wanted. She said you would be trapped here in our home, while she was free to enjoy the court and life
in the capitd. Shewould bear you children, but her family would help raise them, and she knew you
would grant her that freedom. She had it al planned out.”

Heresisted the urge to cover hisearswith his hands. “ Couldn’t you have just told me?’

“Could we?’" Nirati laid ahand on his upper arm. “Y ou saw in her the sort of woman she could have
become, were she not grasping, greedy, and venid. Y ou would not have listened. Y ou did not. Mother
cautioned you against deeping with her, but you went ahead and did so anyway.”

He dowly nodded. “I know it wasfoolish.” He sighed heavily. “It'sagood thing, | guess, that Mother
prepared the tincture of clawfoot and bribed a servant to giveit to Mgjiata.”

Nirati laughed. “We didn't bribe any servant and we certainly didn’t poison her. What | said was atrick.
| told her aservant in the Phoesd household was giving her clawfoot. Y ou know shewill not rest until she
determineswho it was. And that will prove animpossible task.”

“But...” Hepointed off acrosstheriver toward the Phoesal compound. “Mgjiataand | have been
deeping together. If shewasn't . . . if youweren't . . . then she could be pregnant.”

“Keles, my dear brother, we did not dose Mgjiata.” Nirati caressed his cheek. “Mother is very good.
Y ou never recognized the taste of snipeweed in your night’ s-cup, did you?’

“I just thought the wine was a bit off. Thistime of year, before the new vintagesareout . . .” He stared
down at hisempty hands. “I’ ve been afool, haven't 1?1 had convinced mysdlf she would come with me,
that sheloved me”

“Maybe part of her did, Keles.” Nirati rubbed hisarm. “Mother and | didn’t want to hurt you, but we
knew shewould hurt you more. Shewould hurt dl of us. And it was better our acting than Grandfather.
He never would havelet her sail with you. Y ou do know that.”

“Well, I wasthinking I might not actudly tell him.”

Nirati lifted hischin and looked him in the eyes. “Kees, you will be communicating with him, mind to
mind, during your journey. | know | don’'t have that talent—though we did work hard, didn’t we, to try
and seeif | did? What | know of it, though, isthat while you don’t actudly converse, Grandfather can



rummage around in your mind. Do you think you could have hidden her presence from him?’
Keeswinced. “Once at seahe wouldn't have recalled us.”
“In one of hisrages? Y ou redly think he wouldn’t have?’

“No, you' reright, he would have. Or ordered her put ashore.” He exhded dowly. “It wasn't my best
plan.”

“Keles, you're smart and disciplined and methodica, which iswhy someday you will replace
Grandfather.” Nirati held up thering and let sunlight flash in rainbow glintsfromit. “Mgjiatadidn’t let you
think. When you have time, you will seethingstheway the rest of usdid.”

“You'reright, I'msure.” Keles swalowed hard, then sighed. “1 just hope she will bewell.”

“Mgjiata?’ Nirati shook her head. “No, | won't say it. It'sgood that you are still concerned, though you
should not be. | think, brother dear, she will recover.”

Thelook on hissster’ sface told him what she refused to. She thinks Majiata will have a new suitor
by the end of the Festival. Perhaps sooner.

“I'll haveto tell Captain Gryst that Mgjiatawon't be coming on thetrip.”
Nirati raised an eyebrow. “Did she actudly say she'd let Mgiataon her ship?’
“She said she'd find away to get her on board.”

“In acrate, no doubt. From what | hear of Captain Gry<t, she would not have put up with her nonsense
for long.” Hissster smiled. “Of course, load some bdlast in the crate and dump it over theside. . .”

“Nirati!”

“I'm sorry, Keles” She gave himawarm smile. “1 just didn't like her and | am glad thisis over—though,
with her, | know therewill be repercussions. Nothing we can't live with, though.”

“Repercussions.” Keles shivered. “What can | expect from Grandfather and Jorim?’

“Nothing from Grandfather. He was insulated in the matter, save from the demands of her father. Butitis
not like he has't dealt with angry merchants before.” Nirati shifted her shoulders. “Jorim didn’t pprove
of her, but said nothing. The last fight he was in, however, was with her cousin.”

Keeswinced. “Does Grandfather know about the fight?”
“Not yet, but he will.”
“Can'twe...” Kelesread her expression. “What isit?’

“The Princeis coming here, tonight, to spesk with Grandfather. Y ou and Jorim are to be there aswell.
Therewill be no disguising that Jorim has been in another fight.”

Keesshook hishead. “It's Festiva. Things should be going well, not poorly.”
“Cheer up, brother. Not everything isbad.”

“No?’



“No, indeed.” Nirati gave him abroad smile. “ Just think, your night's-cup will now be sweet again.
Perhapsit’snot much, but . . .”

“1 know, Nirati.” Hekissed her on theforehead. “ There are times when that will haveto do.”

Chapter Three

36" day, Month of the Bat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Inn of the Three Cranes, Moriande

Nadenyr

Asthelow tapping came at the door, Moraven Tolo felt his heart beating faster than it ever did in
combat. “Y ou are welcome.”

The latch rose and the door swung open silently on freshly greased hinges. A young man with black hair
and bright blue eyes stood on the threshold, snapping off a deep bow. Moraven bent to match it—not to
honor the boy, but the man who shuffled into the doorway in hiswake.

Phoyn Jatan had never been atall man, and age had stooped him so that he barely topped five feet. His
hair, thinned to wisps, no longer benefited from being dyed. The grey threads did little to hide the
liver-spotted scalp, nor did the grey robe hide how skeletdly thin he had become. His shuffled step and
the way he leaned heavily on agnarled walking stick mocked the lithe and fluid warrior he had once
been.

Moraven sank to aknee. “Y our visit honors me, Master, more than words can express.”

Jatan’ s voice suffered little from age. “ That you would journey here at my request honors me, jaecaiserr

Moraven gtraightened up, but remained half-kneeling and gestured to the room’ slow cot. It had been
pushed againgt thewall and he' d demanded every pillow in theinn in preparation for the visit. “Had |
expected to receive you in my chambers, Master, | would have chosen a place more suitable.”

The old man waved away his gpology as he shuffled to the bed and seated himself. The young man
closed the door, then took the walking stick and knelt at Jatan’ sright hand. “I asked you to cometo me
during the Festival. It beginstomorrow, but | desired to see you sooner. Thank you for indulging me.”

Moraven read the man’ s grin and the playful light in hiseyes. “How did you know | was here?’

Jatan settled back againgt the mountain of pillows. “Must you ask, Moraven?| like that name, by the
way. Very strong. It suits you better than the others.”

“Thank you, Master.” He brought his other knee down and settled back on his ankles. “But that does not
answer the question.”



Jatan turned to the youth. “ Study him, Gelas, for thisisthe mien and focus of aMystic. Heis abetter
examplethan |.”

Moraven looked at the boy. “But my Master is abetter example of how to evade. If he hasa scar for
each prince beneath which he haslived, it would only be because he has cardesdy let acat scratch himin
the last week.”

The old man laughed. “1 have missed you, Moraven. As my Master often said, ‘ Better the sharp
swordsman than the sharp blade.” ”

“Then, lest | become sharper, your answer to my question?’

Jatan nodded dowly. “1 would tell you that | felt you, four days ago, as you dedlt with the bandits on the
road, but you would tell me | was remembering atime before.”

Moraven remained slent, but raised an eyebrow.

“No, | know that you, of al my students, would not believeit, evenif it weretrue.” The old man coughed
dryly. “A boy with awithered arm cameto the serrian two days ago, bearing Macyl’ s overshirt. He'd
brought it to the family, and they wished usto haveit. The boy and hisfamily thanked me profusely for
my student—one whose name| did not know—and how he saved them.”

“It was asmple matter, Magter, but onethat will grow inthetdling, | fear.”

“It dready has, but not badly. They reported evidence of jaedun in how you disarmed the archer.” The
old man smiled. “I am not certain they were wrong, though | discount reports of lightning flashing and
thunder clapping. Y ou have not become that powerful, have you?’

“If lightning and thunder were possible, you would have long since displayed it, though perhaps not to as
unworthy a student as myself.”

“Y ou were never unworthy, Moraven.” Jatan coughed again. “Y ou were dways clever.”

“Not dways, Master. Were that true, | would not have cometo you as| did.” Moraven shifted on his
knees and reached for hisleather traveling bag. “I did manage to find some wyrlu inthewest. It is of
Virine manufacture, if you wish, Magter.”

“Geias, thereis no reason you will mention thisto your mother.”
The youth nodded.

The old man smiled and rubbed his hands together as Moraven produced a bottle, uncorked it, and
poured an amber liquid into two small cups. “Eron’ swife takes good care of him and the other students,
but she fusses over me.”

“I ssem to recal other Mistresses of House Jatan who fussed smilarly.” Moraven handed him one of the
cups. “1 have no complaint, for without being fussed over, | would not have recovered.”

Jatan sniffed at the liquor, then tossed it off in one gulp. His eyes screwed shut for amoment, then he
swalowed hard. He coughed again, but only lightly, then spoke in aharsh whisper. “Y ou underestimate
your vitdity.”

“No, Magter, | am aware of my mortality.”

Moraven Tolo had first met Phoyn Jatan in Moriande, awakening on adeeping mat in the Soshir Estate.



He' d been lying there facedown, his chest swathed in bandages. He had no recollection of who he was
or whence he had come. Thingsaround him felt strangely familiar, but aso quite dien, asif ahundred
rice-paper paintings had been chopped into pieces and fitted together with no particular scheme.

The only thing he knew about himsdlf was that he had been horribly wounded with asword. The dash
had taken him on the left Side, stopping ahandwidth shy of his spine. Aninch or two of the scar remained
vigble on hischest and afinger of it dong the flank. The blow should have killed him; but hewas|eft dive
to wonder if he had been struck in the back because he was a coward running from battle, or if enemies
he now could not recal had genuingly intended to kill him.

Phoyn Jatan and hiswife of the time, Chyrynal, had nursed him to hedlth. Jatan built the sword school
around himin hisold Master’ s estate—which Moriande s growth had since overtaken. It became
apparent that whoever he had been, he had been a swordsman of no mean skill. This spoke againgt the
idea of cowardice, but Moraven worked hard to ensure this charge would never be leveled against him
again. It was the reason the bandits had been dain on the road to Moriande eighty-one years previoudly,
and countless others had died beneath his blade before then.

“Mortality, Moraven, isaconcern for dl of us.” Jatan held the cup out for arefill. “Oncel knew aman
claiming to be astudent of mine was here, | sent students out to seek a swordsman of skill. Do you know
of ayoung man who calls himsef Deshell Tolo, and clamsto be your cousn? He wears the leopard
hunting as a crest and speaks the southern diaect.”

“No, but there was the business down in Erumvirine that might have caused him to choose that name.”
Moraven poured more of the grain alcohal for hisMaster. “Did hetake it in my honor, or shdl | be
required to strip him of it?’

“Eronismaking inquiries.” Jatan Spped at theliquor thistime. “ The boy you sent, tell me hisstory.”
“I did not send him.”

“Moraven, please.” The old man shook hishead. “My Master told the tale of flying ahawk against forest
doves. His hawk stooped and knocked one from the sky, which fell and hit a peasant’s cook pot, spilling
thin broth on afire. The peasant demanded payment for his supper, sinceit was Master Virisken's hawk
that began theloss. Y our sending the boy to Macyl’ sfamily began thischain.”

Moraven frowned, then drank and let the liquid burn itsway down histhroat. “As| recall, Master, your
Master paid the peasant, then demanded the money back from him in payment for the dove, which the
peasant’ s family were then roasting. When the peasant said the dove was from the gods and refused to
pay, Master Virisken dew him for blasphemy.”

“True, true, but the Empire had not been divided into the Nine at that time, so things were different. And
your attempt to evade my question was bold but invain.”

“Thereisnot much to tell. They come from the south, aday’ swalk from Erumvirine, and aremillers. The
boy had ventured up the millstream and found a place where the bank had been eroded. It openedinto a
little hole and he crawled in. Something was shining there, glowing with abluelight. The boy reached for
it with hisleft hand.” Moraven shrugged. “ He remembers nothing e se. Hisfather found him floating down
the stream and thought he was dead, but only hisarm was withered.”

The old man’ s brows furrowed. “ Do they suspect how it changed him?”’

“I think they saw nothing beyond the withered arm. They say they tried to find the place where he was
hurt, but there were rains, the stream flooded, and all signswere gone. Still, the Ste was amile upstream



and they credit the gods with the miracle that he did not drown. They redly did not want to spesk of any
of it, and only told me what had happened after they learned what | am.”

“They done would associate with you once your status was reveded?’
Moraven nodded. “Hardly asurprise.”

“No, memories of the Time of Black Ice remain sharp, even in the minds of those who did not live
through them.” Jatan beckoned for more wyrlu and his hand quaked as Moraven refilled hiscup. “In
someways, | bear my Master anger. He rode with his best warriorsto join Empress Cyrsain the
Turasynd Campaign. It was even hisideato take the Imperid treasury in the wagons and travel
northwest, along the Spice Route, to draw the barbarians away from civilized lands. He and the others
went off to die, but me heleft behind to protect Nalenyr. | do not think he knew what they would
unleagh.”

Moraven nodded dowly. The Empire s best warriors had traveled with the Empressto prevent the
barbarians of the Turca Wastes from destroying the Empire. Warriors of sufficient skill—such ashe,
Master Jatan, and Virisken Soshir—could reach the state of jaedunto. Their skill connected them with
jaedun—the magic that flowed like ariver through everything. When they fought, especidly against

other jaecai, excess magic lesked out. Many were the circles outside villages where duels were fought to
contain the magic, and odd were the effects therein. Snow might never melt despite the hottest summer,
or rain might dwaysfal there without a cloud in the sky. Men bred horses and dogsin those circles,
hoping the wild magic would create a superior beast; but they awaysdid it in the dead of the night, lest
their neighbors learned they were playing with magic.

The Turasynd, living in the northern desert, cared little about the consequences of magic. It could do little
harm to their barren homeland, and great good if it made their herdsfertile or crops bountiful. When their
population grew too big, ashaman bound the tribes together and invaded the Empire. The Empresslured
them north and west, away from the centers of civilization, then engaged them in agrand battle the likes
of which had never been seen before or since.

Jatan’' seyesfocused distantly. “ The wild magic came in towering clouds that cloaked the sky and hid the
sun. Snows came—foul black snow carried on savage windsthat could ped the flesh from man and
beast. Better that death, though, than what would happen if the magic in those storms touched you. The
boy traded awithered arm perhaps for the ability to breathe water, or to need no breath at al, but that’s
because the magic isweak now.”

He glanced at Gelas. “Back then, villages vanished in blizzards and glaciers scraped the earth down to
bedrock. There are yet placesin the mountains where you can see avillage made of ice—houses,
people, wagons, animals, al there, frozen in place asthey were when a storm caught them.”

Moraven nodded. “I’ ve seen it, Master, though much is melted now. The wild magic does gather and
play sometimes, but seldom in the Nine. It'sjust in the Wastes now—Dolosan and Ixyll, or so | am
told.”

“But fear of it remains—and that, Gelas, iswhy you study hard.” Jatan coughed once more, but did not
drink. “Back in the days of Empire, men grew careless. We studied swordsmanship to reach jaedunto,
but others wanted the magic faster. Prince Nelesquin and his vanyesh studied xingna to magter it, to
magter jaedun. Once they had the magic, they found waysto useit to enhance their kills. They sought
the smpleway, and it wastheir folly that caused the Cataclysm.”

Moraven nodded, more out of respect for his Master than belief. Master Jatan had been one of the few
jaecai left inthe Nine—the Nine Principalities the Empress had divided the Empireinto for safekeeping.



He had been ingrumenta in convincing the Naeni Prince that the vanyesh had to be destroyed.
Moreover, the study of magic had to be diminated. In hisview, the Imperia warriors could have
contained their magic and prevented the Cataclysm, but the undisciplined vanyesh could not.

But thisis because Prince Nelesquin and your Master hated each other. You are my Master, but |
see how their hatred has tainted you.

In the wake of the Cataclysm, with magic sormsraging, years of no summer and countless people dying
of Starvation or worse, the system of schoolsfor teaching various skills was reinforced. The common folk
distrusted magic, but were assured that anyone who had learned enough to accessit could be trusted.
And it wastrue that few achieved such mastery. Even now, with the population agpproaching
pre-Cataclysm levels, thisremained constant. Still, the fear had power, and were it not for Dunos and his
family, Moraven would have traveled the last two days to Moriande aone.

The school system—at least the martial schools—had aso begun the xidantzu tradition. The best
warriorswereto travel the Nine and even beyond, fighting injustice and cruelty, without regard to
nationality or politics. No lord could command them and, while many good students ended up in
garrisons and militias, the very best relished their freedom. The creation of the xidantzu meant no lord
could gather an army akin to that of the Empress, so the chances of a pitched battle triggering another
Cataclysm became miniscule.

“Itisfolly, Moraven, that caused meto ask for this audience.”
“Yes, Master?’

“What happened to the boy could happen to the Nine.” Jatan sat forward and a pillow dipped down to
prop him up. “Asyou have said, the wild magic has retreated. And, for some, so hasthe fear of what
caused it. There are those who go into the Wastes. They seek weapons of antiquity, looting graves new
and old, searching for those thingsthat will build them an army.”

Moraven frowned. Wespons and rdlics of those who had skill would not confer that skill on
others—though they might be steeped in the magic of the one who had used them. They would, however,
allow oneto be more easily trained. He had asked after Macy!’ s sword because the blade itsalf had been
in that family for generations and was very powerful. Macyl had worked hard to attain his skill and had
not alowed the blade to bring him along faster than he could have gone otherwise, but he wasrare.

“Magter, have you seen evidence of theserelicsin Moriande?’

“A few, sold as curiogities and antiques, but they were very fine specimens. One or two bore signs of
having been on the Turasynd Campaign.” His eyes sharpened. “It is supposed that somewhere, out in
Ixyll, thereisthe battlefield where so many died. The wegpons there would be full of magic and might
make someone think he could be Emperor again.”

Moraven arched an eyebrow. “Not Prince Cyron. His older brother might have striven for such, but the
gods had other plansfor him. Prince Pyrust?’

“Pyrust, of course. Deseirion wishes to consolidate the conquest of Helosunde, then take Nalenyr. There
are others, though, who might wish anew dynasty in Moriande.” Jatan shrugged. “1 wish only that the
graves of my comrades and Master lie undisturbed, but | am too old to venture into the Wastes to ensure
this. So | wishyoutodoitinmy stead.”

“Goto Ixyll?” Dread poured through Moraven. Ixyll had ever been adistant land warped by thewild
magic. He bdieved nothing he heard of it, but aso endeavored to heer little. If he ever thought of it



unbidden, he exiled histhoughtsto far Ixyll itself and felt well rid of them.
“Will you do thisfor me, Moraven Tolo?’
“Madter, | would lay siegeto the Nine Hellsfor you. | shal leaveimmediately.”

Jatan raised an empty hand, then extended his cup once more. “If you leave now, you will not see me
during the Festival. Nor will wefinish your fine wyrlu. Thisduty | charge you with is grave, but even the
meninvolved in it will celebrate the Festival. So shdl you.”

“My Magter ismost kind.”

“No, Moraven, far fromit.” Heraised the cup, then sipped. “I am sending you to save the world. Enjoy
the Festival and remember the world at its best. It will not make you work harder, but it may bring you
comfort when the task becomesimpossible.”

Chapter Four

36" day, Month of the Bat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperial Prince Cyron's Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Anturasikun, Moriande

Naenyr

HisImperid Highness Prince Cyron patiently awaited Qiro Anturas’s pleasure. The Prince had arrived at
the cartographer’ s tower with only asmall retinue of his Keru bodyguard. They, in accord with a decree
handed down by hisfather, waited inside the base of the tower but outside the gates that led to the core.
Anturaskun was alabyrinth of public and private spaces, but few were alowed into the private chambers
and workshop. Though the Keru had sworn their livesin Cyron' s service, even they would not be
allowed past the golden gates.

It did not matter that the tower had been fashioned by the nation’ s greatest builders and decorated by the
most celebrated artists, or that the halls housed wonders from around the world. It was aprison. Cyron's
father had explained to him, twenty years earlier, why Qiro Anturas could not be allowed out of the
tower. His skill a mapmaking and his knowledge of the world made him more vauable to Nalenyr than
al the Nine Principdities known treasures. Locked in Qiro’s head were the worldly details that allowed
Naenyr to prosper, so he, himsdlf, had to be shut away.

To lose himwould be to lose everything. When the Empress had divided the Empireinto the Nine
Principdities, sheingaled the late Emperor’ swives and their familiesto rule each one. She made
ambition counteract ambition and brought the most ambitious of the Princes with her on the Turasynd
Campaign. While Naenyr had not begun as the most powerful or progperous of the Nine, the reopening
of trade with the world filled its coffers. With that gold Cyron could buy troopsto hold the lords of
Desdarion a bay.

Qiro has given us everything, and yet we take from him freedom. It had seemed then to the Prince



asif thiswere the ultimate cruelty, but he soon grew to understand its necessity. Qiro Anturas’ sgenius
lay at the heart of his persondlity, and with it came an inability to tolerate stupidity or insubordination. This
made Qiro abrupt, abrasive, and unpredictable. 1t even makes him think he can keep a prince
waiting.

Cyron laughed, because he knew he would wait. And wait.

Waiting was part of life and Cyron cultivated patience, for it was unlikely to get one killed. His brother,
Crown Prince Araylis, had been impatient to see the Desal forced back out of Helosunde and had paid
for hisimpatience with hislife. Reports had come back that Prince Pyrust—the man who led the Desel
and who had even come south to celebrate the Festival in Moriande—had been the onewho killed his
brother. Though that act had won Cyron the throne, he felt disinclined to thank Pyrust, since Pyrust
himsdlf would be more than happy to kill al the Komyr and take the throne of Naenyr for himsdlf.

And then Qiro would find himself well matched in temperament and obstinacy.

Qiro had sent arequest to the court to be alowed to leave the tower during the anniversary Festival and
his own birthday celebration. The request seemed reasonable and Cyron would have been happy to
grant it, save for the influx of people from the world over who had come, ostensibly, to rejoicein the
dynasty’ slongevity. His Magter of Shadows had complained of the influx of spies during Festival, and
Cyron could not chance exposing Qiro to kidnappers or assassins.

Cyron found it highly unlikely thet the Desal had traveled south with any intent to kill Qiro—or anyone
elsefor that matter—but he would not have put it past Pyrust to make use of an opportunity. He could
have dreamed up any number of plots that he seeks to put in play. Tolimit their ability to cause
trouble, he' d made room for Pyrust’ s entourage in Shirikun, at the city’ s northern edge.

Likewise the people from Erumvirine to the south had been housed in Quunkun, and the envoys from the
Five Princes nations had taken up residence in the towers corresponding to their patron deity.

K ojailkun—the tower of the Dog—served as no one s officia residence since Helosunde was till subject
to Desairion conquest and Helosunde' s Council of Ministers had yet to select aprince. Cyron ill
alowed hisKeru warriors to station an honor guard there. 1t made the Keru happy and would discomfit
Prince Pyrugt.

Most of the preparations had been carried out by protocol ministers and their attendants, with the Prince
only nominally overseeing things. The honor guard had been posted by direct order, since the bureaucrats
and astrologers had deemed it improper. They explained to him about occlusionsin the heavens and
Koja's power waning, but he had little tolerance for their explanations and overruled them.

The bureaucrats sought to placate heaven, hell, and earth, while the Prince focused far more on earth.
The conflict between Desairion and Helosunde had less to do with constellations and gods than
Helosunde sfirgt prince having been born of awoman from Deseirion. She had urged her son to take her
home province as the first step to becoming the new Emperor, and war had smmered on that border
long before Pyrust and hisfather had successfully invaded. But for Naleni support of the Helosundian
mercenaries, the Desal consolidation of their conquest would have been completed long since.

Politicaly it made good sense to placate the Helosundians, since their province served as a buffer
between Desairion and Naenyr. But Cyron aso just liked annoying Pyrust. He hoped his northern
neighbor’ s discomfort would manifest in more of the prophetic dreamsthe Desal prince believed in,
digracting him from any true deviltry.

A protocol minister could have delivered arefusa of Qiro’srequest, but the Prince overruled that as
well. Firgt, Cyron was aware that the minister likely would never make it to Qiro’ s presence, and



certainly would wilt beneath the heet of the cartographer’ s reaction. More importantly, however, the
Princefdt that, as Qiro’ sjailer, it was up to him to ddiver the rgection personally.

The doorsin the smal rotunda where the Prince waited cracked open, and asmall, bent man shuffled
through them. Hisfacelit up with asmile, and he raised his head as much as histwisted back would
dlow. “Highness, nine thousand pardonsfor keeping you waiting.”

The Prince bowed deeply and respectfully. “Y ou honor me, Ulan, by fetching me yourself. Y our work is
far too important for you to be dispatched on such atrivid task.” Cyron purposdly refrained from using
theimperid “we,” though hisrank al but demanded it. Asit was, Ulan would natter on about how
familiar the Prince was with him, and Qiro would see the deference as befitting his status.

Ulan blew along wisp of white hair from hisface. “The pleasureis mine, Highness. My brother said
whichever of us produced the cleanest chart of Tirat would have this honor, and | was not outdone.”

“Y ou could only have been outdone, Ulan, had your brother set pen to paper, and he still would have
been hard-pressed to win.”

“You mustn't say that, Highness.” The old man shook his head. “But here | am tdlling you what you can
and cannot do.”

“In the House of the Anturasi, many take orders.”
“They do, they do.”

The old man turned and waved the Prince through the doors, then closed them and shuffled aong the
corridor, which led around and up to the fifth-floor workshop. The Prince walked ahead of Ulan, letting
his right hand trail dong awrought-iron railing as he mounted the ramp and moved into the workshop's
light. Though he had vidited the Anturas workshop many times, the Sight never failed to impresshim.

The ramp emerged in the center of acircular room ahundred feet in diameter. Asde from acurtained
wedge chopped out of the northern point, copy desks and drafting tables, cabinetswith large flat drawers
and shelves packed with scrolled charts dominated the room. Pillars supported the vaulted ceiling and,
around thewadlls, high windows alowed illumination. For fear of fire, the Principdity provided magica
lighting for evening work, and ghostly bluelight had often been seen glowing from the tower after sunset.

Dozensof Anturas worked at the desks. The youngest—grandchildren and great-grandchildren, al of
them sprung from Ulan’ sloins—fetched paper and refilled inkwells, sharpened nibs and carefully
powdered finished maps. Those abit older copied city maps or diagrams of fortifications—anything that
would help them develop the skills they needed to draft the truly important work. The adults, led by Ulan,
worked at the largest tables, making nautical charts of incredible accuracy. Astravelersreturned from
voyages and provided details, maps were revised so the next purchaser would have the most up-to-date
information possible.

This controlled chaos wasfilled with the scrape of pen on paper, the click of knife on quill, the occasiona
crash of an inkwell smashing, and the even lessfrequent oath. The Anturas worked quickly, precisaly,
and as quietly as possble—as dl three traits were the only way to insulate themselves from Qiro's
wreath.

Qiro’sdomain, in contrast to the rest of the workshop, lay out of sight beyond the blue curtains hung
from celling to floor. Prince Cyron made for the opening and, dipping through, smiled. A second
curtain—white—ten feet distant, guaranteed that the secrets within would not be seen by accident. He
made certain the curtains behind him were drawn tightly shut before he opened the others.



He could not suppressagasp. A segment of the curved wall had been whitewashed and on it amap of
the known world had been drawn twenty feet high and forty wide. The Nine Principdities lay at the heart
of thething, as befitting their place in the world. The Turca Wastes capped them to the north, and the
vast Eastern Seaformed the eastern boundary. The provinces and wastelands were drawn in to the west,
with the eastern coast of far Aefret forming the western boundary. Aboveit, sketched in with the faintest
of detail, lay themythical lands of Etrusia

Before the Time of Black Ice, the Empire had traded with the peoples of Etrusiaviaaland route, but the

Cataclysm that had broken the world had closed that path. Qiro’s expedition fifty years earlier had gotten
further than any other, but still showed the way was closed. Cyron and he had discussed the possibility of
trying the land route again, but the successes at ocean exploration had made doing so alow priority.

So much of the ocean remained unknown, for most of the ships had gone south and then west, along
well-known routes. Cyron felt certain that great discoverieswould be found to the east, and toward that
end the grestest ship of hisfleet, the Stormwolf, had been created and was preparing to sail.

The Prince found the map at once remarkable and tragic. All of the details of the world that had been
confirmed by the Anturas had been painted in strongly. They had filled in much, but till more lay blank.
Even areas within the Dark Sea went uncharted, and it was from there the pirates that preyed upon
provincia shipping sailed. Qiro’ s ages-old desiretofill in these blank areas had caused him to send his
son Ryn on anill-fated voyage. But even the pain of his son’ s degth had not blunted his hunger to
explore, and just five years previously Cyron had been forced to refuse another of Qiro’srequeststo
undertake agrand survey himsdlf.

The Prince tore his gaze from the map and received a surprise. Qiro’ s grandsons, Keles and Jorim, stood
with their grandfather, but afourth man had joined them. The Prince found this remarkable because not
only had he never seen anyone outside the Anturas clan—save himsdlf or his kin—in the workshaop;
Naleni decree had made it acapital crimeto enter the workshop without express state permission. That
the man was present bespoke his great importance, and the fact that he was wearing a blindfold indicated
Qiro had not wholly lost hismind.

Qiro smiled and crossed quickly to the Prince. Tall and lean, he possessed afull shock of white hair,
moustache, and goatee. His pale eyes seemed dmost devoid of color, savefor the pupil, giving him an
inhuman look. Though he was celebrating his eighty-first birthday within the week, he moved with the
srength of aman haf hisage. Therich timbre of hisvoice, however, clearly had benefited from his

longevity.

“Highness, you honor the House of Anturas with your presence. Y ou have met my grandsons, Kelesand
Jorim?’

The Prince shook and released Qiro’ s hand, then greeted the brothers. “I do know them, and treasure
them asmuch as| treasure you, dicaikyr Anturas. Jorim, | think you would like to know that the pair of
spotted cats you brought back from Ummummorar last year have mated and produced nine kittens. They
are the pride of my sanctuary.”

Jorim smiled. Shorter than his brother and stockier, he wore hisside locksin braids and had grown afull
beard after the fashion of the Ummummori. Though he wore fine and proper clothing, his hair and beard
did give him abarbaric air that had caused a bit of astir amid the Naleni nobility. A blacked eye, plit lip,
and abrasons on hisknucklesindicated he had not abandoned the combetive skillsthat kept him divein
thewilds.

Before Jorim could say anything, the blindfolded man laughed. “ Oh, yes, very good. Cats, the pride of



your sanctuary. Splendid joke, Highness, marvelous. Many shal enjoy it during this Festival.”
Cyron frowned. “Who isthis, and why is he here?’

Qiro smiled in amanner that would have taken seventy years off hisage, wereit not for the fera light
playing through hiseyes. “Thisis Jesbor Gryst, and he has with him something quite remarkable. | have
aready purchasad it, and with it our domination of the world will go unchalenged.”

Cyron’ sfrown degpened as Qiro retreated to a Sde table and pointed to amahogany box. Thelid had
been lifted, and as the Prince approached he saw that two panes of glass separated by a piece of wood
had been placed over the box’ slower portion. Each pane revea ed the face of aclock, and each clock
was set to the proper time.

“Thiswill allow usto dominate the world?’ Cyron folded hisarms over hischest. “I do not think apair of
clockswill daunt Prince Pyrust’slegions, and | aready know very well how fast they are capable of
moving.”

“Y ou don't understand, Highness.” Qiro whirled away from him and approached thewall map. “Our
ships, Highness, have sailed far from here. We have outlined the continent from here to Aefret and we do
our best to draw accurate maps. Were we to compare this map with those from a hundred years ago,
you would see quite adifference.”

He pointed toward the top of the map and drew his hand down. “Our charts are devastatingly accuratein
the dimensions of north and south. Why isthis? Latitudeis smple to calculate, Highness. Measure a
shadow at noon and anyone with rudimentary geometry skills can determine how far north or south of the
equator they are. It isasmple matter to determine your location.

“East and west, however, are more difficult. North and south have an agreed-upon and fixed point of
reference: the equator. We have apole star to the north to guide usaswell, and | am certain we shall
locate such in the south, possibly above the Mountains of Ice, if they exist. The point from which east and
west are measured, however, isarbitrary.”

Cyron shook his head. “ All maps have Moriande as that point. Wentokikun, to be exact.”

“Our maps, yes, but Desairion uses Felarati for their charts, and Erumvirine uses Keluwan astheir
demarcator. But which point isused is unimportant, because the problem is determining the distance
between a point and another.”

The Prince looked from Qiro back to his grandsons, then the blindfolded man. “But you have made
surveys. Y ou have had people pace the distance.”

Qiro spun, the deeves and tails of hisgold overshirt flaring. “ Exactly, Highness, but we have no onewho
can walk on water to paceit. Our ships, while they can mark their speed, have trouble marking the speed
and direction of currents. All maps, mine included, contain a paradox, for if wetakethetimeit takesto
get to Aefret from here, we have one distance. If we mark thetime it takes for the return, we have
another. We have, in the past, played with the differences and estimated the speed of currents, but even
0, that isinexact. A single storm can render any speed-and-direction data useless.”

The Prince nodded dowly. “I believe | understand the problem. How is thisthe solution?’
Qiro clapped hishands. “ Jesbor Gryst, please explain thisdevice.”

“Wadl, Highness, first | must say it isnot mine. | did not invent it; my sondid. Y ou see, | repair things, and
my son, Borosan, always studied what | did, but he took it further. He became interested in the new art



of gyanri, though thereisno school for it here”

Cyron nodded, then appended, “ Of course,” since the man could not see. Gyanri wasthe art of new
magic—ca culated, mechanica magic. Thetradition of training to reach jaedunto was revered throughout
the Nine, but Nalenyr and Erumvirine had the best schools and so benefited the most from it. Other
nations had begun to embrace gyanri, in which mechanica devices used magica energy—mostly residue
of the Cataclysm—to power them. A sword imbued with magica energy would alow an untrained
warrior to fight skillfully, at least until that energy wore out. A hundred enchanted swords were cheaper
to produce than asingle jaecai serr. While none of the warriors using those swords would be particularly
good, few were the siwordsmen who became Mystics. In awar of attrition, gyanri might well overwhelm
measters of the old art.

“Wdll, Highness, Borosan had an ideafor a device that would alow one to communicate viawriting over
along distance. He went off with it, and told meto look for amessage every noon, which | did, but no
message came. My son was frustrated, for the device seemed to work from one side of aroom to the
other, but not when hetook it far away.”

“Fascinating, Master Gry4t. This, on thetable, isthe device?’

“No, Highness, dear me, no.” The man smiled, clasping his hands together tightly at hisbelt. “Y ou see,
my son realized that | would be looking for his message at noon in the capital, but he was sending at noon
from wherever he was. If he was north or south of the capitd, it would work. So, what he did was invent
thisclock. Itisawork of gyanri. It uses thaumston to power it. He made two clocks in case one were
damaged or needed more thaumston, and set both to the capital time. Y ou see, when he went away, he
would send the message according to the time in the capitd.”

The Prince’ s mouth hung open for amoment. Qiro had made his passion for the dua clocks apparent,
but whatever it would alow him to do was nothing compared to this other device described. If the Prince
could ingtantaneoudy converse with othersfar away, such as military commandersin the field, he would
be able to coordinate defenses and stop an invasion quickly.

“Doesthis devicework?’
“The clockswork perfectly, Highness.”
“No, no, the communication device. Does it work?’

Jesbor shook hishead. “My son has not perfected it. He s, even now, traveling and working onit. | think
he understood some of the message | tried to send him, for hislast wished your Highnessthejoy of the
Festiva.”

“That' svery nice of him, but if heis out somewhere, what ishisdua clock doing here?’

Thetinker smiled. “ Oh, well, Highness, Borosan tired of hauling that big chest around, so hejust madea
smaller one, more accurate. Fitsin apouch. He' s clever, my son.”

Too clever to be out wherever heis. The Princelooked at Qiro. “The dua clock helpsyou how?’
Cyron held ahand up and forced himsdlf to think. “Wait, wait. If you are away from the capita, and you
look at these clocks at noon where you are, you see the differencein time. That differencein time you
trandateinto miles”

Qiro clapped his hands ddightedly, but the tightness around his eyes suggested a bit of displeasure. “ Yes,
Highness, you haveit perfectly. With this device we can accurately chart the oceans. We can venture into



places where no one has gone before.”

He turned back to the map and laid his hand against the blank expanse of ocean. “Untold treasureslie
here, | am certain, and they will be ours. | need your permission, Highness, to outfit the Stor mwolf with
thisdual clock and launch it as soon as possible. With the data we recover, our shipswill be ableto go
everywhere. We can colonize new lands, discover new plants, animals, and treasures. Our nation will
become even greater than it dready is, and you, Highness, will have the meansto reunite the Principdities
into the Empire and rightfully sit on the Throne of Heaven.”

Chapter Five

36" day, Month of the Bat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year sncethe Cataclysm

Anturaskun, Moriande

Naenyr

Keesfought to keep the surprise from hisface and watched as his brother failed to do the same. Keles
had long understood the problem with determining longitude. While avariety of clocks, from sundialsand
marked candles to water clocks and spring-wound clocks, did allow timekeeping, none was precise
enough to alow for the measurements agrand survey required. Qiro had experimented for yearswith a
variety of clocks, and though Keles and Jorim had carried and religioudy tended to them, upon their
return to the capital the time differential had been deemed unacceptable.

What surprised Keleswas his grandfather embracing a device created by a gyanridin. Gyanri was so
recent adevelopment, and one best understood outside Naenyr, that local prejudice had dismissed it.
Moreover, Qiro had pointed out that while gyanri might creete devicesthat gave skillsto the unskilled, it
would only work with crude, unintellectual tasks. In keegping with the common wisdom, he had declared
it the height of lazinessto rely on devicesfor what training would provide. He had repeatedly sent away
people who came to him with devices that would copy maps automaticaly, or could take readings of the
sun and stars.

Yet now he champions this device. The dud clock did seem the answer to countless prayers, but his
grandfather’ s shift in opinion was so abrupt that it dmost seemed the man had lost hismind. In anyone
ese, Kelesmight have thought he had smply had arevelation and relented in his previous opinion, but his
grandfather was too complex for that answer to satisfy him.

ThePrince smiled. “I applaud your vison, dicaikyr Anturas. The existence of thisdevice, of course,
must be kept secret. | can count on your complicity in this, Master Gryst?’

The blindfolded man nodded. “Oh yes, Highness. And my son, too. I’ m sure he' s quite forgotten about
it, now that he has his new pouch-clock. That’ swhat he calsit, a pouch-clock.”

“Splendid.” Prince Cyron dipped his handsinto the opposite deaves of hisovershirt. “ And whereis your
son now? | should like to spesk with him.”



“And | know hewould like to spesk with you, Highness. It would be an honor. | know it.”

“Good, have him report to me as soon as he can. After the Festiva will be fine, but during would be
better.”

“Oh, Highness, | wish | could comply, but he' s probably in Solaeth now, or perhaps even in Dolosan.”
The Prince' s eyebrow rose. “He' sin the wastelands?’
“On hisway. That'swhere one gets thaumston, Highness”

“Yes, very true.” The Princelooked back at Qiro. “Perhaps you could have Master Gryst escorted
down to the gate? | will see him home after we converse for amoment.”

“Of course, Highness. Jorim, please do asthe Prince asks.”
“Yes, Grandfather.” Jorim crossed and took Gryst by the elbow, guiding him from the curtained area.

“Y our pleasure, my Prince?’ Qiro pointed to aside table with glasses and a pitcher. “Keles, pour us
somewine.”

“No, thank you, dicaikyr.”
Keeslooked a his grandfather. “Will you drink?’
“No.” Qiro lifted his chin and clasped his hands a the small of hisback. “What isit, Highness?’

“Hirgt, congratulations on finding the dual clock and recognizing its potentid. Y ou redlize, of course, that
the device Borosan Gryst istesting is .. . . equdly valuable. Its applications, especidly as concerns our
ability to defend oursalves againgt the Desal, cannot be overvalued.”

Qiro nodded solemnly. “1 have seen the vauein it, too, for my gpplications, my Prince. Kelesand Jorim
have the taent that alows them to send meimages and information, mind to mind. While this might not be
asaccurate as| would desire, the time saved isinvauable. Such adevice would let me field more survey
teams and would provide a check on the accuracy of the dual clock.”

“Good. Then weareof amind.”
“That being, Highness?’

“That having Borosan Gryst in the Wastesistoo dangerous. | will need you to prepare charts that will
alow agroup to be dispatched to find him and return him to the capitd.”

“An expedition to the Wagtes, Highness?’

“Yes, Master Anturas. The one we have long talked about will now be mounted. It will require your
charts, of course, ese any chance of successisnegligible”

“My charts of that area are the best in the world, but they are till not very good.” Qiro rubbed ahand
over hisforehead. “When the Cataclysm rel eased the wild magic, it wrought changesin what had been
there before. While the centuries have brought aretrest of the magic, it isnot complete. The ssormscycle
strong and weak, and could till be creating changes. | will make the charts—all based on my travels of
course—but | cannot swear by their accuracy.”

The Prince nodded. “ That will have to do, though we will have to remedy that Stuation aswell. If gyanri



can create things as powerful aswhat we are talking about, and the Wastes are the source of the
thaumston that powers them, we will need to find deposits and possessthem, or destroy them. That isa
matter of national importance.”

Qiro’'sicy eyesglittered. “A matter of Imperial importance, even.”

“Yes, indeed.” Cyron nodded, but refused to let himsalf be distracted by Imperia daydreams. “I will
need those charts by the end of the Festival.”

“Condder it done, Highness.” Qiro smiled. “I am given leave to place the dua clock on the Stor mwolf
?1

“Yes, of course. The sooner the better. The Stormwolf cannot leave until after the Festival. Its premature
departure would attract atention.”

“Asyou desre, Highness”

A chill ran down Keles' spine. He dared not move, lest the two of them be reminded he was there, and
motioned to hisreturning brother to likewise be quiet. His grandfather and the Prince were making
decisions that would shape the future. The blanks on the wall map would befilled in, and the vast
resources of Naenyr would grow even larger—perhaps large enough to force the other Principaitiesto
joinit or be driven to economic ruin.

Prince Cyron nodded. “Good, very good. | had come here to convey bad news, but you have madeit a
joyousday.”

Qiro’ s head canted. “Bad news, Highness?’

“Yes. Your request to leave Anturasikun isdenied. | will, of course, come hereto attend your birthday
celebration.”

The old man’s pale eyes flashed for amoment, then he waved a hand through the air. “ Consider the
request withdrawn, Highness. | have so much to do, | may even cancel the party.”

The Prince shook hishead. “To do that would attract attention, and we don't want that. No, things will
go asplanned. You and | will host the Virine and Desel. We will show them how generouswe can be. In
the future they will hunger for our generogity again.”

Qiro smiled his predatory smile—sharp and with aflash of teeth. “ Asyou, in your wisdom, Highness,
command.”

“Good.” The Prince bowed, then made to withdraw through the curtains, which Jorim held open for him.
“Y our hedlth, and that of the Principdlity.”

Keesdid not like the expression on his brother’ sface. Jorim waited for the white curtain to sag heavily
shut, then pointed at Qiro. “Y ou ancient hypocrite!”

Their grandfather’ s eyes sharpened. “Be very careful, Jorim. | amin agood mood. Do not spail it.”

“| don’'t care what sort of mood you'rein!” Jorim’s nogtrilsflared. “I told you about Borosan Gryst's
device months ago, when | returned from Ummummorar. Y ou dismissed it. Y ou berated me for being
stupid and lazy. Y ou told methat | couldn’t keep the clocks wound, so | could never carefor such a
device. And now | discover you have sought out the device? Y ou bastard!”



Qiro kept hisvoice even, but it came with an edge. | reconsidered.”

“Recongdered the device, yes, but not how you treated me. What isit about me?” Jorim opened his
hands and flung hisarmswide. “ Do you think me stupid? Do you think me. . . | don’t know what. Why
couldn’t you tell me | wasright?’

“Because, Jorim, your being correct this once hardly excuses dl the times you have been lazy and doppy
inyour duty to me and thisfamily.”

“Oh, we vetrod this path beforel” Jorim smashed afist into an open pam, tearing ascab from a
knuckle. “Y ou shame me and | am to be contrite. It doesn’t matter that you never were going to admit
your error!”

“It was not an error, Jorim. Do you want to know what | thought when you came to me? Do you?’ Qiro
raised an eyebrow. “Congder carefully before you answer.”

Jorim sucked on the bleeding knuckle for amoment, then nodded. “Y es, | want to know.”

“I thought, * It isanother of hislazy schemes, to get out of work and excuse hisinattention.” Y our survey

of Ummummorar was adequate, but only barely so. Y ou went, you explored, you discovered things, but
your work was hasty. Y ou alowed yoursdlf to be distracted. | saw your face, just now, when the Prince
thanked you for the specimens you provided to his sanctuary. That’s good for you, but not for us.”

Jorim licked a his split lip. “Y ou mean you.”

“I mean us. How does your brother benefit? Y our sister? Y our uncle and cousins? How do they
benefit?’

“| dowhat | do for the world.”

“Youlittlefool, | am theworld!” Qiro spun and Kelesflinched asthe old man’s gaze met hisin passing.
“Theworld does not exist, does not exist until | place it on the map. Y ou bring animals and plants back
from places that are nothing and nowhere until | show their proper location. The Cataclysm left us buried
in black ice. When the dark blizzards came, people died. The world became naught but snow-choked
vdleys. Smdl communities huddled within ruins of once vast Imperid cities. Our world shrank until |
began to grow it again.”

Qiro thrust atrembling finger a Jorim, but his gaze included Keles. * Y ou are my eyes and ears and feet
and hands. Y ou exist to serve me, give me information, not to indulge your whims picking flowers and
trapping animalsl And, worse, disgracing us herein Moriande by engaging in common street brawling.
Y ou stand there with bloody evidence on hand and face of dl | have said.”

Jorim’ s hands knotted into fists and hisface flushed scarlet. Asveins began to risein hisneck, Keles
stepped between the two of them. He pressed hisright hand flat against Jorim’ s breast and felt the rage
trembling through his brother.

“Stop it, both of you.”

“Don't try to protect your brother, Keles. He has gonetoo far.” Qiro snorted. “1 shall seeto it that thisis
aproblem no longer. From now on, he shal go nowhere.”

Keeshed hisleft hand palm up toward his grandfather. “Stop it. Y ou don’t mean that. Y ou’ re not that
supid.”



“What?’

“Don’t pretend you didn’t hear what | said.” You never heard it from me before, but perhapsit is
time you did. Keleslooked at Jorim. “Back away. Cam down.”

“Thisisnot your fight, Keles. It's been coming for along time.”
“I think you' ve done enough fighting for now, Jorim.”

A jolt ran through hisyounger brother. Tears began welling in his eyes as betraya weighted hiswords.
“You, too, Keles? Nothing | do isgood enough. | am lazy. | don’'t do my work. | am distracted. | have
no discipline. I’'m not like you.”

“Jorim.”

The younger man hesitated, his mouth opening and closing a couple of times before the rage drained from
him. “I didn’t mean that last.”

“Y ou should have, Jorim. Y ou should be more like your brother.”

Kdesfdt anger beginning to burn hotly in his chest. He turned to his grandfather. “No, he shouldn’t be. |
should be more like him.”

Qiro straightened up. His voice became arime-edged whisper. “And exactly how do you mean that,
lyrkyrdin Keles?’

A fluttering sarted in hisbelly. Was it in a cold rage like this that you sent our father off on hislast
journey? Theuse of hisformd title emphasized how much he had yet to learn, and reinforced just how
angry hisgrandfather was.

“Despite only being ranked Superior, | have gone everywhere you have sent me. | have learned
everything you deigned to teach me. | have been good and dutiful. My reward for al thiswasto be
posted to the Stormwolf, and yet you never choseto tell me of the dual clocks? Had you decided |
would go before you knew of them, thereby exposing meto therisk of being lost or of bringing back
inaccurate data, or was | just not important enough to betold of this discovery? | should have been doing
the geometry and preparing to use the device.”

“So you believe| think you are untrustworthy.”

“Isthere another conclusion | should draw from this?” Kelestook a deep breath. “I don't think you trust
any of us”

“Meaning?

Jorim answered. “Meaning that you are eighty-one years old. Meaning that Ulan is not, by disposition
and training, capable of taking over for you. Neither are his sons or grandsons. Meaning that our father,
who could have taken over for you, islong gone. Meaning that Keles, who is best suited to taking over
for you, isbeing sent away and not trained to be able to do what you do. Y ou complain that what | dois
not good for us, but you do the samething.”

“Keesisnot ready to take my place. You are even further fromit.”
“Oh, you may chain meto adesk here, but | never imagined you would train me.”

“Ah, so you do have someinkling of your limitations. Good.” Qiro’seyesnarrowed. “Y ou may think it is



time for ayounger generation to supplant me, but I have forgotten more than you will ever know.”
“But what if you forget everything without our ever learning it?’

“Stop, again, both of you.” Keleslooked at his brother. “I’ll speak for myself, thank you.”

“Then speak.” Qiro and Jorim both looked up as their words echoed each other.

“I will.” Keles straightened. “It' sasmple fact, grandfather, that Jorim is better suited to the Stor mwol f
expedition than | am. True, | have spent more time at seathan he has, but only alittle. Y ou are sending
the Stormwolf into the unknown, where new plants and animals and people will be discovered. | don’t
care that you don't care about those things; the Prince does, the nation does, and Jorim is better
prepared to bring that information back than | am. | can do the surveys and the math, but he can
discover things. Y ou are not so foolish asto et your anger with him jeopardize what will be the most
important voyage of alifetime by letting it go without him, are you?Y our anger comes from the fact that
the two of you are so0 dike, it' s disgusting and obvious to anyone but you.”

“Isthat s0? Then what would you do?’ Qiro haf turned and gestured at the map. “Would you take over
for me? Would you do my work, wipe my mouth, wipe my ass, usher meinto my dotage?’

“No, dicaikyr, | would learn from you. | would do whatever you asked to guarantee that your work lives
forever.”

“Oh, of course, Keles, why did | think differently?” Qiro’svoicerosedraméticaly. “You' d learn from me
until that merchant-whelp coaxed you to give her family our secrets. Y ou cannot fool me.”

Kees cheeksburned hotly. “Majiatais no longer an issue. She has been sent away, for the good of the
family.”

“Reglly?’

“Redlly.” Keesfound his hands had knotted and forced them open. “| have no desire to supplant you. |
know | could not supplant you. | merely wish to become capable of keeping your work dive.”

The old man nodded dowly. “We shall see, we shall see”

Jorim was about to make acomment, but Keles grabbed the breast of his overshirt and jerked him
toward the curtains. Bowing low, pulling Jorim down with him, Keles spoke softly.

“Y our wisdom is unquestioned, Grandfather. We serve a your whim and will.”

They straightened up and Qiro inclined his head alittle toward them. “Wordsin which you will find
fulfillment or damnation, Keles. | pray you have the wisdom to know which iswhich.”

Chapter Six

1¢ day, Harvest Fedtiva, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year sncethe Cataclysm



Moriande, Nalenyr

Moraven Tolo drifted through the throngs of revelers with the ease of smoke wending through the leaves
of atree. Where others might have seen peoplein ariot of finery, wearing masks to disguise themsalves,
donning gaudy feathersto brighten their costumes and layering on cosmetics, he saw flows of energy. The
crowd moved dowly at times, and in strong surges at others. By shifting his shoulders or twisting his hips,
he passed through the masses with barely anotice.

He worked hisway past the crowds and deeper into the city not because he felt no kinship with those
celebrating. He did enjoy the Festiva and had enjoyed it in Moriande many times before. Even if Master
Jatan had not sent word to him, Moraven would have made the trek in this very specia year. A sense of
urgency, which fascinated him since he had long since thought he' d conquered that sort of thing, had been
growinginhim.

He smiled to himsdlf. He enjoyed the spectacle and had ataste for grand things. On the road, wandering
from spot to spot, he seldom had a chance to indulge it—which, he admitted, was good for the
development of hissoul and hisart. Even so, he envied the celebrants and wondered how it had been,
centuries before, back when the Empire still existed. He knew without a doubt that the Festivals had
been even more ogtentatious and ddlightful then, and if instead of traveling through Moriande s streets he
could have traveled back in time to those ancient days, he would have gladly embraced the opportunity.

The Harvest Festival—save in years of famine—was dways a phenomenon of excess. The hard work of
the spring and summer gave way to belliesfilled with freshly harvested produce and coffers brimming
with money earned from sdlling surplus. Winesthat had been laid down years before were bottled; the
finest brewers vied to produce the best beers; and luxuries brought to the capita on trading ships added
an element of the novel which delighted everyone. Add to dl of that theinflux of exotic visitors,
entertainers, and merchants, and the eye could not rest for such chaos and commotion.

The crowd parted as one man juggled and another blew long tongues of flame high into the sky. Children
ghrieked in delight and one small dog barked from benesth the legs of its master. The scent of sizzling,
well-spiced mest easily overrode the bitter stink of stale beer, and laughter accompaniedit dl. Here and
there astedy gaze might flash in hisdirection, but he acknowledged none of them. While any of them
might be the man who had wounded him so long ago, the Festival was not atime to battle over ancient
incidents.

Moraven weaved hisway aong the crowded street and found the aley he had been seeking. At the
mouth, high up on thewall he discerned a symbol—to amost anyone else it would have appeared to be a
triangular crack in the plaster—which told him where he could find Phoyn Jatan. Moraven was uncertain
why he had been summoned so soon, but he chose not to question his Master’ s judgment in the matter.

While some celebrants were making their way up the dley toward the street, Moraven madeit through
without incident. The alley opened onto asmall courtyard, and another dley to the east led to asmadller
street with only afew Festival-goers. The swordsman made hisway dong it, then entered the gatein a
tall wooden paisade.

Thewooden walls surrounded asmadl, two-story inn with asizable courtyard in front. The signin front
had ajuggling dog depicted on it and Moraven smiled. Jatan’s Master had referred to Prince Nelesquin
asajuggling dog. Moraven doubted the inn’s owner knew the significance of the name, and appreciated
hisMaster’ s sense of humor.

A dozen young men and women clad in the black trousers and shirts of student swordsmen lounged
around the courtyard. Geias waited among them, but gave no sign that he recognized Moraven beyond



the most cursory of nods. The rest affected to pay him no mind, but he caught their wary glances and
heard the hissed beginnings of whispers as he mounted the trio of stepsto a short porch. He sat on the
bench beside the door, drew off his boots, and took apair of dippersfrom a servant. He surrendered his
sword to another servant, then ducked his head through the low doorway and passed benesth the Sairs
to the second floor.

He straightened up again in the common room, and was not so tall that he bumped his head on the low
rafters. Directly across from him stood the door into the back and the deeping rooms. To the left of it sat
the bar; the tavern keeper was drawing a draft of rice beer into asmall bottle. He placed two cupson a
serving tray and ayoung girl boreit to the table in the other corner.

The two people there watched Moraven carefully. The larger of them could have been atwin to the giant
on the roadway save that he wore a patch over hisleft eye. The other—awhipcord-lean woman with
long black hair braided with ared ribbon into along queue—Ilooked him up and down, then gavehim a
quick nod. He bowed in their direction briefly—in the manner of xidantzu acknowledging fellow
wanderers—then smiled as he turned to the man seated at atable at the base of the Sairs.

“Blessthe Nine Gods, Eron, you look well.” Moraven bowed to him and held it as the man rose and
returned it. “ Those must be yours down there.”

“Thefines serrian Jatan has to offer.”

“Then | have passed through the midst of the finest swordsmen in the world, not the least being your
son.”

Eron, whose white forelock gave him the look of someone perhapsfive years further into middle age than
Moraven, smiled. “They were only the finest for the moment you were a their heart.”

“Y ou are too hard on your students.”
“And you aways depreciate your own skill.”

“That | have to take with good grace from your grandfather, but not you.” Moraven closed the distance
between them and shook Eron’s hand. “Have we time to get caught up, or isthe Master waiting?’

Eron glanced up the sairs. “Both. My grandfather awaits, and | will join you. Step lively; it isabout time
for you to seethis”

His curiogity piqued, Moraven mounted the stairs quickly. He took one step away from the top to dlow
Eron to come up, then snapped abow at Phoyn Jatan. The swordmaster was seated at atable next to
the window overlooking the courtyard. Moraven made the bow deep and held it long, only coming up
when the old man wheezed out a cough.

Moraven smiled and drew from a deeve another smdll bottle of wyrlu. “It isan honor to bein your
presence again, jaecaiserr Phoyn Jatan.”

Phoyn shifted in the large chair, resettling cushions. “1 see you have not idled away the day, Moraven.
More from Erumvirine?’

“I wastold thiswas from Ceriskoron, though the bottle has the markings of a potter in Gria” Moraven
looked at the table where three empty cups stood. “1 see you anticipated me.”

The old man smiled weakly. * ‘It isthe wise student who addresses the needs of the Magter.” ”



Eron seated himsdlf across from Jatan. “ He dept very well last night and told my wife of amagic tonic he
had from a bhotcai . Wereit not the Festival, she would not have chosen to beieve him.”

Moraven took the seat facing the courtyard and poured out three equa measures. “Thejoy of the
Fedtivd to you both.”

“Andyou.”

All three men drank, then Moraven refilled the cups, but they remained on the table. “I had not expected
you to summon me now.”

Jatan nodded dowly. 1 had anticipated caling for you after the fourth day, but this morning something
happened at the serrian. | may haveto lay another burden upon you, Moraven.”

The swordsman laid his hand on the older man’ s deeve and was surprised to fee how dender and light
the man’sarm seemed. “Asyour Master told you, ‘It isa burden if not viewed asachdlenge. Only a
fool accepts burdens.” ”

Phoyn glanced at Eron. “Y ou see, he remembers even the old lessons.”
“Hewas your best pupil, Grandfather . . .”
Moraven frowned. “Now who is discounting his own skill, Eron? | hardly think . . .”

The old man’ s hand rose to silence Moraven. “It is good the old lessons are remembered, for | teach no
more. Eronisthe dicaiserr of serrian Jatan. Geiaswill continue our school. They teach well, and will be
blessed if they find another student like you.”

Moraven would have protested, but the look Phoyn gave him silenced the words. The old man had been
amaster swordsman for longer than Naenyr had existed as a nation. True blood ran in hisveins,
conferring on him the same longevity asit did with Moraven and Eron, but it was his magtery of the magic
of swordsmanship that had preserved him. While anyone looking at Phoyn and Eron might guessthat
Eron was his grandson or even grest-grandson, if there were fewer than nine generations between them
Moraven would have been greetly surprised.

Before Phoyn could continue, ayoung man in apristine pair of white silk trousers, shirt, and overshirt
trimmed in red entered the courtyard. A red sash closed the overshirt and supported asword in ascarlet
scabbard. His boots were mostly white leather, but had red and yellow scraps sewn onthemin aflame
motif. Red embroidery at the deeves and aong the breasts of his clothes continued that pattern.
Clean-limbed, with an aristocratic cast to hisfeatures, the young man paused just inside the gateway and
planted hisfistson hiships.

Helooked around as Eron’ s students hastily assembled. Into their belts were thrust wooden practice
swords. The young man nodded, then looked up toward the window. His eyestightened, and disdain
stained hiswords.

“Again | am shown studentswhen | have come for amaster.” His nogtrils flared for amoment, then he let
his arms dacken and he bowed precisdly, though neither too long nor too deep. “I am Ciras Dgjote. |
comefrom Tirat, from serrian Foachin. | have been taught al they have to teach and | have been sent to
Moriandeto train with amaster.”

Moraven frowned. “ Released to wander and find another master?”

Jatan shrugged. “ They may just be backward on Tirat; | do not know.”



Eron stood, inclining his head toward those in the courtyard. “Y ou dishonored my students this morning.
Y ou did not deign to fight them.”

“Y ou st children beforeme.”
“Not these.” Eron clapped his hands. “Dobyl, commence.”

Oneof the smdlest of the students|eft the line, drawing hiswooden sword fluidly and moving into thefirst
Cobraform. His sword came up and around at afeint toward the eyes, then abruptly down in ablow
angled to break Ciras |eft shoulder.

Cirastwisted his shoulder from beneath the blow, then sidestepped toward Eron’ s student. The
interloper’ sleft elbow came up with blinding speed, catching Doby! across the bridge of the nose. Blood
gushed, staining the shirtdeeve, and the audible crack made Eron wince. Dobyl staggered for a heartbest,
then went down with both hands covering hisface.

Ciras appropriated hiswooden sword and moved to the attack. He beat aside one thrust, then struck
that student in the face with the hilt of his practice blade. Spinning, he legped above alow cut, then
effortlesdy clipped hisfoein the head. A girl came next, shifting from Tiger to Dragon, but Ciras
Scorpion attack came up and smashed into her elbow. She yel ped as her sword dropped from numbed

fingers

The next student in line sprang from behind her and lunged low. The wooden blade caught Ciras on the
left hip, but he pivoted quickly on hisright foot, moving insde the lunge before the student could recover.
Had the blades been stedl, the wound he took would have dowed him down, but would still have
allowed himto lay hisblade against hisfoe' s neck. Since the swords were wooden, Ciras earned a
bruise, hisfoe kept hishead, and the Tirati was freeto face Gelas.

Eron’ s son took a step back and dropped into the Scorpion stance. Ciras countered with Tiger, so Geias
shifted to Mantis. Ciras ssamped hisright foot impatiently, inviting an attack, and Gelas gathered himself
to answer the challenge.

Moraven roseto hisfeet and grabbed Eron’sarm. “Y our son knows better than to attack.”
Eron raised ahand. “My son knows his duty. Watch.”

Geias legped a pace | eft, then dashed hisway forward with cuts from high left to low right, then across
and down again. He repeated the pattern three times and Moraven readied himself to watch Gelas
dropped as easily asthe others. Though he was better, his repetition meant Ciras now had his measure.
Tiger flowsinto Scorpion and he'll catch Geiasright acrosstheribs.

Asif Cirashad plucked the rategy from Moraven’ s mind, he moved |eft and began the trangition in
forms. By the time Gelas had completed his diagond dash, Ciraswasin postion to strike. AsGelas
sword moved acrossin acut, Ciras' blade would just follow right along and exploit the opening the
young Jatan had given him.

Geias, however, had Ciras measure aswell. Instead of the crosscut, he shifted the wooden sword from
his right to hisleft hand and pivoted on hisright foot. The wooden sword came up and back aroundina
low thrust meant to gut Ciras. Astheinterloper had dready begun his own thrust, nothing shy of amiracle
would alow him to parry what would be akilling blow.

Ciraswrenched hisbody around, kicking up high with hisright hedl. His body straightened and twisted,
his belly dipped beneath Geias' thrust. Snapping hiswrit at the sametime, Ciras batted away hisfoe's



blade, then landed hard on his back. Before Gelas could even begin to recover from hislunge, Ciras
cracked the wooden sword hard againgt Geias' ankles, spilling him to the ground. Asif drawn by his
blade, Cirasflowed to hisfeet again and arrogantly kicked Geias' sword away.

Eron looked at Moraven. “Y ou saw?’
As Moraven nodded dowly, Phoyn chuckled dryly. “He felt.”

“Yes, | felt.” Moraven sat. It had been when Ciras had kicked hisright heel back and twisted. A flash, a
tingle. It dazzled his skin and sank into hisflesh with the pins-and-needles pain of adegping limb dowly
awakening. He had fdlt it, and felt it strongly.

Jaedun had come off Cirasin apowerful wave.
Moraven frowned. “What rank does hedam?’

“Lirserrdin. His Master judged him Superior.” Phoyn exhaed dowly and seemed to deflate abit. “1 do
not think his Master knew how advanced his student was, just that he was something more than most.
Had he any inkling, he would not have sent him away. Having someone so skilled would have brought
great honor on the school.”

“Hewill then bring great honor on serrian Jatan.”
Eron shook hishead. “1 am a swordmaster, Moraven, but not aMystic. | cannot teach him.”

Moraven turned and looked &t the old man. “Y ou can't think of having metrain him! | am not ateacher. |
do not have aschool.”

“A school isnot what he needs.” The old man’s brow wrinkled. “Y ou came to me already trained and |
guided you on the correct path. ‘ The journey is of the chosen forks, not the untraveled roads.” ”

And there are roads he should not travel. Reaching the state of jaedunto did have its benefits, bothin
how the magic manifested and the longevity it supplied. It could, however, exact afearful price because it
tended to didtill the jaecai’ s persondity. If one were kind, consderate, and peaceful, thiswould be
accentuated. If, on the other hand, he is arrogant and desirous of fame, it will fill himwith

bitter ness.

Cirastossed the wooden sword on the porch with aclatter. “1 require amaster, Eron of serrian Jatan. |
have besten your best. Will you have me?’

Moraven looked a Phoyn. “Y ou would have me do thisin addition to the charge you have aready given
me?’

The old man shrugged. “Having acompanion can hardly make thefirgt task more difficult or more
dangerous.”

“Y ou don’t expect meto find that prospect comforting, do you?’

“No, | hopeyou take no comfortinit at al.” The old man raised his cup of wyrlu. “The discomfort you
fed now will bewhat we dl fed if you fail a either task. Peace of the Fetival to you, Moraven Tolo, and

may the gods be merciful in shaping your future.”

Chapter Seven
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Anturaskun, Moriande

Naenyr

Keesignored the growled “Go away,” and entered his brother’ s chamber. Jorim shot him an angry glare
but, reflected inthe mirror, it lost some of its power. The younger Anturas struggled with tying the gold
slk tie, but it was more than that which fed hisfoul mood. Keles knew that, but aso knew he had to
Settle some issues with his brother or the party that evening would be even more of adisaster than it
already promised to be.

“Let me help you with that.”

“I candoit mysdf.”

“Y es, but not before snow flies, which meansyou' |l be late for the party.”
Jorim snarled. “I don’t want to go anyway.”

Keesrested hishands on his brother’ s shoulders and dowly turned him around. “If you don’'t go, you
will disappoint Nirati and our mother. Both have worked hard to fashion the compromise that haslet you
keep your beard and your braids. | know you don’t mind upsetting our grandfather, but their fedings
must be respected.”

“Certainly. Respect their fedings, but not mine.” Jorim let his handsfal from the golden length of cloth,
but they dowly baled into figts. “Why isit dways everyone s sfedings that matter and not mine?’

Kedestook thetie in hand and snapped it againgt the high, starched collar of his brother’ s shirt. “By that
you mean to ask why | don’t respect your feglings. I'm sorry you felt betrayed.”

“No, you'renot. You knew it would hurt.”

“Fair enough, but | also knew | had to sting you to make you stop. | betrayed you, yes, but | stopped
you from betraying yoursdf.”

Jorim frowned. “Read that from my mind, did you?’

“Don’'tjoke. I can only touch your mind when we are both concentrating, reaching out, and you know
that. And, unlike Grandfather, | don’t have the will to work past what you want to share. Nor do | have
the desire. | do respect your feelings that much, and respect you that much.”

“Y ou respect me, do you?’

Keessighed dowly. Once they had left their grandfather, Jorim had broken away from him. “1 know |
betrayed you, but this runs deeper than that. What is going on?’

Jorim’ s hands came up, batting his brother’ s hands away, then he half turned toward the mirror. “Y ou
mocked mein front of the old man.”



“I did no such thing.”

“No, of course not, from your point of view.” Jorim crossed the small chamber and flopped downina
chair that dmost tipped over backward. “ Kelesthe wise and thoughtful. Grandfather will give me the
Stormwolf because you suggested it, not because | earned it—even though | did.”

“S0?'Y ou' re getting what you want.”

“Y ou don’'t understand.” Jorim pounded afist againgt the chair’ sarm. “Why don’t you listento me? Do |
know | would be better on the Stormwol f? Of course | would. | speak twice the languages you do, and
| pick them up very easlly. | have acatalog of animas|’ve seen, and I’'m very good at drawing themin
case we can't bring back specimens. | know your bhotcai and I’ ve worked with some of the crew
before. I'm perfect for that trip and | should haveit, but | wanted Grandfather to give it to me because |
made a casefor it, not you.”

Keles pressed fingertips to histemples. “ That makes no sense, Jorim. You'll get it. What matter if |
ak?’

“Haven't you listened?’

“Yes. Haveyou?’ Kdesnodded emphatically, then brought his hands down and open. “ Thereis
something else going on here. Areyou afraid that Grandfather will keep you here and break you the way
he has Uncle Ulan?Isthat it?’

Jorim shifted his shoulders uneasily. “No, | hadn’t thought of that. Thanksfor sharing.”
“Jorim, you know he couldn’t do that. Y ou' re too strong for him to break.”
“Youthink so? Redly?’

Kelesnodded. “Redlly. He d try, but you would defy him. It would be al Nine Hdllsrolled into one for
the both of you.”

“Heh.” Jorim’ s expression brightened for amoment, then soured again.
“Thenif that’ snot it, Jorim, what are you afraid of 7’

Jorim scowled, then hunched forward with his elbows on hisknees. The silk of hisovershirt and trousers
rustled ashe moved. “I’m afraid that if Qiro sendsyou, you'll be lost like our father.”

“What?’

Jorim looked up, hisface tightening as his eyes grew wet. “| wastrying to save your life by taking that trip
for mysdf.”

Keles shook his head. “Y ou can’t believe our grandfather would send me off to die. You can't believe he
did that to our father.”

“I canand do, Keles”
“Y ou weren't old enough to remember . . "

“Neither were you. | wastwo years old; you werefive. | don’t remember our father. Y ou and Nirati do,
and she saysyou' re his spitting image. Others have told me that you' re very like him except in one way.
All right, maybe two ways. First, you don’t fight with the old man, at least you didn’t used to.”



Keessghed. “I've stood up to him before.”
“Sureyou have. Y ou'vetold him amap you' d drawn wasn't good enough.”
“lt waan't.”

“Telling him you were wrong before hetdlsyou isn't standing up to him, Keles.” Jorim shook his head.
“Y ou’re more talented than our father was. Ryn thought he was Qiro’s equa, and maybe he was. But
you're better. Y ou can surpass Qiro. And Grandfather can’t have that, so he' sgoing to try to kill you.”

“That makes no sense.” Kelesraked fingers back through hisdark hair. He wanted to deny that his
grandfather could be that cold-blooded, but the way he treated Ulan showed how hard-hearted the old
man could be. Did he kill our father? Will it be* like father, like son” ?

“It makes sense, Keles. Y ou' re the best able to replace him and keep the family business going. If you
surpass him, he could be forgotten.”

“That’snot possble”

“No? Prince Araylis should have been our leader, but now his younger brother occupies the throne. How
many people remember him, or their father, Prince Jogisko? In nine years of prosperity, Cyron has begun
to eclipse them. It will happen to Qiro, and hefearsit.”

“Y ou'reforgetting one thing, Jorim.” Keles lowered hisvoice. “What if Qiro reaches the state of
jaedunto?’

“Not possible”

“But might he not be there aready? Look at him. Ulan isyounger than heisand lookstwice asold. Yes,
we are all True Bloods, so we live longer than other Men, but we do age. He hasn't.”

Jorim shook his head adamantly. “ Jaedunto is possiblein many things, but cartography? It isathing of
the physica skills, not scribbling on paper. Qiro isjust well preserved. Uncle Ulan looks as he does
because he' s served under Grandfather. No, the old man will not know magic immortdity. He ll livefor a
while longer because they want him in neither the Heavens nor the Hells, but he will die and you will be
greater than he”

“That isclearly not what he assumes, on either count. He certainly thinks heisthat good a what he
does”

“It' sanother of hisddlusions.”

Jorim ignored the comment. “I think he assumes he has another eighty-one yearsin him, perhapslonger.”
“Let him assume what he wants. HE still going to die. It'snot asif he' saViruk.”

Jorim snorted. “By digposition heis.”

Even Keleshad to laugh at that. “1I’ Il not argue. But, that aside, somewhere deep down he knows he's
mortal. If you or | can be asgood as heis, our ability to work expands al he can do, and he hasto see
that. If Nirati hed talent, then . . .”

“If Nirati had talent, he' d destroy her.”

Keesblinked. “How can you say that? Sheis hisfavorite. Y ou or | would have to argue to get you on



the Stormwolf. If she suggested it in awhisper, you' d be on board so fast you' d not be able to catch
your breath.”

Jorim dowly stood. “I can say it, brother, because she does not threaten him. She has no talent for
surveys and mapmaking, so he forgives and indulges her. Thank the stars that she has our mother’s
sense, ese she' d be spoiled and worthless. Rather like Mgjiata.”

“Don’t try to deflect me.” Keles gpproached his brother and took thetiein hand again. “ Tonight
Grandfather will announce our missons.”

“Tohisglorification . . . Hey, not so tight.”

“Sorry.” Keles eased the knot ever so dightly. “He will announce that you are going off on the
Sormwolf . ..”

“You know this, or you' re speculating?’ Jorim half closed hiseyes. “Y ou had Nirati tak to him, didn’'t
you?’

Keles smiled. “ She thought she owed you afavor. She' d done me onein driving Mgiata off.”
“What did she say he would have you doing?’

“Nothing.” Keles shook his head, finished the knot and patted his brother on the chest. “When she asked
for ahint, he became coy and refused to tell her.”

“He |l probably keep you here and find ways to make you miserable.”
“Pleasetdl me you have not been reading hismind.”

“Asyou sad, that requires cooperation, and he and | are definitely not cooperating.” Jorim turned and
faced the mirror. He made a couple of minor adjustments to his brother’ s handiwork, then smiled.
“Thank you. | couldn’t have doneit without you.”

“Yes, but you know that’ s not true about the Stor mwolf.”
Jorim frowned. “How do you plot that course?’

“It'ssmple. Thework isimportant, and the dual clock isakey component. | would be abit more
diligent in taking measurements and doing the cal culations than you, but you have one very specid
qualification that | do not. What would you do if the clocks stopped working?’

The younger man closed his eyesfor amoment, then nodded. “Well, | had assumed that I’ d run awater
clock occasondly just to seeif the clocks were keeping good time. I’ d maintain speed and direction logs
and have the ship backtrack so I’ d have data in both directions to account for current, then I’d look for
any gyanridin who could help mefix them.”

Keesamiled. “You see, you' ve aready thought about what you would do. | wouldn't havethe first clue.
My skills run to calculations and making maps. I'm not asflexible asyou. And I [l tell you one other thing.
| know why you and Grandfather so often butt heads like those spiral-horn sheep you saw in
Teganmorek.”

“Oh yes?Why?

“Y ou suggested that Grandfather fears me because | remind him of our father.”



“I’'m not the only one who has said that.”

Keestook hisbrother by the shoulders and turned him around again. “Y ou and he fight so much because
you remind him of himsdf.”

“What? You'reinsane.”

“No, I'm not. Y ou know the stories of him at your age. He traveled, he did surveys, and he brought
things back to the Prince sfather much asyou do.” Keles smiled dowly. “Hejust never went asfar, saw
as much, or brought back anywhere near what you have. In fact, he only made one long journey off to
the northwest and it was afailure. Then hisfather died and Grandfather was brought into this gilded cage.
The freedom he' d known was gone.”

Jorim took a hdf step back. “And you'relooking at alife of being trapped here, too, aren’t you? The
Stormwolf would have been your grestest adventure, your grest escape.”

“Perhaps. It could have been my greatest disaster, too. In some ways that would have been better.”
Kees shook his head. “ After anightmare expedition, Anturasikun would look very inviting.”

“But don't you hate theidea of having to live the rest of your life here, trapped? Won't that kill you?’
Kedesshook hishead. “1t won't kill me, Jorim.” But it would kill you, little brother.

Jorim frowned heavily. “You'll be asgood as dead. Y ou'll be the person who creates the maps that
alow othersto go further than anyone before, and yet you will be limited to thislittle scrap of
Moriande.”

Kdesfet ahand squeeze his heart. Being trapped in the family tower did frighten him. Certainly it
brought with it security, but security without freedom was usdess. To never again ook upon a sunset
in the mountains, or see gaily plumed birds winging through rain forests. . .

“I guessyou'll just haveto bring the world to me, Jorim. It iswhat | will be called uponto do. If weare
lucky, you and I, we will become jaecaikyr and live agood long time. Perhapsthe Prince will let ustake
turns here, being each other’ s eyes and ears el sewhere, bringing back the world. If that is not the case,
then | will have to depend upon you, your children, my children, and perhaps Nirati’ s children, to do that
for me. Itisan eventudity | am willing to accept, for the good of our family and our nation.”

“Protecting me again, brother?” Jorim smiled, then waved a hand toward the door of his chamber. “I
know that’ swhat you were doing in the map room. That' swhat you' ve dways done. Nirati distracts
Grandfather, and you appeal to reason. It drives me utterly mad, but | know | benefit from it.”

Keesreached out and tugged on abraid. *Y ou benefit from it, and you make uswork very hard, you
know that?’

“That' swhat little brothers arefor. It sayssoin al the stories.”

“And here | thought you preferred being unique.” Keles preceded him from the room. “ One thing,
tonight. Please, no fighting. There' s<till blood in your eye, and that bruiseis not quite in keeping with the
color scheme.”

“Y eah, the purpleisn’t quite Imperid, and the yellow edges are just not the right shade of gold.” Jorim’s
hand landed heavily on his brother’ s shoulder and squeezed. “Fear not, brother, | will be on my best
behavior. If what you have told meistrue, | don’t wish to give Grandfather any cause to change his
mind.”



“Good.” Keleslet himsdlf exhaeloudly. “Thisis hisnight. Welet him have hisway, and thingswill be
m—f&t.”

Chapter Eight

2™ day, Harvest Festival, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Anturasikun, Moriande

Naenyr

Nirati found she was having difficulty breathing, and it was not just because of the corset into which she
had been laced. She was a dender woman aready, and the corset had been used to shrink her waist to
animpossibly tiny circumference. Her handmaiden had pulled it tight, admonishing, “Lasslike you,
Mistress, don't need to be breathing, since dl the men will think you' re breathless because of them.”
Nirati had laughed at that, and the servant used the exhdation to tighten it just abit more.

Nirati looked out through the tower’ s Grand Balroom, which was only half-full, and felt abit dazzled.
The evening’ s colors were purple and gold—ypurple for the Prince and gold for the Anturasi family. She,
her brothers, cousins, mother, and grandfather al wore predominantly golden robes, overshirts, and
trousers, with purple ribbons as decoration. The Prince and his household would reverse that, and
everyone in between would wear whatever struck their fancy, with gold and purple accents as befitted
their tiesto the family or Crown.

Or depending on what sort of impression they wished to make.

The Prince, though not yet in attendance, had aready made a strong impression. He had allowed some of
his Keru bodyguards to be stationed at the gate, front door, and the ballroom entrance. Drawn entirely
from the women of the exile population of Helosundians, the Keru pledged themsdlves to the Naleni roya
house, eschewing marriage and children, leading an ascetic lifefilled with training and guard duties. And
odd rituals, if the whispered tales are true.

Without exception, the women wore their golden hair braided with awhite ribbon, in mourning for their
lost homeland. Though quite handsome, few among them would have been described as beautiful
because their features were as strong as their bodies, and their hard-eyed stares lacked warmth. Each
wore asword and carried a spear, but was polite and respectful—although Nirati wondered if they
would retain that demeanor when the Prince of Deseirion appeared.

The rectangular ballroom had arow of tal windows dong the western wall that allowed awonderful view
of the night sky. Opposite them, to the |eft as one entered, tables had been set up and laden with al
manner of viands. Merchants and traders who wished to curry favor with the Anturas had gifted muchin
the way of wine, cheese, and other exotic foods. Her grandfather’ staste for heavily spiced food had dso
been represented at the centermost table, with cooks preparing and bringing out dishesthat filled the air
with ddightful scentsin much the way the musiciansin the room’ s southwest corner filled the air with
Sweet sounds.



As she surveyed the chamber, her eyes were naturaly drawn to the catwalk running around the entire
room agood fifteen feet above the floor. Six feet wide, save at the southeast corner where it became a
triangular platform, its golden bars formed alattice that separated anyone up there from those below. In
the southeast corner stood a chair and small table, along with two Keru guards. The door in the east wall
would be the one through which her grandfather entered and from which he would eventualy announce
the Stormwolf expedition.

She smiled dightly because she knew the posting would please Jorim beyond measure. Her only worry
wasthat her grandfather, through preoccupation or deliberate action, might make the pronouncement in a
way that would set Jorim off. While she loved her little brother dearly, he did have atemper, and her
grandfather’ s celebration was not the placeto let it flare.

She shivered because adisplay of temper could do more than ruin the party. She could not remember
her grandfather’ s sixty-third birthday feast, but Qiro and Ryn Anturas had gotten into a shouting match.
From dl she' d heard, Ryn had only been defending himself. The fact that he' d left on the Wavewolf the
next day without ever exchanging acivil word with his father—and had then disappeared—kept rumors
divethat Qiro had had him murdered.

Nirati looked over a her mother and smiled. Siats Anturas wore arobe of gold, with broad white bands
trimming it at the hem, deeves, and edges, and apurple sash holding it closed. Taller than Nirati, though
not astal asany of the Keru, her mother had gone from being adender girl to mature woman without
any diminution of beauty. She wore her black hair up and secured with golden sticks. She' d powdered
her face white, and used gold to add a sparkle of freckles over her cheeks and nose. Gold paint aso
emphasized her eydidsand lips, giving her the look of an dabaster statue cometo life.

Her mother was an interesting woman, for she had managed to prosper within the framework of two
families dominated by strong patriarchs. Her own family, the Isturkens, had been prosperous merchants
who had married her off to Ryn Anturas hoping to gain some sort of benefit from Qiro. They had
continued to prosper until her father died and her elder brother, Eoarch, had taken over the business. His
gambling habits extended beyond the gaming tables, and lost cargoes and ships drove the family to the
brink of ruin.

When Ryn died it had been expected that Siats would function as Qiro’s hostess, but she declined and
instead returned to her family and took over for Eoarch in dl ways save for the trading company’ s public
face. She bargained with Qiro for mapsin return for alowing his grandchildren to visit and be trained.
Nirati had even heard it said that her mother had become one of Prince Araylis mistressesin return for
favorable customs duties on certain shipments, but she had never asked after the veracity of those
remarks.

She and her mother had worked hard preparing the celebration and smoothing things over between Qiro
and Jorim. They’ d both agreed to act on Jorim’ s behdf without consulting him. Jorim sometimes did not
know what was good for him, and would eventualy come around to their point of view.

Severd gasps from near the entrance caused Nirati to turn. She did so dowly, not because her robe
restricted her movement—there would be dancing later, after all—but because calm patiencein the face
of any emergency wasthe hallmark of a successful hostess. She braced hersdf for anything from asplash
of spilled wineto Jorim' s entering awash in blood. Despite her preparation, her breath did catch in her
throat.

The Keru at the door had stepped aside to admit the Viruk ambassador and her consort. lerariach of
Clan Nessagialikely would not have dicited the gasps hersdlf. Her ebon eyes always attracted comment,
asdid thethick flow of her jet-black hair, which she wore unrestrained. Her pae green flesh, on the other



hand, did make her inhuman nature apparent. Of average height, she had chosen to wear agown of sea
green that complemented her complexion. Her concession to the evening’ s color scheme camein the
form of alarge amethyst set in gold that she wore as a spider-shaped pendant above her ample bosom.

But her consort was enough to take the breath away, and guarantee nightmares. Had he stood up
sraight, he would have topped eight feet easily, and Nirati suspected that his outstretched hand could
touch the bottom of the catwalk. He wore only trousers and a deeveless overshirt that let everyone see
the bony plates on hislong, dender arms. The hue of his flesh matched hers on throat, chest, belly, and
theinsides of hisarms, though it degpened to a pine green over the rest of him, including hisface. His
black hair was aslong as Jorim'’ s and could have benefited from similar braiding, though that would have
entailed plaiting it down the length of his spine. His fingers and toes ended in sharp claws. The hookson
his elbows and the thorns on his head appeared not quite as sharp asthe claws, but when he smiled, an
ivory row of needle-sharp teeth reinforced the idea that while he carried no weapons, hewasfar from
defensdless.

Nirati strode forward at a pace that would alow her to reach the Viruk at the same time as her mother.
Sats stopped ten feet from them and bowed. Nirati matched her in depth and duration—uwhich were
both considerable given the Viruk relationship to Men. They straightened in unison and smiled.

“Dicairoun Nessagia, you honor uswith your attendance.”

The ambassador smiled, but not without alittle effort. “We were most pleased to receive the invitation to
celebrate the life of the man who has recovered much of the world that waslost.”

Nirati kept her smilein place. Most of the people hearing those words would think the ambassador
referred to the Cataclysm and the resulting loss of contact with the rest of the world, but Qiro’'s
granddaughter knew better. The Viruk had, millenniabefore, ruled over an empire that encompassed all
Nine Principalities, their provinces and more. The men who lived there had been endaved, dong with
other races, to serve the Viruk.

TheViruk capital, Virukadeen, had been located in what was now the heart of the Dark Sea, but had
been destroyed in acataclysm of Viruk manufacture. The Viruk who lived away from the capita,
administering the provinces, suddenly no longer had the legions of Viruk warriorsto secure their
positions. Revoltsfollowed, and Viruk rule was overthrown in places. Human freedom did not aways
last, but just over two thousand years ago, the True Bloods had come in avast armada, invaded the
Viruk Empire, and driven them out of what became the Principdities. Within the provinces, pockets of
Viruk population still existed, though scattered and isolated. Far Irusviruk—the Viruk nation from which
the ambassador had come—neither invited nor tolerated human interlopers. Peace between the races, for
the most part, reigned—though did so uneasily the further one got from the Principdities.

Sats clearly had not missed the implications of the ambassador’ s greeting. “Theworld isavast place.
Not al that was lost can be discovered, and some things discovered may never have been lost—such as
the pleasure your presence bringsto me. May your visit be blessed, and the peace of the Fetiva yours
toenjoy.”

The consort bobbed his head and again flashed teeth. Nirati felt he was no more used to smiling than
lerariach was, but just enjoyed watching the human reaction to hisgrin. A shiver descended her spine as
athin ribbon of spittle began to roll down over hisjaw. Fortunatdly, histhick black tongue licked it back
beforeit could reach thefloor.

The ambassador nodded. “We will enjoy your hospitality. Thank you.”
Asthey moved away, Siats took her daughter by the elbow. “Watch your brother when he gets here and



keep him away from the Viruk. The story that Jorim dew two warriors whilein Ummummorar is not
unknown. | doubt anything will lead to violence this evening, but Jorim would offer adud if chdlenged.”

“But the ambassador wouldn't . . "

Her mother shook her head. “The Viruk have avery strong caste system. Her consort, Rekardfi, isa
warrior. And they will do anything to uphold the honor of the Viruk.”

“Why did Grandfether invite them?’
“Having the ancient ones here to venerate the anniversary of his birth feeds hisego.”
“But putting Jorimat risk .. .”

Saats raised asculpted eyebrow. “It may not. It could be that Rekarafi would view thedain Viruk as
provincia barbarians, much as we see the wildmen in the Wagtes. If we are lucky, those dain were his
enemies—but | do not wish to chanceit. Remember, our Viruk guests are not only old enough to
remember the coming of the True Bloods, they likely remember thefall of Virukadeen. Such long lives
make them view us much as we would sand midges—something we could swat without a second
thought. And | don’t want Jorim swatted.”

“Had you swatted him when he was a babe, he' d be lesslikely to cause trouble now.”
“And had | swatted you as a child, perhaps your tongue would not be so sharp.”
Nirati laughed. “1 merdly take after my mother.”

“And shewill take after you if you do not perform thisduty.” Siats sghed. “ And be watchful for other
deviltry. Y our grandfather has been in afoul mood, and | would not put anything past him. Avert disaster
whereyou seeit.”

“Yes, Mother.” Nirati nodded toward the wine table. “ Speaking of which, perhaps you wish to seeto
Uncle Eoarch. That's histhird cup of winein an hour. If he'sheard the Viruk rumors, he' slikely to set up
adue just so he can wager onit.”

“Thank you.” Her mother kissed her softly on the cheek, then headed off to intercept her brother.

Nirati watched her go, then turned to study the next guests arriving. A young woman accompanied aman
roughly twice her age and it took Nirati amoment to recognize her. She would have done it faster, but
the woman’ s handsome escort distracted her. When she saw who it was, she wished for adozen more
Viruk. Oh, Grandfather, you have been causing trouble.

Nirati moved to cut them off asthey entered. Shelet her voice drop to afrosty tone. “1 had not thought
to seeyou here, Mgjiata. | would have thought you had some sdlf-respect.”

Mgjiata began to answer, but her escort stopped her. “Y ou will forgive me, please, for thefault ismine. |
am newly come here. Theinvitation from your grandfather was unexpected, and it was suggested Lady
Mgjiata might be free to attend.”

He spoke very precisdy, and with aDesal accent. His purple silk overshirt had been trimmed in gold,
though his shirt and trousers were midnight blue. The white sash belting hiswaist suggested mourning, but
knotted theway it wasit Sgnded his status as an exile. Which would make him . . .

Nirati bowed appropriately for one of his status, but held it longer than required out of deference.



“Forgive me, Count Aerynnor, for being so rude. Y ou are amost welcome guest. My grandfather will,
no doubt, be pleased you took his suggestion to heart.”

The man returned the bow and tugged Mgiata down with him. As he straightened up he smiled dowly,
white teeth splitting his black beard and moustache. Light blue eyes sparkled in a handsome face. The
short scar over hisright cheekbone only accentuated his good looks. That he had paled at her reaction to
Mgjiataendeared him to Nirati, and she' d ways found the Desal accent intriguing.

“Pease, you will be caling me Junel. My title hardly pertains, asmy family’ s lands have been seized by
the Crown.”

“I had heard storiesto that effect, Junel.” Nirati smiled, liking how his namefelt in her mouth. Mgiata s
discomfort only helped accentuate Nirati’ s satisfaction. “Are you aware Prince Pyrust has said he will
attend?’

Jundl frowned for amoment, then gave her aquick nod. “1 had assumed so, since heis herein Moriande.
Until you mentioned it, though, | had not considered how | felt. | will not cause you any difficulty inthis
matter. | thank you for the warning. It was most kind of you. If thereisaservice| can render you, you
have but to ask.”

“Two services. Simple, both, but | ask you to indulge me.”
“Asyou are my hostess, | would offer you two services, even if both were complex.”

“Thank you.” Nirati smiled. “Thefirst isthat you keep Mgiata away from my brothers, either or both of
them.”

Junel looked at Mgjiata. She blushed, and he nodded. “ And the second?’

Nirati looked straight into Mgjiata s eyes. “ Save the last dance of the evening for me, Junel.”

Chapter Nine
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The first two things that happened as he entered the Grand Ballroom did not surprise Keles Anturas at
al. The Keru guards had let him and his brother pass without notice, which made him share asecret smile
with Jorim. The Keru, being tall, strong, and aluring, had long been the fantasy fodder for many aNadeni
youth. Whiledl of them knew the Keru did not engage in carnd adventuring, stories of illicit affairs
abounded—aways having happened to the friend of afriend, thus escaping verification because of the
remove—so the adolescent dreams never died.

Onceingde, hisbrother immediately dipped away, which Kees had anticipated. Jorim started off onan



arc through the crowd defined by the prettiest women present. He angled hisway around toward the
dancefloor near the musicians, for Jorim’ s reputation as a dancer had many anticipating hisinvitation.

The second thing was hissster gpproaching him, filling the vacuum Jorim had left. The visble concern on
her face braced him for some sort of trouble. “Good evening, Nirati. Joy of the Festival to you.”

“And you, brother.” Shelinked her arm in hisand drew him toward the room’ s northwest corner, where
the crowd thinned. “Mother has asked me to keep an eye on Jorim. The Viruk ambassador brought her
consort, and heisaViruk warrior. Mother isafraid that he may have heard tales of Jorim having dain
Viruk on histravels. If hewereto chalenge Jorim.. . .”

“Jorim would accept. And either way it turned out, there would be trouble. Do you wish help on that
assgnment?’

“No, but it will keep me occupied the whole of the evening, | fear. | do need to warn you of something
else, though.”

“What?’

“Mgjiatais here. She arrived with aDesel noble exile of the Aerynnor family. Grandfather sent him an
invitation and suggested he bring Mgiata. He seemsrather gracious, whereas sheis. . . hersdf.”

Keesfet abarbed serpent begin to coil in hisguts. “Do you want meto stay away from her?1 redly
don’t care that sheishere” He put emphasis on hislatter statement, hoping both of them could be
convinced it wastrue.

“I trust you to use your judgment and al will bewell.” Nirati kissed him on the cheek. “ Actudly, | want
you to have fun. I'll keep Jorim out of trouble for tonight, at least. After that, he's your respongibility for
therest of the Festiva.”

“Great.” Kelessighed, but smiled. “Y ou have as much fun as you can aswell. I’ ll be careful and keep my
eyesopen.”

“Good. | loveyou, Keles.”
“And | you, Nirati. Go.”

His sster departed in aflash of gold silk, but Keles remained in the corner for abit. The knowledge that
Majiata had chosen to attend his grandfather’ s birthday celebration surprised him. In the short time since
she had been forced to return hisring, he' d let himsdlf think back over their courtship. While they had
been affianced for two years, during a considerable amount of that time he' d been traveling in the west,
completing asurvey of the navigable Stretches of the Gold River. Back in the days of the Empire one
could sail from the Dark Seadl the way to the coast, but the glaciersthat had comein the Cataclysm’'s
wake had deposited much debrisin theriver. The Prince wanted to know what work would have to be
done to make theriver suitable for trade again, and Qiro had entrusted that job to Keles.

When he wasin Moriande and not working, he had attended socia gatherings. On the latter occasions
Mgjiata had been with him and had been a perfect companion. She was polite and witty, rescuing him
when hewould let hisenthusasm carry himinto detailed explanations of things that bored othersto tears.
When they were done—and there had been preciouslittle privacy outside of bed—M gjiata had
surrendered the maturity she had shown in public and become demanding, requesting gifts and throwing
childish tantrums. He' d felt guilty for having spent so much time gpart from her, so he weethered her
moods, thinking that it would al be better once they were married and living together.



But recently he had begun to see what Nirati had likely seen from the beginning: these thingswould never
get better. While some people are capable of change, most are not. Mgjiata had no motive to change
because Kees acceded to her every demand. And her family was certainly telling her that what she was
doing wasright.

Kees shivered. In many waysit would have been easier had humans been as the Soth were rumored to
be. The Soth went through each life stage with a period of hibernation in between. Like caterpillars that
emerge as butterflies—though the Soth changes were not nearly as pretty—they reached pointsin their
liveswhereradical changeswere necessary. Aslegend had it, they found a place to hibernate, took
months or yearsto reorder their thinking, then molded their shapesto suit and emerged new cregtures,
facing theworld morewisdly.

And the Soth Gloon are even supposed to be able to see the future—though to be seen by one
brings dire consequences. He amiled. One must have seen me when | was first introduced to
Majiata.

Hewished he could just put Mgjiata out of hismind, but it wasn't that easy. He could remember her
amiles, her coos. While she’ d not been very attentive to his needs, he still craved human contact. He
wanted someoneto look a him with eyesfull of desirein the middle of the night, and the feding he' d not
know that again sent atrickle of fear through his bowels.

He shook his head, watching his brother move from knot to knot of giggling women. Jorimwasal but a
jaecai intheart of flirtation. He had an exotic air about him because of his hair, the bruise on hiseye, and
the stories he engendered. He waswild and unsafe, and the civilized women of the capitd craved that.

Whereas I’mjust safe.

Kedes sighed. Women had never flocked to him asthey did his brothe—which was part of the reason
he' d falen so hard for Mgiata. She had played him well, making him fedl desired. And while he did want
someone to share hislifewith, part of him wondered how he would ever know if he was being played, or
if theinterest was genuine.

The sharp crack of Keru spear butts on the floor announced the arrival of someone important. Keles
glanced at the doorway, half-expecting to see Prince Cyron and his attendants, but instead he saw a
single, tal man dad entirely in midnight blue, save for agold ribbon swirling down hisleft arm. Prince
Pyrust of Desairion waited for the Keru to bring their spears back upright so he would not have to bow
his head to get past their spearpoints. He waited, but they did aswell, rlenting only after the time one
would have held abow of respect for one of Imperid rank.

The man moved into the ballroom entrance then paused, giving the Keru the chance to watch his
unprotected back. He reached up with hisleft hand to stroke his goatee. Though it and hislight brown
hair were shot with white, he did not look terribly old. Even at adistance, Keles saw that the Prince had
lost the last two fingers on hisleft hand. A largering of state rode on what would have been the middle

finger.

Even Keles knew the story of that ring. While the conquest of Helosunde had taken place well before
Pyrust ever took the Desal throne, the royal line of Helosunde had not been eliminated. After Pyrust
became prince, they led astrong incursion into Helosunde and Pyrust himsdlf had headed the army that
opposed them. In histravels he was ambushed and wounded, losing both the fingers and the Desai ring
of state. He survived, however, and in the subsequent battle shattered the Helosundian force, killing the
Crown Prince. The new ring of state that he fashioned for himsalf came from the coronet he'd pulled
from the Helosundian Prince s head.



Keles started to move toward the Prince to greet him, and the Prince, seeing him, strodein Keles
direction. He even held up a hand to stop Keles from leaving the corner. At ten feet the Prince stopped,
alowing Kelesto bow, and the bow was returned respectfully.

Pyrust looked him up and down. “Y ou clearly are an Anturas. Kedles, | assume?’
“I am honored, Highness.”

“The honor ismine. | dreamed of meeting you.”

“A pleasant dream, | hope.”

“Quite.” The Prince gpproached and smiled carefully. “ Anturasikunislovely. | dreamed | waswalking
through it with my brother, Theyra. He would have been much taken with this place.”

“I did not know you had a brother, Highness. Did he not come with you?’

“No, heisdead.” Pyrust raised hishdf hand. “I’ll thank you for your as-yet-unexpressed sympathy. | fedl
hisloss sometimes. And do not regret your not knowing him, for my family is obscure. Y our family, of
course, iswell-known outside Naenyr, and your work isthe envy of cartographers everywhere. | see
well why Prince Cyron guards you so jedloudy.”

“The Prince s concern for our welfare is much appreciated.” Kelesfet abit uncomfortable. “Would you
like some wine, Highness? | would be honored to fetch some for you.”

“In amoment perhaps.” Pyrust stepped closer, hisvoice dropping, hishand resting on Keles forearm. “I
have heard of the work you did in your study of the Gold River. Y ou know the Black River runsthrough
the heart of my nation?’

“Yes, my lord.” Keles agreed even though the Black River had long formed the boundary between
Desarion and Helosunde. “It isone of the three greet rivers.”

“Y ou needn’t be polite, Keles Anturag, for | can see your unease.”
“Forgiveme, sre”

“Perhaps | will have causeto at some point, but your uneaseis good. It isameasure of your loyalty.”
Pyrust’ s hand came up, fingering one of the purple ribbons hanging from Keles' shoulder. “I have need of
asurvey of the Black River.”

“| am afraid, Highness, that | would be unable to undertake such a venture.”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’d not ask that of you. | was hoping, by reputation, that you knew of any
cartographers, here or in my realm, whom you would trust with such atask.” Pyrust gave the purple
thread atug, then let it go. “ Of coursg, if ever you found Nalenyr a place where you no longer felt you
could live, accommaodations could be madein my redm.”

“Y our Highnessisvery kind. | understand Desairion isabeautiful nation.”

“It hasits charms, though you know well that the glaciersthat clogged the Gold River scraped portions of
my realm down to bedrock. Thisiswhy the Desal are so tough—we work very hard to grind out an
existence. As such, we are most eager to improve our sSituation. As| said, your help in the matter of the
Black River would be greatly appreciated. If you were to undertake the expedition, I’ m certain your
family’ sknowledge of my realm would be increased. Perhaps you will discussthiswith your



grandfather?’
“Asmy lord wishes”
“Very good, thank you. Now, | will take some of that wine, if you do not mind.”

Kees nodded and guided the Prince toward the wine tables. He steered him away from hisuncle
Eoarch, to where the best wine waited. Keles himself took a cup filled with aDesal vintage, though he
often found them too dry and bitter. Pyrust chose one of the sweet winesfrom Erumvirine, and they
toasted each other’ s hedlth.

Severa Nadeni nobles gpproached and introduced themsalves, freeing Keles from his duties as host. He
didn’t drift very far away, in case he was needed, but Mgjiata and her escort stood just to hisleft. They
conversed with another couple who looked vaguely familiar, but Keles could not remember their names.
Next to Mgiata stood the Viruk ambassador, her consort hulking beside her menacingly. His attention
seemed drawn to the dance floor, and Keles knew without looking—primarily because of the song being
played—that his brother was dready entertaining some young woman.

Things happened very quickly from there, and while Kees had flashes of memories, it was not until later
conversations with hisfamily that he was able to fully recongtruct the events. Thinking back, he had tried
to find any sense of foreboding. There was nothing—no unease, no warning from the gods, nothing—so
events unfolded without warning. And very painfully.

Up above, in the room’ s southeast corner, the Keru guards hammered the butts of their spears against
thefloor. Thisheraded the arriva of his grandfather. Qiro would make his appearance, be applauded
and lauded. After that Prince Cyron would arrive, speeches would be made, and the celebration would
continuein earnes.

At the sound Mgjiata had turned and stepped back, looking up as she did so. She bumped into the Viruk
ambassador who, at that moment, had just raised her wine cup to her lips. The collision poured the cup’s
contents down over the Viruk’ s bosom and robe, staining it asif with blood. lerariach hissed acursein
her native tongue which needed no trandation.

Mgjiatal s own arm had been jostled with the impact, doshing wine from her cup over her own deeve and
gown. Outrage purpling her face, she heard the oath and turned. In aquick explosion of anger and utterly
without thought, she dapped the Viruk for her insolence. Fury narrowed her eyes and she even began to
demand an apology from the ambassador.

But before asingle word had |eft her mouth, the Viruk warrior pulled the ambassador back behind him
with one hand and raised the other. His claws hooked and the hand quivered, highintheair. Keles
remembered that clearly: the talons silhouetted against the ceiling. Then the hand came down and around
in asweeping dash that was intended to rake Mgjiata s entrailsfrom her body. So largewas hein
comparison to Mgiata, the blow might even have cut her cleanly in haf.

The Desai count grabbed Mgjiata and spun her about. Wine sprayed like blood. He tried to impose
himself between her and the claws, but even hismost vaiant effort could not succeed. Mgiata, locked in
her rage, ressted him, dooming hersdlf.

Keles, seeing it al unfold asif he were a Soth Gloon and reading the future, reacted in an ingtant. He
dove and hit the Viruk in the flank with both hands. The impact shocked him, snapping hiswrists back.
He d have had an easier time toppling a stone obdlisk, but his effort was not wholly in vain. He did
manage to knock the Viruk off-baance enough that the swipe would have missed Mgjiatacleanly.



Unfortunately, hisdive carried him within the circle of the Viruk’ s blow. The hed of the Viruk’s hand
caught Keles square over the left shoulder blade, bowing his back. The cartographer left hisfeet and flew
into the crowd, scattering people before damming down hard. He landed on his chest and bounced once,
then flipped over and skidded. He felt the cold stone againgt his back, which meant the claws had ripped
through overshirt, shirt, and flesh. He looked back aong histrail and saw blood smeared on thefloor.

Oh, thisis not good. Hetried to catch his breath but couldn’t. He attempted to Sit up, but couldn’t do
that, either. Mercifully, before panic completely possessed him, he blacked out asthe first silver agonies
began to gnaw into his back.

Chapter Ten

2™ day, Harvest Festival, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Anturasikun, Moriande

Naenyr

Prince Cyron had been waiting with his entourage just outside the Grand Ballroom. He would have been
content to have goneinimmediately, but hisMinister of Protocol had been very precisein explaining he
should enter after Qiro Anturas had been welcomed. In that way, Qiro would be seen asbeing more
important than Prince Pyrust, would be acknowledged as host, and yet be seen as subordinate to the
Crown.

While much of that struck Cyron as silliness, he abided by it. Hisfather had seen hisimpatience with such
shows of manners, but pointed out that it was such mannersthat were the ligaments and tendons of
society. If | ignore them, otherswill do so aswell, and so the whole of society will collapse. Hewas
not certain he entirely believed hisfather’ swords, but during the high Festivals, observing convention did
provide a certain amount of ceremonid excitement.

Screams from within the ballroom suggested another kind of excitement. The two Keru guards at the
door bolted into the room and the Prince’ s head came around fast enough that he saw alimp body in
gold on the downward part of an arc. The guards, snapping orders and brandishing their spears, cleared
apath to the origin point of that arc. Cyron cut around to where the man had landed. The violence had
stunned many of the crowd to immobility, so the Prince' s path was not obstructed, and he reached the
bleeding man’sside quickly.

Keles Anturasi? The Prince couldn’t have imagined what Keles could have done to have been subjected
to such an attack. Jorim, certainly, but Keles?

He dropped to his knees on the man’ sl eft side, while ayoung woman knelt & Keles' right. The Prince
recognized her as Nirati and saw her gown had already grown red at the knees. She was desperately
trying to roll her brother over, and the Prince helped her accomplish that task.

Four ragged dashes had been torn in Keles' overshirt low on theleft side of his back. They ended before
his spine and welled with blood. No blood spurted, which the Prince knew was good. No artery had



been severed, but the amount of blood soaking his clothes and smeared a ong the floor left no doubt the
wounds were deep.

Cyron pulled hisown overshirt over his head, tugging it free of the sash, and laid it over Keles' back. He
pressed his hands to the wounds and Nirati did likewise, despite the paleness of her face and the quiver
in her lower lip. Her mother did through the crowd and kndlt at the Prince sside.

“Thank you, Highness, but | will . ..”

“No, Migtress Anturasi, no.” Cyron lifted hishead. “Whereis my physician? Gesdlkir! Get over here, or
you and your entire school will forever be barred from Crown service.”

A portly man wearing forma robes of purple that featured alengthy train and impossibly long deeves
appeared at the head of the blood trail. “ Highness?’

“Y ou have work to do, now.”
The man lifted his hands; the overlong deeves hung limply to hisknees. “But my robe!”
“It will beyour shroud if Keles Anturas dies”

One of the Keru poked the physician in the backside with the butt of a spear. The man waddled forward,
his gown’ strain sopping up agood deal of the blood. He struggled down to his knees and took over
from the Prince, then began issuing orders, commandeering various guests into service.

The Prince got up and followed the Keru to where two others stood beside the Viruk ambassador and
her consort. The Keru whispered to him the story of what had happened as they approached the Viruk.
Thewarrior had his handslifted, and blood stained the claws on hisleft hand. The Prince aso noticed the
clear print of ahand on the ambassador’ s face and the wash of wine over the front of her gown. To their
right he dso saw ayoung woman hiding her face againgt the breast of atall man wearing the colors of a
De=a exile

The ambassador bowed deeply and the warrior hung his head. “ Prince Cyron, | profoundly regret the
difficulty my consort has caused. How isthe young Anturas?’

“Bleeding.” Cyron turned from her and looked at the Desal noble. “What is your woman’s problem?’
“Shewas dmost asthe Anturas isnow.”
“Turn, girl. Look a me.”

The woman turned, never leaving the safety of the man’sarms, then bowed very low. “Forgive me,
Highness”

“Forgive you what, child?’
“Someonejostled my arm, Highness, and wine spilled on my gown. It isruined. | reacted.”

The girl started to straighten up again, but the Prince growled. “Keep your head low. Thisisacelebration
where you are aguest, not ahostess. Y ou are far too young to be a doyenne of etiquette, and certainly
not sufficiently schooled in it to be disciplining those who might have done something accidentaly. Y ou
turned and you struck someone much your superior. Do you understand?’

“Yes, Highness”



He glanced a the ambassador again. “1t falsto meto set apunishment that will be meted out in the
morning. | will accept your commentsonit, lerariach. | would sentence her to five lasheswith awhip for
her dap and the offenseit did you.”

The Viruk thought for amoment, and amoment longer when awhimper from the girl sole thefirst
opportunity to speak. “1 would not have her back scarred when what she did to me shall not leave
scars.”

“You aremost gracious, lerariach. Y our compassion does you credit.” Cyron looked at the girl again.
“Stand tal, girl.”

She came up from her bow, her face aruin of eroded cosmetics. “ Thank you, my lady.”

The Prince untied the loose sash around hiswaist and kicked it away. “ She may be gracious, but | am
not so inclined. Y our dap will not leave scars, but Keles Anturas will havefour, if helives. So, you will
have four lashesin the morning, then four for every year of hislifeif hedies.”

The girl moaned and collapsed to her knees. “But that would be ahundred. | could die.”

The Prince squatted and took her chinin hisleft hand, raising her face. He lowered hisvoiceto a
whisgper. “No, child, | will seeto it that you do not die. You will liveacripple, your back a mass of
wormtrack scars. Do not doubt for an instant that | will order it done. | will retain the greatest jaecaitsae
to lash you, and if you live to be eighty-one, you will rdive your punishment every moment of every

day.”

He wiped melted cosmetics off on her robe, then stood and looked at her escort. “Y ou will see her home
now. Tell her parentsthat al entreaties for mercy have fallen on deaf ears. Any morethat | hear will be
anirritant.”

“Asyour Highnesswishes.” The man scooped the girl in hisarms. He carried her well past the Viruk
warrior’ s reach and out of the ballroom.

The Viruk ambassador raised ahand. “I, too, shdl retire, asmy attireis no longer suitable for a
celebration. | would, however, demand of the Prince his accounting to my consort for the hurt done
KeesAnturas. Rekarafi will be punished.”

Cyron looked up into the warrior’ sdark eyes. “Y ou struck to protect the ambassador, did you not?’
The warrior nodded.

“Had you followed through with the blow, clawing your fingers forward, you would have torn his back
open and severed his spine, wouldn't you?’

Again the warrior nodded, his eyes narrowing abit.
“Y ou blunted what could have been akilling blow.”

The ambassador answered before the warrior could nod. “His actions gill were negligent, Highness.
Punishment should be exacted.”

“| say thisto you, Ambassador.” Cyron let hislight eyeshaf close. “1 will punish the girl who offended
you. To you shdl fall the task of the gppropriate punishment for Rekarafi.”

lerariach bowed gracioudly. “Y our Highnessisaswise asheisequitable. If | may be of any aid tothe



Anturasi, ask and anything within my power isyours.”
“Noted. Thank you.” The Prince returned the bow. “1t saddens me you will not be staying longer.”

“Yes, Highness, measwell.” lerariach came up from her bow, then looked into the room’ s upper corner.
“Andto you, Qiro Anturad, joy of the Festival, hedlth, longer life, and more prosperity. Forgive usthis
incident.”

The Viruk’saddressfirst drew Cyron’s attention to Qiro Anturas’s presence, though he should have
sensed it just from the heat of the man’ sanger. Qiro had chosen robes of the finest gold silk and had
them embroidered with purple stars. On his breastbone he wore a solar medalion, and gold specks
sparked in his hair and on hisforehead and cheekbones. There, in the east, Qiro shonelike the sun, his
pale eyes ablaze.

Cyron bowed low in hisdirection, then straightened. “When this dynasty was but your age, Qiro

Anturas, it wasaprovincia domain with no true understanding of its own geography. Now, at twice your
age, Naenyr again ventures to realms that never existed before you placed them on maps. Y ou are our
most important citizen, and with you and your future goes our prosperity and happiness. We celebrate
your birthday with al due respect and adoration.”

The anger in Qiro’ s eyes abated dightly, but Cyron knew something was gtill wrong. He had no idea
what it could be, but the fedling of difficulty only increased as Qiro began to spesk. Hisvoice remained
even, though dightly tight, and filled the large room with ease.

“Prince Cyron, you are far too kind to suggest | might have had so strong and pivota arolein Naeni
history, for | am asmple scribbler on parchment. 1t is my family—my brother, nephews, grandnephews,
and even great-grandnephews—who bring the chartsto life. Some might see me asagold mine, but they
are the miners, and what would one be without the other?

“But | have not forgotten my own grandchildren. Nirati ismy joy. She bringslight into my life with songs
and riddles and gentle admonishments when, as set in my waysas| am, | can be harsh.”

Qiro began to pace, and Cyron instantly recognized the strong stride and quick turns as those of a caged
predator growing dowly more agitated. “ At my age, it is customary to cede the family businessto the
next generation. My sonislong gone, so it would fal to his sonsto inherit the mantle | weer. Either of
them isworthy, for while my brother and his progeny are the miners of gold, my grandsons are the
prospectors that find new veinsto be mined. Without them, the mine would soon be exhausted.”

He gestured casudly toward the dance floor. * Jorim is more than a cartographer. He is an explorer and
adventurer. He brings back more than maps. He brings animals and flowers, fruits, medicines, spices, and
anything else he can stuff into aholdall. He aso brings back foreign customs, which then become the
fashion or serve to outrage the fashionable. | gather, for him, either outcome is acceptable.”

Mild laughter greeted that comment, which Qiro acknowledged with anod. “1 would have preferred to
have Jorim here with me, training to replace me, but a grand expedition must be undertaken. Prince
Cyron has gracioudy built and outfitted the Stormwolf for along voyage of discovery. Thereisno one
better suited to serve on that ship. To Jorim | grant passage. Not only will this ship return to Moriande
with untold riches of cargo and tales, but the knowledge of the world it provideswill solve many
mysteries”

Cyron lifted his head and straightened his back, hearing his vertebrae pop into place. His sense of unease
began to spike. Thefirst part of the speech had been délivered asiif scripted, but Qiro had deviated
quickly from it. The prince suspected that Qiro meant to reduce Jorim to servitude and captivity within



Anturasikun, punishing him for the gods alone knew what offense. And if Jorim had not been intended
to get the Stormwalf in thefirst place, it would have gone to Keles.

Qiro smiled dowly as he stopped his pacing. “I had thought Kees would perhaps enjoy remaining in
Moriande to help me with my work, but now | see heisayoung man, full of fancies and asense of
romance that leads to adventure. Thereisanother trek | have long contemplated. | wished mysdlf to go
again, but was never granted permission to do so. Highness, you and | have discussed it many times, but
had decided it was an expedition that could never take place.”

The old man clasped his hands at the small of his back and began lecturing the guests as he had often
lectured Cyron. “Aswe all know, before the Cataclysm, the Empire traded with nations far to the west
along the Spice Route. This route wended its way from the Empire through the provinces of Solaeth and
Dolosan, through Ixyll and beyond. It wasinto Ixyll that Empress Cyrsa—for whom our own princeis
named—Ied the Turasyndi hordes and destroyed them, unleashing the Cataclysm. This, common wisdom
held, closed the Spice Route forever. But over the centuries the chaos of excess magics has receded. Itis
al but unknown in Solaeth and rarein Dolosan.

“Kdes, my strong, brave grandson, will recover from hiswounds. Of this| am certain. Heistoo
strong-willed for mere scratchesto do himin.” Qiro nodded confidently as people applauded—politely
and sparingly—and the Prince could not determineif they applauded the journey, theideaof Keles
survivd, or for fear Qiro would see they were not gpplauding.

“Once Kdesiswell, hewill survey the Spice Route with the same skill he surveyed the western reaches
of the Gold River. Hewill go into what, for over seven hundred and twenty-nine years, has been aream
of the unknown. Hewill conquer it, or be consumed by it, and | have no doubt which it shal be.”

The old man clapped his hands, then took a cup of wine from thearm of hischair. Raising it, hetook a
moment to |et his gaze sweep over the crowd. “ Knowledgeis our victory over the world, and isworth
any price we could possibly pay.”

The Prince had no cup, and was glad for it. He locked eyes with Qiro and knew instantly that the old
man intended that Keles should die. Cyron hoped it was reasons and conflicts that had long lain hidden
within the Anturas clan that bred such hatred, for the dternative betokened a madnessin the old man that
Cyron did not know how to battle.

If you are killing Keles because his wounding upstaged your entrance . . . The Prince shook his
head. It couldn’t be that. Not even the gods could be that capricious.

Qiroinclined his head toward the Prince, then drank.

No, no god could be that capricious. But a man who thinks he is a god could be so with ease.



Chapter Eleven

39 day, Harvest Festivd, Y ear of the Dog
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
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736" year since the Cataclysm

Moriande, Nalenyr

Moraven Tolo made hisway through the graveyard in the shadow of Grijakun. The areahad been
sculpted with smdll hills and hollows, and had copses of trees and hedges that screened many a
mausoleum from another. He passed the resting places of poets and priests, merchants, nobles, and
warriors. Each had offerings placed in front of them: some had food, many had candles, and others had
piles of faestsun—the fanciful paper money that the priestswould later gather and burn. Assmokeit
would rise to the Heavens, and as ash sink to the Hells, so their recipients would have it to spend in the
afterlife.

He carried with him asmall jug that had been swaddled in cloth to keep its contents warm. While
summer had not yet passed into autumn, the night had been cool. As he expected, he found Ciras Dejote
gtting cross-legged in front of the tomb where he'd left him, his sword sill sheathed across histhighs. The
younger man made to rise when Moraven deliberately trod upon and snapped a stick, but the serrcai
motioned for him to remain sested.

“It has been along, cold night.” Moraven squatted and placed the jug before Ciras. He pulled the lid off
and the steamy scent of spicy chicken broth filled the air. “Would you share my breskfast?’

The younger man shook his head, though his ssomach’s growling told the truth. “ Please, Madter, eat. If
thereisanything left over, then | shdl partake.”

“Very well.” Moraven sat and replaced thelid on the jug. “ Do you have questions for me?’
“No, Madter.”

“No? Y our mouth lies better than your belly. We met on thefirst night of Festival. | agreed to take you
on asastudent. Y ou were most eager, yet you have no questions?’

“No, Master.”

“Again, no?You camedl theway from Tirat to find a swordmaster. Y ou were given to my carewhen it
wasthe serrian Jatan you wished to enter. No questions?’

“No, Magter.”

Moraven let any pleasure drain from hisface and voice. “If you have no questions, | can teach you
nothing. Y ou might aswell return to Tirat. Do you not wonder why you were given to me?’

The younger man hesitated, then nodded. “1 do wonder.”
“And?’



“And | assumed Grandmeaster Jatan sought the best for me, so put mein your charge.”

“Very good.” Moraven lounged back against the corner of the tomb of a poet. “Have you cometo
question that assumption?’

“No. Yes” The man’s shoulders shifted uneasily. “1 am certain you know what you are doing.”
“No, you are not, but that’ s good. Neither am 1.”

Cirasblinked away shock, then looked down to hide his reaction. Moraven gave him amoment to
compose himself. When the man’ s heed dowly came back up, the swordmaster continued, letting the hint
of asmirk tug at the corners of hismouth. “If you have questioned dicaiserr Jatan’s decision, then you
have questioned other things, too. What have you questioned?’

Ciras opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. The drowsiness that had marked him before evaporated.
“Master, | mean no disrespect.”

13 But?l
Ciras opened his hands to take in the whole of the cemetery. “Why am | here?’
“Why do you think you are here?’

“I don’'t know. Y ou told meto wait here. | have waited. | have not stirred aninch. | have been vigilant. |
have looked for ghosts and thieves and those who would stedl relics, and | have seen nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Of course | have seen somethings.” Ciras set his sword aside and stood. He wavered for amoment,
resting his hand on the tomb, then shook hislegs and took afew hdting steps. “I saw kin and admirers
bring offerings to those whose monuments are here. Most were quiet; some laughed.”

Moraven let his smile broaden. “ Laughed, did they? Why would they do that?’
The younger man’s eyes widened. “ Do you not know where you put me?’
“Tdl me”

Ciras prodded the tomb with atoe. “ Thisis the monument to the poet and playwright, Jaor Dirxi. Do you
know who that is?’

Moraven shrugged. “| might remember apoem or two.”

“Heisfamousfor his satires about warriors. His poems ridicule what we are and do. His plays make us
into buffoons. Some think them funny. They turn the natura order on itshead. They exdt farmers over
swordsmen; they equate fighting off locusts with defending the Empire from barbarian hordes. Savethat a
Naleni princesswas hislover, hewould not be here and hiswork would be forgotten.”

“And you didn’t like them laughing at you, awarrior, anding vigil a histomb?

“No, | did not.” Ciras stopped his pacing and stared down at Moraven. “But | preferred that to the
humiliation | received last evening when you bid me stand vigil in the courtyard of the Three Pearls”

“Youdidn't likethat duty?” Moraven raised an eyebrow, then pulled the lid from the jug again. “I spent
last evening there mysdlf and quite enjoyed it.”



“How could you? The Three Pearlsis one of the most notorious houses of progtitution in
Moriande—nay, even the whole of Naenyr.”

“Morelikedl nineof the Principdities”

“Evenworsg, then,” Ciras snarled. “Not even ahouse of entertainment, just a house of whores, coming in
from trolling the streets, finding men and women of dubious character, questionable sobriety, and soon to
be diminished wealth. They saw me there, teased me, touched me, and whispered al manner of lewd and
lascivious suggestions. One even served her customer right there in front of me, moaning, groaning, and
making other noisesill suited to the human throat.”

Moraven sipped some of the soup and let its warmth spread through him. “I know she did that. | paid her
to do s0.”

“You paid for my humiliation?’ Ciras eyes narrowed and anger crept into hisvoice. “Wasthat your aim,
then, to humiliate me? Or did you have me stand guard there so the brothel’ s owner would reward you
for my sarvice?’

“And, if that weretrue?’
“That would be reprehensible.”

“Wouldit? Why?" Moraven sprang to hisfeet and rested a hand on the hilt of hissword. “If | am your
Master and hire you out, am | not entitled to your wages?’

Ciras hesitated. “ Y es, but—"

“But what? Isit wrong that | collect your wages in congress with gutter whoresif | so choose? You
would let metake food from afarmer for your service. Why not what others haveto offer?’

“But, Master, you are serrcai!”
13 Mw]irg?l

“Y ou are better than that! Y ou are better than that just as| am better than Sitting vigil in agraveyard while
the whole of the city is celebrating the Harvest Festiva. My family is Tirati nobility. We have money. On
the second night of Festiva we throw ahuge ball for the richest and wisest and most celebrated. Had you
cometo Tirat, you would have been honored at thet ball, Master. Y ou would have been given anything
you desired. Y ou would not have had to settle for gutter whores. We would have bought you the finest
courtesan on theidand. We would have brought one from the mainland for you. My family would have
donethat. They would have.”

Moraven again arched an eyebrow. “But not now?’

“After how | have been treated in your service? Why would they?'Y ou have disgraced them, me, and
yoursdlf. | had never imagined | could be so poorly used. | trusted Master Jatan and he turns me over to
you, ajokester who consorts with poxed gutter whores while paying them to tempt me with their foul
bodies. Y ou are worthy of respect, or should be, but | can find nothing but contempt for you.”

Moraven drank again, then set the jar down. “Y ou may stop now.”

“Stop? Why would 1? Y ou asked if | had questions, so | havethem.” Color flooded Ciras face. “Why
did you have me guarding awhorehouse? Of what possible use was that? And why have me here
gtanding vigil over the grave of a poet who hated what | am?”’



“Stop. Now.” Moraven held hisright hand out, palm up. “ Sit.”

The edgein hisvoice drove Cirasto his knees. He bowed hishead and laid hishands on histhighs. “As
you wish, Master.”

Moraven dropped to his knees aswell and kept hisvoice low. “ The use of what | have required from
you, and what | will require from you, isthat these things allow meto learn about you. The more| know
about you, the better | will be able to correct your errors and make you into the serrdin you should be.”

He moved the jug of broth closer to Ciras. “ Drink. Y ou are hungry and thirsty. But dowly. Itishot.”
“Yes Magter.”

“Let metdl youwhat | have learned so far, Ciras.” Moraven let the man drink and lick away the droplet
of broth hanging from hislower lip before continuing. *'Y ou have aromantic view of being a swordsman.
| havelittle doubt you have killed—probably bandits and thieves who were besetting good folk. They
probably even deserved to be dead. Y ou see yourself as part of agrand heroic tradition of the sort
exated in songs, poems, and stories, rendered in statuary and in paintings. Y ou know the works of
classcd Imperid authors, like Jontze and Viron Dunnol—more the latter snce hewas himsdlf serrcai.

Y ou cling to the Nine Virtues, eschew the Nine Vices, and intend to pass the Eighty-One Tests of an
Imperid serrcai. How many have you adready passed?’

Cirasbarely looked up, but prideinfused hiswords. “ Thirty-one, Master.”

“Morethan oneayear.” Moraven smiled. “And morethan | have.”

“What?" Cirasall but dropped thejug of soup. “Master!”

Moraven’seyes narrowed. “ Still your tongue, for when it isworking your ears are not.”

He waited for the man to fal slent again, then continued. “Y ou wonder at the postings | gave you. They
were exercises in becoming a swordsman. They encompassed rules—those you imagined, and those that
exist without your comprehension. And they had grander lessons attached to them. Y ou failed the lessons
and followed only the rules you acknowledged. Let me explain.

“The rules you acknowledged were those you have accepted from your reading and previous training.

Y ou accept that, asyour Master, | can give you an order and you fedl honor-bound to abide by it
without question. | told you, last night, that | wished you to ‘ stand watch here.” Y ou took the words to
mean you were to be rooted to this very spot—one that was cold, subjected you to ridicule, and left you

hungry.”

Cirasfrowned, but did not voice a question.

Moraven smiled. “Very good. Y ou were hungry, yet you sat here in aplace where people bring food to
the dead. Y ou arein aplace of plenty, yet you were wanting.”

“But, Magter, the food is an offering to the dead, and to the gods. To take it would be—"
“Would bewhat? Didn’t you see vermin come and nibble at sweetcakes and fruit?’
“Yes, of course.”

“Did the gods smite them? Did revenants rise to protect those offerings?” Moraven lowered hisvoice.
“The priests of Grijaare seldom skeleta, though they serve the god of Death. Do you think all that food



isburned as sacrifice?’
“No, but . . . Itiswrong.”

“Very good, Ciras. This speakswell of your character that you are willing to endure discomfort when
something runs against your mora code.” Moraven nodded encouragingly and bade him drink more
soup. “Y ou must remember, however, there are times when circumstances require you to deal with things
in ways different from those you might have intended. Rare is the transgression that cannot be repaired
afterward. Infact, al but one can be fixed.”

“And that one?’ Ciras closed his eyes and crimson burned his cheeks. “Forgive me, Master. Herel St at
the focus of the answer.”

“Yes. Why did | haveyou sit here last night, in agraveyard, when al about you could hear the sounds
and see the lights of Festival? Because those who are here once enjoyed Festival. What you and | do can
take that away from them.”

“If you will forgive me, Master, that makes sense. Why, then, the House of Three Pearls?’

“I would have hoped that would have been obvious, too.” Moraven sighed. “ There you saw the ardor
that burns at the core of al people. Each of the Nine Virtues denies a drive that the Nine Vices embody.
Lust isone—which in ahouse of entertainment isrenamed desire and therefore acceptable. The point is
that people have drives—urges that they may or may not be able to control. If they can control them, it
may only befor alittlewhile. Y ou controlled yours that night, but you were under no directive to do so. |
told you ‘stay here,’” nothing more. Had you asked for a bed, they would have put you in the same small
room | deptinlast night.”

The swordmaster raised afinger. “ At the Three Pearls you saw the strength of lust. Here | hoped you
might truly reflect on the truth beneath Jaor Dirxi’ s poetry. He did ridicule warriors, but did so because of
histerror of them. He and many others wereterrified in that day and age that warriors would dominate
the world, and that Cataclysm after Cataclysm would be unleashed. Many awarlord and bandit prince
had second thoughts about actions they intended, for fear Jaor’ s sharp wit would lampoon them.

“So, these two nights were for you to learn that people will do much to defend or to obtain the objects of
their desire, and that their fear of death will prompt them to many things, including acts of courage. All to
avoid death. Without understanding those lessons, you will not understand people. Without understanding
people, you will never be able to separate those you must kill from those you need not.”

Ciras expression softened, then he nodded.
“Onemorething, Ciras”

“Yes, Magter?’

“Y ou mentioned your family.”

“yes”

“Arethey here?’

Ciras shook his head. “In Moriande? No, Master.”

“Do they know you are here?’



“No.”
“Do they have influence here?’
“Not redly.”

Moraven flowed to hisfeet, drew his sword, and |et the quivering blade dap the underside of Ciras' chin.
“Could they prevent mefrom killing you thisingtant?”

The young man swallowed hard. “No, Magter.”

“Very good.” Moraven resheathed hissword. “ All you are, Ciras, is what you are: what you can do,
how you can make the world better. Money, rank, family—even your past—are immaterid. We are
each of us utterly donein theworld. If we cannot find within ourselves the strength to deal with the
chalengesthe world presents us, dl the strength from outside will not save us.”

Ciras nodded and appeared on the brink of asking another question when two guardsin the Prince's
livery approached, leading an elderly man wearing the formal robes and wispy beard of protocol
functionary. Moraven stood as the old man mounted the little hill.

The functionary bowed. “Have | the honor of addressing Moraven Tolo?’
“I am he” Moraven returned the bow, making it of adepth and duration suitable for the Prince himsdlf.

The old man drew an ivory paper scroll from his deeve and handed it to the swordmaster. He held out a
small bronze stamp so Moraven could check its design against the red wax sedl, then he broke it and
read.

“Minister, there must be some mistake.”

The old man shook hishead. “No, serrcai, thereisno mistake. Y ou will report to Wentokikun on the
gxth night of Festiva. Thereyou will display your skillsinadud.”

“But | made no offer to do anything of the sort.”

“It does not matter. The display of your skillswas offered to the Prince as a gift to honor the dynasty’s
anniversary.”

Moraven smiled. “A gift? Who offered my services 0?7’
The old man’s head tilted to the sde. “ The Lady of Jet and Jade.”

“Ah, of course” Moraven smiled warmly. “Her request is my command.”

Chapter Twelve
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Wentokikun, Moriande

Naenyr

The confining weight of the layered robes of state struck Prince Cyron as heavier than the lamellar armor
he donned for battle. He would have gladly traded the purple robes—embroidered as they werewith a
menagerie of the gods' earthly avatars, dragons ascendant—for his armor. Having the dragon mask
shielding his face would have been a grand bonus, for asingle dip of expression could be his undoing.
Much better the cut of a sword than so simple a mistake.

The doorsto the long reception chamber opened dowly. Eight pillars, each depicting one of the gods of
the Zodiac, neetly divided the room into three equa parts. The Dragon Throne on which he sat
represented Wentiko—the ninth star sgn—and clearly subordinated al the other gods. A widered
carpet trimmed in purple ran from the edge of the throne dais to the door. Only those of roya blood
were permitted to walk the wide carpet between the pillars. For acommoner to set foot on it would be
an offense before Heaven and againgt the Prince, resulting in dire catastrophes that his astrologers and
ministers could catalog with precision. The trespasser would have to be killed to prevent them—and in
any number of horrible wayswhich his ministers could adso enumerate.

The ministerswould bewitnessto dl, but from their positions on the reed mats in the outer thirds of the

room. His own functionaries would take up positions a the right side of the room, and hisvisitorswould
be opposite them, also at their Magter’ s right hand. They would be matched in number, ordered equally
by age, s0 everything remained in harmony and balance.

Aside from the fact that | hate their Master and he hates me.

Cyron kept hisface utterly impassive as Prince Pyrust of Desairion centered himself in the doorway. He
was likewise hampered by ceremonia robes, with dark blue predominating. His had been embroidered
with afar smpler motif that involved Hawks and only two other of the gods. Dogs, which were the
symbol of Helosunde, rimmed the hem of his garment so that with each shuffled step, he crushed one
beneath hisfeet. On hisrobe s skirts, breasts, and, no doubt, back, a gigantic hawk bore a clawved worm
initstaons, asserting the supremacy of Desairion over Naenyr.

Cyron found the display asill-mannered as he did bold—but at least he had refrained from giving the
worm ared mane matching Cyron’s dead brother’ s hair. Another might have taken Pyrust as crude or
stupid for wearing such agarment during this particular Festiva, but to do that would be to underestimate
Pyrust. Regardless of Naeni money and weapons being placed in the hands of Helosundian rebels, the
Desal maintained their grip on the conquered Principdity. Cyron doubted, despite the peerlessness of his
Keru guards, that Helosunde would ever again be free, which meant Pyrust would be coming for Naenyr
sooner rather than later.

But while Pyrust was aformidable opponent, he did have flaws. The greatest among them was his belief
in prophetic dreams. Cyron had long since gotten past such supergtitious nonsense, but he il listened to
court astrologers and soothsayers. It gppeased the ministers and that made hislife easier. Now, if Pyrust
would just do the same, all could be well.

As Pyrust stepped onto the carpet, his ministersfiled into the room and took their places. Cyron's
followed suit, asif each sSide were awell-practiced dance troupe. The Prince knew each of them was
watching the others, evaluating, guessing, and catal oging nuances that would later be turned to advantage
during negotiations. Had they put afraction of this energy into actualy making the vast bureaucracy
function, al the Principalitieswould be years ahead of where they currently were.

When Pyrust reached the hafway point of the carpet, Cyron stood and laid the horsehair-tipped wand of



date on thearm of histhrone. A minister twitched when he did that, disappointing Cyron. He' d half
hoped the man’ s heart would seize and he could put someonein that position who had not been old
when his grandfather ruled.

While Pyrust’ s face had remained a stone mask, his step fatered for a heartbeat when Cyron put his
wand down. One of the Desal ministers saw that and stiffened, evening the score in the protocol duel.
Pyrust came on, lengthening his stride ever so dightly, kicking Helosundian dogs as he came, then
stopped at the last pair of pillars and bowed.

“On this occasion of your dynasty’ s anniversary, Prince Cyron, | and the Desal wish you dl prosperity,
longevity, and joy.”

Pyrust held the bow deeply and long enough to impress Cyron. | could almost believe heis sincere.

Hewaited for his northern counterpart to straighten up, then he bowed—not nearly so deeply. To do so
would have been unseemly given the location and circumstance of their meeting. He did hold the bow as
long as Pyrudt’s, however, and the eldest Naleni minister did begin to grey about the face.

“Y ou are most welcome, Prince Pyrust.” Cyron looked at hisministers. “1 would have achair brought for
the Prince.”

The oldest minister grimaced, and ahand stole to his chest. The two most subordinate ministers did stand
and shuffle to the door to take asmdl seat from aKeru guard. They conveyed it to the front of the hall
and st it up a theline of pillarsat theright. Bowing deeply to both Princes, they retreated with tiny
steps, but managed to move quickly regardless.

Pyrust turned his back to his own ministers and hazarded asmile. “ A campaign chair. How thoughtful .”

“Your Highnessis known for being comfortablein one.” Cyron nodded dightly. “1 would have madeit a
saddle but bringing ahorse in here would have had its difficulties.”

Pyrugt did sit, though stiffly. “So | understand.”

Cyron sat and arranged his robe around hislegs so the flat central panel wasin clear display. It showed a
hawk being savaged by adog. It continued the insult his remark about the horse had started, since legend
had it that Pyrust’ s grandfather, when he took the Helosundian capital, had ridden into the palace' s
reception hall and smashed hisface againgt arafter, spilling him from the saddle. Much was made of that
asanill omen for the Helosundian occupetion.

“I was pleased you accepted my invitation to visit during the Festival thisyear. | hopeyou will findit a
pleasing experience.”

“Far more so than some, but | am glad you find amusement a your own Festival.”

The Naeni prince frowned, which degpened the dight groan from hisminigters. “1 am not sure |
understand.”

Pyrust smiled wolfishly. “Y ou clearly enjoyed terrifying thet girl last evening. Y ou had her whipped this
morning aswel.”

“| did enjoy the former, but not the latter.” Cyron’s eyestightened. “Y ou have seen her type
before—born into privilege, but with no sense of the respongbility that comes with it. How would you
have handled things?’



“Y ou know the answer to that. | would have had her whipped right then and there. No chance for
apped. | would let everyone understand the severity of her offense and the justice of her punishment.
Punishment delayed serveslittle purpose.”

“Perhaps, but that was not my thinking.”
“What were you thinking?’

The younger man smiled. “1 wasthinking to give her achanceto learn from her experience. | gave her
eight hoursto think about the lash tasting her flesh. Had she become contrite, had she apol ogized—had
she come to accept her punishment this morning and admitted the judtice of it—I might well have forgiven
it in the spirit of the Festival.” He shrugged. “ She was not contrite. Her kin came and demanded | forgive
her in the name of the Festival. | offered them the chance to take her place, but none wished to do so.”

TheDesal prince frowned. “We may think you Naleni are degenerate, but | would not have imagined that
your sense of mordaity had decayed such that even her father would not take her place.”

“No, but | did mention that my jaecaitsae would add alash for every year she had lived, and that made
thetota unacceptable. Her escort, however, did make the offer. He was one of yours, so perhapsyou
areright about us, or you arejust morally superior.”

Pyrust snorted. “Y ou say that only because he has been exiled, soisno longer one of mine. Had hetruly
been, you would have said it was asign of intellectual morbidity.”

“Or truelove.”
“Often the samething.”

“Alas” Cyrondid dlow himsdf asmile. “Shewasled to apublic square, stripped to thewaist—which |
think bothered her more than the threet of alashing—then whipped. The jaecaitsae, on my ingruction,
did inflict enough pain with thefirst lash that she passed out. The other three were lighter, and only one
left asmdl mark, tracing the line of ashoulder blade. She will never seeit, but her handmaidens will.”

“You think that isjustice?’

“It isenough justice for me. There was nothing that could change her into a productive citizen, so she
serves as an example. | could have hoped for more, but | will settle for that.” Cyron nodded once. “I
know you would have been more ruthless, but | did what | thought was best. Our opinions clearly differ
on that. And they will into the future, | am quite certain.”

“Y ou spesk frankly.”
“In my court, that iswelcome.”

Prince Pyrust nodded, then dapped his hands on the arms of the campaign chair. “ Asyou have made me
fed comfortable and permit me some familiarity, my brother, 1 would suggest we drop dl pretense. You
know | had no choice but to come to celebrate your dynasty, for your father cameto Fdarati to
celebrate agmilar anniversary twenty years ago.”

“My brother camewith him.”
“I recdl having met him.” Pyrust’ s eyestightened dightly. “ A brave man, your brother.”

But not your superior. You measure me by him, and find me lacking. It is dangerous to disabuse



you of that notion, but far more so to let you maintain it.

Cyron smiled. “Let us cast asde pretense. | want you to know | do not see your attendance here as any
acknowledgment of my nation’ s superiority, even though my dynasty is nearly twice the age of yours. |
aso thank you for the gift of the fine woods and carvings that you had sent to us.”

The northern Prince stiffened. “1 would hope you do not read the wrong thing into the smplicity of our
gift”

“I donot.” The Desal had sent fine hardwoods, well seasoned, that the Prince' s artisans drooled over,
and the finished goods that arrived had won admiration from al who saw them. Cyron had even kept a
amal traveling chess set for himsdlf before digtributing the rest of the works among hisministersand
friends. The only difficulty with the Desal gift wasitsoverdl size, for they should have offered much more
than they did.

Cyron leaned forward. *Y ou are aware that Erumvirine sent amillion quor of riceto usasagift?’

Pyrust’ s eyes hardened. “News of their largesse runs rampant throughout Moriande. Even the deaf and
the dead know of it.”

“And news of your lean harvest islikewise known.” Cyron deliberately chose theword “lean” because

the truth was so harsh it could have whipped flesh from the bone. It had been adry year, and the Black
River had not flooded, so therice crop al but failed in Desairion. With a quor being enough riceto feed
aman for ayear, the Desal harvest had left them with barely haf a quor per person.

“Itismy intent, Prince Pyrug, to honor the Erumvirine gift by distributing their black rice among my
people.”

“Y our people, then, will befat and happy.”

“Happy, indeed, for that iswhat | wish for them.” Cyron pressed his hands together, pam to palm, and
rested his chin on hisfingertips. “1 intend to take amillion quor of our gold rice and send it north, to
Desdrion.”

Pyrust covered his surprise wdl, but only with suspicion. “Why would you do this?’

“I would have thought my motivestrangparent.” Cyron exhded, straightening up. “Y our people will suffer
thiswinter and somewill die. If your harvest next year is as bad—which my astrologers suggest is quite
possible—you will have one choice. That will be to move south with troops and take what you want and
need from my nation. Thething of it isthat after ayear of famine, your army will be wesker, so you will
have to move now, this year, and within the next month, or the disaster cannot be averted. A fool would
walit until next year, and you are not afool.”

“Yousay | an not afool, but you seek to bribe me with food.”
“I don't think awolf isafoal, but if food cast out to it will keep it from entering my home, | will feed it.”

Pyrust’ sface closed for amoment, then he nodded. “Y ou put mein adifficult position. Food iswhat my
nation needsimmediately, and you offer it. Not fregly; | expect aprice of some sort. Sinceyou are also
not afool, I know that price will be dear. But you aso know the inequdity of food is not the
overwheming disparity between our nations. | have dreamed of what is. Asyou explore and trade with
the rest of the world, you grow more wedlthy. If | let you bribe me with food and gold, | will grow
dependent on you; and then when you cut me off, my nation collapses.”



“I will not dispute your reading of the future, Prince Pyrugt, but | will maintain it is but one future of
rTH,.'y.”

“Hal Y ouwish to reunite the Principditiesinto an empire just as much as any other prince. Only you
would buy usinstead of take us.”

Cyron raised an eyebrow. “Peaceful consolidation of an empireisavice?’

The northern ruler hesitated. “It' s not the way of things. Y our brother knew that. Y our action reducesthe
rest of usto daves. It destroys our spirits.”

“And being conquered does't?’

“Those who survive awar of conquest are cowards. Those with spirit will have died in the defense of
their nation.”

The Prince of the Naleni nodded. “L et me explain thingsto you carefully, then. | will ship grain north, but
only at intervas. If your army invades, the warehouses and way stationswill be burned. | will draw you
south with my army while my fleet burns Felarati. The Helosundians have far more people under arms
than you imagine, and as you move south, they will movein behind you, cutting off your supplies. Y our
army will starve. Once | have crushed your army, | will move north with food and win over your people,
establish aHe osundian regent for Deseirion, and unite al three resllms under my banner.”

“It sounds good when you say it, my brother-prince, but crushing my army will take more than along
march and rebd s running through mountains.” Pyrust held his hands up. “But the future you outline is
possible. It will profit neither of us. Thisleaves me asking what you will demand for the rice?’

“My ministerswill meet with yours, but what | want is a cessation of the Helosundian campaign. | want
you to withdraw your troops from thefield.”

The Desal leader thought for amoment, then nodded. “Y ou could have gotten more from me. A pact of
nonaggression for fiveyears.”

Cyron shook his head. “Y ou would not honor it, nor would | have trusted you to.”

Both leadersfell silent, but the echoes of gasgpsfrom ministersfilled the air. Thetwo men did smile at
that.

Pyrust frowned. “Y our defense of your realm would work whether or not you were willing to give me
food. Why, then, do you not let me starve?’

“Because you will not starve, my brother.” Cyron shook his head ever so lightly. Why don’t you
understand? “Y our people will sarve. My desireisto save them from pain and death.”

“But they mean nothing to you.”
“But they should, shouldn’t they?’

“There are some who would argue in favor of that point, yes.” Pyrust scood dowly. “I am not one of
them. The power we have is power to exercise for the glory of our dynasties. It is not enough to survive.
We must progper, and others must be made to bow and acknowledge our superiority.”

Those could have been my brother’s dying words. Cyron rose aswell. “This could be true, Prince
Pyrugt; but if itis, it won't be happening thisyear.”



Pyrust smiled. “No, but there are many yearsto come.”

Chapter Thirteen
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Naenyr

Keles Anturas became aware of the buzz of murmured voices as he woke, dmost because of their
abrupt slence ashe firred. The singing scent of smeling sats il filled his head and he sneezed,
once—violently—reigniting the ripping painsin his back. He felt tightness, where hisflesh had been
stitched closed, but it felt asif red-hot wire had been used for the sutures, and ground glass had been
bound into hiswounds.

He gasped and wanted to cry out, but hisdry throat and thick tongue prevented it. He lay on his ssomach
and tried to lift his head, but even that s mple movement sent a pulse of pain through him. He bit at the
pillow and managed agrowl asafat man’s pae hand brought smelling sdts near him again.

The man’ svoice came distant and disdainful. “He must lie fill or he will reopen the wounds. He has dept
long enough for the poultices to draw most of the poison, and for the lacerations to begin to hedl, but
thingsare dill ddlicate.”

Kedes couldn't place that voice, but his mother’ sfollowed. *Y ou are certain he will bewd|?’
“My lady, | am the Prince sown physician.”

“I know thisvery well, Gesdlkir, but the question is how hard do you wish meto use my influence with
the roya house on your behaf?’

“Wal, relly!”

Kedesamiled, despitefeding asif hisingdeswere drifting within ashdl of pain. His mother did not often
reveal her stedy nature. On those few times she did sheinvariably got her way.

“You are dill of the opinion that he cannot be taken to attend the healing tomorrow evening?’

“Under no circumstances. | was adamant at the start about that, and have not changed my mind.” Disgust
infused the physician’ swords. “ The hedling is superdtitious nonsense, and dangerous aswell. The

Prince’ s pet may be docile, but he was not always so. He could revert at any time. To alow one of the
vanyesh to liveisunthinkable.”

“It isnot the vanyesh’ slife which concerns me, Geselkir.”

“Kedesshould remain quiet for severa days. | will return to remove the stitching. Keep the wounds clean,
change the poultices often, and he will do very well. If thereisredness, especidly if it spreads, you will



tdl me”
“Y ou will seeit yourself when you vist him.”
“My lady, if youthink . . . yes, of course, asyou desire.”

Drawing in as deep a breath as he could muster, Keles studied the pain in his back. He discovered adull
achein hisribslurking beneath thefiery linesin hisflesh. The sharper painin his back throbbed—four
digtinct linesof it, each initsown time asif afiddle string was being plucked at random. Helet hisbreath
out dowly, hoping some of the pain might fade, but instead it just thrummed in anew, jagged melody.

He opened his eyes and caught a glimpse of arotund man still wearing a Festiva robe. The brownish

gtains at the knee and on the deeves were obvioudy blood, and undoubtedly his. Kelesdimly recalled
some sort of commoation, but his throbbing skull prevented him from being able to remember anything
Clearly.

Kelestucked his chin toward his chest and looked at his mother. She, too, wore the gown from the
previous night. He knew she hadn’t dept, but she looked as beautiful as ever. Beyond her stood his
sdter, likewise pretty, but wearing everyday clothing. She had not dept much ether, but Keleswas
certain their mother had sent her off to bed at some point.

Keestried agrin and it worked. Hisvoice did, too, in acroak. “How long have | been deeping?’
From near his head Gesdlkir offered, “Not long enough.”

Sias smiled at her son. “Y ou will degp more, but it was important we wake you now. Thank you,
dicaifixtsi, you are excused.”

“If you think for one moment | approve of what you are going to do, you are sorely mistaken, Mistress
Anturas.”

“Y our concern is noted.”

“I don't think you understand. Y ou have made him my responsibility. The Prince has made Kelesmy
responsibility. What you are about to do—"

“—isnecessary.” Hismother’ s voice remained even, but her expression was unrelenting. “Y ou give me
no choice. Y ou' ve said he cannot go to the hedling, so | must bring it to him.”

“It is dangerous nonsense, worse than subjecting him to the vanyesh. Y ou risk your son’slife”
“Have you changed your mind about the heding?’
“No, and | resent your questioning my judgment in this maiter.”

“Doyou?’ Siats’schin came up. “Exactly how many claw wounds from aViruk warrior have you
treated?’

‘Wl ...
“Would that be none?’
“I have seen them.” Hisvoice grew small. “ After death.”

“Wait outsde.”



“Gladly. | shadl not be aparty to this”
Keleswaited for the doctor to leave, then looked at hissister. “Water.”
His mother held her back. “Not yet.”
“But | need water.” Kelesfought to speak clearly, but his throat closed.

Sats sguatted down to bring her face on aleve with his. “Y ou need something e sefirst. Nirati, please
bring our guest.”

His sster departed without aword and quickly returned leading the Viruk ambassador. At the sight of
her, aflutter beganin Kees belly. She came close enough for him to catch ahint of her scent, and
perspiration immediately blossomed on his brow and upper lip. His breathing came harder and hislower
lip trembled. His ssomach clenched and he dmost lost control of his bowels.

lerariach stood back away from him. “The nesginesfal isinhim. | can prevent it doing any lasting
damage, if you please”

His mother nodded. “Please.”

“Stand away from him.” The Viruk came no closer, but as his mother moved behind her, she pressed her
hands together, palm to palm, with fingers pointing toward him. She crossed her thumbs—hewasn't sure
why he noticed that, but he did. Then her hands shot away from each other like stags legping away from

dogs.

Theair between her hands shimmered, much asit did above a sun-baked rock. Her form rippled and
shifted, then ablast of heat dammed into Keles. It poured into him aong the stripes on his back,
liquefying the ground glass and searing hisflesh. Hot bile from his scomach burned up into histhroat and
how he refrained from vomiting he did not know. The pain, which had been sharp, mdted into soft flows,
but that only lasted for a heartbeat or two. The heat spiked, hurting him enough that he cried out, then
went limp. Strength drained from him as a chill seeped through damp sheets and into his skin.

Keeslabored to breathe. He shivered a bit and wanted to roll onto his side so he could draw his knees
up, but he could not. Each breath fdlt asif he were lifting the whole of hisfamily’ stower, and each
exhdation sounded asif it might be hislag.

He would have been worried that it would be, save for his mother’ s whispered question. “What do we
do now?’

The ambassador spoke plainly, but also in subdued tones. “The poultices will not hurt. Keeping the
wounds clean will be good aswell. He should remain in bed for savera days—I know his grandfather
will not wish this, but | have an ancient chart that might buy your son the time he needs. Mild medls, and
no meat to anger the blood.”

His mother nodded. “Y our magic has cured him?’
“Some.” The ambassador nodded toward him. “ The venom may yet have some residud effects.”
“What do you mean?’

“I will show you.” From the deeve of her robe she drew ahandkerchief and used it to mop the
perspiration from her brow. She stepped toward him, then brought the kerchief to his nose. “ Can you
smel my scent, Keles?’



He breathed in, though not deeply, for fear of starting the firein hisback again. At thefirst hint of her
scent, however, his gorge rose and he could not restrain it. He vomited over the cloth and her hand.
Worse, hisbowelslet loose and his bladder aswell. Hisbody convulsed. He threw up again, then
aspirated abit of vomit, which started him coughing.

The ambassador whipped away the pillow and held his head as he vomited one more time. He coughed
again, hard, and the pain exploded in his back. He choked, coughed, and couldn’t breathe. He fought for
air, unsuccessfully, and with agony wracking him once more, the world narrowed and became black.

Chapter Fourteen
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736" year sncethe Cataclysm

Minigry of Harmony, Liankun

Moriande, Nalenyr

Pelut Vnid looked up from the small table at which he kndlt. A long rectangle of rice paper lay onit. The
black pinecone he' d quickly brushed there glistened wetly. He set the brush down and smiled asKan
Hisata bowed.

“Thank you for coming so quickly, Minister Hisatdl.”

“Itismy pleasure to answer your summons with aacrity, Minister.” The heavyset man held hisbow for a
second more than required by protocol, then took one step forward and sank to his knees at the edge of
thefloor. “How may this one be of service?’

Pelut did not answer as hisclerk, lesol Peimir, knelt and cleared the low table. The clerk—adight and
bald man—meekly and precisdy set the table aside without disturbing the painting, then shuffled over to
Hisatal and gave him apillow on which to knedl. The clerk withdrew to his corner, where he knelt on the
bare wooden floor, and Hisatdl’ s hesitation betrayed surprise that the clerk remained.

This pleased Pelut. Hisatal had come expecting a private conversation, as many of their conversations
prior to his departure on the Stormwolf had been. Neither of them wanted awitness to what was said.
lesol’ s presence suggested that either the minor clerk was soon to be elevated, or that what wasto be
said would be safe for wide currency. Neither istrue, but if he assumesit is, he will be looking for
hidden meanings. He will be off-balance, and | want that.

Pelut looked up. “We have severd thingsto discuss, you and I, concerning the future. Your future, and
how it shapes the nation’ s future.”

“May it be of benefit to both of us.”

And you think | do not know all the nuances of your statement. Pelut resisted the urge to smile and
instead dipped his hands into the deeves of hisrobe, thereby emphasizing his superior stature. Aswith
any member of the bureaucracy, he wore a blue robe with a gold sash. While the two others wore



cotton, Pelut wore silk, and his cuffs and hem were decorated with wide gold cloth bands. All three had
the Naleni dragon embroidered in purple on the ends of the sash, but Pelut also had it on the gold bands
at hisdeeves. Hewasin apostion of power both of them hungered for, and Hisatal especidly needed to
be reminded of that fact.

“The most important firg, then .. .”

Hisatal nodded, betraying himsdf. “I do not think Keles Anturas’ s being shifted from the Stor mwol f
should affect the expedition in any way. Its outcome will be the same.”

For you, yes. Pelut cocked his head to the right. “No, Minister, the most important first.”

The heavyset man’ s mouth snapped shut and hisjowlsjiggled. He glanced down quickly and color rose
to his cheeks. “Forgive me, Minigter.”

“Your error is understandable, Minister.” Pelut straightened his head but did not smile. “ The most
important item isthe Prince’ s notion of sending grain to the Desal. He has done this despite our best
attemptsto dissuade him. Grand Minister Lynesorat was less than forceful in making our caseto the
Prince. Thisleavesusin quiteamuddie.”

Hisatal nodded gravely. “ The Helosundians have initiated protests over many ministerial contacts. They
have spoken to me even though they know | am leaving. They seethis as Prince Cyron’ s subsidization of
the enemy and are not pleased.”

“I have heard, but that isaproblem of their own making. They maintain their Council of Ministers beyond
any practical purpose.”

Hisatal frowned. “But without leadership, Helosunde would collgpse into disorder. It isour purposeto
maintain order.”

“But we must do thiswithin the shell of the state, Hisatal. Leaders, princes, make decisions—but we
provide them the choices from among which they select. Leaders come and go, but the bureaucracy is
eternd. To those outside we are the instrument of state, carrying out the dictates of the leaders. To the
leaders we are eyes and ears, hands and feet, making it possible for them to administer their nations.
Before the time of Emperor Taichun, the Empire wasin chaos, with warlords fighting warlords and the
Emperor’ s dominance measured by how widey hisarmy ranged.”

Pelut’ sblue eyes narrowed. “ The Helosundian Council governsin its own name, alowing resentment to
be directed at the ministers. Neither Prince Cyron nor Pyrust need heed them since they cannot speak to
them as peers. If the ministersfeared poor leadership, their retaining power could be understood, but
they fear loang it and therichesit bringsthem.”

Helet abit of an edge enter hisvoice and Hisatal found within himsalf ashred of dignity that prompted a
blush. It had not been difficult for Pelut’s agentsto learn that Hisatal had entered into a series of
agreements with shipping houses and cartographers to give them information about what the Stor mwol f
discovered. It would make him and hisfamily very wedlthy, and that wedlth could be used to guarantee
patronage that would vault him into the Ministry’ s upper echelons.

“Y ou are correct that we must maintain order, but how we do that isjust asimportant. Y ou cannot
divorcethe two things.” Pelut dipped his hands from his deeves and held them out, pamsup. “The
people cherish stability and cling to hope. They hopethingswill get better. They bdievethat if they work
hard and are diligent, they may someday be blessed with jaedunto. With that comes fame, fortune, and
many other benefits”



“Moreredidicaly, weknow that jaedunto is amere fantasy for most. As good aswe can be, as hard as
we study and work, such athing isnot possible for us. There are rumors, yes, and Taichun’s Grand
Minister Urmyr might have achieved it. But he was a celebrated warrior before becoming aminister, and
hislife haslargely been mythologized. He existed, and his precepts are till followed.”

Pelut looked over at lesol. “Which of his sayingswould apply here?’

The young man bowed his head. “Book Seven, Chapter Four, Verse Twenty-seven. ‘And holding up a
nut, the Magter said, “We take nourishment from the kerndl, discarding theshell.” * ”

Disdain flashed over Hisatal’ sface. “ Y es, looking at the truth of athing isimportant, but you are saying
we hide the truth of things from the leader and the led respectively.”

“Because Urmyr’ swords were for us, not them.” Pelut let asmiletug at the left corner of hismouth. “The
riceisaproblem because of Helosundian protests, aswell as protests from the inland lords who will ill
have to send rice to Moriande. It isaproblem because Pyrust’ sarmy will not starve. We will need to
initiate an effort to divert eight percent of the grain into stores from which we can disburse them as
needed.”

Hisatal nodded. “A wise precaution, Minister.”
“And abold undertaking. | will be making the ddivery of therice your problem, Miniger.”

The man’ s head came up, shock widening his eyes. “But, Magter, | am prepared for the journey. Things
have been made ready. My things are dready aboard the Stor mwolf.”

Pelut shook his head. “By the time you return to your home you will find they have been restored to
you.”

“Y ou cannot—"

“I canand | have. | have because you violated Urmyr’ s saying.” Pelut allowed disgust to fill hiswords.
“lesol, the quote about the perils of greed. The bathing one.”

“*Andthe Magter said, “ The just Sp from theriver of Reward, the greedy drown init.” * ”
“But, Master—"

“You areafool, Hisatd, and had | known you were such afool, | would not have appointed you to the
Sormwolf inthefirst place. Were you expected to find away to enrich yourself? Of course. | fully
expect that you will divert one percent of the rice into your own treasury, and do | dispute that? No. |
know you will doit, I know you will share your largesse with me and the others who are appropriate.
That isthe way of things. We reward those who help us.

“But in doing what you did with the Stormwolf you became enamored of the shell and neglected the
kernd. | placed you on the Stormwolf s0 you could befriend Keles Anturasi. Y ou wereto win histrust
and be hishelper. Thiswas not 0 you could stedl his secrets, but so you could influence him in the future.
His grandfather will not live forever and Keeswill replace him. What matter gold in your pocket today,
when the world could be yours tomorrow?’

“| did not think, Master.”

“Wrong. Y ou thought, but you did so without discipline. If thereisno discipling, thereisno order. If there
isno order, thereis only chaos. Chaos destroyed the world and only we, the bureaucracy, have been



ableto remakeit by establishing order.”

Hisatal bowed deeply, pressing hisforehead to the floor.

Pelut alowed him to remain down until sweset began to drip on the floor. “Enough.”
“Thank you, Magter.”

Pelut shook his head. “Y ou are Fifth Rank, Hisatal, and you have forgotten al you learned when you
were but Third asisour friend here. * The house stands, but dry rot invitesthe disaster of abreeze's
caress.’” Do you know that?’

“Yes, Magter.”

“Have you not listened, or have you become truly stupid? lesol, the citation.”
“Book Three, Chapter Eight, Verse Four in Meditations on collapse.”

“1 knew that, Minister. It isthat | am distracted.”

Pelut half closed hiseyes. “Undigtract yoursdf, Minigter, or | shdl find the meansto provide you focus. |
would assgn you to join Keles Anturas in Ixyll, but you are as unsuited to that expedition asheis. Heis
being sent off to die. Though you have displeased me, | see no reason to have you die quite so soon.”

“Thank you, Magter.” Hisatal’ s mouth hung open for amoment more, and Pelut knew he was searching
his memory for a suitable Urmyrian quote.

Pelut declined to restrain himself. “ * The wise man is content to be thought afool, rather than to speak
and have the opinion confirmed.” ”

Hisatal just nodded, once, curtly, and said nothing.

“We have an immediate problem, Hisatal, which isthis: we need someone on the Sormwolf. AsJorim
will never head House Anturas, it need not be someone important. Indeed, the most competent and wily
must be retained, asthe next two yearswill prove most tricky. Have you a candidate who might suffice?
Someoneloyal to you, perhaps?’

Hisatal sat back, but before he could say anything, lesol cleared histhroat.
Pelut glanced at him from the corner of hiseye. “Y ou have something to offer?’

“ *And the Master said, “ Though the neighbor’ sfruit looks more plump, the wise man harvests hisown
crop.” '’

A smiledowly grew on the der minister’ sface. “By thisyou mean?’

“Madter, Minister Hisatal will require hisretainersto deal with the gift of rice. Y ou havein your
household one who could be your agent on the Sormwolf.”

“Whom did you havein mind?’
“I would advance mysdlf, Magter.” The man bowed low and stayed down.

Pelut played ahand aong hisjaw. lesol was useful and even competent at avariety of tedioustasks,
which few mastered and fewer cared to remember once they had. He could have gone far save that he



lacked any dynamism. He could neither command nor inspire and until offering his services now had
never exhibited anything beyond the most mundane of ambitions.

“Y ou have concluded no arrangementsto profit from the expedition?’
“No, Magter.”

“Y ou are fleeing no entanglements or feuds?’

“No, Madter.”

“Raise yoursdf, lesol. Look at me.” Pelut shifted around to face the functionary. “Why do you wish to
go?

“I have seen the ship, Magter. | know the glory it will bring Naenyr. In my soul | know | could perform
no grester service to our nation than to contribute to the expedition’ s success.”

“Y ou think you can make a contribution?’
“ “Without kindling thereisnofire.” ”

lesol’ suse of Urmyr’ swords stung Pelut, and he should have broken him for being so bold. He did not
because he knew the man was not being bold, merdly earnest; and rewarding him with aposition Hisatal
wanted would reinforce the need for Hisata to adhere to the codes promulgated by Urmyr. Besides, |
can rid myself of himlater.

“Doyou imagine, lesal, that your action will cause this Ministry to recognize you upon your return?’
“My placeisto serve, Master, not to dream.”

“Reward shall be considered, if | am pleased with your work.” Pelut put emphasisinto hiswords, so
Hisatal would know they were for him, too. “ Serve me well, the both of you. The futureis known only to
the gods. If | am blessed, so shadl you be. Through me you serve the nation. Do not be a
disappointment.”

Chapter Fifteen
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Xingnakun, Moriande

Naenyr

Nirati shivered as she strode toward the hulking dome of Xingnakun. The structure, built on the city’s
northwestern quarter, had once been an outdoor amphitheater. Construction had long since enclosed it
with amushroom cap, and eight buttresses sent arched armsto cross over the center. A tall spikerose
from the intersection and there, at the top, ablue gyanri light burned. Barely visblein theday, a night it



rivaed the lights high on the nine bridges—though most people fingered their talismans when they caught
sght of it, even accidentally.

Her shiver had nothing to do with the day, for it had dawned bright and warm. It came from her
experience that morning, setting out from Anturasikun and walking through the Streets. While they were
crowded for the Festival, people moved out of her way as she went. Some dug for talismans, others toed
smdl circlesin the dirt, while the few who knew her looked past her asif shedid not exis.

Another time she would have been offended, but circles could hurt her, even socid circles, so having
friends turn away was more of ablessing than acurse. Besides, | could not abide the pity in their eyes.

It was not hard to tell that she and others were bound for the Tower of Magic and the healing. Because
circles could be proof against magic, their robes had been specially woven of coarse cloth, with snags
and dropped threads. No sash closed them; instead, square buttons or short ties were used, with hard
knots and no loops. Sleeves were dashed from shoulder to wrist and none of those wandering northwest
wore jewelry. Rings, bracelets, and necklaces had circles and had to be eschewed.

More noticeabl e than the robes, however, had been the effort to disguise the circlesin their faces. Black
crosses dashed diagonaly over both her eyes, and another in red decorated her mouth. Some people
clipped their nostrils closed and stuffed cloth in their ears, but Nirati thought that an unnecessary
precaution.

Drawing closer to the dome, she entered a bizarre rellm where merchants had set up small booths or
sold things from the backs of wagons. Circles abounded, large and small, from the tiny talismans many
wore daily to hoopslarge enough to circle the waist. One man offered crystd disks through which things
could be watched safdly, while others touted potions and unguents that would ward folks from magic, or
do for them immediately what the magic might do later. One man offered to store money for those who
had come with purses laden with circular coins. She doubted he or hiswagon would be there after the
ceremony, but she admired his boldness.

Helost most of his businessto another man who, with hammer and anvil, just squared coinsup for a
diver from each one.

Inafew places knots of hale and hearty individuas pointed and laughed at the sick and injured shambling
forward. “ Good luck, old One-leg,” or “Not enough magic in the world to hed you,” they’d call, then
dissolve into laughter. One stepped dong with alame man leaning on a crutch, mocking hislimp. Niréti
hoped the man would be hedled, then come back and beet his tormentor slly.

If any of them recognized her, they probably wondered what she needed healed. It wasn't obvious, but
she needed the greatest hedling of all. Nirati had no talent and while everyone told her shejust had yet to
discover it, she had long since lost the ability to believe them. Even Mgjiata had ataent, and her
squandering it angered Nirati. Even as poor with plants as Mgiata was, she could have been more help
with Keles' carethan Nirati.

Nirati snarled and refused to let hersdf sink into self-pity. She had done what she could. She' d sat with
Keeswhile he dept, softly reading to him from the tales of Amenis Dukao. He d dways enjoyed the
storieswhen he was a child—all three of them had—and he' d dept easier as sheread. Her atending him
let her mother get deep, and that, too, was ablessing. But Nirati would have given an arm to be able to
do more.

A blush roseto her face as she came into the area around Xingnakun and saw ayoung boy with a
withered left am. At least | have an armto give.



Someone she took as hisfather crouched beside him at the edge of the first stone circle surrounding the
dome. The man touded the boy’ s hair. “Dunos, you know | can't go in with you, but you'll find me
waiting herefor you. Don't be afraid.”

“I'm not redly, Father.” The tremblein the boy’ s voice undercut hisreply.
Nirati walked toward them and bowed. “ Peace of the Festival to you both. Might | ask afavor?’

The man rose, then bowed, and his son joined him. “Peace with you aswell, my lady. What would you
have of us?’

She amiled at the father, then pointed at the vast and empty courtyard around the dome. “It is distant yet
to Xingnakun, and | worry about being able to make it without an escort. Might | be so bold asto ask
your son to accompany me?’

The man nodded, then wiped asmudge of black on hisson’s cheek, keeping an eyeline crisp. “Dunos
would be pleased to accompany you.”

The boy nodded and Nirati took hishand in hers. “Thank you. | shal have him lead me back here. | am
Nirati.”

“ThisisDunosand | am Alait. | will find you here. Thank you.”
“Bye, Father.”

Nirati and the boy crossed the courtyard. A granite circle broke the line of the cobbles every hundred
yards. Black at the outside, then grey and white, the circles warned people to stay away. Whereasthe
other streets and courtsin the capital teemed with people, Xingnakun's courtyard remained empty save
for the broken wandering toward it. In the midst of aFestiva full of joy and hope, the hopelessand
desperatetrickled in dowly.

Dunoslooked up at her. “Why are you going to be hedled, my lady? Y ou look okay.”

“Not dl of ushavevishbleinjuries.”

“Are you taking woman stuff? That' swhat my mother callsit before shetellsmeto go help my father.”
Nirati smiled. “Perhaps. | just hope | bear my trouble aswell asyou do.”

Dunos nodded, then let hiswithered arm swing forward. “Once| get thishedled up, I'm going to bea
swordsman.”

“That' safineambition.”
A little tremor ran through his hand. “ Have you seen Kaerinus before?’

She shook her head. “Y ou can only do thisonce, Dunos.” She' d heard from many that the omen of the
years combined with aspike in the cyclica magic activity promised much from thisritua. It was thought
that if adead body could walk into Xingnakun this year, Kagrinus might even cureit.

“Why do you ask, Dunos?’

The boy shrugged. “Well, it’snot that I’ m afraid, you know, but | have heard stories. He was with Prince
Nelesquinin Ixyll. HE sthelast of the vanyesh. Helived through the Cataclysm. He' sredlly old and he's
amonger.”



“I"'ve heard dl those things, too.” She gently pulled him in front of her asthey started up one of the
narrow ramps leading to an entryway. The entrances were dl circles, unbroken, with alow lip so one had
to step over them. Though she had never seen it hersdlf, she had heard stories of magica energy guttering
out of these holes during the ceremony.

He stepped infirgt, then held her hand as she crossed. “1 think, Dunos, that he might be amongter, but if
heiswilling to hed peo-ple, heisnot entirely bad.”

The boy nodded, then looked back again. “For the healing, you' re not going to have to get naked or
nothing, are you?’

Sheamiled. “No.”
“Okay. I'll haveto take my robe off, so he can see my arm.”
1] Okw.”

They strode through the tunnel and paused at the top of the steep stairs. Back in Imperial timesthe area
closer to the earthen circle would have been reserved for the nobility. Dunos tugged her toward the | ft,
preparatory to climbing up to the higher reaches where the poorer people gravitated, but she shook her
head.

“WEell go down and get closer.”
“But my father said—"
“Y ou're my escort, remember?” Shewinked at him. “We'll get closer so we get agood heding.”

Nirati started down, intent on taking aplace right at the circle’ s edge, but she tiffened. Mgjiata had
preceded her and stood there, head high, black hair shining. Her robe, while poorly woven and cut, had
gtill been made of silk. Not wishing to spesk with her, but interested in watching her, Nirati chose aplace
severa rows back and directly behind.

More peoplefiled in and Dunoslooked around, his eyeswide. He freed his hand from hers and waved
to aman. Nirati turned and looked at him, wondering why he had come since he looked no moreinjured
than she was. He moved easily down and toward them from the row in front.

Dunos smiled hugdy. “Why are you here, Magter?’

“Weall bear our wounds, Dunos.”

The boy nodded. “Thisis Nirati. She' s here for woman stuff.”
Theman smiled. “I an Moraven. Peace of the Festival to you.”

“Andyou.” Nirati smiled, but kept her voice low. At the mention of her name Mgjiata’ s head had half
turned. Just ignore me, Majiata, or 1I’ll go down there and give you some bruises that will really
need healing.

From somewhere deep in the building’ s bowes, drums began to pound. Nirati actualy felt the vibration
before she heard it, but asthe crowd quieted, the echoesfilled the dome. As each sound rippled through
the throng, waves of fear rosein itswake. In afew places, people sarted to run toward the exits. Their
fear became contagious and gtill othersfled.

Nirati expected Mgiatato run, but she didn’t. She did glance back again and Nirati redized her game.



Aslong as| am here, she won't run. That reason aone would not have stopped Nirati, but if she'd left,
the boy would have gone, too. And he needs this more than I.

Y et her resolve to remain faced tiff opposition, for remaining there—inviting the attention of a
magician—had, since the Cataclysm and even before, been considered foolhardy. Kaerinus was the last
of the vanyesh and, having existed for so long, clearly had reached amastery of magic that alowed him
to work miracles. It was said the gods remained in the Heavens for fear he would find them and send
them back.

The sort of power he could wield had destroyed the world. It had triggered the Time of Black Ice, killing
millions—flattening mountains, erasing cities and towns, and threatening humanity with extinction. Stories
of wandering xingnaridin frightened children into good behavior, and rumors of them banded men into
mobs. The dome had been created to contain Kaerinus' power againgt the fear that he could initiate
another Cataclysm.

A light grey mist began to pour from acircular entrance acrossthe arena. Little tendrils of intense blue
color played through it—part flame, part lightning—that cracked when they winked out. Nirati’ s flesh
tingled. The fog deepened, filling the opening, then abluelight built insdeit. Freflickered fagter, and little
spiderwebs of lightning flashed.

All around her people exposed their injuries. Dunos clumsily tore at the buttons on his robe. She bent to
help him dip it off and noticed the blue lightning playing up and down beneath hisflesh, outlining veins and
arteries. In front of them, Moraven took off hisrobe, revealing a hideous scar on the left side of hischest.
Nirati and Dunos both stared at it for amoment and she wondered how someone strong enough to
aurvivethat could ever imagine himsdf needing heding.

Beyond him, Mgiatalet her robe dip down to beneath her shoulder blades. She clutched it modestly
closed at her breasts and Nirati shook her head. That makes a circle, silly girl. Had it been anyone
else, Nirati would have said something, but looking at the red worm of ascar on Mgjiata’ s shoulder
blade disgusted Nirati. Mgjiata s stupidity had earned her that scar, and her stupidity would seeto it that
it remained.

A gasp rose as Kaerinus emerged from the tunnel. He wore a purple cloak with ahigh collar that hid the
lower haf of hishead. A hood covered it and shadowed hisface, but could not hide the blue fire burning
in hiseyes. No decoration adorned his cloak, though azure lightning cascaded down from his shoulders.

Two things became immediately apparent to Nirati and knotted her somach. Thefirst wasthat Kaerinus
head had not been bowed when he left the tunnel, nor had his shoul ders been stooped, but now he stood
at least ten feet tall. His shoulders, shefdt certain, would have brushed elther edge of the tunnd. Even as
she made that judgment about his size, he grew large—until he could have dwarfed aViruk warrior with
ease.

The second thing she found even more frightening. He moved forward at something dower than agentle
walking pace, but gave no sign of moving. She could not see foot or knee press against the cloak.
Instead, he drifted forward on the grey fog. He could have been the figurehead on aship sailing serenely
down the Gold River.

Then, suddenly, in the center of the earthen circle, he sopped. The cloud around him did not continue to
roll forward; it stopped, too. He remained unmoving for a heartbesat, then dowly spun. Some people
ghrank from his gaze—afew broke, othersfainted. Dunos dipped his hand into hers and squeezed and
even Moraven shifted his shoulders uneasily. As her gaze met the mage's, shefdt ahint of recognition,
but only acursory one. Asif heisatrader inspecting livestock, nothing more.



The drumsfaded and the lightning no longer pulsed through the fog or hiscloak. Thelight in hiseyes
shifted from blue to purple. The fiery tongues twigting through the fog likewise changed, matching his
eyes. From somewhere within his hood—or in him—wordsrose. Nirati didn’t think shewas even
hearing him speak, and the idea of words seemed wrong as well.

Is this what my brothers share with our grandfather?

Images boiled through her mind quickly. She caught sight of aboy’ s hand reaching for aglowing crystd.
Shefdt theweight of alash against her back. The searing-hot pain of asword dicing flesh drew aline
over her ribs. Those things she guessed came from Dunos, Mgiata, and Moraven; so she assumed the
other things came from the rest of the crowd. Beneath them all, however, came a chorus of
screams—Men, animas—all in pain, horrible pain.

Nirati found hersalf screaming aswdll. Everyone did, filling the dome with a horrible sound that doubled
back onitsdf, increasing and pulsing, drilling through her more powerfully than the drums. They had
shaken her physically, but this reached insde and touched her pain, her fear. Before, she had been unlike
anyone, for she had no talent, but here she now was like everyone—she was broken and was afraid she
could not be fixed.

The fog around Kaerinus thickened into tentacles that |ashed out full of Szzling dectricity. Onethick rope
hit acrippled crone, lifting her off her feet. Purple lightning wresthed her limbs, shocking them straight.
Her head flew back, her dowager’ s hump vanished as her spine untwisted. She shrieked and the fog left
her acrumpled heap, vapor rising.

Again and again the tentacles flicked out, swirling to the left. A lower disk of fog spread out to fill the
arena. Kaerinus rose with it and the tentacles spun faster, stirring the fog so it would dop over thearend's
edges. One wave crashed into Mgiataand her scar burned so intensely Nirati could not look at it.
Majiata screamed and dropped her robe, her back bowing, then her whole torso snapped forward. For
amoment it looked asif she would pitch headlong into the opague vapor roiling below, but she clutched
at the edge and sagged down, half-naked. Purple firefilled vacant eyes as she sprawled
doppily—looking asif she were drunk and had been ravished by a Turasynd horde.

Nirati had but a heartbeat to relish Mgjiata s dishevelment before alarger wave surged up and engulfed
her. Inaningant it felt asif she were naked in astinging sted rain. She looked down, expecting to see
her flesh freckled with blood, but her eyes no longer registered redlity. She saw hersaf asachild again,
viewing hersdlf from both a distance and within her skin. She was waking hand in hand with her
grandfather through the gardens of Anturasikun. The sun shone on them both, and the sting melted into
warmth.

She haf remembered the incident, but it crawled from her memory with the rel uctance of a Soth ripping
free of its cocoon. Qiro let her hand drop and turned to face Ulan. Only her uncle was much younger
than now; her grandfather was il his powerful, white-maned self. Ulan unscrolled achart for Qiro to
ingpect. Before she had enough time to even begin to recognize shapes, Qiro savagely berated Ulan.

Nirati did not hear the words, but rather saw them as arrows flying straight into her uncle. They ripped
into his chest and blood gushed. One transfixed his skull and another sank in through hisleft eye. A smdll
bolt pinned histongue to hislower jaw, and yet another emasculated him. Ulan crumpled the same way
the chart crumpled in Qiro’s hands.

She looked up at her grandfather, tears forming in her eyes. She bent to pick up the map and smooth it,
but Qiro took it from her hands and threw it away. He smiled at her, turning her from Ulan, and led her
deeper into the gardens. Flowers poured from his mouth, though they were ghosts of those blooming



around her.

And around her heart did an armored deeve. She did not say it then—she had not known the words to
say it then—but now she knew. | determined then | would never let him hurt me as he did Uncle
Ulan. | am not without talent. | hid from my talent.

That knowledge exploded in her. Everything she had tried to do had been afailure. She had worked
diligently at it, but never had connected with anything. 1’d not let myself connect. | did not want a
talent. | did not want to be judged, to be skewered and crumpled. Perhaps | never needed healing.

Her vison returned to her and there, in agrey sea, she saw the purple light burning in the arena s heart.
Kaerinus had risen high enough that the fog could fill the dome and touch everyone. Isthat it? Did |
never need the healing, or was this the healing | needed?

She felt his awareness sweep past her, but she got no reply. Instead, shefelt hersalf beginning to drift
upward. She glanced down and saw her body. Around her, asif phantoms, she saw Dunosand
Moraven, even Mgjiata. Of others she became only dimly aware. When she looked up again, Kaerinus
had become ablack pearl with purple fire swirling around its middle. It rotated down asif an eye, witha
fiery purple pupil mirroring what had become the corona. It saw her. It saw her and she saw hersdlf
reflected and distorted in the orb’ sdark surface.

She reached a hand out and traced afinger over the sphere. She felt something ancient in there, and
knew she should fear it, but she did not. She caressed it again, and theillusion of a smooth surface
vanished. Tiny glassteeth tore a her flesh. Violet lightning lashed her. She yanked her hand away,
screaming as she severed contact.

Her eyes snapped open as Moraven and Dunos both crouched beside her. She started trembling, then
bit her lower lip. “W-what happened?’

Moraven smiled unessily. “1 suspect it was different for each of us. One moment we were locked in the
magic. In the next, it and Kaerinus were gone.”

Nirati let them help her into agtting position. Shelooked toward where Mgjiatahad falen. “What of that
woman?’

“Shewandered out, dazed.”
Dunos nodded and lifted her robein hisright hand. * She forgot this.”

Nirati half smiled, but sopped quickly. Dunos arm remained withered. She glanced & Moraven and saw
theend of hisscar. “I’'m sorry.”

“For what, Mistress?’
“Y ou gtill have your scar, and Dunos. . .”
The boy frowned and tears glistened in his eyes, but none rolled down his cheeks. “It’' s okay.”

Moraven leaned across Nirati and caressed Dunos' |eft arm. “Have you forgotten what | said on the
road, Dunos?’

“Yousad | would be hedled.” Hislower lip trembled. “Y ou can’'t dways beright, Magter.”



“| was not wrong, Dunos.” The man’ s voice, though soft, carried confidence. “ The magic promised only
to hed us, not give uswhat we want. It gave us what we need.”

“But | wanted to be a siwordsman.”

“And you may yet be.” Moraven smiled, then tapped the boy on the head. “ First, though, you haveto
find out what was hedled. That will tell you your true destiny.”

“Yes, Magter. Thank you.”

Nirati looked a Moraven. “Have you been given what you need?’
He shrugged. “ Perhaps.”

“That doesn’'t sound very definite.”

Moraven smiled, stood, and helped her to her feet. “Hedling isaways a process, magica or not. It will
take timefor meto figure out what has changed. The same for Dunos. Do you know, Mistress, or will
you need time aswel |7’

“I'think I will need time.” Nirati paused for amoment, then nodded. “Timeto hed, then timeto discover
what it ismy healing will allow meto do.”

“Best fortunein your search.” The swordsman shrugged his robe back on. “Y ou' re embarked on a
journey most never redize they need to take. If that redlization were the only thing you got today, you
would have been the most fortunate of usall.”

Chapter Sixteen
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When K es awoke again he found himsalf in alarger bed within adim room. The sheetswere
fresh—likewise the straw in the mattress. He could smell the poultice and other herbs. Their scents did
not make him want to gag. He felt stronger somehow, and though he noticed the pain in his back, the
tightness of the flesh across the wounds superseded it.

Heturned his head and found his mother sitting in achair beside the bed, concentrating on embroidering
an emblem on cloth. Shelooked up asthe rustle of bedclothes betrayed his movement. “How do you
fed?

“Thirgty.”
She poured him asmall cup of water, then held his head, raising the cup to hislipsand only dlowing him



tiny sps. He wanted to suck it down greedily, but knew it would come right back up, so he settled for
alowing acoal trickle down histhroat. He drank as much as he could, then nodded, and she withdrew
the nearly empty cup.

“How long have | dept?’
“A long time, whichiisgood. It' sthe Festival’ ssixth day.”
Kees concentrated. “ The Prince sball istonight.”

Sats laughed lightly and brushed hair back from hisforehead. “Y our brother and sister will represent us
well.”

“Y ou should have gone, Mother.”

She shook her head. “ And have every cronein the nation asking me how you were, what | thought of
what happened? No, that would not do. You are thetak of Festival, Keles, but | need not be the one
doing that talking.”

Keesnodded, or thought he had. He did hear the rustle of pillowcase againgt his cheek. “1 remember the
ambassador. What happened?’

Sas sghed. “I’'m certain your brother hastold you of frogs and toadsin Ummummorar that exude a
poison. Wildmen useit to hunt with, but it protects the creatures from predators.”

Kees nodded.

“The Viruk apparently have asimilar thing. Just as our Swegt becomes acrid when we are nervous, so
their persona humors change. When the warrior cut you, his claws poisoned you. Mildly, of course, but
you were poisoned nonetheless. The ambassador’ s magic was able to ded with the more virulent aspects
of the venom, but some thingswill take time to work out. It could be ayear or more. Until then even the
scent of aViruk could make you sick.”

“Luckily therewill be no Viruk on the Sormwolf.”

“Lucky for some, Keles, but not for you.” In quiet tones Siats told him what had happened that night and
of hisgrandfather’ s pronouncement. Keles' skin puckered as she spoke. He did not so much fear thetrip
ashedid his grandfather’ swrath. The Sormwolf’ svoyage might have been meant to kill him, but atrip
into the depths of Ixyll surely would.

Evenin the dim light he could see how his mother had paled, and her fingers quivered as she stroked his
hair. “1 have spoken with Qiro, but he is adamant. | cannot shift him, no matter how | try.”

“Giveit time, Mother.”

“Dear boy, thereisnot that much timein theworld.” Shefrowned. “1 could tell you dl the waysinwhich
he felt compelled to act, but the smple fact was that he made that pronouncement &t his birthday
celebration. Princes heard him. For him to relent now would be adishonor. It would suggest one or both
of you are wesk, and he will tolerate neither.”

“Do you think he wants me dead?’

“Heiscapableof it.”
“Did hewant my father dead?’



Sats frowned for amoment, then sighed. “ The years and rumors have made it easy to accept the smple
answer, but Qiro and Ryn were more complex. Y our father pushed hisfather hard. Y our father had a
gift, one grester than Qiro’s, if you can believeit, and Qiro realized that Ryn would be able to cement the
Anturas placein history if hewould focusthat gift. But your father was not patient. Like your brother, he
had other interests. Qiro tried to focus your father on cartography. That led to the last voyage.

“Part of him probably did want your father dead, for they fought furioudy. And part of him mourned
piteoudy when your father died. He grieves ill.”

“Does he want me dead?”’

“No. He wants you to return after doing your work.” She smiled. “Y our grandfather is not entirely
heartless.”

Keesfrowned. “ He has condemned meto ajourney of over two thousand miles asthe hawksfly. | will
be traveling through lands where wild magic has held sway and heroes refuse to go. The only people who
ventureinto the redm of Ixyll aretheinsane, or the gyanridin, who act insane. | will haveto crossthe
Dark Sea, risking storms and pirates, and I'll be passing close enough to Irusviruk to see many more
warriors. Some will be kin to those Jorim killed, and al of them will make meill. Grandfather may not be
coldhearted, asyou say, but heis showing melittle of hiswarmth.”

Shelaughed.

“I did not think | was being funny.”

“No, Kdes, | know that.”

“Wel?

Sats amiled. “Rumor had it that Mgjiata had described your journey smilarly, but without regret.”
“Shedid?’ Hisheart ached dightly. “Y ou didn’'t tell meif the Prince had her lashed.”

“Hedid. Shefainted and bears naught but atiny scar on her back. Y our sister saw it when she went to
the hedling ceremony.”

Kelesblinked. “Nirati went? Y ou let her go?’

“It was important to her to go.” His mother sighed. “Nirati’ s been here by your sde alot, Keles. She
does al she can to help, and she has been agreat help, but she feelsher lack of talent. She watches me
mix herbs and roots for your poultices and would give anything to be able to do that. She went hoping
shewould find her talent. *

“I keep telling her she' slike Empress Cyrsa. She will find her talent.”
“I know, Keles. | agree, but Cyrsa' s story is one that salves the wound for children.”
“How did it turn out for her?’

His mother shrugged. “ She said it was good, but talked more about alittle boy from the south. Y ou talk
to her, seewhat you can learn.”

“I will. So there was no change?’

“There might have been, but she said it might take time. Y ou know your sister. She' s no more patient



than your brother in most things.” Sats smiled. “In fact, sheisimpatient in everything save dedling with
your grandfather.”

“That’ strue, but | would rather she followed your footsteps than his.”

“Sowould I, but she would gladly be a cartographer. You'll have to be kind to her. | think had she found
ataent for mgpmaking, she would have offered to go in your place.”

“If anyoneisless suited to go than | am, it would be Nirati.”
His mother smiled. “I agree, but your brother didn’t.”
“No?’

“Hesadyouwereequdly ill suitedtoit. Hesad if it didn’t kill you or maim you, the journey would drive
you insane. Then he said he would give anything to be going in your place.”

Kees managed a chuckle. “He would, wouldn’t he?”

“Yes, but he knew you' d not let him—though he did advance a plan where you could trade identities.”
“Wouldn't work. As| send information to Grandfather he would know of the deception.”

“Jorim agreed that was true, but thought if the deception were maintained, only the family need know.”

“No. Too many otherswould know, from the crew of the Stormwolf to whoever accompaniesme.”
Kelessghed. “Unless Qiro changes hismind, or the Prince issues ordersto the contrary, | shal be bound
for Ixyll.”

His mother nodded solemnly. “ Jorim said you would fedl honor-bound to go.”

“Heknowsmewel.” But does he know me well enough? He doesn’t think | can even survive. Ishe
right?

Keeshad made journeysfor years, and had conducted surveys, but always close to or within Naenyr. It
had not been because anyone thought he could not have gone further, but because things like the survey
of the upper reaches of the Gold River were vital, and Keles remained focused on the task at hand.
Being ableto focuslike that had made him successful, but he had to wonder how useful that skill would
be on atrip into places where magic could and often did warp the landscape.

He laughed. Even wondering about that showed hisfocus—and the problem with it. The wild magic out
there warped everything—plants, animals, relics—and yet he was concerned about the geography. It
was not going to be amountain becoming aplain that would kill him, but the weirder, less predictable
curiogtiesinthat land.

He smiled a hismother. “ Jorim will take atrip that will test his skillsto the utmogt, for he will haveto do
what | do well and what he doeswell, both at the same time. On the other hand, | will haveto learn to
survive the way he does and how to change quickly and adapt, asfast or faster than the redlm into which
| wander. Not an easy job for either of us.”

“Indeed not.” Siats smiled, then kissed Keles' brow. “Seep. Hedl. That iswhat you must do now, if you
areto stand any chance at success later.”

“Do you think I will succeed, mother?’



She nodded. “Beyond the ability of any of usto dream.”
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“Sgter, you worry too much.” Jorim Anturas dowly shook his head as they passed through a gantlet of
Keru guardswomen to reach the large reception hall in Kojaikun. “ The least the hedling could have done
was cure you of that.”

Nirati quickly stuck her tongue out at him.

The sixth day of Festival was adway's given over to the honoring of heroes. To make a point and annoy
Prince Pyrugt, Prince Cyron had chosen to hold it in the tower most associated with Helosunde. Prince
Pyrust had sent hisregrets and the Helosundians viewed that as avictory of sorts.

Nirati, wearing agreen silk gown with yellow, red, and blue birds embroidered on it, gave her younger
brother ahard tare. “ Thereis not anight of heroes| can recall when you did not end up in some sort of
fight.”

“Y outhful indiscretions.”

“Would that ahedling could cure you of those.” Her expression softened ever so dightly. “Mother has
entrusted us with the family honor, so please be careful.”

“Yes, Nirati, | will.” Jorim paused with her at the doorway to the long, rectangular hal. It had been
finished entirely in blond wood, with lighting coming through panels papered over with ivory rice paper.
The color of the wood reminded everyone of the Keru and their dedication to the Prince’ s service.

He surveyed the room and the gaily robed guests, then gave hissister asmile. “1 seeno Viruk, so | doubt
therewill betrouble”

Nirati’s green eyes became dits. “Y ou remember what you were instructed to say about that?”

Jorim sighed. “Kdesisresting comfortably, full recovery expected, in no danger, won't even seethe
scars, looking forward to his journey—which he doesn't even know about unless he' s come awakein
the last hour.”

“Jorim!”
“I know, Nirati. | will not say what | should not.”

“And you won't get into trouble.”



He gave her ahard stare, but she had learned well from their mother. And | have always been her
younger brother, which gives her an advantage | cannot undo. While she might be hard on him, she
was also protective, and that was something he was rel uctant to surrender no matter the cause.

“I won't get into trouble.”
“Thank you.” Sheleaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Now, go have fun.”

“Asif that’ spossble. I'm going, I'm going.” He smiled into her reproving glare, then moved into the hall
and let himsdf drift. Not for the first time he studied the gathering the way he viewed savage peoples. He
didn’t do it with a sense of superiority, only curiogty.

| bet even they don’t know what they reveal about themselves, they are so busy playing their
games. To Jorim, agreat deal was obviousjust from a casud glance. The most important people had
taken up positions around the room where they could be seen easily, but not cut off. Rarely was anyone
with true power in acorner, though severa people who wished to be percelved as having power had
taken up positionsthere.

L esser personages usualy had someone with them—someone of ahigher socid station—to lend them
some sort of legitimacy. Had Jorim chosen to extend an invitation to various women of his acquaintance,
he, too, could have had someone on his arm. Women would have fought for the honor—not to be seen
with him per se, but to be seen by older men who might take them as mistresses, or dowagers who were
looking for someone to bear grandchildren for them. Ashe watched, that very scenario played itsdf out a
dozen times or more.

Politics and politicians ran acircuit through the room. Likewise the socid pressures caused currents, and
gossip of both varieties raced. Courtiers and sycophants jockeyed for position awaiting the arrival of the
Prince, in hopes they would be able to get aword with him, or at least be noticed.

Whilefriends did meet friends at the gathering, the greetings were brief and fulfilled the minimum demands
of socid intercourse. There would betimefor true friends later in Festiva, after the day of Mourning and
before the glory of the Prince would be celebrated. On the night of heroes, dl those gathered wished to
be seen as heroes, so acted in away they thought full of mythic import.

Jorim didn’t see himself as a hero, though he hoped some people did—and he acknowledged that asa
paradox springing from self-deception the moment it occurred to him. He had gone places, seen and
donethingsthat few in the room could match. While many of them would thrill to hisexploitsand claim
that someday they would like to do the same thing, they preferred the safety of their homes and stable
lives. He couldn’t blame them for that, and he didn’t despise them for it.

Hejust knew it wasn’t for him.

There were those who would claim that it was hatred or fear of his grandfather that prompted him to go
so far away, but they were wrong. First off, they didn’t understand that hisjourneys required him to be
very closeto hisgrandfather. The skill for cartography ran strong in the Anturasi bloodline, and with that
came the ability—through training and study—for both Jorim and Kelesto enter a sort of mental
communion with their grandfather. By concentrating very hard and holding information in their mindsfor a
time, they could share basic datawith him. He would immediately add it to his maps of the world.
Sketching in vast vistas had to wait for their return; but distances traveled, the height of mountains, and
other such information could be transmitted over the miles,

Keeswas much better at it than Jorim, primarily because he had worked so hard to train histwin. In
Nirati’ s case the training had been for nothing, since she did not possessthat skill. That was not al bad. It



meant Qiro did not see her asathresat and, therefore, saw no reason to put her in danger. Jorim, while
being able to send information to his grandfather, was not as precise as Kees, and whenever he returned
to Moriande, he braced himsdif for discipline.

No, Jorim went out into the world not to escape his grandfather, but because he loved experiencing the
variety of things out there. He allowed his curiogity to govern him, and trusted in hisluck to keep him
safe. No matter how close he had come to degth, his desire to see more and do more had not been
squelched.

And now | get the Stormwolf. The ship’sked had been laid before he went on hislast expedition. Jorim
had fully expected that Keleswould be given the honor of that trip, and that had made him jealous. That
waswhy he' d mentioned the Gryst device to Qiro, in the dender hope it might win him aberth on the
ship, too.

Jorim was at once elated and apprehensive about the trip. It would allow him to sate his curiosity. They
would be going into a part of the world no one knew existed outside fable and legend, from the
Mountains of Iceto whatever lay beyond the Eastern Sea. He would be able to discover things, bring
back samples, and add to the world—shaping and defining it with every mile traveled. What was rumor
would become fact, what was legend would be proved true or false, and whatever was unknown would
become known. He would be there to make all that happen, to the greater glory of hisnation and his
family.

At the same time Jorim had hoped Qiro would keep Keles close and train him to take over. He' d looked
forward to actually communicating data to his brother instead of his grandfather, for he was certain the
bond would be tighter and dlow for afaster exchange of more information. And speed in theraceto
discover theworld could not be underestimated.

Keles journey into the wastelands scared Jorim, for he’ d gotten far enough into the wilds to see places
where the Cataclysm had changed things, abeit centuries ago. The wild magic unleashed when the
Empress stroops had met the Turasynd hordes had exploded out of Ixyll and washed over haf the
known world. Skies had darkened, and black snows had fallen early and deep. The historiestold of
years without summer, which iswhen the die-off of peoples began. Before the Cataclysm, the Empire
had boasted tens of millions of people. Within a decade, the Principalities had been reduced to maybe
hundreds of thousands. Mogt of them clustered in the centra river valeys of the three largest
Principdities, while others clung to existence however they were able.

Unpredictable weather, coming from the northwest where titanic magical stormsraged, had battered the
Principdities for another century, with the nine days of the Harvest Festival being the closest
gpproximation to summer. Imperid civilization al but collapsed, and chaos would have reigned had the
bureaucrats not maintained order. While the histories of those hard times praised the ministers and
functionaries, Jorim redized they must have been much like their modern counterparts. While annoying,
they had served a purpose, and that purpose kept people dive long enough to begin asow recovery.

Jorim knew hisdismissa of their efforts was overly harsh, and based on discussions he’' d had with Keles
when they were younger. Keles had said that just maintaining order and organizing shipments of food was
aheroic effort. Jorim had replied that the ministers had been too complacent, seeking order above al

else, thereby smothering the sort of ambition that might have alowed the Principalitiesto recover faster.
Each brother had to dlow that the other might be right; but with no way to prove their arguments, it
became a difference of opinion they both acknowledged and somehow found comforting.

Jorim got himsalf asmall cup of wine and sipped it as he moved through the crowd. He looked for others
who, like him, remained detached. A few, by their dress, were foreigners who knew no one. Others



were famous or infamous, depending upon how one chose to view them. He found the Lady of Jet and
Jade dlong anarrow wall, protected by severa of her protégés.

He hid asmile behind his cup. She was till gorgeous despite her years. HE d heard stories suggesting she
had been the concubine to princes even before the Komyr dynasty was founded. He wondered if that
weretrue, or if the woman presiding over the House of Jade Pleasure inherited thetitle and assumed a
role as part of alegend. He was not certain why she would be considered a hero, but many were the
heroeswho visited her house of entertainment.

| wonder if the Prince will send me to her when the Stormwolf comes back? He considered
approaching her and introducing himself, but her aides seemed very selective. So he kept his distance and
saved himsdlf the humiliation of being turned away .

Wandering further, he noticed two men in the crowd, the younger one holding a cup of wine but not
drinking, the older one watching with restless eyes. The younger one' s belt had been knotted with a
swordsman’ sknot, but neither of them wore swords. No one would be allowed to do soin the Prince’'s
presence, so this came as no surprise, but the younger man looked uneasy. Even with that discomfort,
however, he did seem more accustomed to such grand surroundings than his companion.

Jorim looked through the crowd again and discovered a couple more individuas who looked equaly like
swordsmen, but they stood with their employers. None was as watchful as the older man, but he put that
down to afamiliarity with such gatherings and their confidence that nothing untoward would unfold.
Anyone mad enough to start trouble there would find it ended by the Keru.

No onein thiscity is that insane, save perhaps Kaerinus. Jorim, aswith every childin Naenyr, had
grown up fearing the last of the vanyesh. He' d once asked K eles why the sorcerer had been alowed to
live, if everyone feared him so, and his brother just gave him ahard stare. Then he lowered hisvoice, and
sad, “If they could kill him, don’t you think they would have? He can't die.”

This had made him more terrifying, and Nirati’ s description of him hadn’t eased Jorim'smind at al. The
officid story, which peopletold but did not believe, wasthat he had returned from the west with hismind
shattered, reduced to that of achild. Whileincredibly powerful, he wished only to hed and do good
things. If that were true, however, why would the Naleni princes keep him captive in Xingnakun?

Not for thefirst time, the parallel between Kaerinus' fate and that of his grandfather struck Jorim. The
sorcerer had been imprisoned because of the harm he might do, and Qiro’ sfreedom might be smilarly
harmful. Were his chartsto fal into the hands of the Virine or the Dessi, they could compete with
Naenyr. The Nadeni economy would collgpse, but before that, Prince Cyron would have to go to war to
destroy hisenemies.

Jorim took abig swallow of hiswine. Perhgps Keles had not been so wrong. Whileit might take a grest
dedl of effort for Jorim to hack hisway through a swamp, capture some lizard, and bring it back to the
Prince, the more heroic effort might be required to make sure there was aNalenyr for him to return to.
When | come back on the Stormwolf how much of Moriande, how many of these people, will still
be here?

He looked around, uncertain how to answer that. He pushed the dark thought away. He could think on
that tomorrow, on the day of Mourning. Tonight was atime to celebrate and enjoy. As this might be the
last night of heroes any of us ever sees, | shall make the most of it.

Chapter Eighteen
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Nirati let her brother go reluctantly. She felt confident he would not seek trouble, but also she knew there
were timeswhen it sought him. Still, at this gathering, he was more likely to be lionized asahero and
questioned about his exploits than to be challenged by someonein his cups. She wished him anight of
pesce because the coming voyage would likely afford him few.

She moved into the room and around to the left, taking a course that would not bring her around to Jorim
until the far sde. The robe she had chosen had al the artistry of the one she’d worn at her grandfather’s
party, but not the forma cut. The silken trousers beneath allowed her freedom of movement that would
meake dancing a pleasure instead of a battle againgt gravity and the entanglements of alonger robe. She'd
even done some of the embroidery herself and took prideinit.

Shetook agood look at the embroidery and tried to evaluate how good shewas &t it. Since the healing,
she' d been reexamining her life, looking at the world with new eyes. My talent isthere, I'msure. Now |
just haveto find it. But where?

She caught sight of the Lady of Jet and Jade and wondered at her skills. So many possibilities opened
up. Nirati might be able to do anything. Could | be a concubine? She wondered what it would be like
to be one of the Lady of Jet and Jade' s students. Would it be possible to be so learned in the art of love
that it would become amagica experience? For Nirati, whose carna experience was limited to the inept
fumblings of servants and drunken noblemen, that idea seemed aswondrous asit was distant.

She knew the stories about those who were jaecai—the legendary masters of any discipline. It was said
their liveswere extended and their vitality increased asthey perfected their skills. Looking at the Lady’s
flawless beauty, the ddlicate serenity with which she stood againgt awall Spping wine, Nirati wondered
how old she truly was. Had she redlly been the concubine of the prince whose dynasty fell to the Komyr
cohort? The woman barely looked older than she—save for her slvery eyes, which had an ancient,

dluring qudity.
“I would guess e even enneads, would you not?’

Nirati’s head came around, arebuke on her lips that remained unspoken as she recognized the voice.
“Count Aerynnor, would you think me so common as to be speculating about awoman's age”?’

“I beg your pardon, my lady Anturasi.” The black-haired Desal bowed hishead. “I betray my rustic
nature with such thoughts, and my lack of manners by attributing the sameto you.”

“If offering me one of those cups of wine would be an apology, s, | should be happy to forgive you.”
Nirati smiled and accepted the cup he passed to her. “Have you come done? Is poor, dear, frail Mgiata
up from her sickbed yet?”’

The man amiled easly. “ Shdl wedrink to her hedth?’



“The Lady of Jet and Jade? Please.”
Jund Aerynnor’s smile broadened. “I can see that keeping up with you will not be asmple matter.”
“Oh, you meant Mgjiata?’ Nirati raised the cup. “May she soon be feding hersdf again.”

“Indeed.” He drank. “ She was supposed to accompany me tonight, but she heard arumor that the
jaecaitsae who disciplined her would be here, demonsirating his skill. She thought that would be too
much for her.”

Nirati smiled. “1 doubt he would be asking for volunteers. Did you see her punishment?’

The Desal noble sface closed. “I did; | felt it was my duty. Y our brother took the stripes that should
have been mine. | confessto quailing asthe Viruk moved. So quick, so large.”

“Y ou may have quailed, my lord, but | wasthere. | saw you act, and saw no hesitation. Y ou spun
Mgjiata around and shielded her with your body. Had my brother not acted, his stripes would indeed
have been yours.”

“| shdl be certain to thank him. Heisrecovering, | hear?’
“Yes, heis, thank you. Hewould enjoy it if you cameto vigt. | St with him often to let my mother rest.”

“I shal pay my respectsthen.” Junel sipped at hiswine. “ The Prince would not allow another to accept
Mgjiata s punishment, but the jaecaitsae cut her only once, and her family has sought every manner of
salveto seethat it will not scar. She even went to be healed by the vanyesh.”

“It didn’t work?”’

“I have not looked that closdly, but I have seen no disfigurement. But Mgiataand her family see through
thelens of disgrace.” Junel grimaced. “1 took no pleasure in watching her punishment, but thereisyet a
part of me which believes she had long been due such treatment.”

Nirati smiled. “ Areyou abnormally perceptive, or isthisatrait shared by your countrymen?’

“I amply learn, my lady.” He smiled uneasily. “1 would have been hard-pressed not to hear thetalestold
of Mgiatasince the party. What the rumors suggest, | have seen. On my last visit, she asked only if her
scar had made her hideous. When | mentioned that | had heard your brother fared well, but would bear
four scars, she said shewasglad of it.”

“ She wanted my brother in order to advance her family. It took him along timeto seeit. Y ou are lucky
to have discovered it so quickly.”

“Her family has gracioudy provided me lodging, so | would have to be blind not to have discovered it.”
Jund glanced around the room. “I am seeing many thingsthat are new. Coming from Deserion, there are
things here | have not seen before—and am not certain | understand.”

“Such as?’

Heinclined his head toward the Lady of Jet and Jade. “While we have such individualsin Desarion, | do
not think one would be welcomed at such a celebration. Not that sheisn’t beautiful—and not that many
present would not visit her domain and avall themsalves of her skills—but they would not want it
known.”

Nirati sipped her wine, savoring the sweet bite. “In Naenyr we have abit more freedom. It fuelsus”



The count frowned. “That could be taken many ways. Please, explain.”

“Carna desire, my lord, can be approached in two ways. Oneisto deny its existence, to claim that
fiddity isthe highest sandard possible and turn ablind eye to the covert assignations many enjoy. By
making it forbidden, oneincreasesitsalure, and that iswhat makesit such adestabilizing influence. Most
would not careif one enjoyed liaisons outside of marriage provided that the marriage was not put in

jeopardy by it.”

“Since so many marriages are redly dynastic dliances, they have little to do with those who are involved
inthem. Thisis certainly the attitude and redlity in my nation.”

“Hereit isviewed for what it is. asensud experience. We al acknowledge thet variety isto be desired. If
one only eats onefood, or drinks onewine, hears only one song, or smells only one flower, those things
quickly become lifeless. No one limits themsalvesin that manner for anything save physical attraction and
desire, clearly running counter to how we function as people. By having the Lady of Jet and Jade asan
outlet for such desires, with al parties knowing what is expected, boredom is avoided, asis destabilizing
influence”

Nirati looked a him past the rim of her cup. “If you forge an dliance with Mgiata sfamily, I'm sure
you'll need therelease.”

Jundl raised an eyebrow. “Y ou are even more perceptive than | thought, Mistress Anturas. But, tell me,
you are not suggesting that there is never amarriage destroyed because aclient and acourtesan fal in
love?’

“No, but that shift in affections could occur no matter who isinvolved, for whatever affection was present
in the marriage would have long since died, € se the desire and need for emotiona fulfillment would not
have been present.”

“I am very impressed with your argument.” He nodded respectfully. “Y ou think deeply and express
yoursdf very well.”

“It' syears of having debates with my brothers. We have discussed every issue from as many points of
view aspossible. Itisgreat fun.” Nirati swirled the winein her cup and looked down. “Y ou’ ve not been
here long, but you aready know of the Lady of Jet and Jade. Have you considered engaging her
services?’

“I?wWel, no, but . .."
Nirati covered a smile as she saw the man blushing. “What isit?’

He snapped his mouth shut, then looked down. “1 would lieif | did not say that | have not entertained the
idea. Y ou will think me provincia, | suspect, but it goes back to where our conversation started. | would
be uneasy being with someone who could have known my great-grandfather.”

She hesitated for amoment, then nodded. “| understand that, though some maintain the best winesare
those that have aged to perfection.”

“Very true, but there are aso those who enjoy younger vintages.”

Nirati spped again and felt hersdlf relaxing in the Desai count’ s presence. He knew few people and
seemed content to talk to her, yet his presence kept others away, and that was good, too. She didn’t
mind that the people who saw them together would probably accuse her of stedling Mgiata’ s suitor. Half
of them would think it served Mgjiataright, and the other half would speculate asto what thiswould



mean concerning the Anturas maps, the Desal, and the fortunes of House Phoesd!.

But she found the count easy company. She dowly guided him around the room, filling himin on who
was whom. She refrained from outright gossip, but indicated which people were feuding with others. The
only time she relayed sdacious information was when his eyes grew distant and sheimagined al the facts
becoming ajumblein hishead.

Before she saw her brother again, agong sounded and the room fell to silence. A half dozen Keru guards
with long spears bearing purple dragon pennants cut a path through the crowd. Prince Cyron walked in
their midst and mounted asmall dais at the far end of the room. The guardstook up positions around it
and the Prince bowed to those assembled.

The bow was returned by all present. Nirati held the bow for the polite count of fifteen, extended to
twenty since thiswasthe dynasty’ s anniversary, and waswilling go to thirty because of the Prince’s
punishment of Mgjiata. But when she reached twenty-five, one of the Prince' s cousins rose and, with
audiblerdlief, the othersin the room followed.

The Prince opened his handsin greeting. “Welcometo you dl. Thisisthe night of heroes, whichis
especidly hallowed in anation of heroes. All of you present are worthy of that title, or will earn your
placein their ranks. Our nation and our course is one that will both demand and reward heroes. | know
none of you will shrink from that calling.”

Two protocol functionaries produced a chair for the Prince and set it up in the center of the dais. A
minister of protocol—a senior underminister by the cut of his robe—came forward and addressed the
crowd. * Entertainments have been provided for this evening, spectacular entertainments.”

As he spoke, he moved into the crowd and shifted his ceremonial staff from vertical to horizonta. The
crowd withdrew dowly as he grasped the aff in hisright hand and began to turn, describing acircle. “If
you please, respect the circle drawn, and you will see things of which most only dream.”

The count, through stern glances and an open-faced refusa to understand those with aNaeni accent, did
not withdraw as others pulled back. Instead, he placed his hands on Nirati’ s shoulders and brought her in
front of him, placing her at the front rank of observers. She smiled, redlized that the last time she'd had so
clear aview was with her father’ s hands on her shoulders.

The entertainments were more than fantagtic. They started with four Keru who performed aritua dance
with spears. Pennants snapped, the spear butts cracked crisply on the stone, and the shafts whistled as
they were spun about. The women moved so precisaly, with strength and fluidity, they seemed more
anima than human. When confederates | ofted apples and other fruitsinto the air, the spear blades
skewered or split them, filling the air with sweet fragrance.

Jugglersfollowed, then acrobats whose ahility to pile themsaves higher seemed limited only by the
ceiling. Contortionigtstwisted their limbsinto patternsthat it seemed would never come undone, and
dancersflowed into and through music until their bodies were little more than vibrant blurs.

Each entertainment surpassed the one that preceded it—as impossible as that seemed. The minister
pointed out whoever had brought the entertainers, and applause rewarded them for their efforts. But the
minister cut them off if they offered anything more than afew words of praise for the Prince, then
announced the next act.

He kept his voice even asthelast troupe of dancers melted away. “Asour final entertainment, we present
something as specid asit is appropriate for the night of heroes. We have with ustwo dicaiserr. They will
present for you adisplay of swords sill as has never been seen before. The Prince welcomes Moraven



Tolo and the Turasynd, Chyrut Scok.”

Nirati smiled. From their encounter at the healing, she knew Moraven was a swordsman. She' d taken
Duncs praise of him as childish hyperbole, but clearly the youth had been right. To be selected to
entertain here means heis very good. Perhaps he' s even jaecaisar.

A jolt ran through Jundl’ shands. Nirati turned enough to look up into hisface. “What isit?’

“Moraven Tolo | have never heard of, but the Turasynd | have. They may think heis here to demonstrate
his skill, and he is—but not in the way one would expect.”

“What do you mean?’

He nodded as atdl, gaunt, dark-haired man moved into the circle. “When he removes his shirt, you'll see
the mark of the black eagle on him. He belongsto a barbarian cult. No matter what he istold, when he
draws hisblade, the fight isto the death.”
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Prince Cyron sat forward in his chair as the two fighters came through the crowd. The Turasynd was
easy to spot, for he stood head and shoulders above the others. His clothing bespoke originsin the Turca
Wadtes, though Chyrut himsdf had been born in Solaeth. Clean-limbed and very lean, heworea
half-deeved |leather shirt that showed off arms scarred from fighting. The white scars stood out starkly on
hisred skin. A strip of leather circled hisbrows, and hislong, black hair had been braided with the ends
of it.

The guests began buzzing when the Turasynd moved into the circle. For most of them, he wasthe
embodiment of terror. His people had caused the Cataclysm, and many of those assembled had been
raised with threats of Turasynd raiders coming to stedl them away. Even the Prince had heard tales of
Turasynd infamy that had him mindful of their threat—despite the fact that Desairion and Helosunde
insulated Naenyr.

While Chyrut looked to be no more than fifty years old, which was young even for a Turasynd, the
Prince wondered at histrue age. That he was amaster of the sword was well documented, and some
reports even hinted that he might be jaecaiserr . If so, he could be considerably older than he appeared.
The Prince doubted he could have been one of the barbarian survivors of the Cataclysm—rumors of
them did exist, but it was said they had dl returned horribly warped. He could, however, have been old
enough to learn hisart from such survivors.

A smadller percentage of the crowd hissed because they knew the Turasynd worked for Black Myrian,



one of the shadowy figureswho profited from crimina enterprisesin Naenyr. The underworld lord hed
occasionaly done afavor for the Crown—Iike exposing or destroying Desai spies—so the Prince saw
no vauein diminating him. In return, Black Myrian kept hisactivitieslargely benign—at least when it
cameto enforcement.

These are odd times when one must conspire with criminals to preserve society. Thereredly wasno
other way, however, and Cyron had long since resigned himself to that. There would aways be those
who existed outsde the law, and if one of their own could maintain order, they had ause. Myrian
stabilized what could have otherwise been avery chaotic Situation, and the Prince s ministers va ued
dability aboveall.

The man who entered the circle to oppose the Turasynd moved with afluid economy that seemed
humble—especialy on anight meant to honor heroes. He wore an overshirt of white trimmed in green,
with green trousers over black boots. A black shirt and sash completed his outfit, and hisblack hair,
which was not aslong asthe barbarian’s, hung loose. He bowed easily to hisfoe, then turned and bowed
deeply to the Prince.

The Prince’ s eyes narrowed, for the smaller man seemed overmatched, which meant hewasn't at dl. The
black and green marked him as the entertainment provided by the Lady of Jet and Jade, which further
indicated he was present for more than just hisskill. His overshirt bore no sign of nationd alegiance,
which impressed the Prince—for in Moriande during the Festivd, one was either of Naenyr or proudly
displayed signs of one’shomeland. Tigers had been embroidered on the overshirt asapersona crest and
Cyron recogni zed the crest—though the man’ s name had meant nothing to him.

Thisisthe xidantzu | remember. The Prince smiled as he bowed his head to the swordsman. The Free
Company had no leadership nor alegiance. Its members might act as mercenaries or bounty hunters, and
in any conflict one or more could be found on either side. More than heroesfor hire, they traveled asthey
wished and, aslong as they broke no laws, they did as they wished, too. And occasionally will serve
the Crown, aslong asit suits their purposes.

Cyron wondered why Moraven Tolo traveled under anew name and had been presented as a gift from
the Lady of Jet and Jade. Had the Prince known of his presence in Moriande he would have long since
summoned him, but one could never be certain a xidantzu would obey. He glanced at the Lady of Jet
and Jade, wondering if Moraven’ s presence was her gift to him, with the coming display of skill an added
benefit.

| will find him useful, if he survives this fight.

The Turasynd pulled hisleather jerkin off, and even the Prince gasped. It appeared asif ablack eagle
had been tattooed on the man’ s chest, shoulders, and back. The shape was correct, but light shimmered
from the design. No ink in the world—even that applied by a Mystic tattooi s—could have reflected that

way.

A chill ran through Cyron’ sguts as he redlized the truth. The design had not been inked, it had been
fletched. Feathers, hundreds of them, had been plucked from black eagles. Their tips had been
sharpened, then plunged into Chyrut’ s flesh. It had been part of some Turasynd ritual, and had been
performed in acircle where—for days—Chyrut had dueled with other warriors. Their fights had rel eased
magica energy theritua had trapped and channeled into aforce that fused the feathers with hisflesh.

Cyron had heard of such things, and had dismissed them as wild tales from the Wastes. But for someone
to subject himsdlf to such magic willingly . . . The Prince shook his head. He d even found the risk of the
healing ceremony unacceptable, but that tradition predated his dynasty and doubtless would continue well



dafter it.

Two Keru moved to the edge of the circle. Each bore a sword and handed it to the closest combatant.
The Turasynd used adightly curved Turasyndi saber. It came to asharp point that could be used for
lunging, but had been primarily made for sweeping and crushing strokes best delivered from horseback.
A pair of green cords ending in satin tassals dangled from the hilt, but the worn scabbard suggested the
blade was old and had seen much use.

Moraven Tolo accepted his sword, which surrendered length and breadth to his opponent’ s weapon. He
did the dender scabbard into his sash, so the hilt rose at hisleft hip. Nothing decorated its pommel. Just
theway he put the blade away without ooking marked how well he had grown accustomed to its
presence.

Both fighters bowed to the Prince, then to each other. Asthey straightened, Chyrut bared his blade and
tossed the scabbard aside. He roared and dashed the air. People at the edge of the circle withdrew, and
one man fainted. Hatred twisted the Turasynd’ sface, and even the Prince’ s breath caught in his throat for
amoment.

Moraven Tolo did nothing. He did not draw his sword. He did not smile. But the Prince could see this
was not the same asignoring hisfoe. While he did not move, hisblue eyes studied the
barbarian—measuring him, judging him.

The Turasynd sailed in, aming adashing blow at the smaler man’s head. Had it landed, it would have
trimmed Moraven' sskull at the level of hisears, but it never came close. The smaler man ducked his
head and drove forward, passing beneath the cut. Had he drawn his sword and pivoted on hisright foot,
he would have been able to dash through the barbarian’ s middle, from back to front.

Chyrut flipped hisright wrist and pivoted on hisright foot. Feetherslifted on hisright shoulder, aiding him
in the turn. He brought the blade around in a backhanded cut that should have split Tolo’s spine. But
Moraven had, by that point, drawn his sword and thrust it down behind himself, blocking the dash. The
swords clanged and the smaller man flew forward, tucking into aroll and coming up at the edge of the
circle furthest from where he had started. He turned quickly, hisblade coming up in aguard that covered
him from nave to crown.

Again the barbarian roared and charged, but Moraven did not wait for him. They met in the center of the
circle, not stlanding to exchange blows, but flowing through an intricate series of exchanges. The Prince’'s
scalp tingled and the hair stood on his arms as the two combatants lunged, cut, blocked, parried, spun,
and legped. Thefighters formsblurred and their blades became slver-grey phantoms, appearing and
disappearing dmost faster than the eye could follow.

The Prince had, as was to be expected, studied the way of the sword. And while never as good as his
brother, he knew enough to be able to unravel some of what he was witnessing. The two of them were
master swordsmen—and perhaps even more. Their actions required more skill than he had ever seen.
They seemed to anticipate each other, with Moraven Tolo again and again turning ablade or sidestepping
acut aheartbeat before it would have opened him.

As Cyron watched, he became aware of one other factor in the battle that made it all the more
gpectacular. The Turasynd, mindful of the fact that thiswas just ademonstration of skill, fought without
fear that his enemy might actualy hurt him. Both of them had such control that the only way blood would
be drawn would be by accident, and Chyrut left himself open over and over again to speed cuts at
Moraven. The smaler man parried, blocked, and evaded, but never riposted no matter how vulnerable
Chyrut left himsdlf.



Frudtration boiled in the Turasynd. He snarled and redoubled his efforts. His blade screamed through the
air, and meta rang with aped that would have drowned out asigna gong. Sparks flew as he attempted
to batter hisway through Moraven’s guard. His size, the weight of hisblade, and the pure fury of his
attacks threatened to overwhelm hisfoe.

Moraven gave ground, but this only seemed to further antagonize the Turasynd. His dashes became more
wild and determined, and came close to wounding afew spectators who had crowded back closeto the
circle. The bladestwisted through the air, seeming to have lost al rigidity.

The barbarian cried out in triumph as he whipped his blade through adiagona dash. A triangular tidbit of
cloth hung in the air for a second, then fluttered to the floor. It had come from Moraven’ sright deeve,
and the Turasynd roared asif it had been the xidantzu’ s heart that had been pricked.

No one moved. All eyes studied the ragged piece of cloth. It lay there, dightly rumpled, dark against the
light wood. For everyone in the room, save the Turasynd, it seemed adire prediction of areturn of the
hordes, and the destruction of life asthey knew it.

Then thetip of asinglefeather floated down to land on the cloth.

The Prince rgpped his knuckles on the arm of his chair. His protocol minister looked at him, caught his
nod, then clapped his hands. “ The entertainment is ended.”

If the Turasynd had been able to hear him above the din of applause, he did not heed the command.
Moraven Tolo leaped above alow dash that shaved curls from the floor, then blocked the return cut. He
fell back, dowly arcing around the edge of the circle. The Turasynd followed, then dowed beside the
protocol minister.

The minister again announced that the entertainment had ended.

Chyrut’ sleft hand came around in a backhanded 9 ap that spun the minister full circle before dropping
him. As hisbody hit, the Turasynd drove at Moraven Tolo again. His saber came up in atwo-handed
dtrike designed to cut the man in half, yet left his belly open.

The Prince squinted, not really wishing to see the aftermath of Moraven's obvious avenue of attack.
While he didn’t object to the Turasynd’ s death, having him kneeling there keening as he tried to Stuff
entrails back into his ssomach redly would put a damper on any festivities. Still, Moraven Tolo redly had
no choice. It isjust a matter of how he choosesto do it.

The Turasynd' s sword began to fall. Moraven Tolo reversed hisgrip on his sword, letting the blade rest
along hisforearm and extend past his elbow. He danced forward, ingde the arc of Chyrut’s blow.
Another step in and asidestep to the left would let him dash right across the barbarian’ s somach. Tolo's
body would even shield much of the audience from the spectacle. Had | his skill, that’s how | would do
it.

Even theloud thud of Chyrut’s sword chopping into the wooden floor could not completely disguise the
sharp crack of Moraven’'s pommel smashing into the barbarian’ s jaw. The larger man’s head snapped
back, then his knees buckled. Moraven Tolo spun outside the circle of hisfoe' sarmsand brought his
blade up high at hisleft shoulder. The Turasynd wavered for amoment, almost holding himsalf up on his
hands, and with the flick of an arm Moraven could have taken his head off eadly.

Chyrut tried to say something, but his misshapen jaw did not function well. He pitched forward onto his
face, the feathers on hisback rippling briefly. The Turasynd’ s bresthing was labored, but the smaller man
seemed barely winded.



A young man came from outsde the circle and lifted the barbarian’ s blade from the floor. Moraven
frowned for amoment, then dropped to aknee and laid his sword on the ground before the Prince' s
dais.

“The entertainment is ended, Highness”

Cyron stood and nodded down at the man. “Was he aworthy foe?’
“One of the best | have ever been given the opportunity to fight.”
“Wereyou ever redly in danger?’

The swordsman canted his head dightly. “In the circle, oneisadwaysin danger. Y our foe can only hurt
you as much asyou alow him to. And any mistake can be your last.”

The Prince smiled. “Thank you, dicaiserr Moraven Tolo. Before you leave Moriande, | would
gppreciate your caling on me at Wentokikun.”

“Y ou honor me.” Moraven Tolo turned and glanced at the younger man who was fiddling with Chyrut’s
sword. “If my ade learns manners by then, might | present him to you, Highness?’

“Indeed, yes.”

Moraven’ swords brought his aide' s head up. The man quickly knelt and laid the sword on the ground.
He bowed, but did not raise himself until Moraven lifted his hed asasignd. The younger man then
straightened, but did not leave his knees.

The Prince opened hisarms. “| thank you al for being so attentive during our entertainments. | would
have you continue to enjoy the bounty this harvest has brought our nation. Y ou have seen heroes here
tonight, and from them we can dl learn. First, we know that our best effort can only be produced through
dedication and practice. Second, that to fail to do our best means we have been defeated before we
beginto act.”
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At the Prince sword, the musicians struck up atune, and the circle that had contained the night’s
entertainment dowly filled with people dancing. Keru came and took both swords and the Turasynd
swordsman away. Moraven Tolo dlowed himself to smile at the congratulations offered, then melted into
the crowd with Cirasin hiswake.

When Moraven stopped, Ciras moved around in front of him, bowing deeply. “I beg your pardon,



Master. | did not mean to be an embarrassment.”

“This| understand. Y ou may be able to redeem yourself.” Moraven kept hisvoice low, then pointed
toward an unoccupied corner. Without aword, Ciras preceded him there. When the youth positioned
himsdlf to watch the room, Moraven took him by the shoulders and turned the younger man to face him,
reverang their positions.

“Forgiveme, Serrcai Moraven Tolo.”
“Perhaps. Tell mewhat you are to be forgiven for and why you did it.”

The younger man’ s brows tightened. “1 was presumptuous enough to assume you would present meto
the Prince.”

“Why?

“| am of the nohbility of Tirat. | assumed you would present me, as | would be presented to nobility.”
Ciras head came up. “And thisis a contravention of the lesson you taught mein the graveyard. Here |
amnothing.”

Moraven smiled. “ That isal well and good, from your point of view, but you must seeit from mine. Do
you think me so poorly mannered that | would not have presented you to the Prince?’

“No, Master, but—"
An upheld hand cut off Ciras' reply. “Then what reason would | have for not presenting you?’
The young man’ s brow furrowed with concentration. “I am a aloss, Master.”

“I do not think you are.” Moraven alowed himsdf to lean back againgt thewall. *Y ou saw everything
you needed to, and you know all you need to puzzle this out. Concentrate. What did you see?’

“Y ou defeated the Turasynd monster, but that was not a question even from the beginning.”
“Why not?’

Ciras eyeswidened. “How could you have had a moment’ s doubt? The man was strong and fast and
big, but he had no classical training. He showed no recognized forms, he did not flow from attack and
defense. Hejust attacked relentlessly. Asyou said, he knew you would defend yourself and not kill him,
50 hedid not haveto worry.”

“But was hetrying to kill me?’
“No. Wait . . . washe?’

Moraven nodded dowly. “That was hisintent. The Black Eagles and xidantzu havelittle love for each
other.”

Cirasamiled. “That' saknown fact evenin Tirat.”

“Usudly their conflicts occur in the provinces. I’ ve not fought them, but I’ ve talked to those who have.
Y ou might think him an undisciplined fighter”—Moraven held hisright hand out to display where his
deeve had been trimmed—*but he was good. Better than most.”

“If you say o, Master.”



“You don't believe me?’
“It isnot that. He was good, but not good enough to have done aswell ashedid.”
“That isaso true. What doesthistell you?’

Ciraswrapped hisleft hand around his right fist and pressed both hands againgt his mouth as he thought.
Moraven watched his eyes narrow and widen again as he reviewed thefight in hishead. A redlization
began to dawn on Ciras' face, then severa more thingsfell into place.

“Oh, Magter, | am truly sorry.”
“Tel me”

“The sword. It must be one of those which has been enhanced by a gyanridin. | touched it, you feared it
might affect me, so you had me put it down and used my breach of etiquette to draw attention away from
the weapon.” He rubbed his hands againgt his robe asif to rid them of the weapon’staint. “Isthat not it,
Master?’

“Very closg, Ciras, very closeindeed.” Moraven pressed his hands together, fingertip to fingertip. “Many
finewarriors followed the Empressinto the Wastes to destroy the Turasynd. Their skill led to the
Cataclysm. They weredl dan.”

“Y ou do not believe that the Empress and her surviving guards will return when we need them?’

“Perhaps, but if they have not returned in seven centuries, why would they return now?” Moraven did not
alow his apprentice to answer. “While aweapon does not improve when wielded by the best
swordsman, one that has been used by a superior swordsman can make it easier for another to attain
higher levelsof Kkill. Itisan ad to the obtaining of jaedunto.”

“I know, Magter. | used such ablade for some of my training.”

“Excdlent. Then you will understand the importance of what we saw here. There has been arumor,
which Master Jatan shared with me, that, in the Wastes, certain caches of such weapons have been
found. | saw enough of the Turasynd’ s weapon to know it dates from before the Cataclysm. Someone
has been seeking these weapons out.”

“TheDesa?’
“Perhaps, or others. But what of that | have just told you does not make sense?’

Cirasthought for amoment. “There should be no vast caches of such wegpons. They would have been
entombed with their owners or sent back to their families. They would not just have been piled up.”

“And thismeans?’

“Any number of things.” Cirasfrowned. “ At the very least, someoneis out there digging up graves. And
that means—"

“Go ahead.”
Ciras shook hishead. “Itisfoul beyond imagining.”

Vrilxingna, the darkest of arts, and most dangerous. While it was common knowledge that even the
most skilled magician could not raise the deed, it did not mean the dead were wholly usdless.



Vrilxingnaridin made a practice of locating and despoiling the graves of those known for greet virtue or
skill. They would take a corpse, grind it down into a powder, and sall that powder to be inhaed. It was
believed that the corpse powder would grant one the skills of the deceased. Other vrilxingna practices
were still more unspeakabl e, but the idea that the corpses of the world' s greatest heroes could be made
into apowder that could be given to an army was enough to strike terror into the hearts of any who
heard it.

“The Deathbreathers are foul, but think on what you have seen here. A lord of the underworld has
announced to dl present that the means to manufacture heroes are available. Helosundians would desire
such wares to help reconquer their nation. Inland Naleni nobles could seethisas away to raise an amy
that could overthrow their prince.”

“Itisagood thing the Desal prince was not here.”

Another voice, light, replied to Ciras comment. “Do you not think, Lirserrdin Deote, that Prince Pyrust
has been given his own showing of what isfor sale?”

Moraven turned to hisright and bowed in her direction. “Y ou honor us, my lady.”

The Lady of Jet and Jade smiled eadily, yet not without restraint. “Y ou are the one who has honored me
by acting asmy gift. | trust you did not find my offer presumptuous?’

“It was yet another honor.”

She held her left hand out to him, and he took it in hisright. “Let uswalk. Y ou will be entertained,
Lirserrdin.” At her word two of her aides each took Ciras by an arm and steered him toward the
dancers, while others created a circle around Moraven and their Mistress.

“Should | be angered that you have not come to see me, or shall | assume that you thought, with your
new name, | would not recognize you?’ Her words came sweetly and softly, wrapping in jest the hurt
they conveyed. “| have often wondered if you have stayed away from Moriande because of me.”

Moraven did her hand to the crook of hiselbow and led her through a set of double doorsto the smdll
courtyard garden. Strains of music followed them. The garden, dark and empty, carried the scent of
night-blooming flowers. Their perfume complemented the scent she had chosen to wear.

“Not because of you, but because of the tragedy of my last visit. Whenever | thought | would return, an
omen reminded me of it.” He smiled a her. “1 have thought the gods strove to keep us apart.”

“And so fearing the godsiswhy you have spent nights at the House of Three Pearls after you did
arive?

“Do not affect that hurt tone with me, my lady.”
“So forma and cold.”
“And now you seek to deflect me.” He closed his eyes. “Isthere afamiliar name you wish meto use?’

“For you thereis alwaysone.” Her hand came up and she ddlicately caressed his cheek. “ Y ou are never
far from my thoughts. | do like your new name. | shall useit, Moraven. It suits you much better. It
bespeaks more ddliberation, apassion that is subsumed but available.”

“And your name, Paryssa, has dways meant passion to me.” Moraven looked down into her perfect
face, with its pae, infinite eyes. Thousands had looked into those eyes over the years, but how many of



them had seen what he had? Beguiled by her beauty, seduced by her certain movements, the skills she
employed with the same facility ashe did asword.

He shivered, the memory of their first union bringing aflush to his cheeks. He had been young yet—not
asyoung as Ciras, but young, and so was she. He had fought a duel over her honor—Iess because he
was concerned for it than that the man he fought deserved deeth. It was not thefirst time he’ d felt the
magic of the sword, but it was the first time he remembered its remaining with him so long, and thefirst
time hewas certain it would not leave him.

She had reached that same place asthey coupled. Together they attained a height neither had known
before, and it thrilled them. And each time after, it came faster and harder, shaking them. For any two
people who had stumbled upon it accidentally, the ecstasy would have been addictive. It would have
consumed them utterly, but the two of them had the discipline of their art to fal back on. In the same way
asit opened them to the possihilities, it dictated how they were to avoid consumption.

Her fingerslingered on hisface, then she did them down to grab hold of hisrobe and laid her face against
his breast. “We both know why you have stayed away, and why | have not come after you. On anight
like this, however, anight to reward heroes, would it not be more wrong for usto be gpart than
together?’

“Yes, it would, though my status as ahero may demand afew things more thisevening.”
“Such as?’

Helifted his hand to her chin and tilted her face up. “ Jatan told me of the rumors about the Wastes. Y ou
clearly chose meto oppose Black Myrian's champion to dert meto what isgoing on. Y ou and Jatan did
not collaborate?’

“No, Moraven. | wasled to believe that you visited him to be given your apprentice.” Her grip tightened
on hisrobe. “1 did collaborate with Black Myrian. A favor was repaid, but | would have demanded more
hed | known his man would try to kill you.”

“Black Myrian wanted to |et everyone know what he could get, but did so before the Prince, and on this
night, to let Cyron know he could be counted upon to forestal trouble.”

“But for aprice. Hisloydty isfor sale”
“Prince Cyron knowsthat.”

The Lady of Jet and Jade kissed histhroat. “ Black Myrian has treated with many of theinland nobles.
The capital merchants grow fat with profits, but the provincia lordlings see very little of that money. They
were reluctant to invest in trade venturesinitidly, and the merchants are now loath to reward them for
withholding money in the past. The lordlings want the spices and other goods that comein, but lack the
gold to pay for them.

“Ontop of that, they fed the Prince isfar too concerned with Helosunde and the Desal problem. The
harvest this year was quite abundant, but the Prince did not reduce taxes. Had the lordlings kept more
grain, they would have been able to trade more. Instead, the Prince takes their grain, and still demands
their troops to defend against Desarion. There are some who think a private army will keep them safe
from the Desa, if they ever invade. Others bdieve an army will be needed to overthrow the Princeif he
does not become moreredigtic.”

Moraven nodded dowly. “I imagine, in the city, there are dso merchants who have not profited as much



asothers and so fed aprivate army of their own would be useful to disrupt the business of others. The
only thing that keeps the tensons from soaring out of control isthe genera prosperity that trade has
brought?’

“Yes. The Princeis aware of the discontent, and isforcing some merchantsto take on rurd investorsif
they want to use Anturasi charts. Those who don't have had horrid luck—to the point where severd
houses of cartography have been ruined. All it will take, however, isadisaster with an expedition the
date ismounting. The economy will crash, and the kniveswill come out.”

“And that would be the Sormwolf expedition?’

She smiled up at him. “For one who has not been in Moriande for along while, you understand the
politicswel.”

“Moriande today, Kelewan ages ago.” Moraven frowned. “ The difference then was that swordsmen
were being bought, so the forces gathering were easier to see. Here it would be weapons and dust,
which could hide an army in awarehouse with no mouths to feed and no onethe wiser.”

“Do you have ameansto ded with this?’

“Not asyet, no.” He bowed hishead and kissed her forehead. “ Thereis much moreto learn, but | have
alittletime. The Stormwolf cannot fail beforeit islaunched.”

“And you will spend some of that time with me?’

Moraven lowered his mouth to hers. “Could there be better use than spending it with you?’



Chapter Twenty-one

6" day, Harvest Festival, Y ear of the Dog
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Shirikun, Moriande

Naenyr

Prince Pyrust lifted the lid of the small ebony box on thetablein hissuite' sparlor. There, nestledina
swatch of red velvet, he found nine meta figures, gaily painted save one, with the tallest measuring two
and ahdf inches. This one—the one painted black except for the face and the white hawk emblazoned
on the breastplate of the armor—he plucked from the box and held in the light of the nearest candle. He
turned it left and right, marveling more at the artistry of the sculpting than the painting, for that had clearly
been done quickly.

He amiled. “They are morekind in their trestment of me thisyear than in the padt. Isthat because| am
here, or isit an edict from Cyron?’

The other person in the room sat in acorner, cloaked in shadow, a hood pulled up so naught but afew
wisps of long grey hair could be seen. Her voice, though quiet, crackled with age. “ Thiswe are not
certain, Highness. Cyronisnot as given to issuing edicts as hisfather was.”

Pyrust set his smulacrum on the table and pulled out Cyron’ s piece. The robe he wore had been painted
with exquisite skill and looked even better than the garment worn at their meeting. The gold of it would
have been al but blinding in brighter light. The artisan had taken great care to portray the hawk beneath
the dragon asbeing in great distress, with feathersflying.

“I find it curiousto hold him in my hand so easily now, but to have difficulty controlling himinlife.”

His guest dowly shook her head, but no light fell across her features. “ Control isan illuson. He thinks he
controls you now.”

“Doeshe?’ Pyrust set him down aswdll, taking minor satisfaction that hisfigure wastaller than that of the
Naleni Prince. “His offer of food was not one | could refuse. Along with it came conditions of behavior. |
violate them at my nation’ sruination.”

“Doyou, my lord?’

“Isit not obvious, Delasonsa? Y our agents are the ones who have brought me an accurate picture of the
date of my nation. The bureaucrats hide thingsin statistics and the manner in which they let reportsfilter
to court. They dole out bad newsin degrees.”

“It istheir means of maintaining order, for bureaucracy breaks down in the face of chaos. They see
themsalves asthe red keepersof order in the world, the heirsto the Empire the Empress abandoned so
long ago. She plit political power among the Nine Princes, but the mechanism for maintaining the Empire
fell to the bureaucrats. Save that it would be the ultimate invocation of chaos, they would have supplanted



the Princeslong ago.”

She gestured, thetip of her finger with itslong crooked nail barely escaping aheavy deeve. “Y ou were
not surprised Prince Cyron knew of the harvest. Y ou supposed, not incorrectly, that Helosundian agents
brought him that news. Bureaucrats confirmed it, however, asthey sought to open negotiations on your
behdf with his bureaucrats. Information was flowing through those channelswell before the harvest
faled.”

With hismaimed | eft hand Pyrust siroked his goatee. “ Those same channelswill convey information
about any invasion | wasto make. It isthose channelsthat tell him about my attempts to hunt down the
Helosundian rebels”

“In part, yes, but we have been taking care of those problems.” Her hood shifted. “It is both ablessing
and a curseto have the bureaucrats. Y ours are greetly efficient, duplicating or triplicating every report,
sending them on through different couriers, demanding dated receipts so things can be tracked. When
you desire something done, it gets done.”

“Yes. | usethe same system in the field with troops.”

“Of course you do, Highness, which iswhy your campaigns have been successful, and will continueto be
sointhefuture”

“Y ou need not flatter me, Mother of Shadows. | rely upon othersfor that.” Pyrust turned back to the box
and pulled out the figure of Qiro Anturas. He held it up as he turned back. “Hereisthe key to the
future”

“Would you have meday him?’

Pyrust focused beyond the white-robed figurine to the huddie of ragsin the chair. “Y ou have oft asked
meto giveyou leaveto kill him. What isthis persond animosity you bear him?’

“None, Highness.” She chuckled lightly. “It isthe challenge. Anturasikun is as secure a prison as Prince
Cyron and hisfather could devise. Getting inisnot smple, and getting out isless so. For meto dipin,
day himin amanner that made it appear he died naturaly, and escape again is probably the hardest task
imaginable”

“Save escaping from the Nine Hells.”
“Or Nine Heavens. Yes, Master.”

Pyrust studied her for amoment. From his earliest memory she had appeared thus: an aged crone shrunk
by the weight of centuries. Hisfather had said she had seemed the same to him, so Pyrust doubted she
truly looked like that. But till, it meant that she was very likely jaecaivril—so magterful in the shadow
artsthat the merest touch could kill. She had long run the mechanism of state security in Desalrion—Dboth
the visble forces and those that dwelt exclusively in the shadows, most of whom were of her blood.
Generations of them.

| do not doubt you could kill Qiro Anturasi. Helet thefigure of the man dip into hisfist and tightened
hisgrip. “1 hate denying you that challenge, but aslong as he has his vulnerabilities, heis more ussful dive
than dead. Besides, heis merdly contributory to the problem we face. His entire family would have to be
wiped out, and dl of their charts destroyed, and even that would only dow Naenyr, not stop it.

“Explorations bring trade to Nalenyr, and that resultsin gold with which the Prince can train and maintain
an army of Helosundian mercenaries to harass me and defend hisnation. It puts himin apostionto hire



an even larger army, if need be. Any assault | could begin would be bogged down in Helosunde fighting
mercenaries. He brings Ndeni troops up, and mine starve before we can win even afoot of Naleni soil.”

“Hence your financing expeditionsinto the Wastes and the study of gyan. If you can recover enough
artifacts or the machines can be perfected, you could create an army that would overwhelm his. It
becomes arace. He wants more gold; you seek the meansto take his gold from him.”

“| do not like such impasses.” He set Qiro down next to the other two figuresin the set. “I like them less
than Cyron'’ sjerking aleash and my having to hed asif | were some cur.”

“There is an advantage to that, Highness.”
13 Ya’_”

The crone gestured vaguely in the direction of Kojaikun. “He believes himsdf ahero on this night of
heroes, and he believes you a cur secure at the end of aleash. He hastold you that if you are hodtile, you
will starve. Do you think heredly caresif you continue your campaignsin Helosunde or not?’

Pyrust frowned. “ True. His proxy war in Helosunde bleeds me but does not bleed him. It can only beto
his benefit if we continuefighting.”

“And if you continue fighting, he will assume you are supid, Snceyou risk cutting off the grain heading
north. Y ou know hewill delay shipmentsto you, but he dare not do that to hisallies. If you are successful
ingeding their grain, hewill divert shipmentsto them, but you shal be fed nonetheless”

“Thisgetsmenothing.”
“On the contrary, it gets you much.”
Pyrust’ s head came up. “It shows him | am predictable and stupid.”

“Which he will be more than willing to accept. After dl, he dready believesyou follow dreams” She
pointed to the box of figures. “ Draw out the two Guards figures: the Cloud Dragon and the River
Dragon.”

Knowing she had a point and assuming it would be of value, he turned to the box and pulled out the two
figuresthat represented the most elite of Naeni troops. Save for the colors and insignia painted on their
armor and shields, the pieces were identical. They had been cast from the same mold and differed only in
color.

“They arethe same.”
“Indeed, they are. Thereisno way to tell them apart savefor their uniforms.”

“Exactly, my prince. Y ou have the Shadow Hawks and the Mountain Hawks operating in Helosunde.
They crosstheriver and strike at various pointsin punitive expeditions. What if you used the same
troops, but differed their uniforms? What if the bureaucrats still sent the same reports, indicating where
the unitswere, their strength and their disposition? Y ou would, in essence, free one unit from
observation.”

“And one unit consumes half the fodder of two, so | can hoard some of what we capture. This|
understand. To what end, though?’

“I would have thought it would be smple, Highness.” Her laughter mocked him. “The Naeni assume you



will never defeat them because they can buy well-trained troops to oppose you. Y ou, it isassumed,

need gyan-worked swordsto equal them, or relics or troops fueled with corpse dust and other unsavory
things. Aswe have discussed in the past, such troopswould be useful at the start, engaging Naeni
troops, pinning them so your better-trained and disciplined troops could sweep past and seize vauable
targets.”

“Agreed.”

The crone stood and hobbled forward, her head bent low and her dowager’ s hump visible above the set
of her shoulders. “What if you used your troopsto provide your rabble some very basic training? Enough
to establish discipline? Instead of sending them into battle to die, you send them into battle with some
chance of surviva. Y ou can take them and train them into an effective force. Y ou need not worry about
any becoming overly skilled, since you will be smply teaching them how to march and follow orders.”

Pyrust frowned for amoment, then dowly nodded. “ Those who show promise could be brought to
schools and further trained. Y es, thismight well work. The basic discipline could even be disguised asan
effort to establish local militiasto protect villages againgt marauders looking for food in atime of famine.
Cyron would take this as afurther sgn of disorder and it would make him underestimate me more.”

Delasonsamoved past him and tapped the Anturas figure on the head with afinger. “While Prince Cyron
believesyou are turned inward to stave off disaster, we find ways to threaten his monopoly on world
knowledge. Plans, asyou know, are unfolding. Y ou spoke to his grandson, Keles?’

“Yes, just apreiminary tak. | sensed no willingnessto come out of his grandfather’ s shadow.”

“No, that oneisloya. The other iswilder and can be tempted, though sending him off on the Stor mwol f
will take him outsde my influence.”

Pyrust smiled and set the guards on the table. “Y ou have yet been frustrated in your attempt to infiltrate
an agent onto the ship.”

“It would have been awaste of time regardless. Someone of sufficient skill to duplicate the work Jorim
Anturas will be doing would have been ingtantly recognizable. Their ability to communicate back to us
what they had learned would have been questionable, and their discovery adisagter. Instead, | think
using thetime the ship is gone to compromise people who will have information during its albsence and
upon itsreturn will provide us amuch greater reward for our efforts.”

“What of our attemptsto get Anturas charts, or even the charts of other houses?’

She laughed. “Anturas charts are better guarded than the Naleni treasury, so we have not been
successtul there. The other charts have cometo us, but our people have seen their like before. They have
noted something interesting, however.”

“Oh?’

“We have our own coagtal charts for much of the waters once claimed by the Empire. There have been
changes down through the years, such asthe shift of sandbarsthat creste navigationd hazards. What is
curiousisthat the newest charts either do not show these or have indications of hazards where there
should be clear water. The concluson isinescapable: the Anturas have gotten their own agentsinto the
other houses, creating chartsthat bring disaster for those who use them.”

The Desal prince picked Qiro’ sfigure up again. “ Craftier than | would have imagined, then.”

“And, asyou said, Highness, heisvulnerable.” Sheturned and flicked afinger toward the west. “Keles



Anturas will betraveing to the Wadtes. | shal have agentsfollowing him. I will seek to dip oneinto his
company, if itispossble. | am less concerned with what he will learn than placing him in Stuations that
keep him beholden to us. If we can earn histrust by saving hislife, splendid. If we have to take him and
hold him, we can do that aswell. At the very least we will have himin our control, and that will giveusa
meansto control Anturas.”

Pyrust dowly nodded. “Thereis, of course, one other thing we could do.”
“Say theword, Highness, and it shall be done.”

“Not yet.” Pyrust set the Anturas figure down, then flicked anail againgt Prince Cyron, knocking the
figure onto itsback. “I will savekilling him for amore crucia moment. It is not something considered
lightly.”

“Since the Empire sdivison, ns have not clamed acrown.”
“To the best of your knowledge, Shadowmother.”

He caught the flash of teeth from within the hood. “No other has better knowledge, Highness. It has not
yet been done by an assassin. | would know.”

“So youwould.” Pyrust nodded eadily. “It isa strategy that will only work when thetimeisright. Ata
time when many things hinge on him, when dl the pressureison, that’ swhen | will take him. It won't
matter if heisthe hero of heroes or not. All that will matter isthat heis dead, and in the chaos that
follows, it will be the sword of awarrior, not the pen of abureaucrat, that reclaims order.”

Chapter Twenty-two

8" day, Harvest Festival, Y ear of the Dog
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm
Anturaskun, Moriande

Naenyr

KeesAnturas set aside the book and rose dowly from his chair as his brother entered the sunroom. The
surprise on Jorim’ sface gratified him, and made Keles determined not to show the least twinge of
discomfort. He forced a smile and straightened, despite the lingering pain in his back.

“You're up quicker than anyone expected, Keles. Are you sure that’ swise?’

“Yes, | fed wonderful. Thank you for asking.” Keleslet hissmile grow. “The Viruk ambassador’ smagic
has had agood effect on my back. | have to be up and around becauseif I'm not, I'll be trapped here
for Grandfather to vent hisfury upon.”

“Hasheactudly vigted you?’

“No, but he has sent Ulan with more dictates than Urmyr has for bureaucrats. I'm well sick of it.”



Jorim nodded and tugged at the black sash on his green robe. “1 can understand that. While | fed sorry
people have to work on provisioning the Stormwol f during the Festival, | can’'t wait to be heading
downriver and away. Thejourney cannot begin too soon.”

“Givemeat least acouple more days, then | will be ableto travel upriver and get away mysdlf.”

“Gladly.” Jorim moved past and picked up the well-worn, leather-bound volume from which Keles had
been reading. “ * The Memoir of Amenis Dukao’?'Y ou’ re not considering this research for your journey,
areyou?’

“No, but it does have value.” Keles eased himsdlf back down into his chair and motioned for his brother
to seat himself on the footstoal. “We enjoyed it as children. Nirati had been reading to mefromiit, and |
find it comforting now. Aswell, thereis some truth in there. Dukao did travel through the Wastesand
fought aongside the Empress againgt the Turasynd.”

“Vaue? May the gods be merciful.” Jorim dragged another chair around, seated himsdlf, and put his feet
on thefootstool. “Keles, Keles, Keles, what am | going to do with you?’ He rapped afist againgt the
book’ s cover.

Keeshdd hishandsup. “I know what you' re going to tell me. The book isacompilation of earlier
legends, dl framed with a story about how scavengers found a handwritten memoir in the Wastes. They
brought it to an author who transcribed it, then the original manuscript mysterioudy vanished.”

“Right. Kyda Jamest is a pseudonym of some Virine noble who' d never been further north than the
mountains and no closer to the Ixyll Wastes than the shore of the Dark Sea, and he plucked Dukao’'s
name from history becauise no one knows that much about who he was.”

“We veargued dl thisbefore.” Kelessighed. “ Still, some of the observations about conditionsin the
Weastes are true.”

Jorim sighed and his brows arrowed sharply toward his nose. “ There are parts of Ummummorar and
Tganmorek that felt the fringes of the Cataclysm. Things get pretty strange there. And whereyou are
going will beworse”

“Which isexactly what it describes here.”

“But not well, dear brother. Where | have been, and have seen the effects, they were more than Jameet
ever dreamed. | have seen atree—one single onein the midst of aforest—that was turned to crystal. It
has leaves which, when they fall, revert to norma matter. It hasfruit which, when plucked, decays
immediately. The flowers smell sweet, but, when picked, diein the blink of an eye.”

“But here he taks about such things.”

“Yet insufficiently. I’ ve seen atree, he describes agrove, but you'll ride through forests of crystd—and
worse.” Jorim opened the book to a plate showing the hero in armor. “ Amenis Dukao was lucky. He
died in the grand battle. He made hisway to Kianmang well before his brothers, and was there to
welcome them to the Warriors Heaven when they fell. He never saw, much less had to survive, what the
Cataclysmdidto Ixyll.”

Keesnodded, hiding asmile at hisbrother’ s dowly smoldering anger. He knew he could play with him
likethat for awhile longer, but he didn’t want to trigger an outburst. “Y our point iswell-taken. Still, the
stories might prepare me for what | will see”

Jorim, it appeared, wasin aconciliatory mood aswell. “ That' strue. And, truth betold, | wish you had a



hero like Amenis Dukao to accompany you out there.”
“I can handle mysdf.”

Jorim set the book aside, planted his feet on the ground, and leaned forward. He rested his elbows on his
knees and clasped his hands together. “ Kees, two things you must know aretrue. Thefirstisthat | have
the utmost respect for al you have done. The survey of the upper reaches of the Gold River isflawless. |
envy your ability to seein such detail and to be so exact. Second, you must know that | am sure you will
bejust asdiligent, if not more so, in thistrek. Thework you produce will be stunning; thereis no doubt
about itinmy mind.”

113 Bljt?,
“But | worry about you.”
“Jorim, I’m the older brother, I’m supposed to worry about you.”

The younger Anturas smiled for amoment. “Keles, you are acartographer. | am an adventurer. The
survey you' Il be making into the Wastesis one that redly calsfor an adventurer.”

Kees pointed toward the river. “ And the Sormwolf voyage won't?’

“Yes, it will, but not as much.” Jorim stood and began to pace. “1’ ve been in the wilds, Keles. Y ou can
take nothing for granted, nothing at dl, and out in the Wastes it will beworse. Y ou are an indifferent
swordsman. Y ou once were a passable archer, but you' ve let that skill atrophy. Out there you will be
defensdless.”

Kdessat back, bringing his hands together and pressing index fingersto hislips. His brother’ s genuine
concern stoked the fear that had been smoldering in hisbelly. Aside from what was written in books like
the memair, or any of itssimilarly fanciful cousins, which ddighted children and disgusted most adullts, he
knew nothing of what he would be facing. His brother’ s comments were accurate concerning his skill
with a sword, and he made amenta note to have abow and arrows included in the supplies he would
takewith him.

Though Jorim was right, Keles didn’t want to ded with that point immediately, so he did the only thing he
could: he deflected the argument.

“Y ou’ re wrong, Jorim, when you state that my journey will take more of an adventurer than yours. At
least | know what to expect. Y ou have no clue. There could be anything out there, or nothing. Y ou could
fdl off the edge of theworld.”

Jorim laughed. Those who were not conversant with maps and the world often subscribed to the
superstitious notion that the world was flat and had edges. But they knew it was aball and one of afinite
size. Their grandfather had even calculated it and, based upon those calculations, the Stor mwol f had
been fitted out for atwo-year journey.

“There could be anything out there, and probably is.” Keles deliberately widened hiseyes. “ Cannibals.
Demons. Mongters. Y ou' d best be an even better swordsman than the stories make you out to be.”

Jorim bit back aresponse, then nodded dowly. “I have thought of that, you know. Whatever is out there
was enough to kill our father. 1 don't think it will get me, but | am aware of the danger. Asfor cannibals,
mongters, and demons, | wastold those lurked in Ummummorar and other places. | never found any of it
to betrue, so I'm not terribly worried.”



“You'renot? Keesfrowned. “Then why did you come here to see me?’

“I think I"'m too much of an adventurer for the Stormwol f, Keles. I’'m good at leading folksinto the
unknown, reading the land, hunting for animals.”

“Whichisexactly what you will bedoing.”

“But not while we re on the ocean. The ship has a captain, and she' svery good, so what usewill | be?
Y ou'd find away to do something useful.”

“Come here. Sit down.” Keles pulled hisfeet from the footstool and thistime his brother accepted it.
“You'll dowhat isrequired of you on thejourney, Jorim. Y our job isto track longitude and latitude, then
lead expeditionsinto the places you find. That’ s your role, and you had best be as bold and breathtaking
asyou can when you fulfill it. That’ swhat they will expect. Y ou are being sent on the grestest adventure
of dl time. Our father isagiant in my eyes. | loved him dearly, but even he would bow to you on this

voyage.”

Jorim frowned, swiped at atear. “Allergies.”

“Of course.”

“Doesthis wisdom come with being just two years older?’

“Wadll, that, and having alittle brother who so often needsit.”

“Uh-huh. If you were that wise, you' d have avoided the sharp sde of aViruk’sclaws.”

Keleslaughed. “Very trueindeed.” He nodded toward his brother. “I have listened to what you' ve said.
| will have abow taken ong with me, and | will practice.”

Jorim’ s smile broadened. “I’ m glad to hear that. | dready took the liberty of having my second-best bow
stowed with your gear. I’ d have given you the best, but you won't be up to drawing it for awhile. The
onel’mgiving you will put an arrow through armor at forty-five yards.”

“Y ou're giving me your bow so | won't get close enough to have to use asword, right?’

Jorim leaned forward and patted his brother’ sknee. “Keles, let me put thisto you gently. Y ou' re so bad
with ablade that an apple doesn’t get worried when you approach it with a paring knife.”

“l am not that bad.”

“Close. Doesn't matter, though.” Jorim ducked a hand inside hisright deeve and it emerged holding a
ring of jade with an inch-long flange that curved in toward the far Sde. “ Thisthumbring is something |
found herein Moriande. It once belonged to Panil 1shir. HE' s even mentioned in your memoir
there—though that’ s probably the only fact in the book. He was one of the finest archersin the Empire.
Practice with this, and you' Il be shooting better than ever inno time.”

Keestook the smooth stone ring and fitted it over histhumb. The flange protected the pad, and was
worn where it had been used to draw a bowstring back. The cool jade didn’t tingle with magic or
otherwise betray service to an ancient hero. But he had no doubt it would work as his brother suggested,
helping him refine his skill, and he knew hisbrother must have paid dearly for it.

“Thisistoo great agift for meto take into the Wastes, Jorim, and you're more likely to need it where
you aregoing.”



“Nonsense.” Jorim closed his brother’ shand around it. “You'll need it, I' m sure of that.”

Keessghed. “1 will takeit, but only because | have an ulterior motive. Panil Ishir isone of those who
supposedly survived the battle. He s out there with the Eternd Empress, ready to serve her on her return
should ever the Nine Principalities require succor.”

“Oh, redly?’ Jorim burst out with alaugh. *'Y ou should go back to reading the memoirs. They are much
more believable than the stories of the Slegping Empress.”

Kedes shifted his shoulders uneasily and felt atwinge in hisback. “Y ou're not looking at it correctly. The
talesmake sense”

“You'reddirious, but I’d loveto hear your reasoning—flawed asitis.”

“It'snot flawed at al. The Imperia forces must have been victorious; otherwise, the barbarians would
have long since overrun the Principdities. She and the others were trapped in this new placethat is
changed because of the battle, with monsters and other things that are as much of athreet to her Empire
as the barbarians ever were. She and the survivors stayed out there €liminating these threats, and il
remain there. Had they not, the monsters would have long since overrun the Principdities. It' sall very
logicd.”

“It would beif you weren't basing things on afdlacy. Y ou assume mongters aren't here from the Wastes
because they’ ve been killed in the Wagtes. If monsters ever existed, and if they werekilled inthe
Wadtes, it does not follow that it was the Empress and her troops who did the killing. And while they
were dl great heroes, | doubt many of them will have survived the centuries since then—if any.”

“Kagrinusdid.”
“Hewas not ahero.”

“Immaterid.” Keles smiled sheepishly. “If one of them did, and heis Panil, wouldn't it be grest to return
his property to him?’

“If he doesn’'t take you for agrave robber and shoot you first, yes.” Jorim shook hishead. “There are
times, Keles, when | wonder about you. Perhaps that Viruk venom has softened your head.”

“Hey, you used to believe thisasfervently as 1 did.”

“Sure. Then | grew up. One of thereasons| envy you your journey isthat | know you'll seethingsfar
more fantastic than the Sleeping Empress.”

“But maybe I’ll see her, too.”

“Maybe you will. In the wilds you hear sories. They’ re nine times more fanciful than the memoirs.” Jorim
frowned for amoment. “It isodd, though, that something kept the Viruk from using the Cataclysm asa
means to reestablish their Empire. They take to the cold better than us, and survive magic better. They
could have returned, but they didn’t.”

“See? It could have been her.”
“Or they could have been killing the monsters you say she has been daying.”

“Could be. Not much of acomfort if itis.” Keles mind flicked to agreater problem that his brother’s
comment raised. Fear flared in his ssomach. “ The battle rel eased enough magic to change thisworld.



Wheat if it did more?’
“Like?’

“Like open a hole into another world so that things from there came pouring through? What if the Viruk
did spend the dark yearsfighting for their very surviva against whatever came from that place?’

“Wadl, Kdes if that iswhat happened, I’ ve only two thingsto tell you. First, learn to shoot redly, redly
well.” Jorim’ s eyestightened. “ Second, watch your back. Y ou don’t want anything following you
home.”

Chapter Twenty-three

9" day, Harvest Festival, Y ear of the Dog
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Wentokikun, Moriande

Nadenyr

Prince Cyron dismissed his attendants and the minor minister with awave of hishand. “I shal finish
dressng mysdlf. Minister Delar, you will wait in the corridor until Master Anturas and | are finished, then
you shall conduct him back to the ball.”

The minister bowed silently, waited for the dressersto exit before he did, then did the door closed.

The Prince tugged at the shoulders of his overshirt, then glanced up at Keles Anturas. The young man
looked pale and just alittle afraid, both of which were understandable. Cyron smiled, shifted his
shoulders, and lowered his hands. “Doesit look good?’

“Yes, Highness” Kdes—wearing asmple overshirt of black, adorned with hisfamily’s crest in white,
over agreen tunic and green pants—cleared histhroat. * Y es, Highness, it is spectacular.”

“But not what you would have expected meto wear?’ The Prince moved to apair of chairswith asmal
round table set between them. The table had abox made of dark wood centered on its circular top. He
motioned for the cartographer to take the other chair. Keles bowed abortively, then sat, uncertain of
himsdif.

“Please, Keles, be at ease. I ve not asked you here to discipline you. | consider you afriend, and | have
been concerned about you. My physician has kept me informed of your progress. He does not like Viruk
magic, but he has grudgingly testified to its efficacy.” The Prince seasted himsdlf, going so far asto extend
hislegs and cross his booted ankles. “'Y ou honor me by coming here with your family tonight. | even
understand that you will head up the river as your brother sails down in the Stor mwolf.”

“Yes, Highness.” Keesfrowned and eased himsdf back in the chair. “Highness, | am honored you
consider me afriend, but this puzzlesme. Y ou know my brother far better, and | would have expected
he would be hereinstead of me.”



“And he has been, but not tonight. Thisis your night.” Cyron opened hisarmsto takein hisdressing
room. Rich golden wood predominated, save where strips of dark wood divided the doors and walls
with ageometric pattern. Mobile panedls blocked off doors, screens hid corners, and well-fitted doors
concealed closet space. Aside from the chairs and table, the room contained very few furnishings, and
mogt of that practical, such as armatures for the hanging of robes and asmall cabinet for storing wine and
drinking vess.

“I invited you hereto know | redlly do appreciate the great lengths to which you have gone for Nalenyr,
and to which you will go. May | speak frankly?’

Kdesblinked, hislight eyeswide. “Y ou need not ask my permission for that, Highness.”
“But no word of this meeting must ever passyour lips.”

The cartographer clasped his hands over his heart and likely would have sunk to his knees save for the
lingering effects of hiswounding. “Never, Highness”

“Good.” The Prince sat forward, leaning on the left arm of hischair. “1 was appaled when your
grandfather sent you on thismissionto Ixyll. It istruethat he and | had discussed the necessity for
sending someone there. That used to be the area through which trade was carried on with the Far West.
For us not to know the state of thingswould be foolish. If that way were open, the Stor mwol f
expedition—and the knowledge it recovers—could be redundant. Still, given what few reports do come
from there, we were fairly certain the way would remain sealed for another ninety years or so. That
would give usthe time needed to profit from trade and find another way to put the Empire back
together.

“His choosing you, and invoking my namein doing o, put mein adifficult pogtion. Asyou know, your
grandfather canbe. . . contrary e times”

Kdeslaughed and his manner relaxed. “ Y ou are very diplomatic, Highness.”

“I try to be, but with you | can be very open. Y our grandfather defies me from timeto time, with
increasing frequency, and were he not so vital to Naenyr, I’ d have him publicly flogged. Now, isn't that
something you' d liketo see?’

“See? There aretimes | would liketo help.”

“Wéll, | doubt you will get the chance, but you can help in other ways.” Cyron’svoice dropped in
volume, forcing the younger man to lean forward. “ The misson you are undertaking is of vital importance,
and you will hear rumors about it. Rumors| have sarted. The rumorswill indicate that you are too
vauable to be left to go out into the Wastes, and that istrue. People will be led to believe that you will be
secretly recaled to court.”

“I"'m not certain | understand, sire.”

“Itisfor your safety. A show shall be made of your departure. | have aready obtained someoneto
impersonate you. | have assembled an entourage to travel upriver, both to draw attention to your double,
and to keep others from getting too close. The company will make dow progress and attract much
attention. Our enemieswill watch that group. And you, disguised and on the same boat, will pass
unnoticed.”

“Forgive me, Highness, but would it not be more prudent to send me out on another boat?’

“No. Our enemieswill be working so hard to learn what they can from the actor, they will havelittle



attention to spend studying much else. Moreover, their focus on your double will allow othersto identify
them.”

“I see, Highness” Keleslowered his hands and tightened hisarms around his sscomach. “Y ou think there
will be danger on thetrip? | mean, beyond the dangers out there?”

Cyron laughed adoud. “You arean Anturasi. Y ou will be seen asbeing the key to your grandfather. Y ou
areaso invauablein and of yoursdlf. | know Prince Pyrust spoke to you about undertaking atask for
him.”

“I refused, Highness, ingtantly and without equivoceation.”

“Cdmyoursdf, Keles, | know that. | know you love your family and nation, and | know | can trust you.”
Cyron’svoice grew softer again. “1 can trust you, can | not?’

Keeswinced, but dropped to aknee and bowed his head so low hedmost hit it on thetable. “In
anything, Highness”

“As| expected. And thank you. | knew my trust waswell placed. Now you need to understand
something from me.” The Prince drew back, his eyes sharpening. “I will seeto your safety. Y ou must
trust me on that, regardless of what appearances seem. | will keep you safe and you will gather the
information your grandfather wants. There may be another service or two | require, and if the opportunity
arises, | will communicate my needsto you.”

Cyron flicked hisright hand up and Kdesrose, seeting himself on the edge of hischair. The Princelaid
his hand on the wooden box on the table. “Y ou know the legend about my great-grandfather, that
because he had played war games with toy soldiers as a child, he was able to take the throne and
establish this dynasty? While others drilled and |earned swordplay, asickly child marched armies through
battles and learned the skills to make those swordsmen most effective in combat.”

“Y es, Highness. My brother and | used to fight many battles with soldiers when we were young. My
father, and sometimes our grandfather, would show usthe Festiva figures, though we were never
alowed to play with them.”

Cyron amiled. “I don’t think anyone ever played with them, whichisapity.” He opened the box to revea
nine figures on abed of velvet within. *Y ou know, then, that the Prince gives aset to each family invited
to thisfina celebration. Aside from the sculptors, painters, and mysdlf, you arethefirst to seethisyear’s
figures. We made only the number of setsrequired for this evening, and al that are unclaimed will be
destroyed.”

“They are beautiful, Highness.”
“I think s0, too.” Cyron smiled dowly. “ Each year | determine who will be cast.”

“Itisagreat honor to receive a s&t, Highness.” Keles dowly shook his head without taking his eyesfrom
thefigures. “To be cast as oneis unimaginable.”

“Allow yoursdf toimagine, Keles Anturas.” The Prince lifted out the figure of Qiro Anturas. “Y our
grandfather, asinvauable asheisto us, was cast this year in honor of his eighty-first birthday. Y ou and
your brother will be cast upon returning from your missions. So much greater will your contribution to
Nalenyr be that such an honor iseasily within your grasp.”

Keles expression of awe dowly dissolved as he met the Prince’ sgaze. “If my grandfather were to guess
that were possible, he might do the unthinkable.”



“True, sowe shdl not let him know.” Cyron replaced Qiro in the box and closed it again. “ That secret
shall remain as safe asthesefiguresare. And | shall keep you equally safe.”

“Y es, Highness. Thank you.”

The Prince opened his hands. *Y ou shdl return to the party and enjoy yoursdlf. Tell the assembled that
I"d heard astory of ajungle cat the color of red sand with black stripes and, while you are not your
brother, | dearly wished you would capture me ahadf dozen for my sanctuary. Something like that will
aufficefor mogt, and those it won't satisfy will be smart enough to know you could not be saying anything

anyway.”
“Yes, Highness.” Kelesrose from his chair and bowed.

Before he could straighten up, the Prince rose and clapped him on both shoulders. “ That you bow
despite your injury marks the depth of your soul, Keles Anturasi. Y our future and that of our nation are
intertwined. They will grow together into prosperity. Never forget you are loved and respected, and your
returnisanxioudy awaited.”

Kedesnodded, rose, and withdrew from the room.

Asthe door did shut behind him, Prince Cyron turned to a screen that had concealed one corner of the
room. “Wewill be undisturbed now.”

Moraven Tolo, dressed in black and white with black tigers embroidered on his overshirt, emerged from
behind the screen. “1 have listened as you bid me, Prince Cyron.”

“I beg your forgiveness, serrcai, for making you a party to that deception, but | needed you to hear two
things. Firdt, you would agree, hereally has no idea of the sort of difficulties he will face. Heis naive and
will need protecting.”

The swordsman bowed hishead. “Y ou wish meto do that?’

“I would not presume to reduce you to the role of amercenary, serrcai. | think you will find that in your
missonfor dicaiserr Jatan, having a cartographer along will be of greet aid.”

“Thewisdom of your words cannot be denied, Highness.” Moraven turned and looked back toward the
door. “1 will not bedonein seeing to hissurvival?’

“Y ou have your apprentice.”
“True, Highness, but you evade my question.”

“Hewill not travel done.” The Prince dipped afolded paper packet sealed with red wax from the interior
of hisovershirt. “1 will have another service | require from the both of you. Y ou will open thisonly when
you mest him againin Gria.”

The swordsman’ s eyes narrowed. “1 do not begrudge you a service, Highness, for we both know | owe
adebt of honor to your family. Y ou want two things from me—grest, difficult things. Y ou do presume
much.”

Cyron killed the smile beginning to tug at the corners of his mouth. “The other evening you did afavor for
afriend in entertaining me. | ask you to pay your debt to the House of Komyr. And the House of Komyr
will now be indebted to you.”



Moraven bowed his head dightly, but brought it up far too quickly. “It will take more than casting me as
atoy to pay thisdebt.”

“Some debts can never be paid, Moraven Tolo, but let us worry about the service being performed first.”
The Prince forced his expression to soften. “In your wanderings, you are able to shield afew from
disasters. On thisjourney, you will find the meansto prevent war from destroying many. | will stand the
debt, but we both know that | shall not be the only one to benefit from your actions.”

“Wereit for any lesser reason you asked meto do this, | would refuse you, Prince Cyron.” Moraven
bowed respectfully. “I hope my effortswill succeed.”

“Asdol.” A shiver ran down Cyron's spine. “If you fail, there may be no House of Komyr |eft to honor
itsobligation.”
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Keleswas not surprised that his sister was the first person to find him after he returned to the Festival
celebration. Plenty of people had seen him drawn away, doubtless wondering if he were being singled out
for some honor or an upbraiding. When he returned without some visible sgn of the Prince sfavor, most
people decided to ignore him.

“Why are you so concerned, Keles?” Nirati took hisarm and rubbed a hand over hisback. “You're
frightened.”

He glanced at her, realizing she was correct. “I thought you couldn’t read my mind.”

“Only your face.” She smiled bravely at him. “ And even if we were able to communicate that way, you
know | would not be able to read your mind, just that which you wished to send me.”

“I wouldn’t wish to send you any of this.” Kelesled her over to asdetable, where servants poured him
asmal porcelain cup of sweet wine. He drank, then purposdly shrugged his shouldersand tried to let
tenson drain from his body. “The Prince did nothing to scare me. In fact, he did everything he could to
be reassuring. | actually do take heart in what he told me, and you should, too, Nirati. Do not fear for
me”

His sster’ sblue eyes narrowed as she accepted a cup of wine. “If | promise not to worry, will you tell
mewhat hesad?’

“I cannot. He forbade meto reveal anything he said to anyone. I’ d give you the story hetold meto tell
others, but you' d see through it in a heartbest.”



Nirati regarded him for amoment over the curved rim of the cup. “ Tell mewhy you are frightened,
then.”

“That' salittle moredifficult.” Kelesdrank again, thinking that if he gulped the wine he might find some
euphoria. He o redlized that was actudly the last thing he needed. That wouldn’t make his Situation any
better; it would only put off what had to be faced.

“Intaking to the Prince | truly came to see the enormity of the task ahead of me. Jorim pointed out the
dangers accurately enough when we spoke the other day. | figured they would dl be thingsthat an arrow
or two could handle”

Hissgter laughed. “ All things considered, shooting well won't hurt.”

“| agree, but the Prince made it gpparent that there was more going on. My mission isnot just away for
Grandfather to banish me for spoiling hisbirthday party. It actually has vaue, and could be crucid to
Nalenyr. Hetook what I’ d seen aslittle more than afamily squabble and broadened it.”

She nodded. “He raised the stakes, making the price of failure much higher.”
“Asif the possibility of dying was not enough. Yes.”
“And you want me not to worry?’

Keesleaned in and kissed histwin on the forehead. “No, I'll do enough of that. | want to know you are
back herein Moriande having fun, breaking hearts, and finding someone who will be abrilliant addition to
our family.”

Nirati’seyes sparkled. “1 think | have the harder task, given that Mother and Grandfather will be
watching over me. Still, there are possibilities.”

Keesturned and followed her gaze. Just entering the hall were Mgiata Phoesdl and her family. Along
with them came atall man who, by his dress and demeanor, embraced his Desal heritage. The man was
handsome, and certainly the type that had attracted his Sster in the past. When the count had visited him,
Kedesfound him to beintelligent aswell, which was good; his sster would suffer no idiots.

“Tell me, Nir, do you want the Desal because of him, or because heiswith her 7’
Hefdt ashock run through Nirati. “ Y our lips are moving, but | hear Jorim’ swords.”
“Y ou' re not answering the question.”

“One of those reasons suffices, but the other makesit that much more fun, brother dear.” Her eyesditted
as Mgjiata broke from her group and approached them. “I’ll let you speak with her alone.”

“Could be sheis coming to warn you off.”

“She can send me aletter—if shelearnsto write.” Nirati kissed him on the cheek and wandered away,
not even acknowledging Mgjiatawith anod as she passed.

Keles nodded as Mgjiatareached him. “Pleasure of the Festiva to you.”

“And you.” Mgjiataclasped her hands at her waist. “1 am pleased to see you have recovered from your
injuries”

“Am recovering, but it isexpected | shdl hed fully.”



She hesitated for amoment, clearly expecting something, then glanced down. “I am recovering from my
injuriesaswdl.”

“Yourinjuries. .. Ah, yes, | heard you were at the healing. | was unconscious.” Kelesimagined ared
scar on what had previoudy been soft ivory skin. Herecalled her near panic, once, when ablemish had
appeared on her chin. It struck him as curious that he didn’t want to offer her succor or sympathy, but
wished to see the scar o he could forever erase the vision of her beauty from his memory.

Her gaze came back up and her face became a smooth, ivory mask with asplash of color at lips, cheeks,
and eyes. “In the spirit of the Festivd, | wish you to know that | bear you noill will for what happened to
me. | absolveyou of dl guilt in the matter. It was not your fault.”

“Not my fault?” Kelesfrowned. “I'm afraid | don’t understand.”

“Y ou needn’t feign ignorance, Kees. Despite your rgjection of me, | know you intimately, and you me. |
know what you arefeding insgde.”

“And what, exactly, would that be?’

“Many things. Regret and anger chief among them.” Mgjiata kept her voice even and quiet, prompting the
scandalmongersin the crowd to edge closer to hear. “Y ou regret having sent me away and regret not
having been able to keep me safe.”

“I thought | did keep you safe.” Kelesheld his cup out for aservant to replenish. “ That, or | got these
scarsfor nothing.”

“Oh, not that.” The dismissve tone of her voice coupled with disdain, and put atwist in her mouth that
was not atractive. “ That you were not able to tell the Prince you would have excused me the whipping.”

“Wha?'
“Y ou are not so crued asto wish me harmed, though you are the man who broke my heart.”

“I broke your heart?” Keesdrank to give himsdlf timeto think, trying to pierce her logic. “Y ou arethe
onewho came to break things off with me, remember?'Y ou are the one who refused to accompany me
on the Stormwolf.”

“But, you see, had | agreed, | would now be bound for Ixyll.”

He screwed his eyes shut for amoment, hoping her words would make sense as he reviewed them. “But,
had you agreed to join me, | would not be bound for the Wastes.”

“You see, s0itisal your fault, Keles”
“But you said it wasn't my fault.”

“No, | am forgiving you.” Frustration had begun to risein her voice, but she gained control of it. “I want
you to know | will dwaysloveyou.”

Hedrained hisdrink and, in the moment of solitude afforded him by the cup eclipsing her, thingsmade a
crude sort of sense. Mgjiata had aways been self-centered, but had never before ventured so far into
fantasy. He would have put it down to her having been whipped, save for the caculation he saw in what
shewas saying.

Quitesmply, she and her family were hedging their bets. Leaving things on good termswith him would



meake further rdationswith his grandfather possible. It might also be seen as something that would please
the Prince. Moreover, when he returned—K el es refused to think of it as if—he might very wel have
found an overland route to the trade of old days. In that case till being friendly with him would directly
enrich her family.

Helowered his cup again and asmiling servant refilled it. “Mgiata, | have something | must say to you.”

“Yes?' Her reply came in ahusky hushed whisper reminiscent of words spoken postpassion, in the dark
of thenight. “Tell me, KelesAnturas.”

“I see many things right now. Things about you and about me. Truths that cannot be denied. Y ou say you
love me, and will dwaysdo s0.” He pressed his|eft hand to his breastbone. 1 aso fed something.”

“Yes, Kees?' Her words came breathlessly, and her expression changed to one of expectation. “What
doyou fed?

“Frankly,” he began, hisheart racing, 1 fed sick.”
“Oh, poor Keles.”

“No, | think you mistake me. | fedl sick that | wasfor so long deceived about you, your fedings, and
your ams. Y ou clearly thought, perhaps from the beginning, that you could use me asatoy. Y ou could
play with my fedings, even asyou aretrying to play with them now. That with a coo and awhisper and a
kiss and the spreading of your thighs, you could win a prize from me. My eternd adoration? My family’s
wedlth of geographica knowledge? The fortune that has earned us? | don't know what you thought you
would get. What | was offering you was my heart, my devotion, my love, and you spurned it.

“And now you come to me and tell methat you forgive meand that | shouldn’t feel guilty for your
having been whipped? Right now, Mgiata, right now” —his voice began to rise and he exercised no
restraint—"1 wish you' d gotten the full measure of the Prince’ sthrest. I’ d have been dead, but that would
have been fine. Better me dead and you broken than your believing in your delusions.”

All color had drained from her face. “Y ou are not well. Clearly the Viruk venom has addled you.”
Sheturned to leave, but he grabbed her with hisleft hand and spun her back. “Not so fast.”
“Unhand me”

“Not yet, for, in the spirit of the Festiva, | would tell you something.” He held her tightly in that one hand,
certain hisfingerswould leave bruises on her upper arm. “1 would be inclined to forgive you for the scars
on my back and the fact that I’ m being sent into the Wastes, but my doing that would require afew things
from you. First would be an acknowledgment that you are responsible for what happened to both of us.
Yes, | acted to safeguard you, no denying that, but | never would have had to act were you not
unthinking, petulant, and so self-absorbed that you believe the world is centered on you.”

Her eyeswent flat, and he knew nothing was getting through. It didn’t matter, though, for he had an
audience and other earstofill. “Well, Mgiata, the Anturas know, better than anyone elsein the world,
that dl creationis not centered on you. We explore the world. We broaden it. Those who are capable of
seeing outs de themsealves understand what awonder that is. We make the world bigger and that just
makes you smaller. Of course, making you smaller than you make yoursdlf istough, but you know
what?’

Hetossed off thelast of hiswine with relish and deposited the cup in her hands.



“I’'mgoing into theWastes.. . . happily . . . joyoudly . . . dl because I'll bevery far away from you.”

Chapter Twenty-five

3¢ day, Month of the Dog, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Sormwolf, Moriande

Naenyr

Jorim Anturas planted fists on his hips as he mounted the deck of the Stormwolf. The massive ship rose
and fell ever so dightly under hisfeet. The Gold River’ sduggish current did pull a the ship, but its sheer
gze and weight made it resistant to the river’ seffortsto move it. Above him, purple silk sails hung furled
from crosstrees on each of nine masts. On other ships, some of the nine would be purely ornamenta, but
on this ship there was nothing that was not meant to be functional.

“If I could beg your pardon.” A dight voice came from behind him. *Y ou are blocking the gangway.”

“Sol am.” Jorim stepped aside and watched asmall man come aboard, bent dmost double beneath an
overstuffed bag. He wore a good blue robe and, despite having lost most of his hair, looked young. He
certainly wasn't asailor or soldier. What is he doing here?

The Anturas grabbed the bag and lifted it from the man’ s back with one hand. “Have you a concubine
hidden in here?’

The little man straightened, hisface tight with surprise. “No, | have only necessities.” Hisvoicetook on a
bit of an edge. “1 do not require your aid with it, either.”

Jorim bit back ariposte. The blue robe had ayellow sash, which was not unusual for one who functioned
asaminor clerk inaministry, but the ends had been embroidered with a coiled dragon. That meant the
man had some sort of court gppointment and if someone so unsuited to the voyage were on the ship by
court choice, he was not a quantity to be made sport of until his measure had been taken.

Jorim set the bag on the deck. 1 beg your pardon. | am Jorim Anturasi.”

“Andl am...didyousay Anturas?’

“yes”

The man snapped forward in a deep bow. “ Forgive me for speaking sharply to you, Master.”

Jorim took him by the shoulders and forced him to straighten up again. “No forgiveness necessary. Y ou
weretdling meyour name.”

“Hewould belesol Pelmir.” The new voice came from atal woman with dark hair and hazel eyes.
Though she was dender, neither her voice nor stance suggested weakness. Despite her relative youth,
shewore acaptain’ srobe. It and her mien underscored her strength of persondity. “I would see the both



of youin my cabin. Immediately.”
“Asyou will it, Cgptain Gryst.” lesol fell in behind her, then hesitated, torn, half-turning back for his bag.

Jorim hefted it again and swung it easily onto his own back. lesol’ slook of horror was reward enough as
Jorim followed the two toward the ship’s stern and the cabins below the steersman’ s deck. He deposited
the sack in the narrow passage outside the captain’s cabin and followed lesol.

He' d expected a cramped cabin, but found himsdlf pleasantly surprised. The rear bulkhead had been
made of shutters which, when open asthey were now, admitted light and air while affording awonderful
view of Moriande and theriver. Lamps hung on chains from rafters above the edges of an ancient desk.
Off to theright lay the captain’ s bunk and wardrobe. The areato the left of her desk had been set with a
table and chairs, clearly serving asadining and entertaining area.

But Captain Gry<t offered neither lesol nor Jorim a segt. Thelittle man glanced around nervoudy, but
Jorim camly planted hisfeet and clasped his hands at the smdll of hisback. He had an ideawhat was
coming and braced himsdlf for it.

Anaeda Gryst positioned hersdlf behind her desk, dlowing the cityscape to silhouette her. Sherested her
hands on the desktop and studied papers filled with long columns of script. Her voice began low, but iniit
Jorim could hear the commanding tone of aleader.

“Thisisatak | expected | would only haveto give your brother once, Jorim. Y ou might requireit twice,
but you' Il not get it athird time. Inlieu of that, I’ll beleaving you on the nearest rock with fresh water. As
for you, Minister Pelmir, | never expected to be giving you thistalk at al. | understand that Minister
Hisata has new dutiesthat require him to remain on dry land; hence you have been foisted on us.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Her head came up quickly and the small man shook. “When | want you to speak, Minister, | will invite
you to do so. | did not ask you a question, nor do | require confirmation of something | already knew. |
have no ideawhy you were chosen to replace him—what evil, perceived or red, you performed to get
thisberth—but . . . Yes, youwishto tell me?’

“Isthat aquestion?’

Her eyestightened and Jorim began to find her attractive. At least ten years his senior, her flesh had been
darkened by wind, sun, and sea. Her hazel eyes were of the kind considered handsome within the
aristocracy, and the sense of character that shone through them was riveting. Unlike the women of his
class and society, she had sted in her spine and amind attuned not to artificia nuances, but to those
thingsthat could and did make the difference between life and desth.

“Tel me, Miniger.”
“|-1 asked to be assigned to the Stormwolf.”

She turned her head dightly to the left and said nothing for amoment. Then, coming upright, she regarded
him openly. “Interesting. That makes you even more of acandidate for thistalk, so I’ll begin. Thisisthe
Stormwolf. | am her captain. On this ship, my word islaw. If an event isentered into the ship'slog, itis
afact. If itisnot, it never happened. | will require meticulous care be given to the log and account books,
but | will review and edit as| seefit. The Prince, in hiswisdom, wishesto know all but needs not be
burdened with details of no consequence.”

Her gaze shifted from the clerk to Jorim, and hefelt ajolt. “ Y ou are an adventurer. Y our passion, your



life, your vocation demand you take chances, and | will expect you to do just that. On land. Y ou do that
onmy ship and I'll have you clapped in irons and stowed below with the ratters and other livestock. Is
that clear?’

“Yes, Captain.”

“This ship has over athousand crew, plus ahundred and eighty concubines and ninety distinguished
scholars, guests, and assorted others. To actualy sail thisship | require four hundred and fifty. Attrition
can and will occur, but it ismy intention to keep it to aminimum. | want to come back with at least ninety
percent of those | go out with, and if we come back with more, | will be very pleased.

“Thisshipisasmuch avillage asit isavessd. The salors have been drawn from the best of the Naeni
fleet. All have volunteered. All are hoping for riches and glory, but they know dl they’ |l be certain of
getting isfood, water, and older. | don’t know what your thoughts are on the chances for riches and
glory. | don't care. What | care isthat you' re not going about spreading stories that promise much and
ddliver nothing.”

She pointed at Jorim. “Y ou, very specifically, are going to be aproblem. Y ou have very littleto do while
on board. | suggest you find something to do. Learn how to play an instrument. Visit every concubine we
have. Join the scholarsinintdlectud discussons. Do something, becauseif | find you to be disruptive, |
will find you something to do. And | can guarantee it will not be pleasant.

“Asfor you, Minister, | will run you ragged. If you get achanceto draw anidle breeth it is because you
are shirking duty. Y ou will be availableto meat al hours. Y ou will report instantly, you will draft orders,
follow orders, and report back promptly and accurately. No excuses, no tardiness, no laziness.”

lesol bobbed his head.

“Hasether of you anything to say?’

Jorim nodded. “ Permission to speak, Captain.”

She eyed him up and down, then nodded. “ Granted.”

“Firdt, | wish to gpologize for not having reported before this. | know wewill sail with the tide tonight.
But | have spent much of the timeleading up to this closeted with my grandfather and | have with methe
best possible charts.”

“Ve,y gm.”

“Second, | fully acknowledge you asthe Master of thisship, and | shdl obey you in dl things—save
one”

Anaeda Grys’' s eyes narrowed. “Did you not listen to what | said?’

“Please, Captain.” Jorim held ahand up. “No disrespect intended, but | have orders from the Prince to
attend to the device in my cabin without faling. If my obligation to ded withitis, in my opinion, more
important than your current order, | will do my duty to the Crown.”

“Wewill discussthat point more, Master Anturas.” She folded her arms benesth her breasts. “ And you,
Minister? What have you to say?’

lesol bowed hishead to her. “I understand all you have said and will obey. | am not the person who was
meant to be here, but | will work very hard to prove to you that fortune has been kind in appointing me



to thispodgition. If thereis any service you require of me, Captain, | shal not hesitate to acquit it.”
The hint of asmile curled the corners of her mouth. “Y ou are from which Ministry?’

“| have studied for Protocol, Etiquette, and Diplomeacy, aswell as Regulation, and have dl the training for
Accounting and Economics. | most recently served Harmony.”

“Y ou did not answer the question.”
His shoulders dumped abit. “Asyet, Captain, | have not been acknowledged by aMinistry.”

Jorim felt atug at his heart for the small man. Aswith any trade, a person studied and worked hard to be
accepted into his occupational community. Captain Gryst had proven, through her past voyages, to be
worthy of the great command she had been given. Though Jorim’ s grandfather often was displeased with
him, he, too, had been accepted as a cartographer in his own right. In both their cases, the laws of the
land dictated the minimumsthey could be paid, the sort of treatment they would receive, their socid
gtanding, and thelike.

lesol had not yet been acknowledged. While he could and clearly did function asaclerk or
employee—probably for the very Minis-tries that would not acknowledge him—uwithout their sanction he
hed few, if any, rights. Had he a powerful patron, his position in aMinistry could have been assured,
which would pave the way to aknown and stable future. Without it, however, he worked at the whim of
others and could be used as a pawn in any manner of politica Stuations.

“Were you promised acknowledgment if you returned?’
“Not precisely, Captain, but the indications were strong.”

Shenodded. “As| said, my word hereislaw. Serve mewell and, if the voyageistwo yearsin duration,
you will have served the Maritime Minigtry for long enough that they must acknowledge you. They have
reciprocity with the other Minigtries. It seems likely the one who gave you this chance did not think you
would survive the voyage. If you can, they will have been fooled.”

lesol nodded dowly, asif unableto believe what he had heard.

“That' s very good of you, Captain.” Jorim smiled easily and gave her anod.
Her face closed. “Did | give you permission to comment?’

Jorim bowed. “No, Captain.”

“Very good. Remember that, Master Anturas.” She turned and patted the sternpost. “ The Stormwol f is
the greatest of the Naeni Wolves. The voyage we will undertake will live forever in the annds of history.
Dowhat | tell you to do when | tell you to do it, and we will make it back to Moriande. Disobey me and
the ship will get back. You likely will not. Am | understood?’

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good. Minister Pelmir, please collect your belongings and report below. Y ou will be shown to your
cabin—which you will share with two young apprentice sailors. | doubt either will be good for much,
being yet children, but perhaps you can teach them something useful like writing and addition.”

“Yes, Captain.” lesol bowed and kept bowing as he shuffled hisway backward out of the cabin.

Captain Gryst came around from behind her desk, then sat back on it. “Master Anturas, you are going



to betrouble, aren't you?’
“I' will do my best not to be, Captain.”

“I hope s0.” She pointed afinger at the deck, and for amoment he thought she was indicating he should
kned before her, which hejust wasn't going to do. “ The device that wasinstaled in your cabin, | know
what itis”

“How?’

“Fear not. The state secret is safe. Borosan Gry, itsinventor, ismy cousin. Hetold me of hisdesireto
create such athing. My uncleingalled it here. | know what it will dlow you to do, and why the Prince
has given you the ordershe has”

Jorim smiled. “1 am glad you understand itsimportance.”

“I do, but | have aproblem.” She regarded him openly. “As| said, my word islaw on this ship—even
overruling the Prince. | cannot and will not have you obeying him when | need you obeying me. If you fail
to do that, not only could you put the ship in jeopardy, but you could find yoursdlf in trouble. This crew
contains many people who have sailed with mefor years. Defy me, disobey me, and someone might take
itinto hishead to discipline you in amanner that would show how much respect they have for me.”

“I hadn’t looked at it—right, you didn’t ask for acomment.”

“You'relearning.” She held up afinger. “Y ou would disobey meto obey the Prince, | know that, so |
need to deal with that problem. Therefore, | now issue you an order: without fail you areto seeto all
your duties concerning that device. Without fail, do you understand me? This standing order will
supersede any other order you areissued.”

The cartographer smiled dowly. “I understand you perfectly, Captain.”

“Good.” Her dark eyes hardened. “What | said before | meant. | will remind you once that you' re not to
be adisruptive influence on my crew. After that, | leave you behind. The only thing you are uniquely
qudified to do here is make maps and communicate the information to your grandfather. | can make
maps, | can use the device my cousin made. If the Prince hasto wait to get his maps, I’ m sure hewon't
mind aslong asthey arrive and are accurate.”

“And if you don’t get them back to him, Captain?’

She smiled easily. “ It will be because the Eastern Sea has swallowed uswhole, Jorim Anturas. That'sthe
only way we won't be returning. Obey me and you' |l be with us when we get back.”

Chapter Twenty-six
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Catfish, Moriande



Naenyr

KeesAnturas stood by therail ontheriver vessel Catfish asit did past the Sormwolf. Thetal, long
ship, with its many masts and swarming crew, mocked the smdll, flat-bottomed boat that trios of oarsmen
propelled up the river with broad sweeps of long oars. Further upriver they would pole the ship through
shalows, but rowing was the only method of moving againgt the current when in the degp channels
dredged for shipslike the Stor mwolf.

The sun had begun to set, so he knew his brother was dready on board. He felt apang of envy, and
another of loss, both of which surprised him. Going on the Stormwolf had been something he' d been
looking forward to, but hedidn’t live for it theway his brother did. Even when they’ d said their farewels
at thefamily tower, Jorim’ s anticipation kept distracting him.

Keleswould have preferred to see his brother to the Stormwolf, or have Jorim visit the Catfish, but that
was not permitted. Keles had been ordered by the Prince to dye his hair Helosundian blond and grow a
beard. With three days growth it was not much, but did ater his appearance somewhat. He' d also taken
to dressing in robes of coarse materia and had confined much of his conversation to grunts and short
sentences.

Trueto hisword, the Prince had found an actor who looked enough like Kelesto make Siats pause.
Nirati had come to the Catfish to seethe actor off and had played her tearful part exquisitely. She'd
given Keles himsdf barely more than a glance when he boarded.

Keestried not to pay too much attention to those who were supposed to be accompanying him, but the
deception fascinated him. He found the actor to be pompous, playing him like an effete noble. Thefake
Keeslectured about the river, quoting directly from the report Keles had written, but he kept putting the
emphasisin the wrong places. It annoyed Keles, but he did admit that everyone was paying attention to
the pretender, while he sank back into the crowd unnoticed.

Keeslikewise kept his eyes open for any Desal agents who might be watching, but so far the only
northerner he' d seen was Count Aerynnor, who conducted his sister back to Anturasikun. Still, just ashe
wastrying not to look Naleni, he knew the Desai would be trying to look like anything but themselves, so
his observations were bound to be fruitless.

Hislife, heredized asthe Catfish wiggled itsway againgt the current, had become very complex. Not
that it hadn’t been complex before, but that had been controlled complexity. He had been given
problems, like the Gold River survey, which had very clear success and failure parameters. The problem
had been manageable and he had managed it very well.

The problem he now faced was not managesble at dl. He could barely even defineit. Hewas going into
the unknown, opposed by unknown forces, aided by unknown forces, with future-but-unknown work for
the Princein the offing. About the only known quantities were guesses based on rumors and legends, and
those were worthless. The only thing he could be certain about was that he had enemies who would do
him harm if they discovered hisidentity.

He glanced down at the degp green water and contemplated throwing himself in, but it was just apassing
thought. It would make things much easier, but it would also mean | lose. And | don’t want to lose.

“It isgood to meet a kinsman on thisboat.”

Keesturned, then looked up. The woman who had spoken had long hair that hung in blonde ringlets.
Her dender, well-formed nose and high cheekbones combined with astrong jaw and pae blue eyesto
make her very pretty, but the vapid expression she wore did not fit her face. Thelife burning in her eyes



belied it, and the obvious deception put Keles on guard. In addition, though her smple, oversize robe of
brown wool tried to soften her outline, there was no hiding her broad shoulders.

“Yes. A comfort.”
“l am Tyressa Joden.”

Kelesshivered. “I am Kulshar Joden.” He gtiffly offered the name the Prince’ s ministers had supplied
him, not at al liking that she had used the surnamefirdt.

“I know.” She amiled dightly, then glanced out at the water. “ Ah, Wentokikun. Do you suppose that man
up there a the window might be the Prince himsalf? He would watch to see Keles Anturas off, don’t you
think?’

“Perhaps.” Keles mind raced. “Or one of the Keru.”

Her smile broadened alittle. “ Perhaps. We have the same name. | don’t believe in coincidences, do
you?’

“No, | do not.” Helooked around and saw no one nearby. “You are Keru?’

“And entrusted with your safety, yes.” She kept her voice low. “Y ou should continue your quiet ways, as
your accent will never pass as Helosundian. Y ou’ re berthing below with most of the other passengers
while your double will get the second-best cabin aboard. You'll want to be very careful.”

“Are there enemy agents on board?’

She snorted. “If there are any active ones, | will find them and dedl with them. Y ou must be wary,
though, for anyone could see something odd. And if they let their puzzlement dip to someone ese, that
person, or someone they talk to, could be in communication with the enemy.”

Before he could ask, she added, “ And the enemy could be anyone.”
Keessmiled ruefully. “1 am glad you were able to narrow that down for me.”

“I'll do my best.” She pointed afinger toward theriver’ s south shore. “How far do you think itisto the
bank?’

K es shrugged, but studied the distance for amoment, then answered. “ Sixty-seven yards, give or
take.”

“Precisdly. You' vejust given yoursdf away.”
“Wha?'

“No one save a cartographer or surveyor would estimate the distance the way you just did. Most would
say ‘amiddling bowshot’ or ‘further than | can throw astone.” ”

“But you're here to protect me.”
“And how do you know that?’

Kelesquickly reviewed their conversation and felt his ssomach fold in on itself. He began to dide back
adong therailing away from her. “I guess| don't.”



Tyressagrabbed him by the shoulder and hetried to bat her hand away, but he couldn’t break her grip.
He wanted to take that as confirmation that she was Keru and there to protect him, but the only thing it
ggnified wasthat hewasin trouble.

“Stop, Kulshar.” Sheloosened her grip, but only alittle. “I wastold to tell you the sculptors won't
include your beard, and the painterswill work with brown.”

A sign from the Prince. Another shiver rocked him and her hand fell awvay. He shook hishead. “Y ou
are going to have to work hard with me, right?’

“I will, yes, but there are advantages. | know you can learn. | think you will take orders.”
“Y es, to both of those.”

“Good. You'relikethe Princein thefirgt, and | wish he were like you in the second.”
Keesamiled. “Isthat why you are here?’

“What do you mean?’

“I’'monthistrip because | earned my grandfather’sire.”

“I have no grandfather. He died in Helosunde.”

“I’'m sorry to hear that.”

Tyressaturned and leaned on therail. “Why isthat?Y ou didn’t know him. From what my family has
said, he makes your grandfather ook pleasant.”

“I «ill won’t say I’'m happy for you.” He turned and leaned his elbows on therail, too. “ But you know
what | mean and you' re evading the question.”

“What question was that?’

“Why areyou on thistrip?’

She said nothing, but nodded in the direction of Wentokikun. “I was given an order. | am here”
“Thet'sit?’

She looked at him sidelong. “ That’ sal you need to know.”

Hefrowned. “Maybe | need to know more.”

“That isdl | want to tell you.”

“But,if 'mtotrustyou...”

Tyressashook her head. “Y ou don't have to trust me. Y ou just have to trust that | know what to do and
how to doiit, and that | will do my duty. Anything beyond that isimmateria. The Prince trusts us. Why
should you be different?’

“If he asked that sort of question, would you answer him?”

“That, Kulshar, isahypothetica question with no vdidity, so it gets no answer.”



“| see” Hefdl slent, letting the scent of cook smoke supplant the river’ s heavy, sour miasma. “1’m sorry.
| didn’t mean to make you angry.”

Hewaited for areply and when he got none after amoment or two, he looked over and saw she'd
drifted away. Keles considered going after her, but hesitated. It was probably for the best he didn’t,
sincethat could attract attention. Moreover, she could have been off to check something he didn’t notice.
Hefdt frustrated and helpless, and that sank him back to the night of the Prince’ s celebration.

He' d made his bold statements to Mgjiataand waited for her reply. He expected she' d scourge him, but
it would have been worth it. In an instant, he’ d seen how shabbily she' d treated him, and his resentment
had been immediate and strong. He' d braced for her to strike back hard, fully shocked and petulant.

Instead, she' d just looked at him and begun to cry. Tearswelled in her eyes, then gushed down her
cheeks, meting cosmeticsin adark stain. Heimagined, just for amoment, that thiswasal for effect, but
then tears splashed down to soil her gown. Her lower lip trembled and her nose began to run. She
looked up a him, her moist eyes summoning up atorrent of guilt.

Shesaid nothing.

Keeshad immediately been of two minds. Thefirst was certain he was being manipulated. How could
someone who had used him so ruthlessy be so vulnerable? He knew thiswas just another ploy, another
way to get under his skin and make him hurt.

The other part of him just melted. Thiswas the woman he had loved, and he' d been cruel to her. He'd
reduced her to tears, which was bad enough, but he' d done it there, at the Prince’ s Festival, where
everyone could see how he had shamed her.

He wanted to reach out and hug her, offer some sort of comfort, but he couldn’t raise his hands. She
looked so small and wesak, so hurt by what he had said, that he questioned his vehemence, his certainty.
Could | have been wrong all along? Maybe she does love me.

The two haves of his mind warred against each other, which left him standing before her frustrated and
impotent. Not doing something was worse than doing the wrong thing, but how should he act? He could
turn hisback on her, walking away, but that would have been even more cold and calous. Y et standing
there just increased the awkwardness and made it so very much worse.

Keeshad instead turned toward the wine table and held his cup out to be refilled. He had intended to
offer her some of the wine, but when he turned back, she had aready retreated, cutting swiftly through
the crowd, audible sobs accompanying her tears. People looked from her to him—afew with surprise,
but more with anger on their faces. One and dl they seemed to be saying, “ She might have had it coming,
but did it have to be now?’

Jorim had rescued him. His younger brother had approached, gotten a cup of wine, then pulled him
adde. “Areyou dl right, Keles?’

Keles had drunk, then nodded. “Yes.”
“What happened?’
“She cameto forgive me. Shetold meit wasn't my fault.”

Jorim laughed heartily and spoke perhaps abit louder than he might have otherwise. “ She forgave you?
Y ou, the one who prevented her from being clawed into sweetmegts? She forgave you?’



The effect of hisbrother’ swords had been immediate, both in Keles and the surrounding audience.
Gosspmongersimmediately repeated his remarks, countering what they’ d said when watching the drama
unfold. What had been an emotiona encounter shifted into one more entertainment for the evening.

The change in Keles was one he now reexamined as he stared down into the waters. He' d steeled
himsdlf to accept that what the peoplein that room felt about him didn’t matter. He d done nothing
wrong. She' d chosen the confrontation and he' d just dedlt with her as best he could.

Here, too, what he thought of his guardian and what she thought of him likewise didn’'t matter. They both
had missionsto fulfill, and would do so. Tyressawould keep him safe, he would complete the survey for
the Prince, and that would be that.

That seemed right to him, but after amoment’ sreflection he located the flaw in histhinking. What
Tyressathought of him, and what she thought about how he conducted himself, were very different.
There were things he could learn from her, especialy about being observant. While she might be charged
with his safety, he couldn’t cede that responsibility to her. Not only did he oweit to himself to be
observant, but he had to think ahead to atime when she might not be there to help him.

To thispoint in your life, Keles, you have been sheltered. Just because he' d learned to deal with his
grandfather didn’t mean he was prepared to dedl with the world. There were going to be folks, like
Majiata, who wanted certain things from him—such as his knowledge or even his desth. He needed to
be wary of them.

Do any less and you'll not be worth the lead it would take to cast you. He smiled. Any less, and
you' [l not even be worth the dross that spills out of an overfilled mold.
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Nirati dipped the hood back on her white mourning cloak as she entered the Jandetokun Inn. Those
gathered in the common area on the main floor dowly quieted as they redlized someone in mourning was
in their midst. Since she had thrown the cloak back and wore no tear tracks drawn in black down
whitened cheeks, the others became instantly aware that the person being mourned was not afamily
member. Their conversations began again, but at alow murmur that would remain sober until she left.

She found their deference acomfort, for she ill remained in shock. The death had been so brutad—at
leadt, thiswas the impression she’ d had of it from gossip and whispers. Those of her cousinswho talked
about it didn’t think it was the sort of thing a young woman should hear, so she dwdlt inignorance. This
left her imagination free to conjure up al sorts of ideas. While she wanted to suppose that what she made
up was worse than redlity, somehow she didn’t think it was.



Nirati also found hersdlf feding guilty. She might have, once, thought of Mgiataasafriend. Mgiatahad
been younger than she and dways abit doof. Nirati had tried to like her when Keles began courting her,
but they had never developed adeep friendship. Nirati’ s hopes that they could become assstersdied
quickly, and that |eft her with a crystal-clear vison of what the woman was doing to her twin.

That Keles had remained ignorant of how horribly she was treating him came as no surpriseto Nirati.
Her twin had the tendency to see the best in people, acting asif they had risen to fulfill theidealized role
he' d pictured for them. Theredlity was often quite different.

But at least he learned to deal with Majiata. Their confrontation at the Prince' s celebration had
pleased Nirati. It marked ashiftin Keles' attitude. She hoped it would stand him in good stead in the
middle of the wildlands—though she dreaded the inevitable conflict it would cause when he returned and
had to deal with Qiro directly.

Try though she might, she could not project what Keles' reaction to the news of Mgjiata s death would
be. Before he had started to grow, she would have imagined that it would have hurt him deeply. He
would have felt, somehow, it was hisfault, and he would try to make amends. With her deeth, the
Phoesd family might have gotten maps and concessions that even her wedding to Keleswould not have
gained them.

Now, however, his reaction remained unpredictable. It was possible he could revert to his old ways and
become overly kind to her family, but Nirati doubted that. Likewise she didn’t think he would laugh &t the
newsor hoist aglassin favor of her killer. She didn’t think he would swear vengeance on the thing that
had done this eithe—Jorim would have, but not Keles. But, however he chose to ded with it, she
resolved to be thereto help him.

She put her twin out of her mind as she mounted the steps to the rental rooms above the inn’smain floor.
Though she had not been there before, she knew unerringly which room she was bound for. Others might
have put this down to her family’ s skill with cartography, but it was less complicated. Her informant had
been very specificin hisingructions, aswell asin relating that the resident did not want to be disturbed.

Topping the steps, she turned left and moved toward the front of the building. She knocked gently on the
middle door and waited. She heard nothing, so she knocked again, more loudly. When that brought no
response, she hammered her fist on the door, then spoke in avery clear voice. “It isNirati Anturas. | am
not leaving until 1 spesk to you, and I’ ll beet on thisdoor until my fist isbloody.”

That brought some noise from within. Beneath the edge of the door light flashed, indicating the heavy
curtains had been drawn back. The agonized gasp that accompanied the light suggested the person within
had enjoyed too much drink and too little deep.

“The door is open.”

Nirati dipped the latch, but hesitated in the doorway. While light flooded in through the window, the
room still had the sour scent of nightsweats and bodies long unwashed. She would have expected things
to be more disorderly, but asde from tal boots lying flopped over in the middle of thefloor, gloves
scattered to two corners, and an ale bucket tipped on its side near the bed, thingslooked relatively nest.

They contrasted sharply with Junel Aerynnor. He sat on the side of the bed, his shoulders dumped,
wearing astained linen nightshirt and two days  growth of beard. His hair needed taming and his sunken
eyeswere rimmed with black and tinged with red. His skin looked white enough that had he leaned over
and retched into the bucket, she would not have been surprised. In fact, sheamost righted it and did it to
him. She closed the door and moved to the chair by the small table beneath the window.



“I had no desire to intrude on your grief, Count Aerynnor, but you have no one ese herethat | know
Of_”

He glanced a her, hislips pressed inagrim line. “ The Phoesd family has no desreto see me. | wasthe
oneto bring them the bad tidings. When her father asked meto tell him what | had seen, | had no ideahe
wanted meto lie. In the north, perfect candor would have been expected.”

Nirati seated hersdlf without waiting for aninvitation. “| heard of their reaction. The constabulary asked
you to identify her instead of the family?’

He rubbed hisright hand over hiseyes. “It sounds so officia that way. One of the constables who had
attended her punishment recognized her. As he was going to her home he chanced across me. | agreed
to accompany him, but now | wish | never had.”

Jund’s hand fell from hiseyes and he stared past Nirati. “ There are things men are not meant to see.”
Nirati nodded as a shiver ran up her spine. “What can | do for you, my lord? If you want totell me. . .”

He snorted. “That offer from anyone else would be an invitation to gossip. Not you, Nirati. You' d tel no
one”

“Sotdl me”

Junel shook his head. “No, you' d have it locked insde theway | do. That’s not a burden anyone should
have to bear.”

She dipped the clasp on her cloak and alowed it to drape back over the chair. 1 think, my lord, you will
find me stronger than you imagine. If it is such aburden for you now, imaginetherdief a having it shared.
| will bear it, and not blame you.”

He hdf smiled. “I know you Anturas are more hardy than the Phoesdls, but even so. . .~
“I think you arefedling guilty for not having prevented thistragedy. It was not your fault.”
“How can you say that?’

“I know you. Y ou once saved her from Viruk talons. Y ou would have done that again.”

“Isthat who they say didit? A Viruk. The Viruk?’ Junel’ s eyestightened. “It was enough of amess that
he could have.”

Nirati nodded. The hottest gossip in Moriande suggested that the Viruk Rekarafi had dain Mgiatato
cleanse some blot from his honor. The authorities had asked for him to be produced for examination, but
the ambassador said her consort had long since quit the city. She even submitted to a search of the
embassy, but the constables could not find him.

Some wags even went So far asto suggest that after killing the girl he had set out in pursuit of Keles.
Nirati shivered. She' d seen the scars on his back and had no doubt that Rekarafi would rend Keleslimb
from limb if hefound him. Perhaps the Prince’ s deception will give Keles enough time to get where
the Viruk cannot find him.

She blinked and refocused on Jund. “ The Viruk isthe leading candidate, but plenty of other rumors
abound. One even suggests one of my brothersdid it.”

“Kdesor Jorim?”’



“Keles. They say hisheading upriver was atrick, and that he could have ridden hard to join the ship after
he did the deed.” Nirati shook her head. “Now, tell me. What happened?’

Jundl 9ghed and his shoulders dumped further. “It was dl quiteamuddie. | wasliving with the Phoesd
family, but | knew that Mgjiataand | were apoor match. Her father was still upset about her having
embarrassed the family and lost your brother. | was apoor second choice, and while Mgjiata’ sfather
was polite, hewas not slent in sharing that opinion. Still, | was better than nothing.

“I had expressed my reservations about our union to Mgiataand said | planned to leave her home.
Three days ago, when | awoke, | found anote in her hand dipped beneath my door. She begged meto
do nothing rash and to meet her in the city after dark, away from her family. She asked meto burn the
note, which | did.”

Hefrowned. “1 knew | should not have agreed to meet her, but something in that note touched me. She'd
aways been immeature and sdfish, but there was something different in that missive. | resolved to meet
her and |eft the house early so her family would suspect nothing. | went to meet her at the gppointed time
but got delayed. | arrived perhaps aquarter hour late, but redly thought nothing of it.”

Nirati snorted. “Mgjiatawas never punctua. Y ou should still have been early.”

“That’ swhat | thought. | waited for an hour, then just assumed she had decided to go back on whatever
she had been thinking. | returned to the house and went to deep. The next morning | got up and out early
to meet the people who had delayed me the night before, and that iswhen | ran into the constable.”

“What happened then, my lord?’

He shook his head. “Y ou do not want to know.”

Her flesh crawled a thetonein hisvoice. “I have to know. Y ou're not donein feding guilty.”
“I don't think you know what you are asking.”

“But I'm il asking.”

“Fine.” His spine straightened, but he refused to look at her as he spokein aflat tone. “Whatever,
whoever, did thisto her met her in the street. She probably knew him and went with him willingly, or he
was strong enough to carry her off. Hetook her to arooftop where she could easily see the southern sky
and the three moons chasing each other through the constellations. 1t would have been beautiful. | keep
reminding myself of that, hoping, somehow, that such beauty wasthe last thing she knew.”

The gtrainin hisvoice suggested Jund knew hishope wasforlorn.

“On theroof, her clothing was cut from her. She didn’t fight much if a al. The constable said she would
have had cuts on her forearmsiif she had. * Defensive wounds,” he caled them. He dso said she might
have scratched her attacker and they’ d find skin under the fingernails. She had such long nails.”

He snorted. “ Of course, to do that, they’ d haveto find her hands.”

Nirati’ s mouth dropped open. She’ d heard no inkling that Mgjiatal s hands had been taken. She knew of
no reason anyone would do that. Her ssomach began torail.

“He cut her throat, nice and clean, dmost severing her head completely. It surprised her, for she died
with that shocked look on her face. Then he opened her from throat to groin and dressed her out asa
hunter might a deer. He hollowed her out, and spread her organs out around her. And, as| said, he took



her hands.”
Nirati clapped ahand to her mouth. “No, that istoo horrible.”

“Horrible. Odd how aword fails, isn't it?” Junel exhaed dowly. “The congtable said it would have taken
an ax to take her hands off like that. Or abite. And the cutting, that was one knife, maybe two. Or
talons. Even then they were thinking Viruk, | guess.

“When | saw her, | dropped to my knees and vomited. Had | been on time, he might not have gotten her.
If I had not decided that our union would be useless, she might not have felt the need to meet me away
fromthehouse If, if, if ..."

Hislean body again bowed forward. He ground the hedls of his hands againgt his eyes and began to sob,
repeating that one word over and over.

Nirati rose and crossed to the bed, gathering him in her arms. He dumped across her thighs, his body
convulsing with silent sobs. She hugged him hard, despite the stink. She stroked greasy hair and hushed
him, holding on until his body dackened and his breathing came moreregularly.

Then she shifted him off her and laid him back in the bed. She got up and siwung hislegs around. She
pulled the thin blanket over him and stroked hisface. In deep he seemed a bit more peaceful and this
brought the hint of asmileto her face.

Poor Junel. Compassion for him filled her, but fury at Mgiata ran countercurrent to it. Mgjiata s death
tortured Junel, and it was not right. Mgiata had been unworthy of such honest fedings—and, were she
aive, would have only thought of how she could profit from them. If there was something good to be
taken from her death, it wasthat she would no longer be around to torment Keles.

| hope he does not learn of her death for a long time. I'll talk to Grandfather about that. Keles,
however, is not my immediate problem.

Stooping, she scooped up the ale bucket and carried it down to the common room. The innkeeper’s
wife, aplump, rosy-cheeked woman, accepted it from her. “ Shdl | just fill it for him as before?’

“No.” Nirati kept her voice firm. “You'll bring him soup when he' sawake, something that isn't heavy,
and watered wine. | want you to go up there and wash him, too.”

The woman frowned. “ He sagrown man. He can be doing for himself.”
Nirati’ s nogtrilsflared. “Have you any ideawho | am?’
The woman bit back a quick response. “I don’t suppose it would make adifferenceif | did.”

“It might. | am the granddaughter of Qiro Anturasi. If | let it be known that the Jandetokun Inn isfavored,
you will progper. If | et it be known you have displeased us, this place will fail. If need be, | could even
ask the Prince to shut you down. Y ou understand this, | see, but you need not fear, because | am asking
you for afavor, so | shal do you onein return.”

“Y-yes my lady?’

“Doas| ask with the Desal count and you will be blessed. Any bills, reasonable hills, for hiscarewill be
paid immediately and in gold.”

“Or spices?’



“If you wish, yes, we have some influence there.” Nirati kept asmile from her face, though it was clear
she and the woman understood each other. “I want him sober, fed, cleaned, and groomed. | shall come
back daily to see the progress and settle accounts.”

The woman nodded. “1 understand, my lady Anturas. Been in this business|ong enough to know how to
dry someone up.”

“Good. One morething.”
1] YS?!

“If anyone else asks after him, you don't know where he has gone. Y ou’ll even complain about accounts
left unpaid.”

“Do | keegp any money they give meto settle them?’

“Yes. And | will pay you to know who asksfor him.” Nirati nodded to the woman and accepted a bow
inreturn. “Y our cooperation will be rewarded.”

“Thank you, my lady.” The woman’s voice dropped into awhisper. “I’ll do what you ask, but why?He's
just aDesal. Why hdp him?’

Nirati let her question rattle around inside her skull, but found no answer the woman would understand.
In fact, she did not even understand her first thoughts. She just smiled and replied in another whisper,
“It'san investment in the future. He owes me adance or three, and it snot adebt | shal let go unpaid.”
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Jorim Anturas used the dight riseand fal of the Stormwolf asameansto quiet hismind. He sat on the
deck in his cramped cabin, legs crossed, spine straight. His persona logbook, containing measurements
and hastily sketched maps, aswdll astimelists, lay open before him. Inthedim light of asinglecandle he
could make out enough to let it serve as aboost to his memory. Most things he held in hismind,
however, which was where they needed to be so he could send them to his grandfather.

He regulated his breathing and relaxed, which was harder than he imagined because of the impatience
that kept coming from Qiro. Each day, as close to Naleni noon as possible, Jorim had composed himsdlf
to send information. The experience had never been a pleasant one, but of late it had been even less so.
Qiro had changed, and not for the better.

When Jorim had first learned tel epathic communication with his grandfather, things had flowed easily,
much the way the massve Sormwolf rose and fdll rhythmicaly at anchor. His grandfather had been



welcoming and gentle, prompting recollections or detailsin awordless manner. Jorim aways sought to
communicate as much as he could. He d been eager to please his grandfather, and reveled in any
encouragement he' d gotten.

But now Qiro regarded any lack of information as an act of conspiracy. His gentle prompts had become
sharp jabs. The few times Jorim had been too exhausted to muster adefense, his grandfather had raked
through hismind, leaving ablinding headache in hiswake.

Even when his grandfather invaded his mind, Jorim had little worries about his secrets being betrayed.
Numbers communicated very easily. Subjective concepts, such as beauty, or even acolor, did not get
conveyed as precisay. Even when he had worked with Keles, there had been mistakes, despite their
closeness. The emotiona and generational gap with his grandfather meant Qiro could get lessfrom him,
and aso meant the old man cared very little for Jorim’s persona adventures.

The old man just wanted more datafor his maps.

With thislot, hewould get quite enough. The Stormwolf did not travel aone. With it were a dozen other
ships, which carried food and water, fodder for the cavalry horses on board, aswell as other necessary
supplieslike lumber, cables, and sailcloth. Asthey approached theidand of Cartayne, the fleet had been
split and lesser cartographers had taken measurements as they sailed north and south. The two halves of
the fleet converged at the western port of Nysant, and Jorim had worked al night combining the
information into an accurate chart of the idand, complete with soundings of asouthern harbor and the
routeto it through aresf.

Reaching out with hismind, visualizing Anturasikun and his grandfather’ s sanctum, he reached the old
man easily. Qiro began to devour hisinformation with the fervor of a starving man faling on ahaunch of
venison. For a heartbeat Jorim actually saw an image of the world on the wall and watched Cartayne
sharpen in definition.

He braced for amenta assault, but his grandfather broke the link with aswift finaity. Jorim dumped
back againgt the bulkhead and bumped his head—not enough to injure himsdf, but sufficient to shock
him back to full consciousness. Sitting up, he rubbed the back of his head.

| hope everything is all right. The quick termination of their link could have meant his grandfather had
collgpsed. His heart might havefailed, or he might have suffered abrain tremor. He might even have
been murdered. Jorim dismissed the latter ingtantly, since Uncle Ulan would never have the nerveto kill
him, and would permit no one el se close enough to do so. The Prince’ s precautions would keep

ns out, o the old man was safe from anything other than natural disaster or the vengeance of the
gods.

Hejust aseasly dismissed theideathat his grandfather wasill. Jorim felt certain he would have gotten
some hint of pain, shock, or panic through the link before it was broken. His grandfather’ s ego was such
that he’ d not have been able to conced hisdismay at being prey to morta afflictions.

But it surprised Jorim that hisfirst reaction was concern for the old man. He would have expected to fed
some sort of relief, or even glee, for he had long since ceased to like his grandfather. He didn’t respect
him much either, save in the area of mapmaking. Outside of that, Qiro Anturas was a cresture worthy
only of contempt.

A knock on the cabin door prevented him from examining hisfedingsfurther. “I’m not hurt. The thump
you heard was nothing.”

The door opened and Anaeda Gryst stood there. “1’m glad to hear that. We re going ashore.”



“I thought . . .” Jorim scrambled to hisfeet and scooped hislogbook up as her eyes narrowed. “As
ordered, Captain Gryst. Let melock thisaway first.”

“Bequick about it, and bring your sword.”

He opened his sea chest and deposited the log, then drew out a ssimple sword. Single-edged, running just
shy of ayard from hilt to point, the blade resided in an unadorned wooden scabbard. The hilt waslong
enough to let him use the blade two-handed, but the sword was light enough that he could due with it
eadly aswell. Jorim had not studied swordsmanship at a serrian, but the Prince had seen to it that the
Anturas heirs knew enough to protect themsalves. Jorim had gotten better on his own and might have
been Fifth Rank if tested by aschoal in the capital.

“Do you expect trouble, Captain?’
“If 1 did, you' d see our cavalry mounted and ready to escort us.”
Jorim shut the chest and locked it. 1 notice you' re unarmed.”

She smiled dowly. “The people we Il see dready know how dangerous| am. Y our sword will winyou a
modicum of respect. That will be enough for the moment. Come, we ve not amoment to lose.”

Hefollowed her from his cabin up to the main deck, and then down netting to where asmall boat
bobbed beside the Stormwolf. Five sailors—four oarsmen and a coxswain—waited for them. Captain
Gryst sat in the stern, leaving Jorim the bench at the bow, which he didn’t mind taking. The oarsmen
pushed off the ship, then began the half mile pull in toward the shore.

Nysant had, ages before, been aViruk outpost. Little could be seen of what once had been strong
fortresses because stones had been stolen from them and mud buildings grafted to their wallslike
hornets nests. The squat human buildings mocked the former grandeur. Their imprecise anglesand
douching formsdragged on Viruk architecture, much as the human daves must have dragged on the last
of their Viruk masters.

When the heart of the Viruk Empire sank beneath the Dark Sea, the Cartayne colony had begun to
wither. The Viruk had brought Men and Soth daves to populate the place and work it. Gemstone mines
and plantationsin the interior had provided alot of wealth for the Empire, but with no home market, the
economy collapsed. The Viruk retreated, not caring what happened to their daves.

Nysant had become, over the centuries, a center of commerce. The trade winds made it easy for ships
from the east to reach the city, and the coastal currents allowed them safe passage back home. Along the
way they filled their holdswith avariety of thingsthat fetched high pricesin their home ports. Until Naleni
fleets had begun to travel to the west themselves, Nysant had been the source of western treasures. It yet
served the same role for anumber of the other Principdities, and ships from the Five Princes al rode
anchor in the harbor.

Jorim and Captain Gryst climbed aladder to awharf and headed inland. Just beyond the normal thicket
of dockside warehouses, they entered a free marketplace where wares from the world over were touted
by hundreds of loud voices. Textiles and spices, exotic animals and endaved peoples al were offered for
sde. Captain Gryst stayed well away from the dave pens, where haf-naked ebon-fleshed men from
A€fret sood chained in aline on an auction block. The auctioneer—amongre of dusky skin and
muddled features—solicited bids with a combination of flattery and abuse, dl intheloca cant. Jorim
caught words here and there, and liked the lyrica flow of hisvoice, though the practice of trading human
flesh did not appeal tohim at all.



They continued on past stdlswith fruits and vegetables, squawking yard fowl and collections of odd
trinkets. Captain Gryst led him out through the eastern edge of the bazaar and turned north. They plunged
into adimworld of twisting aleys. Despite his kill a cartography, Jorim quickly becamelost, and he
gained theimpression that she wanted it that way.

Findly, she stopped before asmall shop and entered through a doorway hung with aragged blanket. He
found himsdlf in asmall room with a carpeted floor that had been strewn with thick pillows. The carpet
had comefrom Tasa Aud and would fetch afortune in Moriande—likewise the beautifully embroidered
pillows.

That she sat in the midst of afortune did not seem to make any impression on the tiny, wizened woman
facing them. She drew on along pipe and exhaled sweet smoke that drifted into alow-hanging cloud.
Captain Gryst bowed, then sank to her knees, drawing some of the smoke down with her. Jorim likewise
bowed, ingtinctively holding it long enough to convey grest respect, then knelt astep behind and to the
right of Captain Gryst.

The old woman smiled toothlesdy. “1 am pleased you have returned, Anaeda. Y our absence has been
mourned.”

“It grieved me aswdll, Grandmother.” Anaeda bowed her head again. “I came when word reached me
that you wished to seeme.”

“Would that you thought to come sooner, for my homeisyours. But the Sormwolf demands more
atention than | do.” The old woman pointed the pipe stem at Jorim. “He is not your bodyguard. Y our

lover, perhaps?’
“ An asociate, Grandmother.”

The woman snorted smoke out her nose, then clamped the pipefirmly in teeth. “'Y ou will be more
forthcoming, | know.” She shifted a pillow and withdrew from it a bamboo case corked at each end. She
opened one end and withdrew a scroll, which she spread out on the carpet. She used her bare feet to
hold two corners down, leaving it to Anaeda and Jorim to secure the corners nearest them.

Jorim fought to conced hisreaction, but Anaeda did not. She gasped, then chuckled. “ Thisiswonderful,
Grandmother.” She turned to Jorim. “What do you think?’

Jorim rubbed hisfree hand over his chin. The rice-paper scroll measured two feet by four and clearly
depicted the southern reaches of the Principalities, stretching west to Aefret. Cartayne figured
prominently at the center of the map; but from their voyage so far, he knew it to be shown about three
hundred milestoo far west. To the south of it, however, astring of idands curved gently east to the
mythical Mountains of Ice at the bottom of the world. Those idands had appeared on no chart he' d ever
seen, and one of them had acity indicated. The othersall had fanciful images of strange people and
creatures—as did theinterior of Aefret over on the left Side of the map. He suspected those were more
decorative than informative, but he' d seen nothing like them before, and they intrigued him.

Of course, they're likely as much fable as the Mountains of Ice.
He glanced up at the old woman. “Where was this found?’
“It was drawn from voyages.”

Jorim knew better than to contradict her. “It was drawn from many voyages. V oyages that took place
many years gpart.”



Anaeda looked at him. “How do you know?’

Hetraced afinger aong the coast of the continent to the north. “ Thisisafairly recent representation of
the coadt. It probably came from aDesal chart because of the shape of the bay right herein southern
Ummummorar. Two hundred years ago avolcano’ s flow extended the | eft edge, making the harbor
larger than it once was. The coast of Aefret came from a chart their navigators use.”

Hetapped Cartayne. “ This placement of Cartaynein the center of the map isathing the Soth did. The
idand issmdler than it should be. The Soth did that to show how unimportant it was in comparison to
Virukadeen. They made maps that way to flatter their Viruk masters, so this part of the chart isthousands
of yearsold. Now, the question is, did this archipelago appear on the Soth map, or have others actualy
sailed south to the Mountains of [ce?”

The old woman cackled and her eyes shone. “ Take him as your lover, Anaeda. Bear his children, for
they shal be quick of mind.”

“Itissomething | shdl consder, Grandmother. Now, what of his question?’

The old woman pulled her feet back in and hugged her kneesto her chest. The map’ s upper edge rolled
in as she sucked on her pipe. Smoke drifted from her mouth, hiding her face for amoment, then she
nodded. “I believeit was drawn from an old chart.”

Jorim kept hisvoicelow. “Do you have that map?’

The old woman canted her head and closed her eyes. The dark hollow in the bow! of her pipe brightened
to acherry red. “I believethe origina could be found. What would you offer for it?’

Anaeda needn’t have glanced a him, for Jorim was not going to answer even though he had athousand
thoughts of what he could give her. The captain bowed low, pressed her forehead to the map, and spoke
in something barely above awhisper. “Our offering would be meager. Asyour chart might be of aid, so
we could provide you with asimilar chart. South and east thereis another harbor. We have achart of it
that would let ships navigate even at night. A place whereit isbelieved no goods could come ashore
would now be open to you.”

Jorim watched the old woman but caught no hint of how she took that offer. It hardly surprised him that
she might have connections to smugglers, for even the composite map she had shown them would be
invauableto al sorts of people. But the offer suggested she might benefit more directly from smuggling
operations.

Findly, the old woman nodded. “ That will be acceptable, Anaeda.”
Captain Gryst sraightened up. “Y ou are most kind, Grandmother.”

“I am, child, but it pleases me to be so with you.” The old woman turned to look Jorim full in the face.
“Y ou have something € se you would ask of me?’

“Y es, Grandmother. Where did you find the map?’

She amiled. “ There are many places on thisidand where the Viruk once lived. In one of them, on awall,
the world known at the time was painted. Much of the paint has been destroyed by lichen and molds, but
that bit remained. | will have you taken there and you can make your own copy.”

Jorim bowed low. “Y our generosity leaves mein your debt.”



“| accept that debt, Anturasi.” The old woman laughed. “ Y es, | know who you are, which iswhy | make
that offer to you. Only an Anturas who has dain Viruk would dare enter one of their ruins. If your heart
doesnot fail you, that map and perhaps more will be yours.”
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Naenyr

Keles snapped out of histrance as Tyressajerked him to hisfeet. She planted akissfirmly on hislips,
sending ajolt through him and leaving him disoriented and surprised. Then she pulled her mouth from his,
breaking the kissloudly, and embraced him tightly with her left arm around his shoulders.

Her voice sounded strongly above the laughter of those assembled in the inn’'s common room. “Enough
of theseriver men. | am homesick. Y ou' re coming with me.”

More hoots and calls accompanied them as she steered him toward the rough-hewn stairs leading up to
the room they’ d taken. She tightened her embrace against any attempt he might make to dip away and,
reflexively, he wrapped hisright arm around her waist. In an instant he knew his brother, in kegping with
whatever deception Tyressa had deemed necessary, would have dropped a hand to one of her firm,
round cheeks, but he could not. I like my armin one piece.

He shook his head, clearing the last of the fog, and tried to imagine what had prompted her action. He d
seen nothing, but then he' d taken the opportunity to dip inside himself to send amessageto his
grandfather. The Catfish had come up theriver as quickly as possible, but had been delayed by storms
that washed debrisinto the river. When they continued, they reached Asath, which was at the lower end
of astretch of the river where glacia deposits made it impassable. Cargoes were off-loaded there and
transported overland to Urisoti to continue the journey to the port of Gria.

They had arrived in midafternoon, and Keesimmediately noticed that the work clearing and dredging the
river was nowhere near as complete as had been reported to Moriande. He d read the various reports
and saw that the situation wasllittle changed from when he was last there. The money set asde for the
project was being squandered. Communicating the true State of affairswas vital and would only take a
momen.

He' d dipped into the trance he used to reach Qiro easily and found his grandfather awake. He got a
sense of things back through the link that he’ d not experienced before. Impressionsfrom his grandfather
had aways been strong, and while he expected ire, he got little of it. The sensations were vague and
made him uneasy, but Keles could not determine why. Regardless of that, he did manage to convey the
information before Tyressa had so rudely brought him back to Asath.

She said nothing even as she propelled him through the door to their room. He caught himself on the end
of the bed, then cried out as his right knee dammed into the footboard. “What isthe mea—"



Tyressaspun him around and clapped ahand over his mouth. Her whisper came harsh and strained.
“Keep your voice down and gather your stuff. We re leaving.”

Hejerked his mouth from beneath her hand, but did keep hisvoicelow. “What isit?’

“Itwas you.” Shereleased him, then gathered her baggage, which conssted of an overstuffed backpack
and bedroll benesth it, ading pouch and her sword belt. “1 think your fading was taken as drifting off to

deep. Not too suspicious, though it is abit early. If they didn’t think you were deeping, they might have

figured out who you are.”

He rubbed at his knee, then gathered up his pack, bow, and quiver then belted on hisknife. “What are
you taking about?’

“Four men. Two local, two from the ship. They affected not to see us. But they worked too hard at not
seeing us”

Another jolt ran through Keles, one dtogether different from what he felt when she kissed him. “Desal
agents?’

“Perhaps. It swell-known that dl river traffic stops here and goes overland to Urisoti. It would make
sense to have watchers here.” She crossed to the room’ s window and opened the shutters. “Out you go.
Be careful. Drop to the street. WE Il go to the livery and get horses. WE Il travel tonight and stedl a
march on the rest of the Catfish company.”

Hefrowned. “Wouldn't it be safer traveling with others?’
“Not when those others are out to get you.”

“Good point.” Keleslimped over to the window and climbed out. He crouched without her telling him
and crept along the tiled awning to the back of the building. He lowered himsdlf, then dropped to the
ground and fell back firmly on histailbone.

Any embarrassment he might have felt at being so clumsy vanished as afour-pointed throwing star
whizzed through the night and stuck, quivering, in the side of theinn. Herolled and cameto hisfest, then
jumped away asasmall man dashed at him with adagger. Keles bumped into the post supporting the
awning and tried to cut to theleft, but anail in the post caught on his pack and held him firmly.

Theknifewidder’ s smile vanished as Tyressalegped from above and smashed both booted feet into his
face. He flew back, hitting the street hard; his knife sailed into the darkness. She landed in a crouch and
came up quickly. She shifted her sword from right hand to left, then yanked Keles free of the nail.

“ Run_”

Hetook off down the dley toward the livery stable. There was no mistaking his direction; histraining and
blood had dready let him assemble amap of Asath. Though his previous visit hadn’t brought him to that
part of town, hisjourney through it earlier had locked the detailsin place. Three more aleys down, then
turn left and on two more blocks.

Behind him came sounds of fighting, with the occasiond clash of sed on stedl. He listened for the sound
of Tyressacrying out, or the whirring of more throwing stars, but he heard nothing of the sort. Asthedin
of combat grew, he was tempted to turn and string his bow, but he knew he’ d be more of a hindrance
than help in the dark.

He cut around the corner and the dley widened into a street. Directly ahead of him, ablock and ahalf



down, two men stood in the middle of the street. Ruffians, knives drawn or svords dipping from
scabbards, bled into the street between the pair and Keles. He stopped and turned, but saw more men
behind him. Tyressa had inflicted enough damage to keep those chasing her at arespectful distance, but
they gtill cameon.

Shelooked at him imploringly and waved him on, but then she turned the corner and redlized why he'd
stopped. Sheimmediately dropped to one knee to catch her breath, then flicked her sword out to bat
away athrowing Star.

One of the men who had been chasing her took a step forward. “We are not required to kill you.”
Tyressastood again. “You'll get past me no other way.”
The man shrugged. “Kill her. Takehislegs.”

The dozen ruffians began to tighten their circle. Tyressaclosed with Keles. “Get ready to run again.
We re going at the stables. Now! Go!”

The two of them Started to sprint. Her longer legs gained her adight lead. The brigands between them
and the stable moved to oppose her. With a backhanded dash, she battered one man’s sword aside and
crushed his skull. She punched another man in the face, dropping him, but there was no way she could
win through, especialy not with the two men coming to reinforce the onestrying to stop her. The duo
came with swords drawn and moved with precision their comrades lacked.

Striding forward boldly, the younger of the pair whipped his sword forward, cutting down one of the
footpads. Another of them turned to oppose him, but the man struck so quickly histhrust punctured his
foe schest and withdrew even before his victim completed histurn. A parry and dash killed athird man
and, suddenly, the way to the stable stood clear.

Keesdarted through the opening and Tyressa joined him. The two of them turned to see the swordsmen
moving to cut off pursuit. The elder swordsman turned to his companion and spoke quietly. “You did
well, Ciras. Guide them to the stables.”

Theruffians leader cameto the fore and spared only abrief glance for hiswounded and dying
confederates. “Y ou are meddling in affairs not your own.”

The swordsman smiled. “ Then you know my affairs?’
“Wdl, no, but . . .” The head ruffian frowned. “ Get out of my way or | shall beforced to kill you.”

“1t would seem, then, that our intentions coincide.” The swordsman nodded, then did afoot forward and
st himsdlf. “Ciras, you should be much closer to the stables than you are now.”

“Yes, Magter.” Cirastugged a Keles shoulder. “My Master bid meto get you to the stables. Let us
g)-n

“Wecan't just leave him aone. There are seven of them, eight.” Keles shook his head. * Seven. That one
went down again.”
“There could be nine, or nine times nine. Come, we haveto get clear.”

Kees backed away aong the street with Ciras, and Tyressacame aswell, though as reluctantly as he
did. The ruffians began to gather into atight pack, preparing to rush the lone man opposing them. Many
of them were larger than he was, and almost al were aswell armed. Men wiped moist hands on their



overshirts, then tightened gripson their swords' hilts. Some shifted and advanced in aformal guard, while
othersjust hunched forward and snarled. Onward they came, inch by inch, amob ready to destroy the
man in front of them. Having drawn to within two paces, the leader screamed an inarticulate war cry, and
the human storm broke on the single swordsman.

The ruffians came at their protector in atight crescent. The two men at each end shot out and past,
coming for the retresting trio. The five who remained came on asasolid wall—al muscle, sted, and
snarls. Keles watched without wanting to, utterly certain that Ciras Master would soon be dead.

The swordsman twisted to his right and moved ghostlike through the line of men opposing him. Their
blades flashed in the moonlight, and in such close quarters, it seemed impossible they did not strike him.
Eerily, no ringing of sword on sword sounded, and war cries swallowed the sound of footstepsin the
Street.

Then one of the war cries curdled into awhimper. The sound’ s shift mirrored the way the group’ s leader
curled around adit belly and fell. The swordsman emerged at the back of the crescent with the leader’s
sword in his other hand, then planted afoot and spun back ingtantly. Two quick dashes cut down the
centra pair of swordsmen asthey turned to face him. Their blades flew asthey redled away, throat and

chest opened respectively.

Astheir bodies thrashed on the ground, the quintet’ s last two fighters turned back to oppose him. The
man on theright lunged, but the swordmeaster dipped past the quivering blade effortlesdy. A quick cut
opened that man from groin to breastbone. A return dash took his head in time to silence his scream, but
without erasing the expression of horror on hisface.

The last man assumed a stance that betrayed some training. He stamped his forward foot and feinted a
lunge. Then he pulled back, recovering from hisfeint, pulling his blade up to protect him from waist to
crown. Sparks flew as he blocked a forehand dash. He even began to smile as the swordmaster
whipped hisright arm forward in arepetition of that attack. He moved to block again.

The swordmaster’ s second blade came around and down behind the block, severing the man’s hands.
Blood spurted as the sword dropped, then athird dash neatly cut the man’ sthroat. Gurgling asigh, the
man dumped to the ground.

The last two men had dowed their charge as Tyressa and Ciras had moved to oppose them. With their
comrades deaths, their attack fatered entirely. Asif sharing amind, each choseto bolt for the safety of
shadows, one going left, the other right. They ran asif the demons of the fifth Hell pursued them.

Only what pursued them was worse.

The swordsman dashed to hisleft and dashed, sending that man spinning to the dust with asplit spine.
Without pause, he whirled and threw his acquired sword. It spun in aflat arc and caught the last manin
thelegs. It tangled there, not cutting him, but tripping him up. He smashed face-first into a building and
rebounded to flop loose-limbed in the mouth of an dley.

Without saying aword, the swordmaster drew asmadl knife and dit the throats of the last two men. He
squatted and cleaned his blades on the tunic of the man he' d tripped, then approached them with his
blades il bared. He stopped ten feet from them and bowed, both deeply and long. “Y ou will please
forgive my haste and resulting doppiness”

Kees, utterly dishdieving what he had just seen, returned the bow. He would have maiched that of the
swordsman in duration, but Tyressaremained down longer, and he took his cue from her. He had the
impression shewould have held it for yet longer, but lingering in the corpse-littered street was not agood



idea

Asthey straightened up, the swordsman sheathed hiswespons. “I am Moraven Tolo. Thisismy
companion, Ciras Dgote. We do not need your names. Speaking them here would not be agood idea
just now.”

Keesopened hismouth, closed it, then shifted his shoulders uneasily. “How did you find us?’

“Prince Cyron arranged for usto accompany you to Ixyll. | believe, Tyressa, you have ingructions from
the Prince that were only to be opened in Gria?’

Tyressanodded. “I was given such a packet.”

“It contains aletter of introduction for us. We had planned to reved oursalvesto you there, but
circumstancesintervened.”

“| understand and thank you.” The Keru did her own sword into its scabbard. 1 suspected the Prince
would send others.”

Keesfrowned. “You did? Why didn’t you tel me?’
Sheignored him. “Were you on the Catfish?’
Moraven pointed to the stables. “ There will be time on the road to explain. We should hurry.”

Thefour of them trotted to the stables. Tyressaand Keleswaited while Moraven and Ciras picked out
their horses. Part of the money paid to rent the horses would be returned to them in Urisoti when they |eft
the horses with the agent there. The fees were more than the animals and tack were actualy worth, so
any incentive to steal them vanished.

The swordsmen had chosen well and obtained two horses for each of them. That would alow them to
move fast and complete thetrip in lessthan the five days it normally took. Keles fastened his pack to the
rear of his saddle, then mounted up and joined the others.

No one said much until they were well out of Asath, which was when Tyressarepeated her question
about the riverboat.

Moraven nodded. “Wewere.”
“I didn’t seeyou.”

“Y ou remember ayoung priest conducting his maiden aunt back to Gria? She had loudly exclaimed
about the wonders of Festiva?’

Kedesblinked. He remembered the lady well, for her voice penetrated bulkheads as if they wererice
paper and she repeated each story at least adozen times. Even the actor pretending to be him grew terse
with her. She had been fat and dow, complaining of gout and other maladies which, according to her,
could be cured only through taking the watersin some hot minera spring high in the mountains southeast
of Gria

“That wasyou?’
The swordsman smiled. “It was. Ciraswasthe slent, suffering priest.”

Tyressaturned to look at Ciras, then back to Moraven. “If you were in disguise on the boat, why drop it



in Asath?’

Ciras answered. “My Magter charged me with the duty of listening to all but himself. There were two
men on the Catfish from Asath, and they watched Keles Anturas very closdly. We were not certain
why, but then when the ship docked, an official delegation met Keles and took him off to Lord-Mayor
Yiritar' s house to stay. We suppose that the actor did something there to let the mayor penetrate the

deception.”
“1t wasn't what he did, but what he didn’t do.”

Keles hoped the darkness hid hisblush. “When | was here before, | lost abet with the Lord-Mayor. He
cheated, and we both knew it, so | promised him a dozen bottles of the best brandy Moriande had to
offer. | told him I would ddliver it mysdlf, and we both knew | waslying since | would never return. I'd
never mentioned the incident, and had quite forgotten it. My double would not have known and likely did
not respond correctly.”

Tyressashook her head. “But why send people out looking for us?’

Moraven shifted in the saddle. “The Lord-Mayor, knowing he was deceived, looked for everyone from
the Catfish. He wanted to determine if the Prince had sent spies upriver. He may have even supposed,
when he learned the actor was not you, that you were the spy.”

Keesnodded. “Who better to determine that he' s been taking the Prince’ s money and doing none of the
work required? Of coursg, if he did, the river would be clear and histown would ceaseto exist.”

The eder swordsman nodded. “ That makes perfect sense. Thank you for solving that riddle.”
“My pleasure. If you would not mind, you could solve one for me.”

“y e

“Canyou tdl mewhat isin the seded orders Tyressais carrying?’

“I do not know. | know what | believe they say, but it is speculation.”

Keesamiled. “Go ahead, speculate.”

Moraven shook hishead dowly. “No, | think not. There may be many dangers between here and Gria
To speculate would distract us. What the Prince means us to know will be revealed when we reach
Gria”

“What if wedon't get that far?’

“Then whatever he would have tasked uswith isimmeaterid, isv't it, Master Anturas?” Moraven laughed
quickly. “Let us get to Griaand prove ourselves worthy of the Prince’'s command.”
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Thyrenkun, Felarati
Desdrion

Prince Pyrust pulled hisblack cloak more tightly around himself and snarled. A glancein alooking glass
reminded him that he now appeared very much like the modd for the toy soldier of himsdlf the Naleni
had created. While his soymaster had told him he was not being played, and that it was good for Prince
Cyron to underestimate him, being seen as a child’ s amusement rankled.

It was not this done that consumed him or made his thoughts as dark as his capitd city. Upon hisreturn
he had called his chief ministersto him and demanded afull and forthright accounting of the harvest. They
were hesitant—so much so he had to explain that while the sons and daughters of Deseirion would
continue to enter the bureauicracy, their sons and daughters might not be among them. He did not
elaborate, letting each man’ sfears spur him on to action.

The full report had been even more dire than Prince Cyron had suggested. While Pyrust was forced to
assume that the harvest had been underreported, even a generous estimate of supplieswould have his
people eating rice they needed to be sprouting and planting next spring. Therewasno way al of his
people would survive without Naeni rice.

The ministers had even estimated a die-off of five to ten percent of the population. They did dlow as how
it would mostly be the old and the very young, but they cast that in the form of atragedy. Even Cyron
had seen it that way when he noted that Pyrust would not starve, but his people would.

The Desal Prince chuckled, for neither his neighbor to his south nor even the Desal bureaucrats
understood the true joy of power and how it could be employed. If he deemed it necessary, he could
keep the children dive, and even the ancient ones. He would smply order that food be given to them
preferentidly, and that if achild or eder died of manuitrition, their familieswould be dain, their goods
divided and their ancestors' bones scattered. He need not even carry out such athrest, but just spread
the story of one or two places where it happened, and gossips would carry it far and wide. Overnight the
reports would universally be attributed to avillage or town avaley or two away, and everyone would toe
thelinelest their village be hit next.

Thething of it was, however, Pyrust saw no difficulty in carrying out his order. He could smply sdect a
perfectly innocent family or two, accuse them of having a child die of manutrition, and destroy them.
Asde from being asuperior means of diminating local political troublemakers, asingle true act was better
than a hundred manufactured stories.

Stll, theloss of five or even ten percent of his population, provided it was from the unproductive margins
of society, seemed more of ablessing than atragedy. His people were aherd that had overgrazed their
range. A die-off wasinevitable, and it would be the weak who died. Those who survived would be
stronger, and would not be bothered with needing to care for the weak. The whole ordedl would make
his nation stronger.

While hewasfully prepared to accept this purge of his people, he ressted it for one smple reason—he
loathed situations that were forced upon him, by man or the gods. If he could find away to defy ether, it
pleased him. Immediately upon hisreturn to Felarati, he had put into place severa plansthat did begin to
make a difference, both for the short term and longer.

Deasonsa s suggestion about making one military unit into two, and using the other to train villagersinto
militiaunits had begun in earnest. Pyrust had ordered villagesto provide warriorsfor servicein aloca



militia He would feed those who joined, aswell as provide extra quor of ricefor the villagesfrom
whence they came. Those shipments would, of course, be delayed so the villages, which now had fewer
mouthsto feed, would est off suppliesthat should have been made available to the Crown. The soldiers
would be fed from the Naleni grain. Not only was there irony to that, but the golden rice from the south
provided more nutrition than that grown locally.

Hewould alow the militias amonth’ straining, then put them to work in the second part of hisplan. In
response to hard times and tight markets, a system of smuggling and tax avoidance adways sporang up. He
would move the militiainto the bigger cities and use them to hunt down and destroy the crimind eement.
They would liberate great stores of hoarded grain, some of which they would be alowed to convey back
home, giving the militias combat experience aswell asthejoy of entering their villages as heroes. They
would be lauded as having performed a service for the Crown, which would make them see themsalves
as part of the state. Once they began to identify with him and the nation, they would be histo use.

Reports from the training fields suggested that perhaps as many as onein five of the recruits might be
talented enough to be trained asawarrior. This hardly surprised him, both because levies were regularly
called up and those who survived battle with little or no training must have had some minor talent to begin
with. Aswell, thetools used in cutting and threshing were, in essence, swordsand flails. A farmer’s
norma activities honed skillsthat were trandatable into something Pyrust would find more useful. If the
recruits accepted the call to further training, he paid abonusto their families, the village and the village' s
headman, which helped dl of them to convince young men and women to accept the honor of further
training.

Most recently, hisministers reported Naleni displeasure with histroops' continuing attacks within
Helosunde. The protests had come through the lowest diplomatic levels because the Mountain Hawks
attacks had al been in response to Helosundian raids. Because those raids had been easy enough to
provoke, and his response to them had been fierce, neither Cyron nor his people were fooled. Still, he
felt fairly certain that as much as he was being admonished to stop al operations, so werethe
Helosundians, and that served his purposes aswell.

Pyrust closed his half hand over his goatee and tugged on it unconscioudy. There had been threats that
rice shipments would be delayed or stopped, as Delasonsa had predicted, but Pyrust knew he could not
withdraw al pressure from Helosunde. Cyron himsdf had said that he would willingly tossfood to awolf
to keep him away from the door. If I do not show himfang, he will forget | am a wolf.

The Desai Prince crossed the creaking cedar floor, did open the door to histower’ s southern balcony,
and passed out into the dusk. Already, Fryl—the large, white owl-moon—had begun to rise from the
sea Itslight revealed jagged silhouettes of the city’ s rooftops.

Fog had risen to nibble a the wharvesin Swellside. A thick tentacle stoleitsway up the duggish Black
River, while other smal federsfilled streetsand dleys. Y dlow lights burned in windows and atop
streetlamps, but the mist soon muted them. Only the gyanri lights on the largest trio of bridges over the
river held thefog at bay. They glowed like sapphires, and the pattern in which they had been arranged
reveded to him the congtelation Shiri—the hawk.

Pyrust’ s hands emerged from beneath his cloak as he leaned on the stone balustrade. Black stone had
been used to shape the tower, for it hid the dirt and grime of the city. Likewise it contrasted sharply with
the white towers of Moriande, mocking them. Felarati defied and challenged Moriande, asit had for
ages, though seldom had the south felt any redl threst.

Desairion had dways been afrontier province in the Empire. Its only worth, initially, had been asaplace
to stage troops to dow down barbarians. The early Emperors had created a string of fortressesto



garrison troops, and dowly towns had grown up around them. Felarati had been the largest of these and
the mogt vital, since supplies passed through it, up the Black River and itstributaries to the other
fortresses.

A plague among the Turasynd killed enough of them to minimize their power for saverd centuries before
the Time of Black Ice. Imperid interest in Deseirion waned as peace and prosperity waxed. Imperid
support withered, but instead of retrest, the bold souls who had come to make Desairion their home
decided to stay. Prospectors found deposits of iron, copper, tin, and coa. The mineral wealth gaverise
to foundries, with iron, bronze, and stedl flowing south in return for gold and rice. Existencein Deseirion
was not soft asit wasin the south, but the Desal reveled init.

The Emperors and other nobles aso used Deseirion as adumping place for obstreperous offspring and
rebel generals. The Desal took these outcasts to their hearts, training them and molding them to survivein
the unforgiving north. The people of the frontier knew they needed to be more united than the decadent
provincesto the south. If they were not the strongest and purest of the Imperia people, the barbarians
would come through and destroy the Empire.

When the Empress left to fight the Turasynd, leading them into Ixyll, she drew her last troops from the
Desa. She gave control of the provinceto asmall but clever man who kept Desal from Helosundian
conquest by constant reports of pitched battlesin which his people were the only thing that stopped
hordes from pouring over the Black River. Though these battles were as mythica asthe Mountains of
Ice, his Helosundian counterpart—a cousin who was agrand warrior but stupid enough that he had
trouble discerning day from night—yprepared his nation for invason and never furthered hisambition.

And when the Cataclysm came, it wiped out ambition aong with much of the population. Sincethat time,
Desairion had changed dynasties every ninety to hundred and twenty years. As adways, the perceptionin
the outlying areas was that city life had softened the Prince into asoutherner. Pyrust’ sfather knew that
thisfate would destroy his dynasty, so he launched the attack on Helosunde. Not only did the successful
invasion make pride burn hotter and deeper in the hearts of his countrymen, but being constantly caught
between Turasynd and Hel osundian threats meant they had little time to think about weaknessin

Felarati.

Pyrust chuckled and looked at his maimed hand, corpse-white against the cold, black stone. Those
missing fingers had proven how hard he could be. While the hawk remained the symbol of Desairion, his
personal flags had two feathers clipped from the hawk’ sleft wing. Four of hisbest units claimed to have
hisfinger bonesin their headquarters, where they were revered and worshiped much as the bones of
great warriors were.

Felarati, the Dark City, spread out before him. Factories and forges bel ched black clouds full of red
sparksinto thear. Ther foul stink permested everything, muting even the finest of scents from the south.
It poisoned the air, tainted the food, and soured the wine. It tainted the snow that fell, and made the
Black River even darker asit entered the sea.

Pyrust saw no virtuein this state of hiscity, but neither did he see away to get away from it. Out therein
the factories, gyanridin worked on their inventions. Perhaps one of a hundred gyanrigot deviceswould
actudly work, and one of ahundred of those might be useful. He had reviewed plans for everything from
riverboats that would row themselvesto giant tripod figuresthat could carry troops, batter down city
walls, and resist every attack. Neither of those plans had come to fruition yet, but they would.

If I can afford to continue financing them. Deseirion had spirit the way Naenyr had gold, but it did
not spend as easily or go asfar. He had plenty of people traveling to the west to bring back thaumston
to power the devices, but the west was not kind, and the supplies returning to the capital were both scant



and cogily.

The Prince caught the scrape of boot on stone and knew it well. He aso knew he’ d not have heard i,
save that Delasonsa wished to announce her presence. He did not turn to face her but shifted to lean on
his elbows. “What do you have for me, Mother of Shadows?’

The croneremained in her hooded cloak and back in the dim recesses of the doorway. “Many things, my
Prince. Our whispering campaign among the Helosundiansisworking. They believe you will be forced to
draw your troops back, and they are massing to punish you. They wish to celebrate the New Year's
Fedtival in Mdeswin. They will attack and daughter anyone we leave behind, then sack the city.”

“Thisisvery good to know. This gives ustwo monthsto train more soldiers and organize its reconquest.
| will lead the counterattack. | want you to determine who will be leading the Helosundians into
Meleswin. On the eve of our attack, | will want the more popular of the leaders murdered, with blame
faling to one of the others. | want them at each other’ sthroats. Y ou' Il aso make certain that the stores
of wyrlu and rice beer are quite potent, so their troops will not be.”

“Of course, my lord.” She paused, drawing in awheezing breath. “I could arrange aplague aswell, or a
fungusin grain to drive them mad.”

“No, it must betheir own folly and factiond disarray that allows usto smash them. It will weaken their
dliances. And it needsto be amilitary victory, ese Cyron will forget we are wolves.”

“Yes, Highness. | have also had word of Keles Anturasi. He reached Asath and is bound for Gria. His
party isquite visble and moving dowly.”

“A deception.”

“Unquestionably. At the sametime he arrived, the locd authorities|lost adozen or so men in amidnight
battle. Four passengers did not continue to travel with the others from their riverboat. Two pairs. Keles
and aKeru traveling as Helosundians, or Keles and a xidantzu traveling asa priest and his dowager
aunt. We havelogt track of them, but should find them againin Gria”

Pyrust nodded. “If Keles dipped away from his decoy, then he has no way to communicate with
Moriande, save through his grandfather.”

“And transmission of information that way islimited, and there isno telling how much Qiro will passto
the Prince. Were Keles to pass messages through agents on the river, we would know, Highness. He has
not donethisso far.”

“Good. Thismeans Cyron does not know precisely what his circumstanceis, so cannot send support.
That heisplacing so vauable aperson in jeopardy is curious, which meansthe gain he perceivesisworth
therisk.”

The Desal Prince turned. “ Dispatch agroup of your finest operatives. | want Keles Anturas aive and
herein Felarati within the year.”

“Thisisnot what you wished for before.”

“I' know, but I need to have him more than just beholden to me. | wish himin my grasp. If the Stormwolf
issuccessful inits mission and Keles can be ransomed for those charts, it will mean moreto usthan his
willing cooperation. Moreover, the longer he spends with us, the more he will cometo like us. He may
never wish to leave.”



“Asyouwish, my lord.” Her voice lightened dightly. “ Do you wish meto conduct asurvey of the
comeliest daughters of your nobility and find ahalf dozen to tend him and tedl hisheart?’

“That will do nicdly, but only asafalback plan.” Pyrust smiled dowly. “Once | have him here | will show
him that he can do more for usthan his grandfather can do for Nalenyr. His grandfather is grest, but |
shal make him greater. Flattery, greed, and lust are the three weapons we shall use, and he will be won
to our cause. That, or there will be one less Anturas to plague me.”
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Sormwolf, Archurko

Ethg

Jorim Anturas watched as sailorsin one of the Stormwolf’ s boats pulled hard for the ship. As seen from
the ship, the landing party and villagers met peacefully. However, the urgency with which the sailors
returned suggested something unusud. The same breeze coming in from the ocean had prevented him
from hearing anything said on the idand, and would likewise have stolen the sailors words, so they just
rowed strongly.

The day after he' d been shown the copied chart at Nysant, he had been taken out to the site where the
origind drawing had appeared. His guide knew the way through the verdant rain forest intimately, and
Jorim had a sneaking suspicion the fellow made hisliving searching out and looting old Viruk ruins.
Severa hundred years back there had been a strong market for such thingsin Erumvirine, but tastes had
shifted away more recently. Still, the odd pieces often had magical powers attributed to them, despite all
evidenceto the contrary.

Thelast leg of thetrek involved dithering through ruins until he came to a chamber that had survived the
eonsrdatively intact. His guide, adender, swarthy fellow with anose which was much too large for his
face, hed atorch as Jorim studied the wall map. The chart he' d seen had just been an outline of the
drawing, and not rendered terribly accurately, whereas the original had been painted asamural inrich
blues. Mildew had eaten away at the edges, but something in the white paint used to depict the
Mountains of Iceressted it. The chain of idands, likewise rendered in white, stood out against the blue of
the ocean.

Jorim studied it carefully, then made a detailed drawing. He affected mild disinterest to counter his
guide' s growing enthusiasm. Retaining his composure was not easy, however, as things that had been
poorly rendered on the chart still retained their clarity on the wall, and he had worked hard to re-creste
them accurately on his drawing. What the other chart maker had taken aslines to indicate mountains or
squigglesthat wereriverswere in fact Soth symbolsfor Viruk words, and Jorim knew them well.

Theidand of Ethgi, off which they were anchored, had been the largest in the chain on the origina chart
and the only oneto have indications of a settlement. On that chart it appeared to have mountains that
ringed abay. The mural showed something different—aflat atoll with acircular reef. The Soth symbol
that had been taken for hastily drawn mountains really represented the old Viruk word eshjii. For the
Viruk it meant the idand was home to demons and aplace to be avoided at al costs.

Sailing down to it had been rdlatively uneventful, save that breezes came only lightly. Captain Gryst

exercised her crew endlesdy, drilling them on raising and lowering sails, clearing the decks for battle, and
conducting ahost of minor repairs. She forbade Jorim from even using the word “ demon” and from trying
to explain to the sailors what they might face at Ethgi—no matter that the name they were using for it was



the more recent pronunciation of the Viruk word.

What eshjii truly meant in the Viruk tongue was Fennych. In al histravels Jorim had never seen more
than one or two, and that was good. Singly or in pairs, the Fennych could be intelligent, amusing, even
charming—displaying skills at games, singing, dancing, and even smal contests of strength or dexterity.
They often featured as comical charactersin the stories of heroes, and Men tended to |ook upon their
appearance asagood sign.

For the Viruk, the Fenn were not comica. Though the tallest reached no more than three feet in height,
their burly bodies boasted disproportionate strength. In their most humanoid form they had sharp teeth,
keen-bladed retractable claws, acute vision and hearing, and ashort bristle of hair on their heads, usualy
grey, with dark black stripes or spots running through it. The Fenn had the ability, however, to change
shapeinto avariety of smal and medium-sized animas—never quite looking like adog, wolf, mountain
cat, bear, or badger, but amongrel mix of any two. More importantly to the Viruk, they had an insatiable
taste for Viruk flesh, a hardiness that made killing them very difficult, and when in a pack they became
ferd, vicious, and al but unstoppable. While they would gladly burrow into gravesto est the dead, they
were not beyond coursing and killing live prey—and it mattered not to them if it were male, femade, adullt,
or child.

Jorim had little doubt, given the animosity between Men and Viruk, why Fennych were seen favorably by
Men. When they got into a pack and changed to their more bestial forms, any affection they might have
had for humanity aso vanished. They just became part of avoracious horde that could chew a swath
through aforest, devouring anything that couldn’t get out of their way, beit plant, anima, or anything

dse

The boat reached the Stormwolf and Lieutenant Geressa Toron came up on to the wheel deck to report
to Captain Gryst. Though Anaeda s oppositein size and coloration, the two of them shared adevotion to
the ship and the sea that made them seem more alike than not. Geressaglanced at Jorim asif she
expected him to leave, but Anaeda shook her head.

“Report, Lieutenant. Master Anturas has aninterest in this.”

The dender woman nodded, the sunlight flashing gold highlightsinto her light brown hair. “Wewere
greeted warmly by the people, who are dl haf-starved. Most of them are fisherfolk who cast their nets
outside the bay, but never beyond sight of the idand. Othersraise some crops at the edge of the jungle.
They clear an area, farm until it produces no more, then clear another. They offer food and fish to the
forest spirits. The last severa years, the idand and seas have produced a bounty, but this year they did
not. Thelr fishing grounds yielded nothing, and the gardens did not get enough rain. And now they say the
forest spirits are angry and have killed people who have tried to clear more land.

“We were greeted warmly because the last time this cycle took place—I can't tell how long ago, but the
oldest person there claimed to be ahundred and three, and it was before she was born—a priest
prophesied that in the next time of terror, aship would arrive to carry them away. They believe the
Stormwolf isthat ship.”

Anaedawalked to therail and stared at the idand. “How many did they say they were?’
“Five hundred, but | think they werelying. | saw few children and fewer women of childbearing age.”
Anaedalooked at Jorim. “What do you think?’

“| suspect the good years meant the Fennych population grew swiftly. If thisisacycle, they’ ve been
through it before. If the Fenn attack in a pack, the settlement could be wiped out.” Jorim sighed. “Even if



their reported numbers are correct, it's not agroup the fleet can absorb. Manourished, and not having
any education or abilities beyond basic surviva skills, meanstheir chances e sewhere in the world would
besmal.”

The captain raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting we just let them die?”

“I"m suggesting nothing of the sort, but we can't let amythica prophecy create an obligation. If you think
about it, Captain, the people there had to have sailed here—either by themsdlves or in the holds of Viruk
ships. They know they can sail away, but they’ ve not tried it. We' re aweek and ahalf out of Nysant
under calm winds. They could have saved themselves aready if they wanted to. Instead, they arewaiting
to be saved, and had we not chanced on this voyage and that chart, we' d never have come here.”

Anaedasmiled dowly. “Y our point iswell-taken, but it does not solve the problem they face. We can't
take them with us, nor can we send them north to Nysant on one of our tenders. If we did take them
aboard, the crew would view them as bad omens. Worse yet, they might have diseases and, at the very
least, would eat far more than we can spare. To leave them behind, however, would have the crew
blaming any evil that befell us on their spirits. | need something | can do to help them. Haveyou a

uggestion?’

Jorim nodded. “1 do. I’ ve never seen aFenn pack in full rampage, but villagesin Ummummorar tell
stories of how they manage to keep the Fenn at bay. We' |l use up some of our supplies, but | think the
crew will understand.”

He glanced at the sky. “We have enough time before dusk to make the plan work. Captain, if you'll
order the Seawolf into Ethgi’ s harbor, we |l have the problem solved in no time.”

Jorim waited with a contingent of soldiersfrom the Stormwolf at the inland edges of Archurko. The
settlement was little more than a collection of mud huts and longhouses built from native bamboo. The
town had dug atrench and raised a breastwork long in the past, though new divers of sharpened
bamboo had been set in place. It would not have been enough to even dow the Fennych, since many
could leap to the top of the mound with ease, but the wall’ s fierce appearance gave people heart.

He' d been overjoyed when Captain Gryst gave him leave to accompany the expeditionary force onto the
idand. While the soldiers and sailors went about their duty, he spoke with the village eldersto learn more
about the settlement’ s history. It did not surprise him that the headman a so served asa priest of Quun,
the Bear. Followers of that god vaued steadfastness and continuity above all else, so would easily see
themselves bound by traditions and as part of cycles.

Severd things did surprise him, however. He asked for and was given samples of the fish they caught. He
eadly recognized them, but there were far fewer species than hewould have expected. Thetotal of
varieties he saw available were athird of those sold in Nysant and when he asked why other fish were
not eaten, his questions were answered with asmple, “Itisagainst our way.”

As he spoke to more people he discovered many things that were counter to their “way.” Sailing beyond
sght of theidand wasaviolation of religious law. The manufacture and consumption of acohaolic
beverageswas smilarly banned. Rdligious laws proscribed many things, narrowly focusing their liveson
things that were important and would alow them to survive.

Jorim dowly began to form apicturein hismind of what must have happened down through the eons.
The small settlement looked to itsreligious leadersfor direction during times of crises. A priest, or a
series of them, outlawed one thing and another. It could have been that during a particularly poor year for



grain, he forbade brewing. Conversdly a celébration where men drank to excess and arted fighting
might have resulted in the same ban. Similarly, cases of food poisoning linked to one type of fish might
have resulted in its banning, and the fear of shipsbeing lost in astorm when too far from the village might
have caused the laws about that to be born.

Instead of expanding and growing as a society should, this one contracted. Thewholeideaof a
society shrinking sent achill down hisspine. Hisentirelife, hisfamily’ s vocation was dedicated to
expanding society and its horizons. Removing the people from Ethgi would not only be logiticaly
impossible, it would destroy them. Nysant would be seen as a pit of vice and depravity—and he wasn't
sure he disagreed wholly with that—and the Ethgisti would flee back to their idand asfast asthey could.

Darkness had falen and silence stolen in save for the crackling of torch flames and the flutter of bats
wingsin the night. All the soldiers remained gtill, their eyes and ears straining. The breeze easly carried
their scent into the jungle, but it aso carried another scent. And that scent drew the Fennych asfire
drawsinsects.

The soldiers and sailors had not been happy when cask after cask of rice beer had been loaded into
boats and rowed to shore. The villagers carried it through Archurko and to the forest edge, wherethe
casks were buried to within afoot of their tops, then broken open. Jorim had no ideahow many Fenn
there might be, so he' d had twenty casks shipped out, and the expedition’ s personnel mourned each one
asif it were asweetheart.

He had hoped rice beer would work, for in Ummummorar avariety of fruits and roots were mashed up
and alowed to ferment in preparation for what was known to be prime Fennych season. When it passed
without danger, the villagers consumed the mixturein an orgy of drunken joy. If danger did present itself,
the potent liquor was poured into troughs made from split and hollowed logs.

Trueto the Ummummoraran tales, the idand Fennych approached the acohol cautioudy. Jorim could
barely make out the singleindividua crawling forward to reach the first cask. About the size of asmall
bear, but with along tail and tufted ears, it dipped apaw into the rice beer, then licked. It growled, then
tried abit more, before grabbing the edge of the cask with both paws and plunging its head fully intoit.

Inlesstimethan it took for bubblesto rise from the first Fennych’s splash, others poured from the forest
and went for the beer. Some dived in and splashed, others crowded around, muzzles sunk deep, while
yet othersjostled and pushed like puppies searching for ateat. A few fought for possession of acask,
then broke apart, little harm done, to chase other interlopers away from their prize.

Snaps and snarlsfilled the air, followed by long howls that sounded mournful. Asthe din died down and
the owl-moon’ s face shone over the scene, furry, barrel-chested creatureslay al around the casks,
twitching and snoring, staggering afew steps and faling. Severa poked their unconscious comrades,
prodding them to get up, but gradualy succumbed to drink and gravity.

When Captain Gryst deemed dl to be safe, the people of the Stormwolf |eft the breastworks and
approached the horde of drunken monsters. Jorim made certain he was out in front and reached them
first. They’ d not begun to revert to their more docile form, but they hardly seemed threatening. He
checked first one, then another, looking at their teeth and paws, and after looking over ahalf dozen,
settled on the third one hel d inspected.

Herolled the young mae onto his somach, then lifted him by the scruff of hisneck. “ Thisonewill do,
Captain.”

Anaeda nodded. “ Slaughter the rest of them, then report back to the ship.”



A sergeant with the Sea Dragons |ooked at her. “Begging your pardon, Captain—"
“Yes, Sergeant Solok?’

“Thiskillingislikely to be thirsty work, Captain.” The man smiled as his men fell to butchering the
deeping Fenns. “ Be ashame to waste what' s left of the beer.”
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Telarunde, Solaeth

Had the Stuation they’ d discovered in the small town of Telarunde not been so potentialy explosive,
Moraven Tolo might have laughed. Asit was, he shot ahand out to restrain Ciras. Tyressa had the good
graceto look at him before she chose to do anything. Keles Anturas just reined his horseto astop, then
squinted and studied the town square asif trying to clear hismind of the fog that sometimes consumed
him.

The journey from Asath to the coast of the Dark Sea had gone quickly. They decided to avoid Grig, so
Moraven led them northeast to a cove where smugglers plied their trade. The smugglers were not choosy
about cargo, and accepted their horses as partia payment of passage. They’ d often transported
xidantzu and did not mind having onein their debt. Moraven had employed this family before and found
one of their virtueswas that they had a very short memory span, save for good friends.

The passage to Eoloth went quickly and uncharacteristically smoothly. They saw no pirates and had no
foul weather. The food, which was served very sdty and cold, made them long for the rancid rations on
the Catfish, but within three daysthey’ d quit the ship and entered Solaeth’ slargest city.

Eoloth’ s buildings rose to three and four stories, despite being made of mud bricks that were then
stuccoed over and whitewashed. The people actually took pride in their homes and regularly decorated
them with verses scripted in bright paint surrounding doors and windows, or with painted-on ivy that
could never have survived in the cool, dry climate. The brightest colors and most exotic images adorned
the wealthier homes, though neither Keles nor Ciras thought much of what the Eolothans counted as
wedlth.

Thetwo of them shared many characteristics born of an early life of privilege. Cirasremained very
precisein action and ritual. He even continued to be well-mannered despite being hot, tired, and
hungry—a state that was nearly congtant in the ship’ s cramped, damp quarters. Moraven admired his
stubbornness and unwillingness to compromise unless there was atactica advantage.

Keeslikewise found the hardships trying, but remained game and made the best of things. Moraven had
been led to believe Keleswas smart, but the young man did make a number of errors. They were not
congstent, but smilar in nature. Part of the time he seemed to bein afog, and severa days complained of
waking with a headache asif he' d spent the previous night drinking.



Tyressaintrigued Moraven because she possessed adiscipline that belied her age and clearly had been
well trained, but was more than willing to listen to hisideas about how they might accomplish their
missions. Usually warriors associated with anation or particular noble house looked down on xidantzu
—thinking them too independent to be worthy of hire. Tyressa seemed to put that al aside, save where
Kedes safety might be jeopardized.

Once they’ d bypassed Gria, Tyressa had opened the sealed orders she' d been carrying. She passed a
message to Moraven, then read through the remaining documents. After a second read, she turned them
over to Keles. He read them, frowned, and dumped back against the boat’ s hull. “ Thisis going to be
difficult.”

Moraven had smiled. “That would be true of any misson out here. Thisjust makesit more curious.”

The Prince’ s message had expanded Keles' mission by adding two additional tasks. First, he wasto help
Moraven in locating possible caches of wegpons from the time before the Cataclysm. He wasto make
exact maps of their locations and not communicate any of that information to anyone, even his
grandfather. That latter instruction had confused Keles, but he agreed to it, noting, “It just means|’ll have
to have lots more thingsto give him, so hewon’t go looking for stuff.”

The second thing the Prince asked him to do wasto help find Borosan Gryst. Keles knew who that was
and brightened at the prospect of meeting him. Keles started to explain about something Gryst might be
carrying, but then grew quiet. Everyonein the group noticed his reluctance to explain further, but no one
cared, sncethey’ d undoubtedly learn what it wasiif they ever found Gryst.

The message to Moraven, penned by the Prince himsalf, had been separately seded. “ Grystis
paramount. All €lse mattersnot.” Moraven had read it, then burned it saying, “The Prince wishes us luck.
Il let the gods read the message of luck in the smoke, and we shdl have help on our journey.”

The others accepted his not having let them read the message themsalves. He didn't like Prince Cyron's
subordinating their effortsto the locating of one man, but leaders dways put their concernsfirst. The
implication in the message had not been subtle at dl: the others could die or be murdered aslong as
Borosan Gryst was returned to Moriande.

Moraven fdt achill ripple down hisback. There had once been atime when he' d thought of livesin such
acasuad manner and he was glad he had changed. Killing the men at Asath had been necessitated by the
fact that survivors would have summoned more help. Ther pursuit might have continued even into
Solaeth or, more likely, would have drawn unwanted attention to the four of them.

The deaths in Asath will barely merit a mention to the Prince. Moraven wished Cyron would have
the chance to see the true value of an individud life, but he doubted it. The scale of the problemsthe
Prince had to ded with, and the fact that his ministersinsulated him from the gory redlities of life, meant
he never would have that chance. It was a pity, but was dso likely the only way the Prince could acquit
his respongbilitiesto the nation.

Moraven considered this and other things asthey rode. Thank the gods I’ ve not been placed in those
same straits. Even asthat ideaoccurred to him, acarrion crow’ s piercing cry mocked him.

Solaeth had only ever been afrontier province and never truly afull part of the Empire. Very littlein the
way of Imperial influence could be seen in the architecture or the tangle of aleys and roads that threaded
through the city. Warlords had long since divided the nation, though they sent representativesto aruling
council in Eoloth, keegping up the pretense that it was anation and that the High Governor actualy ruled



it.

What struck Moraven as the greatest departure from Imperial influence was the preponderance of
devices created through gyanri. He had seen the blue lightsthat glowed at night in the larger citiesand
knew them to be very expensive, but here the same blue light glowed from brooches or the pommels of
decorative swords. He had no doubt that the light would not last very long, for the thaumston to power
it came dear, but these people used as trinkets what the finest people of Moriande could only dream of
owning.

The sheer volume of gyanri product did make entering a discussion about it easy. Moraven and the
others had no trouble gppearing wide-eyed with amazement at the thingsthey saw. Carefully they were
ableto turn the resulting discussionstoward Gryst, and after aday had been pointed in the right direction.
They traveled dmost due north out of Eoloth, bound for the small town of Telarunde.

Telarunde had sent people to the capitd to seek help. Thevillagelay at the foot of a mountain containing
theruinsof an old citadel. A cresture, said to be of the Ixae Yllag, had taken up resdencein the ruins
and regularly preyed on cows, goats, sheep, and the occasional shepherd. It had become more
emboldened in the dry summer, and carried off far more than it had before. The villagers were afraid that
it might be feeding a brood.

Borosan Gry<, with awagonful of his gyanri inventions, had headed off to destroy the beast. HE d said
it was on hisway to Dolosan anyway, and he would be happy to help. He' d gone with the town’s
representatives, and everyone who had related the story to them in Eoloth was pretty certain it would not
have abard’ s-tale ending where everyone lived happily ever after.

How true their predictions were. Moraven smiled in spite of himself as he watched the villagers
working hard in the town square. They were piling bundles of sticks, bales of straw, and even the
occasional broken piece of furniture onto a heap. They muttered as they worked, with an occasional
sharp outburst shocking everyone to silence—a silence that was then filled with murmurs of agreement.

At the center of thispile, bound to athick stake with thick ropes, was Borosan Gryst. At least Moraven
took him to be Gryst, for he had the man’ s reddish-brown hair, and his eyes did appear to be
mismatched blue and hazel. He d not been described as being too tal, and the ropes, despite being snug,
did dlow his paunch to show. The match to the description was enough for Moraven to fed confident in
hisidentification, but when the man spoke, that cinched it.

Exasperation colored his every word. “No, no, why won't you listen to me? The bundles of sticks
should be closest to the stake and angled up. Point them at my knees. The kindling goes under them. Y ou
hold that other, bigger wood back because it will take much longer to burn, and it' s mostly hardwood. It
will burn dowly. Y ou want softer wood, so it will burn hotter. Listen to me. Do you want your fireto be
efficient or not?’

The response from the crowd indicated their wishes ran to the contrary. His exhortations just made them
work harder, piling things higher and in amaost haphazard manner. Plead though he might with them, they
refused to pay him any heed. “ Save your bregth for screaming, you fool!” one man shouted.

“Told you we should have gagged him first,” remonstrated another.

Moraven spurred his horse forward and raised hisvoice. “ Good people of Telarunde, my companions
and | are curious. What are you doing?’

“They’ re building awhoally inefficient fire. Thiswill take an hour to do what could be accomplished in tens
of minutes, with lesswood wasted!”



The swordsman held ahand up. “If you don’t mind, Master Gry<, | understand your thoughtsin this
matter. My wish isto learn how you came to be lecturing these good people on how to build afire”

An older man, the one who had extolled the virtue of agag, squinted up at Moraven. “I’ll tell you and
gladly. He come here and said he' d kill the monster in the mountain. He put one thing here, another there,
and another until he had things al over, then he put them together into something round as a cookpot and
pointed it at the fortress and sent it rolling off like it was ahound after afox. He said that would take care
of it and we al celebrated.”

He pointed at alonghouse toward the north edge of town. The northernmost third of the thatched roof
was missing, and Moraven guessed much of the back wall was gone aswell. “We were ditting in there,
thanking him and praising the gods for our good fortune, when the monster came and ripped the
longhouse open. It grabbed aman or three—full-growed men, not boyslike in the fields—and hied off
for itslair. Now he said it would take time, and we gave him time, but a deadline was set, and now this
firewill beset.”

Moraven shook hisheed. “I would not light the fire yet, were | you, for Borosan Gryst kept faith with
yw.”

The old man’ sface screwed up sourly. “Y ou’ re not from around here, and we don’t like being tricked by
strangers. We aready have been tricked once. Speak plain. We ve wood aplenty.”

The swordsman gave Gryst ahard stare that silenced him. “ The device he employed works in many
ways. It went to thefortress. It found the beast. It redlized the beast was more than it could dedl with, so
amessage went out to me. | have come with my companionsto help it complete itswork.”

The villagers around the old man watched as he tried to figure out whether to believe Moraven or not.
Flickers of emotion stole over hisface, and for a second Moraven thought he'd won. Thenthe man's
expression darkened and he opened his mouth to spesk.

He never said aword, however, for Keles Anturas did from the saddle and pointed toward the fortress.
“Without adoubt, that’ s the Fortress of Xoncyr. It' sjust like the other one said. That’ swhere hissister
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The old man blinked. “What other one?’

Tyressarode up and leaned forward in the saddle. “ The other creasture we destroyed. Borosan hereis
our scout. Y ou can't imagine we d have come without a scout, can you? We d have been here fagter,
but the last one was her older brother, and his bride had just laid a clutch of adozen eggs, so both were
very determined.”

The villagers began to murmur among themsalves, but the old man refused to be fooled. “Y ou don't look
likeyou' vebeeninnofight.”

Ciras spoke softly. “It was not the fight that delayed us. It was laying to rest the five of our comrades
who were dain. We were once nine.”

The invocation of nine had the desired effect. Some people grabbed the old man and others sarted
tearing gpart the bonfire. One even asked Borosan if there was an efficient way to remove wood, and he
happily offered advice.

Moraven looked down at the village' s leader. “If you would show us the destruction done and let us
confer with our comrade, we will determine how best to proceed.”



“Yes, of course.” The old man held hishands up. “Y ou wait right here. I'll get everything ready for you.”
Asthe old man ran off, Keles came closer and looked up. “We get Gryst and go, right?’
Moraven shook his head. “We bought Master Gryst’ s freedom with apromise.”

Kedes eyesgrew wide. “You're not joking, are you? Y ou’ re going to go up there and kill whatever that
monder is?’

“Me, no.”
The cartographer smiled. “ Good to hear that.”

“No, I'm not going to do it, Keles.” Moraven smiled. “We're all goingtodoit.”
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Prince Cyron sat on histhrone, again encumbered by the suffocating robes of state. Between him and the
doorway ran ared carpet, edged in purple, but barely wide enough thistime for one man to walk down
it. A stretch of blond wood remained visible between its edges and the pillars, which was why the two
ministerswho knélt on either side of it, at hisfeet, were allowed to be in the center of the chamber. Had
either of them or their robes even accidentdly touched the carpet, he could have ordered their deaths.

He did not smile as he recalled the story of an emperor who had once combed a hated and grasping
minister’ srobeto find purple fibers on it. Whether or not they had been there or planted by the Emperor
himself in the brigtles of the brush used, no one knew. Cyron doubted he would ever go to those lengths
to rid himself of an annoyance, but some days he found himsdlf sorely tempted.

Hisown Minigter of Harmony, Pelut Vnid, kndt at hisright hand. As befitted the man’slineage and
gation, his blue robe had studious dragons coiled back and breast, while purple trimmed each hem. Vnid
was not his most senior minister, but had risen to the powerful position of Harmony through hiswiles and
the fact that he seldom remonstrated with the Prince about matters of form over substance. This meeting,
however, had been one of those times and had set Cyron’ stemper dowly boailing.

Acrossfrom him knelt Helosunde' s Minister of Foreign Relations, Koir Y oram. Even younger than the
Prince himsdf, Koir had the fiery spirit of arefugee who wished nothing more than the complete
liberation of hishomeland and the restoration of his nation. The fervency with which he wished this|eft
him trembling whenever he was given news he did not like hearing. Much had happened since the
Fedtivad that did not please him and, Cyron was certain, he' d badgered his Magter into letting him
approach the throne with demands.



Pelut had given vent to hisirritation in explaining thingsto Cyron—lessto reved histruefedingsthanto
show Cyron why this audience was necessary. Bureaucrats evidenced odd patriotism because they
fought more to protect the structures that kept them in place than they did to defend their nation against
predation or outrage. Koir’ s request for an audience had come far too abruptly and on too high alevel to
be tolerated.

Cyron had findly consented to the audience because it was expedient. He was more than happy to fund
Helosundian military options, for it was better to shed the blood of mercenariesthan that of hisown
people. The difficulty was that these mercenaries didn’t think of themselves as such. They actudly thought
they were anation and should have asay in their own affairs. Moreover, they saw themselves asfull alies
of Naenyr, not paupers begging dms, and therefore entitled to advise the Prince and consent on any
policiesthat affected them.

Pelut Vnid’ s hands pressed flat againg histhighs. “Y ou will find, Minister, we never intended to keep
news of rice shipments to Deseirion hidden from you. Reports were communicated to your subordinates.
We apologize that the incorrect cover obscured their true nature, causing them to be set aside. New
reports, updated reports, have since been sent, with the correct covers and under my sed.”

Koir bowed hishead. The man’s green robe had gold hounds embroidered on it, but nothing to indicate
that these dogs lived at the sufferance of the Naeni Dragon. And to think that purple fibers would
show up so brightly against that emerald silk. Koir had dressed to show disrespect and dl three of
them knew it, but they aso knew that to take notice and react would be avictory for him.

“Minigter, your attention to detail pleases us. The question we have concernsthisaid being given to our
mutua enemy, a atime when heis most wesk. For the first timein enneads we are poised to drive him
from Helosunde. The grain makes his soldiers stronger. And at the same time you have dowed delivery
of suppliesto us. We do not understand this strategy.”

Cyron conscioudy controlled his breething. The Helosundians had yet to agree on an heir to the last
Prince—whose only talent, it seemed, was siring children on everyone but hiswife. Then again, I’ ve
met his widow and found her so disagreeable that | would sooner become a monk than lie with
her. The bureaucrats had formed a committee to decide which of the Prince' s bastards should lead
Helosunde, as much to preserve their positions asto remove any claim to legitimate rule on her part. This
embittered the widow even more, making a political marriage to her yet more unthinkablein Cyron's
mind.

The Ndeni Minister of State kept his voice low. “ The shipments of grain are not to the Desel troops.
They go to the people.”

“But, Minigter, you would acknowledge that Pyrust draws from his peopl€’ s storesto feed histroops.”

“Of course. We assumed thiswould happen. Pallid Desai ricefillsthe bellies of troops, while our golden
rice goesto the Desal people. Do you suppose they do not know where it comes from? They do, and
they know whom to thank when their ders and their children survive. They will see Nalenyr astheland
of gold.”

“Which will prompt them to join Pyrust when he commands them to move south to take what you give.
They will pour through Helosunde to get it. We will be unable to stop them, for our warriors are hobbled.
Our requests have been reasonable.”

Pelut nodded thoughtfully. “Reasonable, yes, but for offense, not defense. Y ou are planning an attack
agang Mdeswin.”



Koir'slower lip trembled, betraying his surprise at both the information Pelut possessed and his
willingnessto ddliver it bluntly. By rights there should have been much more time wasted pedling back
layer after layer of motivation until Koir expressed his desireto drive the Desal from what had been
Helosunde sthird largest city.

“Our agents have learned that, in response to demands made upon him by your own Prince Cyron,
Pyrust will withdraw histroops from Meeswin. We plan to take the city back, freeing our people.”

Cyron knew that for alie. Meleswin had long ago spawned atwin Dessi city on the north bank of the
Black River. Sinceits conquest, the Helosundian population had been driven from it and the Desal
leaders had transplanted their own people. Meeswin was now more aDesal city than aHelosundian
one. Any conquest of it would result in abloodletting that Pyrust could not help but respond to.

“Minigter Y oram, the court has given as much study as possible to this Situation.” Pelut pressed his hands
together. “It isbelieved that any strike againgt Meeswin isill-advised. We cannot support it.”

Koir did not even attempt to control his outrage. *'Y ou mean to say you will not permit it.”
“That isyour choice of words. Mine were chosen with care to their meaning.”

“Might | remind the minister that Helosunde is a sovereign state with every right of sdf-defense and every
right to pursue its national saf-interest. Reestablishing its power over territory stolen by greedy
interlopersis but one of the waysin which we defend oursalves. Moreover, the stronger we are, the less
of athreat the Desal poseto you.”

With aflick of hiswrigt, Cyron snapped open thefanin hisright hand. A golden dragon on afield of
purple unfurled on the crescent and hid hisface from hiseyesdown. “ * And the Master said, “ The dog
awaits his master’ s pleasure and is rewarded. Impotent barks breed only displeasure.” ”

Koair gtiffened sharply, and Pelut covered his shock aswell. Had the meeting gone as scripted, Cyron
would have said nothing, remaining impassive and unmoved throughout. By hiding behind hisfan hewas
not to be noticed, and though they both heard his Urmyrian quote, manners demanded they had to deny
he had spoken. At the same time they were required to heed him.

The Helosundian' s blue eyes blazed furioudy, but he said nothing for aslong asit took Cyron to closethe
fan. “Heosunde seesits duty to Naenyr to be as sacred asit isto its own people. We have not forgotten
the many kindnesses of the Naleni people. We are willing to interpose oursel ves between the noble
Naleni and the vile Desal, even as the Keru impose themseal ves between Prince Cyron and his enemies.”

Pdlut alowed hiseyesto hdf close. “Naenyr would never forbid Helosunde from any action
Helosunde' s prince deemed necessary, but this matter of Meleswin is one in which we urge extreme
caution and ddliberation.”

Theflicker of Koir's eyes betrayed histhoughts. Pelut had told him that Nalenyr would back the decison
of aHelosundian prince. Thiswould force the bureaucracy to come to adecision about an heir before
they would authorize the attack. The wrangling over the heir might take monthsif not years, and the
urgency of the attack would pass.

That, or all will be donein haste and disaster will result.

Cyron smothered the desire to shake his head. Had Pyrust been in his place, he' d have exploded off the
throne and likely kicked the insolence out of Koir. Probably have to kick him to death to do that.
While akick or two would be gratifying, Cyron would have just as soon bribed Koir and hisfellow



minigtersto do nothing. Unfortunately, they would have taken his gold, then used it to fund their plan, the
whole time conspiring with his own ministersto keep the results of any disaster secret.

Koir bowed, but not low enough for his head to touch the carpet. “ The dragon’ s wisdom and friendship
isthe greatest treasure of the Helosundian people. | shal withdraw and share it with my leaders. May the
Strength of the Nine continue to enrich the Komyr House.”

The Hdlosundian minister rose and backed from the room. Pelut watched him go. He then turned to
Cyron and bowed. “He iswhere we desire him to be.”

Cyron snorted. “Committed to doing nothing, or speeding forward on acourse that will creste more
problems? Mdeswin isadisaster in the offing. If they cannot seeit isa Desai trap, they are supid. | can
only hope Koir leadsthe horde into the city.”

“Unlikely, Highness”

“I know, which meanstheir brave die and their idiots remain.” Cyron again snapped open hisfan, cutting
off any further discussion. “ A dragon weeps, not of disgust, but pity for courage spent worthlesdy.”
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Stormwolf, in the South Seas

Only two-thirds of aweek out of Archurko and Jorim redlized he' d learned far more about the Fennych
than any other source in the world—at least, any human source. He had no doubt the Viruk knew alot
about them, but he hardly expected their reports to be without bias. He watched the creature carefully,
keeping it with him congtantly for thefirgt three days, then letting it wander from his side once Captain
Gryst became convinced it would cause no mayhem.

Jorim had encountered crestures, like the rainbow-lizard, which would shift color soit could fit in with its
background. The Fenn seemed able to do so with his shape and even personality. Isolated from his
species, the Fenn immediately began to adapt to life among humans. He took on more human
proportions, though his head, eyes, and earsremained large. In fact, according to measurements Jorim
took, his head, orbita cavities, and eyes actualy grew larger.

Jorim had explained it to lesol rather smply. “He exhibits amarked degree of neoteny—he' smodding
himsdlf after ahuman child because that’ s what invokes our most protective ingtincts.”

“But we have no children on board.”

“That strue, but the overlarge head and large eyes are common for infants of most species.” Jorim
nodded as the Fenn legped from asquat and swatted at a cable-end being dangled playfully by asailor.
“Likewise such play behavior iscommon. He sdowly being socidized in the ways of Men, and being
cute means he gets atention, avoids harm, and getsfed.”



It came down to much more than smpleimitative behavior, however, for fairly quickly the Fenn began to
gpeak. He showed a preternaturd ability for discerning and discriminating sounds—and Jorim thought
this might have been one of the reasons his ears actudly got bigger even though they were decidedly not
human. Syntax seemed irrelevant to him, but he devel oped an insatiable desire to know the “ nama’ of
everything and everyone. “ Jimanama,” followed by the sound of a paw patting something, became so
common that Jorim found himsalf answvering in hisdeep.

Thelearning of language clearly was an adaptive skill, and the fact that the Fenn was able to attach
meaning to more conceptua words provided abig clue asto hisleved of inteligence. After severd days,
the Fenn provided hisown “nama,” by patting his chest and announcing “ Shimik.” Shimik often mumbled
to himsdf in amelodious language, but resisted any of Jorim’ s entreatiesto share words.

Shimik did learn very quickly what behavior was and was not alowed, such aswaking folksfrom a
sound deep or interfering with people at work. He likewise picked up language from bel owdecks and
incorporated it into hisvocabulary. Thus anything broken or bad became “dunga.” Being able to provoke
laughter was quickly rewarded, so he became something of a clown, though he turned those antics of f
when he joined Jorim in his cabin and Jorim needed silence to take measurements, record data, or
communicate with Qiro.

Despite having had less than aweek to study Shimik, Jorim drew conclusions about the creature that
explained how it could be so docile away from others of itskind, so intelligent, and yet become bestia in
acommunity. While done, Shimik remained so compliant that Jorim could force his mouth open, sudy
histeeth, or expose his claws without so much as agrowl. The offensive wegpons that made the Fenn
capable of attacking and killing aViruk warrior were till present, just not used.

What he decided was that the Fenn were inordinately intelligent and crestureswell suited to livingina
society. When away from their own kind they felt extremely vulnerable, and with good cause, Sncea
lone Fenn was unlikely to be able to defeet alot of creatures—and certainly not aViruk. In aFennych
mob, however, they had little to fear. Their numbers could overwhelm amost anything, and the chances
of any one of them being singled out and killed dropped with each new Fenn added to the group. When
abunch of them came together, the need for intelligence fled and they just acted and reacted together.

What he assumed happened on Ethgi was smple. Under norma circumstances, Fennych probably had
their own separate ranges and remained relaively solitary. They obvioudy found members of the
opposite sex for breeding, and he wondered agreat deal about the size of litters and the like. Thekits,
when old enough, would spread out and find their own ranges, but as more of them grew up, the
population expanded and forced them into closer company with each other. A mob would form and go
rambling off, killing things and pushing into anew areawhere they could spread out again. Thewhole
process would begin anew, with the time between mobbing determined by food supplies, loca predators,
and other factors that would limit population growth. On Ethgi there was no place to go saveinto the
village, and no prey to be had but villagers, which resulted in the Situation in which the Stor mwol f had
intervened.

Studying Shimik and taking navigationa readings provided Jorim with something to do. Had he not had
the Fenn to watch, he likely would have gone mad, for there waslittle else for him to do. The Sormwolf
sailed south, looking to catch acurrent running east. Asthey went, they looked for theidandsin the
chain, but had little success. Thisfrustrated him because the Soth chart had seemed promising. They’d
found Ethgi withit, after all.

Captain Gryst was more inclined to dismiss the absence of idands. She stood with Jorim at the &ft rail on
the whed deck, studying the faintly luminescent wake of the ship asthe sun dowly s&t. “ There are various
explanationsfor why the idands aren’t here, Jorim. That map was over three thousand years old. What



were indicated asidands may have been aolls exposed at atime when the seawas at alower level. And
we have no indication the Viruk understood more about longitude than we do, so they could be leagues
away from where we expect to find them.”

Jorim shook his head. “Y ou might as well say some god reached down, scooped them up, and moved
them somewhere else. They should be there. The arc wasright on the map for achain of idands. Maybe
they were old volcanoes or something.”

“Maybe they were just legendsto the Viruk, much as the Mountains of Ice arelegendsto us.”

“Y ou don’'t mean that.” Jorim cocked an eyebrow at her and turned to look south past the prow.
“They'rethere”

“How do you know, Master Anturasi?’

“It standsto reason. If one goes north, through the Turca Wastes and beyond, you cometo aland of ice.
It makes sense that the same conditions would exist south. That, coupled with the legends, indicate the
Mountains of Icewill bethere.”

Shimik, whose fur had grown shorter and had taken on the honey-gold hue of the oak deck, loped over,
then held his paws up to Jorim. “ Jimauppauppa.” Thelittle fingerstwitched and Jorim lifted him up lest
claws appear and he start to climb.

Anaeda smiled as the Fenn waved ahand at her. “1 find you quite curious, Master Anturasi. Y ou are here
taking measurements so we can define the world and know it better. Y ou are studying this Fenn very
carefully and recording what you learn. Y ou similarly sketch the fish we catch, draw birds we see, map
out the congtd lationsthat are not visible from Moriande, yet you alow yoursdf to believe in aland where
the mountains are made of ice based on nothing more than fanciful storiesfrom atime of heroes. How do
you reconcile such things?’

The sea breeze made his braids float and Shimik tried to catch onein his paws. “I’m not certain, Captain,
that | need to reconcile those things. There are plenty of people who livein mountain valeyswho are
certain theworld isflat and the sky abowl over it. They are doubtlessly convinced that we' ve aready
sailed off the edge of the earth.

“But | believe the mountains are there, and | know why. In part it’sthe stories |’ ve heard. All the ancient
maps show them. As| said before, if we have aland of icein the north, why not the south? And the
measurements I’ ve taken show it’ s getting colder. Many of the birds and fish I’ ve seen resemble thosein
the colder climesto the north. It stands to reason that the Mountains of Ice exist.”

“I accept your reasoning, but where do you draw the line?” A smiletwisted her lips. “ There are those
who believe that, beyond the mountains, there is ahole that is the entrance to the Underworld. If you
venture in there, you can find al the wedlth that is sacrificed and sent to our ancestors. Y ou can bet that if
we find the mountains, there will be those who want to make the trek beyond them.”

Jorim shook hishead. “I know the legend, but | put as much faith in that as| do the idea that Empress
Cyrsawill return from the west when the Land of Nine Princesisthreatened. Theideathat she and her
surviving heroes are just degping makes no sense. There' sno information to support it. When shedidn’t
come back, folks started that story to make themsalves fedl good. Times were so bad they wanted alittle
hope, so they made up asavior who would return if things got worse.”

She nodded. “ That very well could be what happened. Or, she is out there, waiting.”



“Why, Captain, I’ d not thought you would allow yoursdf to believe in such supertition.”

Anaeda s eyes narrowed. “Don't limit yoursdlf for the sake of making apoint. Y ou were quite clear in
amassing the evidence that leads you to conclude that the Mountains of Ice exist. Thereis moreto
suggest that Empress Cyrsa existed and might yet exist. We both know that the jaecai aresaid to live
longer lives. We know she and her warriors were present at the spawning of the Cataclysm, in which
great amounts of magical energy were released. Y ou’ ve seen the changes it made in the world.

“Think about it, Master Anturas. Outside many villages there are circlesin which swordsmen engagein
their duels, and where two jaecai have met, magica energy isreleased. In some of those circles, the
ravages of winter are never seen, and in others the snow that fals never melts even in the heat of the
summer. Thus magic can clearly preserve aswell as destroy, so why isit not acceptable to believe sheis
preserved aswell?’

“That’ savery good point, Captain.” Jorim looked a Shimik. “Y ou are very heavy, and the evidence
pointsto your needing exercise. Earn kegpa, Shimik.”

With aghriek of delight, the Fenn legped from his arms and scampered off, legping therail to the main
deck and disappearing down the nearest hatch, bound for the bowels of the ship. One of the few reasons
Captain Gryst had dlowed him to travel aone was because hetook pleasure in ratting, and proved far
better at it than any of the dogs brought on board for that purpose.

“Again, you make avery good point. She could be out there.” He folded his arms across his chest.
“Why areyou bringing thisup?’

She leaned againgt the railing and kept her voice low. “1 read your reports and add bits and pieces of
them to the log. | read the measurements you' re taking and compare them to my own. We agree, for the
most part, on things. Asmuch as| tdll you our inability to find the idands means nothing, | find something
disquieting about it.”

“Meaning?

Anaedaexhaed dowly. “I1dands don’t just vanish. We could have missed them—just sailed past in the
night—but we' re not traveling so fast that we would have missed dl signs of them. We' d see clouds over
them, or bits of wood drifting. Something would be out here.”

“So we have no empirica evidence for having missed them, but that means nothing.” Jorim kept hisvoice
low. “It'ssomething dse, ign't it? Something thet isn't as subgtantia.”

“I have been on aship for over eighteen years, dmost twenty-seven. I’ ve seen alot, and something odd
ison thewind. Thereis something out there that isn’t right. It could be your Mountains of Ice, but it could
be something e se”

Jorim frowned. “Do you think we ve sailed into an area, say, where some huge, prehistoric naval
engagement was fought and magic lingers?’

“I don’t know. That could be one explanation. Just as easy isthat magic flowsin currentsjust like water,
and we are caught in acrosscurrent of it.” She shrugged. “1t could be something else entirely. | am seeing
no ill effects on the crew, and we have plenty of supplies, and our measurements indicate we are moving
south steadily. It isjust something | can't explain, and, as such, it does pose athrest to the fleet. And |
don't likethreatsto my fleet.”

“I don't blame you.” Jorim thought for amoment, then nodded. “I don’t think my grandfather would be



much help if | asked him about this. It stoo bad my brother isv't here. HE' s the one who remembers al
thefolklore of old. He' d know if something had happened.”

“Seewhat you can remember. | would appreciate any indghts possible” She straightened up and looked
him in the eyes. “Needless to say, you speak to no one about this. Not even lesol.”

Jorim smiled. “'Y ou don't want the benefits of Urmyr’ swisdom on this point?”

“I’m not that desperate yet. We |l see what we can come up with before widening the circle of people
involved in this. Anything odd could upset the crew, and if we are looking at trouble, | want them with
Llsl”

Jorim smiled ever so dightly. “That’ swhy you'reletting Shimik run around? Asadigtraction?

“No, actudly | likethat hekillsrats. And | like that the crew sees him asagood omen. They believein
these talismans of good luck and, before thisjourney isended, that belief will be serioudy tested.”
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Telarunde, Solaeth

Asthey madetheir way up the mountainsde to the shattered Fortress of Xoncyr, theirony that his
brother would have gladly been trooping off to destroy this monster was not lost on Keles Anturasi.
Jorim wouldn’t have needed anyone el se to accompany him, and he' d come back having dain the
cresture aseasly asaleef fdlsfromatree. It would be another of his grand adventures, which
would enrage Grandfather and earn him the admiration of the flower of the nobility.

He smiled, trudging behind Ciras. That he was unsuited to such an adventure was a point Tyressa had
made to Moraven Tolo earlier in the morning. She' d pointed to Keles and Borosan and said, “ Thetwo
of them should remain here while we take care of the cresture.”

Borosan, who had spent most of the morning tinkering with asmall metal ball that had been pieced
together from bits and piecesin abig leather satchel, raised his head and blinked. “Under no
circumstances.”

The Keru had smiled and squatted. “I appreciate that you came out hereto try to rid Telarunde of this
creature, but your effort failed.”

“Noitdidn’'t.” Borosan set his handwork down and pointed to the ruins of what the locals called
Dorunkun. “My thanaton isup there already. If it has not killed the cregture yet, it is because it has not
figured out how to do it.”

Before anyone could ask what a thanaton was, Borosan took up hisball again, pushed one pand aside,
twisted something inside, and tossed the ball underhanded toward the center of their hut’ sdirt floor. It
bounced once, then four metal legs popped out. It scuttled to the left, turned, then acircleirised open. A



high-pitched thrum sounded, then arat squedled, stuck to the wall with afinger-length metal dart impaing
it.

Ciraslegped up and half drew his sword. The smal device retracted itslegs and lay there, inert and
unthreatening. Moraven studied the bal for amoment or two, exchanged glanceswith Tyressa, then
bowed his head toward the gyanridin. “The thanaton you sent up thereislarger?’

“Much. | built it out of parts| had in my wagon. Thismouser isjust amodd. Therea oneisup there
studying the creature and figuring out how best to kill it.”

The Keru did awhetstone aong the edge of aspear she’ d appropriated from alocal. “ That certainly
workswell on arodent, but that’ s not what' s up there waiting for us.”

Silence greeted her grim comment. Keles again felt his brother would have been better at determining
what it was they faced. In an effort to get as much information as possible, Keles had interviewed
everyone who had seen the creature or had ever been in the fortress. Far more of the latter existed than
the former, and he didn’t believe but one or two of those who said they’ d seen it. The best description
made it out to be agiant serpent that could project a poisonous vapor. It had fur and amane and had
been ableto drag off three strong men the night it attacked the village.

Keeshad never heard of such acreature, but if it were coming out of the Ixyll Wastes or Dolosan, it
would have been bred in the wild magic. AsBorosan pointed out, the creature could have a very thick
hide or only be vulnerable when its mouth was open, exposing asoft paate. His thanaton, they were
assured, would figure things out, but it might take sometime,

Timewas not something they had. No one even suggested wandering off without killing the
monster—even though dying in the process was adigtinct possibility. Moraven was determined to fulfill
his promise to them and perhaps add to the taes of the xidantzu.

Kées had helped as much as he could with the preparations. From the initid interviews concerning the
fortress he was able to sketch out afairly complete floor plan. He actualy believed it was the Xoncyrkun
mentioned in Amenis Dukao’ s memoirs, for the genera shape and tall tower at the heart matched the
description very closely. Thelocascaled it Dorunkun after awarlord who had occupied it more recently
and from whom severd of them claimed descent. They denied ever having heard of Amenis Dukao,
which made them somewhat more ignorant than the sheep they herded, as far as Keles was concerned.

Even 0, they knew thefortresswell, and shared with him awedth of detall. The ruins certainly dated
from the late Imperid period, and had been part of the chain of strongholds used to discourage the
Turasyndi from attacking. Built to encompass ahilltop and use anatura outcropping asthefina
stronghold, the entire fortress included tunnels and rooms hacked out of the stone. The monster lurked in
these dark warrens.

Moraven said Borosan would accompany the group, but Tyressa till wished Kelesto stay behind.
Though Kdesredly had no desire to be anywhere near amonster that could drag strong men off, he
refused. He pointed to one of the floor plans he'd drawn. “Look, during this period there were severa
basic designsfor fortresses. OnceI’mingde, | can determine where the garbage chutes will come out, as
well as other dternate routesfor getting down to the stableswhere thisthing islairing.”

Tyressashook her head. “Itistoo risky.”

“It'stoo risky without me. | have abow and | can shoot pretty well. Besides, even if you leave me here,
| won't be safe.” He jerked athumb toward the hut’s closed door. “I’ [l be taking Borosan's place if you
fal.”



Tyressadid not like that argument, but agreed it was probably right. Kelesdidn't likeiit, either, but was
happy they were going to dlow himto go dong. “I'll befine. A Viruk couldn’t kill me, so | don’t imagine
thisthing will either.”

After anight of too little deep they avoke to a breskfast that was well shy of generous. Theillogic of
wadting food on dead men was not lost on the village. Keles didn’t mind getting atiny serving of grud,
snce it was very watery and made out of some purple-blue grain he couldn’t identify. It and the fact that
severd of the village cats had spare toes and even an extra set of legs reminded him they were in the land
wild magic had corrupted.

His stomach soured, and it wasn't just the grud that did it.

The five of them set out. Keles had hoped for bright sun to warm them as they trekked two miles through
golden fieldsto the stronghold, but instead the day started grey, and a cold rain began to fal asthey
marched along. Moraven welcomed the rain, noting it kept the dust down, but Keles considered that a
minor benefit.

Xoncyrkun had aribbon wall that surrounded the top of the hill in an ova just over fifty yardsfrom end to
end. Thewall, which once had been adozen feet high in places, had falen into disrepair, and the people
of Telarunde had used it asaquarry for years. The squat outbuilding in which mogt of the garrison would
have been housed survived save for the roofs. The main keep, which crested the hill and rose another
thirty feet, had once had carrion crows roogting in it. Their guano stained the grey stone white and black
in streaks, but Keles saw no evidence of current occupancy. He assumed the monster had frightened
them off because, evenif it were twice as big as described, it couldn’t have dithered high enough to eat
the birds.

A dark holein thewall about hafway between the main gate and the keep marked where the creature
came and went. Low clouds soon descended to shroud the fortress, and Keles thought this was a good
thing. Every step closer emphasized just how big the hole was, and that meant the monster was bigger
than any of them wanted to think about.

The clouds dropped visihility to adozen feet. Tyressaled the way through abreach in thewall and into
the centra courtyard. They dl moved as quietly asthey could. Keles studied the interior of the ruins, then
crouched and pointed to the nearest of the blockhouses. “ That would have been the storehouse. There
are passages down to the stables there, and over there, past the garrison, just to the I eft of that stone
spur. That would be the main ramp down, from which warriors could ride up and out. The opening is
probably aswide asthe holein thewall.”

Cirasrose and began to move toward the storehouse. As he circled left around alarge block that had
tumbled from the wall, a black serpent rose from behind it. Its maned head swayed easily ninefeet above
the ground and its body was as thick around as Keles thigh. The snake hissed and reared back, but
beforeit could strike, Ciras' sword cleared the scabbard and came around in aflat arc. The silver blur
bisected the serpent asif it were no more than the fog that had helped hideit. The upper haf toppled
back to the stones, while the main body writhed in agush of blood.

Ciras spun away with agreasy grey vapor rising from his blade and his overshirt where both had been
splashed with blood. Keesfelt aburning on his own right cheek and smeared serpent’ s blood away with
hisfingers. They began to tingle asaresult, but he resisted the temptation to put them into his mouth and
suck.

Ciras yanked his overshirt off and used a corner to wipe his blade before tossing the garment away. He
did his blade back home, then dlowed himsdlf alaugh. “Well, Master Gryst, what trouble would your



thanaton have had in killing that?”

Borosan frowned. “It should have had none. And it should be out here now, if that’ swhat it was
tracking.”

The young swordsman snorted. “Y ou should save your magic for mousing. The mongter isdain; our duty
isdone.”

Ciras master dropped to one knee. “Y ou are mistaken.”

“How? It isexactly asthe peasants described it to Keles—though they exaggerated mightily. It was
strong enough to carry off sheep and men.”

“Yes, but look at where you cut it.” Moraven pointed at the severed spine and, besideit, adender tube
ringed with cartilage. “ It might have been able to carry men off, but it never could have swallowed
them.”

Cirasfrowned. “ Perhaps it feeds as a spider does. It injects poison into prey and when they dissolve, it
drinks.”

“Or,” Moraven said quietly as he stood, “it suckles at the breast of something agood bit larger.”

A low vibration ran through the ground, asif abig rock had plummeted from the top of the tower and
struck the courtyard. Another vibration shook the stone, and another, coming faster and stronger.
Unbidden, theimage of something much larger dithering up anarrow passage, its coils damming into the
walls, cameto Keles mind. Helooked toward where the ramp should have come out and dug for an
arrow a hisright hip.

Timedowed, and every sensation registered with inddlible clarity. Fingers il tingling from serpent blood
brushed soft feathers and closed on hard wood. The jade thumbring refused to warm. The silver
broadhead rasped against the quiver’ s hide, then the bow groaned as he nocked and drew the arrow.
Hisright shoulder began to burn, and the tip of the arrow quivered as Moraven' s blade hissed from its
scabbard and Ciras sprang to hisfedt.

Borosan's thanaton camerolling out of thefog firgt, striking sparks from the garrison building and the
outcropping. Just beyond the narrowest point, its four legs sprang out with loud clicks. A curved panel
did from front to back over its dome, and a heavy crossbow emerged, twisting and locking down. Two
ddicate arms set aquarrd in place, while another heavy arm cocked the bow. The thanaton crouched,
itsknees rising above the dome.

The mongter came on quickly, ablack shadow undulating through the mist. It reared up asthe fog parted,
giving Kelesagood view of agolden-scaed, blunted, wedge-shaped head. He saw no eyesand only dit
nogtrilsinitsface. The creature slower jaw dropped, revealing serrated ivory teeth. It hissed, and panic
froze Kelesin place.

The thanaton did not register fear. It shot, hitting the snake in the throat at close range. The bolt pierced
the creature’ sflesh, muting the hissfor aheartbeat, but clearly it was more from surprise than damage.
The bolt might aswell have been awasp’ s sting to an e ephant.

The snake' s head darted forward and the rising hiss cut off abruptly. Crystal-clear venom streamed from
within its mouth and splashed over the thanaton. The crossbow’ swooden stock immediately burst into
flame and the stones beneath the mechanical hunter began to smoke. Pieces of the thanaton began to
melt, with springs and wires pinging as they snapped. First one leg then another twisted and rotted away,



with Borosan' s agonized screech giving voice to what his creation might have been feding.

Keesloosed hisarrow, and the shot went far better than he would have expected. He dlowed himsdlf a
flash of pleasure at how well his brother’ s gift worked, because the shaft flew directly where he' d aimed.
Hisjoy vanished, however, asit skipped off the snake' sflat head and raked back through the black
mane. It hadn’t so much as dented a scae and, with asinking feding in hisguts, he redized that even it if
had, it would have hurt the snake less than the thanaton’ s bolt.

Hisarrow did have one unexpected result, however. Asit sped through the mane, it transfixed a snake
the size of the one Ciras had killed. Two more, then three and four, then up to adozen of them emerged
from that thicket of fur, dl of them hissng madly and spitting venom astheir mother had. To makethings
worse, hisarrow had not actudly killed the snake he' d hit, and the way they were writhing and springing
free, he doubted he could hit another.

Kees suddenly found himsdlf detached, asif he were standing back, watching himsdlf draw another
arrow and letting fly. The observer cataloged dl the details of the beast, drawing conclusions and, he
hoped, somehow communicating them to his grandfather or brother, even as he died. The snake’ syoung
clearly nested in the mane and likely took nourishment there. The mother, blind—by design he assumed,
since he could see no scarring—relied on them for gathering food, which she then devoured and fed to
them. He could only hope the snakes had some sort of natura predator, for if that clutch grew and
reproduced, semming the tide of their expansion would be difficult.

Moraven, Ciras, and Tyressaflew into battle. The Keru hurled her spear and stuck the mother through
the lower jaw. The spear’ s head lodged in the snake’ s upper palate and clearly caused her pain. The
viscous venom dready had the spear smoking, mixing with the black blood dripping from the shaft.
Drawing her sword, the Keru closed fearlesdy, intent on wounding the beast even more.

The two xidantzu attacked with a spare economy of effort that should not have surprised Keles. Their
command of their bodies and wegpons so surpassed anything he had seen before—including Moraven's
fight in Asath—that he could do little but marvel. Swords beheaded severd of the smaller vipers, then
warriors leaped past writhing bodiesto strike at others.

For the barest of moments, Keles believed they might actualy win thefight. The smaler snakes had
beguntofal and all three of the attackers had drawn within range of the largest snake’ sbelly. Hisown
second arrow had stuck it in the mouth. 1t had not done nearly the damage of Tyressa's spear, but the
viper had reacted to the pain.

Then one of the smaler snakeswhipped itstall around, sweeping Tyressa slegs from benegth her. As
she went down, Moraven legped to her side and dew the snake that had dropped her. To hisright,
however, another of the small vipers breasthed venom in avapor that sent Ciras redling back. His sword
clattered to the ground as he spun away, hands over hisface, coughing heavily. Kelesloosed athird
arrow at the snake chasing Ciras and missed, dooming the young swordsman.

Then Borosan stepped up and whipped his arm forward. The mouser spun through the air. The smal
snake struck at it, catching the ball in its mouth. Suddenly the legs sprang out, thrusting up through its
skull. The snake flopped, writhing, but that proved to be only amomentary benefit, asthe smal snakes
weretruly theleast of their worries.

Moraven stooped to help Tyressa up. The mother rose above him as the undissolved pieces of the spear
fell away. Whether the snake intended to spit venom or just lunge to devour them, Moraven Tolo and
Tyressawere dead.

Then akeening screech of contempt and ecstasy filled the fog and echoed from the fortresswalls.



Something angular and dark descended through the mist and dammed into the back of the viper’shead,
jolting the creature. The attacker disappeared immediately into the mane. The viper's head rose, nose
high in thefog, to smash into the tower. It wriggled sideto side asif trying to scrape off whatever had
landed. It hissed furioudy for amoment, then squeaked piteoudy. A shudder rippled through itsentire
length, cracking itstail against the tower’ s base. The body dackened for asecond, then, asif it werea
piece of cablefaling, it crashed to the courtyard, cracking ages-old mortar.

Keeswent down, groaning inwardly as his arrows clattered onto the stone. Rising to hisknees, he
grabbed one and tried to fit it to the bow. His hands trembled and his ssomach began to roil. The arrow
fought him, refusing to be nocked. He glanced down, guiding it into place, then looked back &t the head
of the viper, five yards distant and twice his height.

Something rustled in the mane, then stood. Steaming viper blood drenched it and ran from elbows and
hunched shoulders. A hot light burned inits eyes, then it raised clawed fingersto the sky. It shrieked
again, thistime triumphant, then lowered its hands. It moved forward, then crouched on the viper's
golden brow.

“KdesAnturas. Very good.” The scarson Keles' back began to burn as he recognized the Viruk. “The
journey hasbeen long. | have comefor you.”

Chapter Thirty-six

14" day, Month of the Rat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Anturaskun, Moriande

Naenyr

Even though Nirati had not liked Mgjiata, she hated seeing the hopeful 1ook on Lord Marutsar Phoesdel’s
face. A small, dender man, he wore a nicely trimmed moustache and goatee which, like his hair, had
been dyed to hide signs of age. His black robe had gold cranes embroidered on breast and back, and a
narrow gold sash had been wrapped twice around his middle to keep it closed. Many people considered
him handsome and charming—stories abounded about hislegion of mistresses—but knowing Mgiata
had sprung from hisloinskilled any appeal asfar as Nirati was concerned.

She quickly amended that thought. That she had come after Keles at her father’s prompting is what
makes him hideous in my eyes.

Lord Phoesd’ s only concession to mourning was the white undertunic he wore. It wasvisble at throat
and cuff, and suggested to many that he was holding his grief degp insde. Nirati fet the man just thought
he did not look particularly good in white. And while she did not really mourn Mgiata, she would have
thought her father might make more of ashow of it.

The man hesitated for amoment as he came into the antechamber to Qiro Anturas’ s receiving room.
When Marutsar met with Qiro before, Qiro had received him in a different room—one much lower in the
tower and lessintimate. Thisroom, with its stark white walls and bare wooden floor, mocked the finery



of thehdlsleading toit.

The room had only two adornments, and neither seemed appropriate. Most notable was the semicircular
cage of golden barsthat ran from floor to ceiling. It extended to the middle of the room and covered the
far wal from corner to corner. Built into that wall was adoorway, smilarly barred with gold, only four
feetinheight.

Nirati, waiting insde the cage, welcomed Lord Phoesd through the door. “If you please, enter and wait
over there by the other door.”

The man nodded and looked around as he entered. “| have not been here before.”

“Few have.” Nirati moved behind him and pulled the cage door shut. It closed with aclick. Another click
echoed it, and the smal golden door did up into thewall. “My grandfather will see you now.”

Lord Phoesdl approached the low doorway and stooped. He peered in, then glanced back at her,
congternation on hisface. She said nothing, so he started forward in a crouch, then yelped as hisforward
foot missed the step down. He sprawled forward on his belly.

As my grandfather intended.

Nirati sank to her hands and knees and crawled through, then rose insgde the far room. The circular cage
extended out on this side of the wall, the circle trapping visitors. She bowed to Qiro, then waved a hand
toward Mgjiata sfather, who had risen no further than hisknees. “Y ou know Lord Phoesdl.”

Qiro, who was studying a gold-plated human skull he’ d brought back with him from the Wastes, nodded.
“We have met before.” The old man stared into the skull’ s empty eye sockets, then returned it to the
small pedesta upon which it normaly resided. He smiled and |ooked down at the merchant, but said
nothing.

Lord Phoesel remained on his knees, his head craning back to take in dl the treasures displayed around
him. While Nirati and he were the only thingsinsde the cage, dl around it, an arm’ slength past the bars,
lay wooden casks and ironbound chests. Huge tapestries and paintings covered the walls. Weapons had
been stacked in the corners. The scent of spicesfilled the room, wafting from dozens of containers piled
highin pyramids. Jewels glinted from half-open boxes and split sacks had spilled out a glittering carpet of
gold coins.

The skull, while aunique piece of art, was not the most unusua artifact. The heads of countless animals,
from four-horned oryxes and sable tigers to the gaping jaws of aDark Sea shark, had been mounted and
hung. Hides of rich, thick fur covered the throne centered against the back wall, and plumage of
unimaginable delicacy decorated ceremonia masks, armor, and fletched quivers of arrows.

The room contained items from the entireworld, and if sold in the market could have ransomed a prince.
But here they lay, piled haphazardly, languishing beneath a coat of dust asif they were nothing. More,
Qirowasfreeto roamamidit dl, while hisvisitor remained caged.

Lord Phoesd findly found histongue. “ Thank you for receiving me, Magter Anturas . . . Grandmaster
Anturas. Y ou have no ideahow much | appreciate thisfavor.”

Qiro sat on the throne, and ran his fingers through striped monotreme fur. | agreed to meet you asa
favor to my granddaughter. Let us have no mistaking why and how you are here. Wereit up to me, you
would never have been admitted to my presence.”

Mgjiata sfather had started to stand, but quickly went to his knees again and bowed deeply. “1 have



offended you somehow, Grandmaster. What can | do to make amends?’
“Y ou have offended me, and | don’t know that you can make amends.”
“Surely | can do something. What wasit that earned your ire?’

Qiro smiled dowly and Nirati felt ice trickle through her belly. She’ d intervened with her grandfather for
Lord Phoesdl asafavor to Jund. But Qiro did not like how Lord Phoesdl had used Nirati to get to him,
and the man would be made to pay.

“My dear Lord Phoesdl, you made a contract with the House of Tilmir to supply chartsfor the Gold
Crane. Y our ship was bound to Nysant—following curioudy closein the Sormwolf’swake.”

“Grandmaster, my ship was not following the expedition. Gold Crane will sall west to Aefret.”
“Regardless, you made a contract with ahouse that rivals mine. A house of inferior cartography.”

The man bowed deeply. “Y es, Grandmaster, | have discovered this, and thisiswhy | am here. | hoped |
could obtain from you new charts and have them put aboard the Swift. It will sail after Gold Crane.”

Qiro examined afingernail. “ That might be possible. There will be the matter of payment.”

“Yes, Grandmaster. | will haveto pay Tilmir something, but | will yet be able to pay you your cusomary
rae.”

The corners of Qiro’s mouth curled up. “It will bethirty percent of your totd return. Y our expenses are
not my concern.”

“Th-thirty percent?’ Lord Phoesdl shook his head. “But you normally take only fifteen, and that after
expenses.”

“Thisisan emergency, Marutsar, and you know it. Your Slver Gull wasusing Tilmir chartsand ran into
ashod off Miromil. If you can refloat the ship, it will not be before next spring. There are other hidden
dangers out there, and you can’t afford to lose Gold Crane.”

“But thisisextortion!”
“Hardly. | am doing you afavor.”

“A favor?’ Lord Phoesd came up on one knee, color darkening hisface. “ After al our families have
meant to each other, thisisafavor?’

Qiro shot to hisfeet, pae eyesblazing. “Do not attempt to manipulate me. | see o much more than you
do, than you are capable of seeing. | seethe world. | see beyond the trinkets here to what istrue.

“You areafool, Marutsar Phoesd, for you do not recognize afavor when | am doing you one. There are
things out there, things not indicated on any Tilmir chart—nightmare things that will swalow your ships
whole. | know that. I’ve known that for years. | knew you shipped without my charts. Y ou’ ve asked
others and you know | have granted no one el se an audience such as you have now. That isthefavor.

Y ou have dready made one mistake; do not compound it.”

Lord Phoesdl struggled. He clearly wanted to scream at Qiro, but merely clenched hisfistsin impotent
rage. Fear started him trembling and his restless gaze darted around the room. So much of theworld's
richeslay there about him, and the lack of charts kept them from his grasp as effectively asthe bars.



He came back down to hisknees. “Thirty percent?’
“| fed generous, yes”
Lord Phoesdl’ shead came up. “The Crane would be lost?’

Qiro canted hishead to the left. “ 1t might yet. Pray it remains becalmed at Nysant while your Swift sals
south. There should be enough time.”

The merchant nodded dowly. “I shall have the papers drawn up immediately for your sgnature. Once
they aresigned, | will have my charts?’

The Anturas patriarch frowned. “My lord, please do not insult me. | trust you. Think of the association of
our families, after al. The charts are already drawn up and await your departure. Swift can leavewithin
the hour. The papers you may have here by week’send.”

“Y ou are mogt kind, Grandmaster Anturasi.”

“I am, aren't 17" Qiro’s eyes narrowed. “ And, Marutsar, | am sorry about your |0ss.”
The knedling man nodded. “The Gull, yes, quite atragedy.”

“I meant your daughter.”

Blood drained from the man’ sface and Nirati feared he’ d be sick. He bowed deeply, pressing his
forehead againgt the floor, then came back up, but not fully. “ Thank you, Grandmaster. May prosperity
continue to smile on the House of Anturag.”

“Itwill, my lord. It most definitely will.”

Majiata sfather dunk from the chamber on hands and knees. Nirati made to follow, but her grandfather
raised ahand. She waited, and when Lord Phoesdl opened the outer cage door, gold barsagain did
down over the smal doorway.

Nirati raised her chin. “ Something you would have of me, Grandfather?’

The old man sat on the throne and smiled warmly thistime. “Y ou did thisas afavor to your Desal friend.
Isheworth it?’

The question surprised her. “1 think so. We have become close.”

“I undergtand he isworking by brokering shipments, arranging transport, and administering trade
agreements. He would find any connection to us of vaue.”

“He would, Grandfather, but he has asked mefor nothing for himself. Hefedls sorry for Lord Phoesdl.”

Qiro'seyesglittered. “And you risked my irefor him. He must be specid, indeed. To have survived
Pyrugt’ swrath and escaped south speaks wel of him. Isheinvolved in intrigues?’

Nirati frowned. “He has met with some of the inland lords and has helped them invest in ships. | know he
has warned them againgt trading with anyone using charts that are not of Anturas manufacture. That isthe
extent of things.”

“Does he please you, Nirati?’



She hesitated, trying to hide asmile, but then let it blossom fully. Junel had been charming and very well
mannered, enjoying her company as much as she enjoyed his. He had not been insistent about anything,
S0 when they had come together intimately, it felt natural. Thelr trysts had the quaity of aromance story
about them, and just remembering his caresses puckered her flesh.

“Yes, Grandfather, he does.”
“Good. Thispleasesmeaswell.” Qiro nodded dowly. “I will ask you only onething, Nirati.”
“What, Grandfather?’

“You are very dear to me. | know there are those who say you are not part of thisfamily because you
have no talent at cartography. But if you are happy, so am |, and so are your brothers. If you are ever
unhappy, you will let me know, won't you?’

“If that iswhat you wish, Grandfather.”

“Itis” Heopened hisarms. “1 St here amid the treasures of the world, but that which | love most dearly
stands there, behind those bars. | would tear the world asunder were someone to hurt you. Remember
that you are the world’ s most precious treasure, Nirati. If someoneis going to win you away from me,
pleaselet him be worthy of you.”

She bowed deeply. “ Y es, Grandfather. Thank you.” She wanted to straighten up, run from the tower,
and find Jundl; but when she looked into her grandfather’ s eyes, that desire drained away. He watched
her with the patience she' d not seen since she was achild.

“May | ask another favor from you, Grandfather?’
“Of course.”

“Let me spend the day with you. | want to visit the workshop again. | want to see your work, and see
where my brothers have gotten. It’'s been so long—too long—since | have donethat.”

“Yes, Nirati, | would likethat.” He stood, smiling proudly. “ Cometo the workshop and | will share my
world with you.”

Chapter Thirty-seven

25" day, Month of the Rat, Y ear of the Dog
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Stormwolf, in the South Seas

After two more weeks of sailing, the Stormwolf finally found one of theidands from the Soth chart. It
had asmall harbor into which they sailled—and none too soon, for asavage storm came whistling up out
of the southwest. Theidand was an extinct volcano covered with jungle, barely more than three miles
across, but it il protected the fleet. Only one of the smdler ships, the Mistwolf, broke her moorings
and was driven aground.



In some ways the ship’ s grounding was a gift of the gods, for the crews quickly scavenged bitsto repair
storm damage done to the other shipsin the fleet. The suppliesit had carried were redistributed, and the
ship refloated. With only one mast it could not continue the grand voyage, so Captain Gryst outfitted it
with a skeleton crew and sent it back north toward Naenyr, bearing word of what they had seen and
done sofar.

Jorim had been tempted to send Shimik back with the Mistwolf for the Prince’ s amusement, but the
crew’ s attachment to the Fenn stopped him. At least that iswhat he recorded in his report on the matter,
further noting that he would continue to study the cresture and its adaptive capabilities. The truth of the
matter was that he was quite fond of Shimik and had no desire to be parted from the little beast.

Shimik continued to develop in response to life on the ship. Since he spent so much timein the hold
hunting rats, his fur darkened to a degp mahogany. Hisfingers lengthened and devel oped bony ridges
along their length and the backs of his hands—where he had previously shown evidence of rat bites. He
a so became leaner and could ascend the ship’ sratlines with the best of the sailors. He continued his
comedic anticsto the delight of al, but he aso could have his grim moments—as if mimicking Captain
Anaeda. Oddly enough, she did not seem to think he was mocking her, and more than once he' d found
the two of them hunched over a chart, studying things.

While none of the other storms that blew up from the south were as savage as the one they’ d weathered
a what they cdled Byorang—Storm Idand—the fleet found itsdlf regularly lashed by strong winds and
driving rain asthey continued. The seas became heavy enough that even the Stormwolf rose and fell like
atoy. At those times, Anaeda reminded him that he needed to use two hands—one for himsdlf and one
for the ship—lest he be lost overboard. For the most part he kept to his cabin, since the cloudsand rain
made attempting any positiond reading of the sarsimpossible.

When he did venture out, he did not go far, and just watched the water in al its myriad forms. He
witnessed an dementa struggle, with wind and water doing their best to destroy the vessdl of wood. He
watched other shipsriseto the crest of waves, then disappear over them, never knowing if behind the
curtain of water they had been shattered, or if they would reappear once more.

Sheets of rain assaulted the Stormwol f. Heavy droplets exploded against the deck, drumming loudly,
opening holesin theriversthat washed over the deck. Waves crashed against the bow, dark water
fragmenting into foam. The sails remained taut as the wind filled them. Masts cresked under the strain,
and Anaeda was congtantly bellowing ordersto hoist one sail, or furl another. A good gust could have
ripped them apart or snapped ameast, but to run without sails would be to surrender dl ability to steer.
The wind would blow the ship broadside to the towering waves and that would be the doom of any ship,
even one ashig as the Stormwolf.

Most of the crew handled the storm well, but the same could not be said of the passengers. lesol spent
most of thetime frightfully sick. When cam did descend, he labored feverishly to get caught up with all
hiswork, which left him exhausted and even less ableto tolerate alively sea. Othersremained in
seclusion, but kept the cooks busy preparing concoctions to fight seasickness.

The nagtiest of the storms hit them on the twentieth day of the Month of the Rat and lasted for three long
days. It broke around noon on the twenty-third, and the clouds vanished so quickly that one had to
wonder if there had ever been astorm at dl. As per orders, the fleet sailed south, cutting back and forth
to thewest and east every three hours, and pretty soon seven of the nine remaining tendersregjoined the
Stormwolf.

Two ships had not rejoined the fleet by the twenty-fifth, and all aboard assumed the Moondragon and
Seastallion had not survived the storm. But as dawn broke on the twenty-fifth, alookout perched up



among the starcombers saw a ship to the east. Anaeda ordered the Stormwolf to come abouit.

Jorim watched from the bow with asinking feding in his somach. One of the crew had identified the ship
asthe Moondragon, and if hewasright she had lost two of her four true masts. The remaining two only
had scraps of tattered sails fluttering from yardarms, and cables snapped in the breeze. Asthey drew
closer, he saw no signs of life on board and took as a good sign that none of the ship’ s boats remained
on the deck.

He commented about that when Captain Gryst joined him, but she shook her head. “That’ snot redly a
hopeful sign. It’ s possible they thought the ship was going to sink. But putting out in boatsin such astorm
was as suicida asremaining on asinking ship. Yes, there; take alook at the &ft, at the rudder.”

Jorim squinted. “What rudder?’
“Exactly. It'sgone. They survived the storm, then put the boats out with cablesto help steer the ship.”
“If that’ strue, then where are the boats and where are the crew?’

She sighed heavily. “I don’'t know.” She turned and barked an order. “Lieutenant Minan, lower my boat.
Magter Anturas and | will be crossing to the Moondragon. Give us asquad of soldiers and send over
another boat with acrew that can get her cleaned up.”

Minan started barking orders. By the time they crossed to midship, the captain’s boat had aready been
lowered. Anaeda descended the netting first, then Jorim followed, with Shimik scrambling down headfirst
after them like asquirrel. Anaeda noticed the Fennych'’ s presence but did not comment on it, and Shimik
remained quiet asthe soldiers boarded and sail ors began rowing them to the Moondragon.

Jorim saw no other significant damage to the smaller vessel asthey approached. Anaeda had the sailors
take them around the ship once, then come in close to where the boarding net hung on the ship’s port
sde. Soldierswent up first, and once the nine of them signaled al was clear, Anaeda ascended. Shimik
clung to Jorim’ s back for the trip, then legped off and scampered across the deck and down into the
bowels of the ship.

Captain Gryst strode across the deck and back into the cabin that belonged to Captain Calon, with Jorim
only astep behind her. The cabin looked to be in order, showing no storm damage. “ They got through
the weather and were able to reorganize.”

She went to the small desk against the port bulkhead and opened the logbook to the last page. “ Heading,
estimated speed, and continued damage reports on the morning of the twenty-fourth. Calon had the
boats out, but only two of them. No indication the other two were logt in the storm. No sign of panic, and
she'd not have left thislog on board if she abandoned the ship.”

Jorim glanced & the oil lamp swinging from adender chain next to the captain’ sbunk. “Theoil’ sdl gone.
It's cold, but probably was burning since yesterday.”

“Y es, you can’t get much more than aday’ sworth of oil in one of those, and it would have beenfilled in
the morning watch.” Anaeda closed the logbook and tucked it under her arm. “Let’s go forward and
check thegdley.”

Lieutenant Minan and the crew arrived as they were making their way to the galley. Captain Gryst
assigned them to clearing the deck of debris and getting ready to hoist sails. They fdll to the taskswith
some muittering. Jorim gathered, based on half-heard comments and wide-eyed glances, that none of the
sailorsliked being on aship where not one of their comrades remained.



“Captain, this ship had how big acrew?’

“Two hundred.” She ducked her head and descended stepsto the galley. The cooking fires had died,
and a huge black kettle contained a congealed mass of rice with awooden spoon stuck into it. She
grabbed it and tried to wrench it free, but only managed to snap it in half.

She stared at the broken handle for amoment. “Whatever happened, it happened yesterday morning.
Let' skeep looking.”

Jorim turned and moved past the stairsinto the long area below the main deck. A hundred empty
hammocks swayed there, as gently as they would have with sailors occupying them. Blankets hung from
some, others had fallen to thefloor. At first glance it looked asif the sailors had just been called to their
stations and would soon be back to stow their bedding, set up tables, and enjoy a hot breakfast.

Jorim toed one of the blankets, but the fabric moved stiffly and clung to thefloor. “I don't like this.”
Anaedaturned. “Blood?’

“I think s0.”

She nodded. “I agree. You can smell it.”

Anaeda threaded her way through the hammocks to the ship’s aft. There she looked into one cabin after
another. The wooden latches and doorjambs had splintered, and the cabins showed signs of afierce
struggle. Thejunior officers cabinswereliberally splashed with blood. The one that had been hometo a
priest of Wentiko had a bloody robe on the floor that had been clawed to pieces.

She crouched beside the robe and Jorim examined the hatch. “L ook, right here about where a shoulder
would hit if someonewasforcing thedoor . ..” Hereached up and tugged off ascaethe size of hislittle
finger’ sfingernall. “It' sfrom afish, but no fish I’ ve ever seen.”

Anaeda stood. “Not many fish | know of with claws. Let’ skeep looking.”

The hatch to the ship’ ssick bay remained intact, but also had scales at about shoulder height. Anaeda
dipped aknifefrom her belt and did it between door dats, flipping the laich. They forced the hatch open,
diding atrunk away from behind it, and dipped in through the narrow opening.

The sick bay had been afairly good-sized cabin, large enough for two patient bunks and athird for the
physician. Chests of various sizes were stacked against the interior wall, and the doctor’ s desk was
jammed back into the corner. The two far bunks remained unoccupied, but not so the physician’s bed.

It had abody in it—the body of a corpulent man. His swollen tongue protruded from his mouth, and
dried white traces of spittle foam flecked hislips. Theremains of asmall ceramic cup lay beside the bed,
and adark stain colored the deck amid the fragments.

Anaeda touched the back of her hand to his cheek. “Dead.”

“By hisown hand, it would seem.”

She picked up a paper packet from his desk and read the characters inscribed on it. “ Heartblossom.”
“That could have been used for seasickness. That’ swhat lesol has been taking.”

“Yes, but severdly diluted. Half this packet is gone. He wanted to make sure he died, and quickly, too.”
She leafed open hismedicd 1og, then snapped it shut and growled. “ He wasterrified enough to kill



himsdlf, but recorded nothing.”

A rapid drumbeat sounded outside the room, then Shimik leaped and caught the edge of the hatchway.
His claws gouged curled splinters from the wood as he rooted himsdlf there. “ Comma comma, cappatana
naeda comma. Jimacomma.” He sprang away, twisting in midair, and scrabbled across the deck back
toward the bow.

Jorim and Anaeda followed him as quickly asthey could, but the hammocks dowed them. Shimik waited
at the stairs heading down to the next deck and crouched there, watching them, then peered down. As
they cleared the last hammock, the Fenn darted down the stairs and they thundered down after him.
Casting one last glance at them, he bolted for the open armory hatch.

Anaedareached it first and stopped in the hatchway. Shimik squatted at her feet, so that she would have
tripped over him had she advanced. But she seemed quite content to grab the hatchway and hang on.
She leaned dightly forward, then turned and looked at Jorim.

“I believe, Magter Anturas, you may have the advantage of mein explaining this”

She moved asde and helooked in. The only illumination came from a shaft of light poking through an
open port. It clearly let him see two bodies stretched out on the floor. One, abald manin asailor’ srobe,
had asmith’s hammer clutched in hisright hand. Most of hisface had been dashed to ribbons and hisleft
eye dangled from its stalk. Similarly his robe had been torn at the neck, and the congealed pool of blood
inwhich he lay had pumped out through atorn carotid artery.

But it wasthe thing that killed him that stopped Jorim from going any further into the room. The creature
appeared vagudly humanoid in that it had arms and legs, though they were more lozenge-shaped in cross
section than rounded like aman’slimbs. Thisaso held true for the long tail and the body, which
narrowed through the chest. The head’ s exact shape was difficult to discern because the hammer had
clearly dented it. A number of the silvery scaesthat covered the creature’ s body had been knocked
loose and flashed in the sunshine.

The creature’ s hands had webbing between its fingers. They ended in sharp claws, which had obvioudy
killed the ship’ s smith. Also visible were sharp triangular teeth, afew of which had been scattered by a
hammerblow.

Jorim pointed at the creature. “ Scales match. It has characterigtics of afish. | think those are gill dits”
“I concur. So, what isit?’

He shook hishead. “I have noidea. | don't even recall thisfrom folktales or legends. They’re suited to
lifein the sea, whatever they are. Could they be why shipsthat head south seldom make it back?
Possibly, but | doubt it.”

“Why would that be, Master Anturas?’

He stood and met her stare very frankly. “If we' re going to assume that aschool of these sharkmen are
what killed the crew and took their bodies away, we are required to make afew other assumptions. One
isthat for their hunt to go as successfully asit did, they’ ve had practice. That means they’ ve taken human
prey before. They found harvesting ships an efficient and rewarding way to hunt.”

Anaeda nodded. “ Sound reasoning.”

“So, if they’ ve been doing thisfor along time, they would have expanded their range. Taking a settlement
like the one on Ethgi would be fairly smple. We would have seen them move into deltasin popul ated



areas. Wewould have had stories and evidence of thair existence before this.”
“That could be, Master Anturas, but perhaps they can only exist in cooler waters?’

“It was once said the Turasynd could only exist in their cold and dry plain, but when population pressures
pushed them to expand, they did.” Jorim shook his head. “ It may well be we ve never heard of these
things before, but I'm willing to bet we'll be seeing alot more of them in the future.”

Anaeda rubbed ahand over her forehead. “ Two hundred souls gone and we killed only one of them?’
Jorim shook his head. “We might have killed more, but they took the bodies.”

“So they’ re cannibals, too?’

“I don’'t know. If we dissect the one left here, we might find out.”

The captain posted her fistson her narrow hips. Her eyes narrowed. “ Do it. | want to know what they
are and what we' ve gotten ourselvesinto.”

Shimik, rising from his crouch, aped her stance. He looked up at her, at the bodies, then shook his head.
“Dungga. Bad Dungga.”

Chapter Thirty-eight

17" day, Month of the Besar, Y ear of the Dog
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
162™ Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

736" year since the Cataclysm

Dolosan

In the five and ahaf weeks since they killed the maned snake and its brood at Telarunde, the group
made dow progress west. Keles Anturas accepted full respongbility for their torpid pace, because he
was unable to move very fast. Haste would have made his survey less than complete. Moraven agreed
that while his mission to locate the source of trade in ancient wegpons was urgent, the survey would be
the key to his success. His agreement only dightly mollified Ciras, who clearly wasin pain, but seadfastly
refused to admit it.

The smplefact had been that after the battle, the six of them had needed time to recover. Though he had
been physicaly unhurt, Borosan seemed to come out the worst. He mourned the thanaton’ s destruction
asif it had been afamily dog. What hurt him most wasthat the gyanrigot had failed initsmisson, and he
gpologized for the predicament itsfailure had created for everyone else. Even Moraven' s suggestion that
it might not have struck because the snake and brood constituted a multitude of targets and confused it
did little to mallify him. He vowed he could make abetter thanaton—and while the rest of them
humored him, they hoped they’ d not find another maned snake to test it on.

Also, the survey necessitated severa stepsthat kept them moving very dowly. Thefirst wasto visit
settlements in western Solaeth and Dolosan. They taked to the locals and gathered information about the
surrounding area. If they were able, they engaged someone as a guide to the next settlement or other
points of interest. Asthey traveled west, the settlements became fewer, and the points of interest grester,



which cut their progressyet again.

Oncethey’ d gathered some preliminary data about the area, they explored it carefully. Kelesmade
best-guess estimates about rates of travel and distances covered. With a practiced eye, he could measure
distance just by having Tyressaride out ahead and seeing how much smaller she got. Every scrap of
information, from the location of streams and cavesto the sorts of fish to be found and estimates of
lumber yield per acre got jotted down in Keles' books.

When Borosan Gryst came out of hisfunk, he made himsdlf very useful in the survey. Hetinkered with
his mouser and put together a second, smaller thanaton about the size of awolf. He measured their
paces exactly, then would send them out to certain points and back, giving very precise measurements of
distance. The gyanrigot could even scaetrees and cliff faces, providing data on height.

Even the Viruk helped him. Rekarafi gave him namesin Viruka of mountains and rivers. He pointed out
places where what appeared to be piles of rocks had once been Viruk strongholds. He was even able to
show how forests had been harvested and regrown after Viruk and human occupations of the area.

When Keles had first seen him rise over the maned snake' s corpse—Rekarafi said the Virukaword for it
was “ etharsaal” —his heart had caught in histhroat. He' d been certain the Viruk had cometo kill him
because of what had happened in the capital, or to avenge the Viruk his brother had killed. His stomach
had knotted and he doubled over to vomit.

Thewarrior had indeed come for him, but not in the way Kelesfeared. He explained to Moraven and
Tyressathat he had been sent by his consort to protect Keles. The Viruk ambassador had correctly
discerned that Keleswould not have been sent into the Wasteswere it not for the incident at the party;
therefore, his safety became amatter of honor for the Viruk. Rekarafi had anticipated their arrival at
Eoloth and had been waiting there to follow them—though how he had gotten that far that quickly had
never been explained. Keles assumed it was through Viruk magic, and that made him wonder how Men
hed ever thrown off their Viruk overlords.

But for dl his hel pfulness, Rekarafi was aso the greatest impediment to progress. Kees could not remain
in close proximity to him for more than afew minutes. One time he made the mistake of drinking water
downstream from the Viruk. The water that had washed over Rekarafi made Keles violently ill—so much
50 that he could not be moved for two days, and remained sickly for the rest of the week. Nightmares
haunted his dreams, and more and more frequently he woke unrested, with fierce headaches, his body
feding asif he' d been trampled beneath horses' hooves.

The headaches and ilIness affected the way he was able to send information back to his grandfather.
Many days he could not concentrate enough to make contact, and when he did it remained insubstantial
and vague. He was used to his grandfather’ s making demands on him, but the old man did that lessand
less. Keles put it down to the fact that when he did reach him, he was communicating so much
information in alump that his grandfather had dl he could do to digest it. The other possibility, that his
grandfather’ s mind wasfailing with age, was not something K eles even wanted to think about.

Instead of concentrating on his grandfather’ s aging and the problemsit might cause, Keles grasped a the
ideathat the difficulty with sending him information might aso have to do with the nature of Dolosan itslf.
Dolosan had caught the first blast of magic energy released by the battle in Ixyll. The evidence of it was
undeniable. The land had broken and shifted, with vast plates of stone rising out of the earth and stabbing
toward the sky. Beyond that, however, the upper edges were softened and rounded, asif melted. The
magic wave had rolled out, coursing through valeys, washing over mountains, eroding stone, and
changing everything it touched.



Some of the sights he would not have believed were he not taking exact measurements. In places huge
boulders moved between dusk and dawn, dipping out of dignments he’ d drawn the day before. When
he went to seeiif they’ d been rolled asde—by what he couldn’t imagine—he found no evidence of
disturbance. He marked one of these ssoneswith chalk on the north side, and the next morning found the
mark al the way around to the south. The mark itsef had migrated, but the feature he' d drawn the mark
around had not.

Dolosan had been steeped in virulent magic, and even though it had retreated over the years, its effect
was inescapable. In one valley awhole copse of trees had been transformed into aliving copper forest.
More strangely, they swayed with the languid motion of seaweed undulating benesth the waves. The
party paused on the valley’ srim, uncertain if they should go down or if they would drown in some unseen
liquid. When they did enter, they fdlt increased pressure and were forced to move more dowly. Their
words came more thickly, and Kelesfelt the tug of currents on his clothes and hair.

Keleslooked for plants and animals to see what effect living in that sort of place would have on them.
Did birds breethe fire so they could mold leavesinto nests? Or would they have to become morelike fish
to swim through the air? And would fish be able to swim around out of water? He didn’t see anything
that answered his questions, but in looking for them he began to understand his brother’ s curiosity about
theworld. For Kedes, those things had always been on the land; but for Jorim, they were of theland.

Asthey went further west, they truly entered the Wastes. In the day, the land visibly shimmered asif heat
rose off it—yet one valey would be frigid enough to frost their bresth, and the next would make meta
hot to the touch. Hills shifted—al beit dowly, but they shifted—asif made of blankets benesth which
children crept. In places, Keles could recognize many plants, but they appeared larger or smaller than
normal, and often their blossoms were out of proportion to the plant and boasted colors he' d never seen
in nature,

Entering the Wastes made Borosan Gryst happier, and Rekarafi and Ciras more morose. For the
gyanridin, the Wastes were aland aive with magic energy, where thaumston could be found to make
his cregtionslive. But Rekarafi looked on aland his people had once ruled, and found it unrecognizable.
For Ciras, it was the womb of anew magic that threatened the art he struggled to perfect.

Oneevening, Ciras irritability increased because the day’ s sun had reddened venom-stung flesh. Ciras
nudged the mouser aside with hisfoot. “ Keep that abomination away from me.”

Borosan blinked hiswide eyes. “ Abomination? It dew one of the maned snakes as easily asyou did.”

The swordsman shook his head. “1t killed with no honor, no sense of what it wasdoing. Itisan
abomination because it does what it does without consideration.”

Moraven poked a stick into their fire. “Isit not true, Lirserrdin Dejote, that the consideration isthat of
Magter Gryst in his creation of the gyanrigot?’

“To agreeto that, Master, | would have to weigh the consideration of the swordmaker as being greater
than my own in using histool. The swordmaker may have intended his blade to day indiscriminatdly, but |
choose when and where to employ it. | accept the responsibility for the consequences of actions.”

“And do you not think Master Gryst doesthat as well? Remember, he did apologize for the thanaton’s
falure”

Ciras pressed acoal cloth to theright side of hisface. The venom had burned him, twisting the flesh near
the corner of hismouth and his eye asif they had been touched by fire. “1 remember, Master. Master
Gryst takes responsibility, but there are those who would not. Y ou have seen the thanaton. Imaginea



company of them patrolling a castle or, worse yet, being sent to drive villagers from their homes. They
would do thisregardless of reason. They would not listen, could not be convinced that the lord who gave
them orderswaswrong and evil.”

Tyressarolled out her blanket. “ So you fear these gyanrigot will replace the xidantzu?’
“No. That could never happen.”
“Then what do you fear?’

“| fear nothing. The problem with gyanri isthat it confers on the untrained skillsthat ordinarily require
years of study. It will erode respect for those who have developed skills. Hard work will become athing
of the past. People will no longer respect or fear magic, and that will pave theway for the return of the
vanyesh.”

Kdes, relishing the sorts of discussions he used to have with his brother and sster, raised ahand.
“Forgive me, Ciras, but you make quite aleap. Having gyanrigot work for someone does not make
them want to become amagician.”

“| said nothing of the sort.”

“But you implied it. Freed of the need to till the earth and plant and harvest, a peasant might learn many
things. He might become a greet poet or artist or askilled potter or even aswordsman.”

Ciras eyesdhrank. “Or amagician?’
Kees shrugged. “He could be anything. Y ou should credit him with enough sense not to be amagician.”

“Y ou have greater faith in common sensethan | do, Master Anturas.” Ciras pointed at the mouser. “It
travels and measures for you now, but could it not do that for anyone? Training is not required. Thelink
between sdlf-discipline and the ability to control magic is broken. If they see magic assmplein one area,
they will seeit that way in another. Just asthe gyanrigot scout paths out for you, they will lead othersto
the madness that destroyed the world.”

Moraven Tolo frowned. “Y our thoughts are interesting, but your reasoning unsound.”
Ciras sat up straight. “How so, Master?’

“Y ou see the vanyesh as purdly evil, for thisis how you have been taught to see them. They rode with
Neesquin, but so did many serrdin. Were the swordsmen evil for fighting in Nelesquin' s cause?’

“They must have been.”
“Or might they have been deceived?’
“That, too, ispossible”

“Which would mean, Ciras, that some of the vanyesh may not have been evil, but just decelved.”
Moraven pointed at the mouser. “Just asthat isatool, so can men be. The differenceisthat men havea
chance to control their behavior. Y our concern should not be for which behaviorsto alow or not, but
how to encourage people to be responsible for their behaviors. Prohibition will dwaysfail at some point.
Responsbility does not haveto.”

Ciras heditated, then bowed his head. “1 beg forgiveness for my lack of sufficient thought.”



Moraven, thefirdlight shimmering through hisblack hair, hardened his eyes. “ The lack of thought will be
forgiven thistime. Y ou dlowed yourself to become as mindless asthe gyanrigot. That makesyou as
dangerous as you claim they are. The only way you show restraint isif you actualy think. All too often
people confuse their being able to think with their actudly having done so. A more pernicious mistake
doesnot exist.”

Their journey took them into the very heart of Dolosan, entering the southern edge of agiant basin
roughly two hundred miles from southwest to northeast, and a hundred and fifty mileswide east to west.
Scrub vegetation provided sparse if colorful cover. Each of the countless gullies etched into the landscape
was home to rainbow streaks of plants.

Rekarafi remained silent for severa miles asthey descended the gradual dope. “ Thiswas |sdazar.”
Kees spat sour sdiva. “ Shining waters?’
The Viruk warrior nodded. “ A vast l1ake. | sailed here with my lerariach in the times before.”

Moraven turned in the saddle and |ooked back at the loping Viruk. “Wasthere alarge Viruk population
here?’

“Once, yes.” He pointed a clawed finger toward the north. “ Tavliarch was home to many. When the
tavam alfel came, thewater boiled. It rosein ascaded cloud that fell in black rain. What it touched
died. It melted Tavliarch. The waters flowed back into the basin and boiled again and again. Findly, they
drained into theland.”

Borosan nodded. “ The continua process of draining and raining allowed minerasto collect in deposits.
Some are smple geodes, while othersare full layers. It is here that deposits of thaumston arefoundin
abundance, though the magic in them often isweak.”

“How can it beweak?’ Keles stood in the stirrups and pointed to a plant with a cluster of feathered
berries. “We re on Ixyll’ s doorstep. Things should be stronger here.”

“No, Keles. Y ou see, the water here, perhaps because of trace minerals, was apoor conductor of
magic. It collected it, but transferred little of the magic to other things. What we have seen before are
sgnsof themagic itself having touched things. Here it touched the water, which insulated the underlying
area. West of here, heading to the uplands, you will see more and stranger things, especialy where magic
had continued to stream, but here thereis only residue.

“The advantage to this thaumston isthat it is concentrated and capable of absorbing agreat deal of
magica energy. Peopledig it up and st it in placeswhereit can be charged. Onceit is energized, the
posshilitiesarelimitless”

Keesfrowned. “How isit charged?’

“It'srelatively smple. You put the samplesin ametal box and raise amagt aboveiit, or spread |leader
linesaround it; techniques differ. Then you wait.”

“For?’

“For avery specid storm. Y ou want amoderate chaos-storm. Enough to charge the thaumston, but not
much more. Luckily, the basin tendsto contain the storms.”



Moraven raised an eyebrow. “What if the sorm istoo large?’

“It would kill us.” Borosan smiled. “But don’t worry. I’ m sure it would be amost spectacular way to

die

Chapter Thirty-nine
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9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
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737" year sincethe Cataclysm

Meleswin (Helosunde)

Desdrion

Prince Pyrust smashed the iron edge of his shidd into the Helosundian' sface, spinning him away. The
man’ s weapon went flying, and the Desal Prince advanced, thrusting deep into another man’ svitals. The
sword came free with awet sucking sound. Pyrust kicked the thrashing man away from hisfest, then
moved on.

Around him, the Golden Hawks moved through Meeswin’'s main street, dashing and stabbing anything
that moved. Mogt of the Helosundiansin the city were drunk and exhausted. When they’ d taken
Meleswin, they had spared none of those left behind. The men died, the women were raped, and the
children sent away as chattel. Delasonsa had accurately predicted what would happen, but even Pyrust
had not expected to see streets littered with bodies. Rats and dogs fed on them even as raucous laughter
came from windows shuttered against the cold.

The plan to divide and day the Helosundian |eadership had needed little encouragement. The Council of
Ministers had been split sharply over who should be chosen prince and settled on Eiran—aminor noble
with modest ambition and acomey sister to whom many looked as an avenue to power. Eiran fancied
himself amilitary genius, having waged many warswith toy soldiers. Theretreating Desai troops hed
offered less res stance than his fantasy armies ever did, so he and ahorde of undisciplined troops had
poured into the city.

Pyrust had planned to counterattack later in the Festiva, but stories of fights between the factions
provided the impetus to strike sooner. General Pades, who had been passed over as prince, had laid
claim to the warehouse didtrict on the river, locking up the storehouses of goods. Eiran had sent troopsto
open them back up, drawing them from the garrison at South Gate.

The half-trained boys and cripples|eft there had not even been able to raise an darm. The Shadow
Hawks dew them, then moved into the southern quarter. They went from house to house, ditting throats
until there was no resistance left. The Golden Hawks, Mountain Hawks, and Silver Hawks then entered
the city and spread out. The Golden Hawks, with the Shadow Hawks moving through the city on both
flanks, drove straight to the city center and the mayor’ s palace, while the other two units swept around
east and west to contain Pades and his peoplein the north.

Fighters began to appear asthe Desal closed with the paace. Mo, it seemed, had barely enough time
or senseto pull on some clothing and draw their swords. They had no ideawho they were fighting or



why, and some screamed that they had been betrayed by Pades. Others, limping back from the fighting in
the north, laid down their arms expecting mercy.

They got none.

Pyrust strode through the streets. His shield had been strapped to his half hand so firmly that he' d lose
the limb before it would come off. His black armor had a Golden Hawk emblazoned over the
breastplate, and he' d even ingtructed that it be rendered with the two clipped feathers. His advisors
thought that rather unwise, but he knew the Helosundians were unlikely to understand the significance of
theensign. But ill, it gratified him to see that a number of the Golden Hawks had defaced their armor to
hide those same feathers, providing the enemy with amultitude of targets.

More warriors appeared in the streets, half-naked and bleary-eyed. The wisest of them took one look at
the battalion of armored Desai filling the street and fled. The Shadow Hawkswould get them. Therest,
with typical Helosundian belief in the virtue of their cause, shrieked out awar cry and charged.

Thelr cries became whimpers, then rattles and silence.

A knot of them stood on the palace steps, brandishing spears and swords. They’ d set themselvesfor
battle, but shivered like the cursfeeding on corpses. If they’d had tails, they’ d have been tucked firmly
over their genitalsand bellies.

For amoment or two, Pyrust pitied them. Prince Cyron was responsible for their deaths. And perhaps,
asthey faced hismen, they redlized it. The soldiers Cyron brought remained in Naenyr. The best of
them, the Keru, never ventured into combat. Had the Naeni Prince freed them to fight, there would have
been atrue battle for Meleswin.

And | might even fear what | face.

Pyrust clanged his sword off hisshield’ srim. “No quarter.” He gave the order in alow voice, and word
passed quickly back through the ranks. Another clang set his sword to shivering, then he took off a a
sprint.

Asheraced in, Helosundian spears arced out. A few, thrown weakly, landed in front of him. One spitted
awarrior running beside him. The rest passed over him harmlessy. Those who had thrown them dowly
began to redlize, asthe Hawks came on undiminished, that their spears would have been more effective
had they been used to stab.

Pyrust raised his shield to intercept an overhand blow. It shivered hisarm and splintered part of the
shield, but the rim blunted the blow. The warrior wrenched his sword free, but by the time he had,
Pyrust’ s blade had cloven hisleft shinin two. The man screamed and fell, knocking another man down.
Quick thrusts finished both of them. Their limp bodies did down the marble steps, painting ared carpet
for Pyrust’ s advance.

Soldiers who had flanked the knot of Helosundians ripped the pal ace doors open. Bows twanged from
within and men spun away, arrows through throats, arms, and legs. More poured into the building, and
by the time Pyrust fought hisway to the entrance, the half dozen archerslay dead.

Pyrust helped aleg-stuck man to hisfeet. The warrior reached down and snapped the shaft off, casting it
contemptuoudy asde. “It isnothing, my lord.”

“Itisablazon of honor.” Pyrust mounted the stairs and marched up dowly, matching his pace to that of
the wounded man. Other Golden Hawks streamed up the white marble stairs before him and spread out



on ether sde of the brass doors to the main audience chamber. The Prince held ahand up, and the men
who were preparing to draw the door open relaxed.

Pyrust gpproached and hammered the doors with the hilt of his sword. “Prince Eiran, | am Pyrust, come
for my city. Open this door and no harm shall befal you.”

He heard no response and frowned. He spun, then waved his sword to clear the soldiers from the direct
line of the door. “Do nothing for the moment.” Turning back to the door, he got out of the way, sheathed
his sword, then nodded to the soldiers waiting there. “ Open, now.”

They tugged on the ropes they’ d attached to the handles, and the doors dowly opened like theater
curtains drawing back. A rattle of arrows skipped off the doors and floor. Pyrust stooped and picked up
one of the arrows, then laughed. Holding it in hisright hand, he stepped into the doorway and through.

The audience chamber was too smdll to have ever been considered grand, but the marble and granite
inlaid in thefloors and forming the dais at the far end had been imported. They had been fitted together in
the Helosundian dog crest, which Pyrust’ sfather had left intact, Ssnce the artistry did give the room some
maesty. The muras on the walls had been repainted to depict glorious scenesfrom Desal history, and it
amused Pyrust to see that the portrait of himsalf on the east wall had been defiled. His face had been
obliterated by repeated pounding with a dented brass urn.

The sprawl of young and very drunk Helosundian nobles between the crest and the dai's echoed the
corpse-strewn streets outside. Out there, bodies lay in pools of blood, urine, and excrement; inside, the
nobleslay in spilled wine and their own vomit. Their armor—none of it showing battle wear—had been
cast asde. Whatever robes they had worn benegth now gave thin shelter to cowering women who
looked up at Pyrust with haunted eyes. A hdf dozen of the nobles, including the new Prince, had
managed to stand and shoot, but none of them had nocked afresh arrow, and only two fingered shaftsin
ther quivers.

Pyrust lifted the arrow he' d plucked from the ground. “Care to try again?’

Bows clattered to the ground in reply. Archers soon followed, their ashen pallor degpening. Only Eiran
remained on hisfeet, but he wavered and swallowed. Pyrust stared at him as he advanced, dowly
spinning the arrow between hisfingers. With each step he took, the Helosundian’ s trembling increased.

Pyrust looked past him to the woman sitting in the mayor’ s chair. She could have been aKeru, were she
taller and heavier, for she had the blonde hair and theicy eyes and the hardness that came with pure
hatred. He quickened his pace, sweeping past the Prince and up the three steps to the throne. He threw
the arrow aside and grabbed her by the throat, lifting her roughly, but she did not cry out.

Blood from his glove stregked her neck. She swallowed, and he felt it. Hefdt her lifein hishands, the
thrumming of her heart. Only the shrinking of her pupils and the dight flair of delicate nogtrils betrayed her

fedings
She spat in hisface.

Pyrust released her and wiped the spittle from his cheek, then flicked his hand out in a backhanded dap.
It snapped her head around and rocked her back againgt the throne, but she did not go down. Rising
redness marked her right cheek. She straightened and her eyes narrowed.

Pyrust held his hand before her face. “Don’t spit again. | would be disappointed if you could think of no
new outrage.”



Heturned, ddliberately presenting his back to her, then stalked down the steps to where her brother il
stood. Pyrust let his hand fal heavily on the Prince’ s shoulder. With the dightest pressure, he could have
driven him to hisknees. Insteed, he tightened his grip and kept Eiran upright.

Hewhispered in the Helosundian' sear. “ Y our Sster has bought your life. That iswho sheis, isn'tit? You
could never attract someone with that much spirit, no matter the crown you wore.”

“Andyou, Jasai.” Pyrust spun and looked back up at the girl. “When they made your brother aprince,
did they make you a princess?’

Sheglared a him. “No.”
“Then! shdl”
Eiran shook off hishand. “No.”

Pyrust hooked his shield arm out and turned the young Prince around. He kept his voice low and cold.
“Understand something, Eiran. Y ou are afool and acoward. Y ou say no, but you can do nothing to
enforceit. Infact, if | choseto take your sister right now, right there, on that throne, you would hold her
for me. Look, she knowsit.”

Eiran’s head came up and hissster’ s stare impaed him. He sank to his knees and vomited over Pyrust’s
boots.

The Desal Prince nudged him onto his Side, lessto move him from the puddle than to wipe his boots
clean. He again mounted the steps to the throne. Y ou, Jasai—duchess, countess, whatever they in their
foolishness made you—shd| now be a Princess of Desairion. Y ou purchase one thing immediately: your
brother’slife. I'll have his court sobered, saddled, and escorted south to where they can reach Nalenyr
without incident. A second thing you purchase when we wed: atrucein this province. No moreraiding
againgt your people. No more forced resettlement.”

Jasa shifted her incendiary gaze to him and he hesitated for amoment. There could be no mistaking the
fury on her face, but flickers of ambition aso flashed there. Her foolish brother had become drunk with
his success and the spoils of battle, but she' d remained sober. She had positioned hersdlf to riseto

power.

“You don't think you can trust me. Y ou' rewisein that, but you will learn you can.” Pyrust reached up
and took her hand in his. “Y ou will buy one more thing. Give me a son, and he shdl rule Helosunde as
your brother should have. Y ou will be hisregent.”

Her brow furrowed for amoment. “Why would you offer me Helosunde?’
“If I do not, you will hate me forever.”
“| assureyou, my lord, I will dways hate you.”

“But you will tolerate me to save your people. Lifewill be better for my people. It isnot much of a
dowry, but | shal accept it.”

Jasal raised her chin. “I think, my lord, you leave unnamed the greatest gift | will giveyou.”
“Dotdl me”

“My rule of Helosunde will free you to pursue other ambitions.” She amiled. “Y ou make me a princess,



you give me Helosunde, but | will make you an Emperor.”

Pyrugt bit theingde of his cheek to kill hissmile. “InaFestiva of new beginnings, thismay be the best
beginning of al. The new year will befull of portent, indeed.”

Chapter Forty

3¢ day, Month of the Tiger, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sincethe Cataclysm

Stormwolf, in the South Seas

Sincefinding the Moondragon and the odd creature aboard it, the expedition had known little joy. In
part that could be blamed on their traveling further south with the prevailing current. The seas became
more hogtile and the weather Sgnificantly cooler. Shimik began to grow athick coat in response, and the
treachery of ice on the decks added to the dangers of shipboard life.

Though Captain Gryst was content to leave the seadevil to Jorim for study, he quickly brought the
scholars on the Sormwolf in to study thething. They al dissected it and preserved piecesin variousjars.
Drawings were rendered of itsoverdl physiology from fleshin. The claws were tested and found to
contain avenom thought to be smilar to aViruk warrior's. It caused paralyssin smdl animals, and the
investigators suggested that many of the crew had been felled by it before they had a chanceto fight.

A study of its scomach contents yielded fishbones and fingers, suggesting strongly that the rest of the
Moondragon’s crew would never be found. Bits and pieces of its flesh werefed to cats and afew rats
with noill effect. Thefact that cats ate it with relish did nothing to make any of the men want to partake.

But the effect of dl the study proved less than satisfactory. The only thing the scholars could agree on
was that they’ d never seen anything likeit. The reasonsfor that abounded, aswell as stories of how the
creature could have come to exist. Some decided the gods were upset with Men in general and created
these things to supplant them. Others spoke of more sinister and salacious Situations, in which lost sailors
had committed ungpeskabl e acts with fishwomen. Jorim still favored the theory he had advanced to
Anaeda; that they were just a heretofore undiscovered race of creature. The utter lack of stories about
them did worry him, but sncethe only logica dternative was that they were a Spontaneous creation of
the gods, he stuck with histheory. Divineintervention just did not sit well with him.

He did remember his conversation with Keles before they both departed. Keles had suggested Empress
Cyrsadill exigted in Ixyll and was out there fighting something that still threatened the old Empire. Keles
had advanced the theory that perhaps the Cataclysm had opened arift to another world, letting in forces
as yet unseen by man. While Jorim consdered that highly unlikely, it did serve to explain why there was

no long-standing tradition of these seadevilsin folktales.

In the end, he just accepted that they were what they were. It wasn't so important to know where they
had come from asit was to spot where they were and to determine where they might be going. Thefact
that they had been able to attack a ship and denude it of crew, leaving only the barest of signs of their
passng, frightened him. He wasn't so much worried for the Stormwolf ashewasfor asmal idand, or
what would happen if the creatures passed up ariver deltaand began to devour villages.



In the month of the Bear, the fleet |ocated more of the idands from the Soth chart and landed crewsto
examinethem. They did find some signs of human habitation, but it had been years since the villages were
populated. On oneidand they were ableto harvest alot of ferd pigsto replenish their supply of fresh
mest, and it provided ample feasting for the New Y ear’ s Festiva . Even better, the pigs presence
suggested the seadevils hadn’t visited the idands, which made everyone fed somewhat at ease.

The New Year's Festival passed without so much asastorm, which they al found welcome yet unusud.
No one complained, however, and the Festival carried on with an exchange of gifts among the people of
the fleet: nothing extravagant, and al of it the product of labors undertaken in spare minutes here and
there. Clothes newly decorated with embroidery were exchanged, serenades were sung for the
enjoyment of dl, and even the cooks outdid themsdlves by making the norma fare extraordinary through
use of spicesthat had been hoarded againgt such atime.

Shimik even provided a present to those on the Stormwol f. Alotia, one of the concubines who had been
apprenticed to the Lady of Jet and Jade, spent hours teaching the Fennych a dance. Jorim had not
quibbled over her congtant requests for the Fenn’s company since she kept him occupied during the
dissections. It was only when she dressed the small cregture in a blue robe embroidered with golden
tigersthat he wondered what she' d been doing with him al that time.

Thetraditiond dance, which went by theforma name Chado-ong-dae, was usualy performed to greet
the new year by ayoung woman of marriageable age who sought amate. It had long been seen as dance
of seduction, with the lithe and fluid movements reflecting the dancer’ s grace and sensuous nature. Jorim
had seen it performed anumber of timesthrough the years, in avariety of forms, al over the Nine
Principalities and beyond.

But never had he seen it done the way Shimik did it. What for agirl were graceful and delicate motions
became strong and staking. Where she was atigress dipping through the jungle duding dl those save for
the mate she chose, Shimik became the hunting tiger. Hislegpstucked into rolls from which he emerged
with aflash of claw and fang. He became al muscle and sinew, his movements deliberate and menacing,
his hunting turns fearsome enough to make sailors scoot back and give him room.

And then, the music and dance would end and his demeanor would shift. He d run to Alotiaand legp into
her arms as people cheered. The vestiges of feline nature would vanish into an infantile hug the concubine
returned heartily, and growls became ddlighted coos. The transformation brought another round of
applause from the spectators, prompting both performer and teacher to bow maost humbly and wish the
joy of the Festivd to all.

So well received was the performance that Captain Gryst ordered Shimik sent around the fleet to
entertain dl the ships. Partiesfrom each ship visited the Stormwolf in the wake of his performances.
Before the month of the Tiger dawned, Shimik had uniformsfrom each ship aswell asavariety of
trinketswith which hefilled awooden box and glesfully pawed whenever foul weether kept himin the
cabin.

But where the Festival had given them respite from foul wegther and ill omens, the month of the Tiger
lived up to itsworgt potentia. Chado, the tiger god, moved through shadows and visited misfortune on
those who digpleasaed him. Clouds and fog closed in with the turn of the year, making it dl but impossble
to discern even the lamps burning fore and aft on the nearest ships.

Information passed between ships through alaborious process of lantern signaing. Not only did it take a
long time to pass any messages, but many on the ships could read the signals. Rumors based on these
messages abounded, and the last remnants of joy from the Festival evaporated.



Thefleat was being stalked.

Everyone knew about the sea devil; there had been no keeping that news quiet. To counteract the fear,
the scholars had been charged to try to figure out what the thing actualy was. Captain Gryst had labored
under the vain hope that someone might have known, thereby ending all speculation. Absent that sort of
victory, the plethora of explanations could have split opinions and directed folks away from worrying too
much. Unfortunately, the sallors uniformly dismissed any scholarly soeculation, assuming that Sncethe sea
was their home, they knew best. And what they knew was that the sea devils were nasty and had
attacked a ship, hauling the crew away. This meant they would be out there waiting to take the next ship
that got careless, and would continue to do so until they were dl gone.

Jorim realized that, given the sailors and their opinions, there would have been stories about the fleet
being stalked whether or not there was anything to it. While he didn’t want to believe in what they were
saying, there was no way the stories couldn’t get into his head. He felt ashamed of falling prey to
superdtitions, and said as much to Captain Gryst asthey sat over agame of chessin her cabin one
evening.

Shelooked up from the board and frowned at him. 1 need not lecture you on how strange the ocean can
be. If you think about it, water is but athick fog over an incredible landmass. Asthe air has birds, so the
ocean hasfish. What is down below the fish, though, we have no way of knowing—any more than we
can determine what is above the clouds. If you think about it just for amoment, you might see that the
sea devils have their own empires down there, on the bottom of the ocean, and they have found away to
riseinto their sky, to find out what is skimming their clouds. What they havefound isus.”

Jorim shifted his shoulders asa chill trickled down hisspine. “Y ou don’t actudly believe that, do you?’

“Beieve? No.” She moved her Master of Shadows. “I would not waste the time or energy believing in
that. But | accept it ispossible. What | want isan answer, because this not-knowing is harming my
crew.”

From somewhere on deck, avoice raised an darm. Before the two of them had did their chairs back
from the table, Lieutenant Minan opened the door to her cabin. “Begging your pardon, Captain. Green
lanterns off the port bow.”

“Out of the way, Lieutenant.” Anaeda pushed past him and led the way to the deck. “ Keep to your
duties, dl of you. Helm, steady the course.”

They raced aong the deck and Jorim went down once on anicy patch. He got up and sprinted up the
ladder to join the captain in the bow. Cold wind cut at him, but it redlly didn’'t matter because nothing
could have warmed him.

Above, athin crack opened in the clouds and bled silver into the mist. The moon’slight silhouetted a
huge ship—one not nearly the length and breadth of the Stormwol f, but equaly suited to long voyages
over deep ocean. It bore the customary nine masts, but from them hung tattered sheets. Jorim could
make out the crest on one of them and knew it to be Naeni, but from atime before Prince Cyron ruled.

One of the older sailorsin the bow pointed. “ That' s the Wavewol f.”
Jorim’ sflesh tightened. “ The Wavewolf was|ost eighteen years ago. My father wason it.”
“No longer, Master Anturas.”

The moonlight illuminated the creatures capering on the deck and clinging to the ratlines. Seadevils, each



and every one of them. The one they’ d found on the Moondragon had been arunt, for these creatures
were haf again the size of anorma man. The lanternsfore, aft, and hanging from masts burned with a
green light that shimmered from scales as creatures spun through dances that had no accompaniment.

A million thoughts rioted through Jorim’ s mind. He tried to recall what hisfather looked like and could
not. Theimage of the man he' d held in hismind had been created from dozens of stories, but they all
evaporated as he watched the shadowship keep pace with them. Hisfather had filled how many bellies
over there? He couldn’t imagine what he would tell his mother or grandfather, sister or brother. WAll | get
the chance, or will | feed them as he did?

An urgent tug on histrousers brought him back to redity. He glanced down.
Shimik raised his bow. “Twangatwangal”

Jorim wondered for amoment how the Fenn had managed to string the bow, but didn’t let that stop him
from bringing it to hand and pulling an arrow from the quiver Shimik had dragged on deck. He drew,
amed, and let fly.

The arrow disappeared in the darkness. Jorim thought he’ d missed his mark, then one of the seadevils
gpasmed and fell from the rigging. The other sea devils paused in their dancing as he flopped to the deck,
then fdll on him, clawing and biting. They torelimbs free and severa led merry chases over the deck as
others sought to sted part of their bounty.

Jorim nocked another arrow, but Anaeda held ahand up. “It will do no good.”
“Onemore, Captain, please.” Jorim swallowed hard. “For my father?’

She nodded and stood back. He drew and aimed. He held his shot, measuring the distance, |etting the
shipsriseand fdl. Helet the rhythm move through him, and finaly shot.

Thearrow hit itsmark. A green lantern high on the main mast fell like a stresking star to the main deck. It
exploded when it hit, spraying burning oil over the decking and back up the mast. Severa of the capering
sea devils became spinning torches. They careened over the deck, igniting cable and sail whilethe ship’s
rolling spread the liquid fire further. Another lantern exploded, and another.

Whatever had been propel ling the Wavewolf forward stopped. The burning ship fdll off thewind and the
clouds closed. But even without moonlight, the ship remained visible. It turned broadside to the ocean’s
swells, risng and faling. One moment they could see the whole of it adlaze, and the next the madts
showed as distant candle flames. And then even the candles went out and the Wavewolf disappeared.

Anaeda Gryst turned to him. “Shdl | congratulate you on your shooting?’

Jorim shook hishead. “If | thought that wasthe last we' d see of the seadevils, | would welcomeit. |
don'tthink itis”

“Nor dol.” Shesighed. “Infact, | think it ishighly likely that you’ ve only made them angrier.”



Chapter Forty-one

39 day, Month of the Tiger, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sncethe Cataclysm

Dolosan

The disharmonious nature of Dolosan’ s western reaches—including the gpproaches to Ixyll—disturbed
Moraven in ways he had not expected. In hislife he had seen many things, but nothing quite matched the
Wadtes. Hefound dl of it hauntingly familiar, asif he were haf-remembering dreams.

The western reaches seemed to be full of places apart from the world. It took them aday to get through
alush valey carpeted with maroon plants that bore massive blue blossoms. The ssems and roots
throbbed, and none of the horses would eat them or the flowers. Tyressa had picked one blossom, and a
whole swath of flowers had snapped shut in arippling wave. Keles had dug into the ground and, as
nearly as any of them could make out, the plants shared a network of roots.

Even moreinterestingly, the valley began to shift. Theland itsef moved, degpening the valey and urging
them forward. Things never got to the point where they werein danger of being crushed, for the land's
swdling came gently. Moraven just fdt as though the valley was nudging them aong the way afinger
might nudge a caterpillar off alesf.

He' d looked over at the Viruk trotting dongside them. “Thisvaley can't possbly be dive”
“No more so than the gyanrigot, but that does not prevent them from moving.”

Things continued to get more strange, asif each valey or plain had been shaped according to aplan. One
meadow they rode through caused Rekarafi to stop dead and just crouch amid the flowers. Moraven
wasn't sure why, but Ciras offered aquiet answer.

“On Tira there are scrolls. They are very old and on them are pictures of plantsthat no longer exist.” He
looked around. “ They look like these.”

The swordmaster rode over to the Viruk. “We can linger here, if you wish.”

“And dlow metowallow in apast that will never return?’

“Let you refresh memories that once brought you joy.”

Rekarafi looked at him carefully. “ Even happy memories hurt. It' sthe separation.”

Moraven had ridden off to alow the Viruk some peace. The ancient one’ swords had found resonancein
him. There was something about the Wastes he did not like. He wanted to ascribe it to constantly fegling
thetingle of magic, but that had never been an unpleasant experience before. Still, he was so used to
controlling magic that the sensation had him constantly on guard, and that did wear him down.

But as unsettling as he found the land of wild magic, Ciras clearly found it more so, and this bothered
Moraven. He had not been as young as Ciras when hefirst fdt the tingle of jaedunto, and had been



more fortunate in having had training in avariety of schools prior to that. He couldn’t remember that
training, but it had existed and Master Jatan’ singtruction brought the skills back to him, even if he could
not recover the memories.

The serrian experience had given him discipline and had trained him how to evaluate experiences so he
could learn from them. This he had done immediately, and learned how to expand his access to the magic
of swordsmanship. Phoyn Jatan had recognized his potential and position. He a so took measure of
Moraven’'s maturity and explained very smply that hewas at acrossroadsin hislife. If hewereto view
jaedunto as power, as some sort of right that allowed him to do as he willed, the power would twist him.
Though he would live for generation after generation, his existence would be an eternity of torment. He
would never know peace.

Taking to heart Master Jatan’ s teaching, Moraven dowly learned how to harness his power. His lessons
did come dowly, however, mastered only over time. He could never forget the haunted ook in the eyes
of young Matut when he' d daughtered bandits without a thought on the road to Moriande. From that day
forward, if it were possible to avoid combat, he did. If it were possibleto avoid killing, he did. Where he
had to kill, he made it clean and quick.

Ciras had not yet reached the point where he could separate the desire to perfect his skill from the
consequences of employing that kill. Ciras did argue that the daying of ruffiansin Asath redly mattered
little and, in fact, had been necessary to prevent any darm about Keles' escape. Moraven agreed with
both points. Had he not agreed with the latter, he would not have dain those he faced. The former point,
however, was not as clear-cut. While the death of a ruffian had limited consequences—qgrief to those
who loved him being the most likely—that view failed to take into account the effect on the swordsman.

Moraven could not remember every person he' d ever dain, and believed the peace of jaedunto
insulated him from many of those memories. It did not save him from al of them, however. He d killed in
battles, in roadside encounters, and in duels. He recaled how it felt when a sword stroked a belly open,
or the scream when alimb parted company with the body. Each time hetook alife, it weighed his spirit
down. Inrealizing my full potential, | block others fromrealizing theirs.

Moraven was fully aware that one school of thought about jaedunto suggested thiswas entirely
necessary. It suggested that the way one reached that |ofty position was by assuming the potentia of
those dain dong the way. The obvious contradiction of thiswas askilled cobbler whose skill dew no
one, yet grew daily and carried him ever closer to jaedunto. Perhaps there was more than one path to
jaedunto, or just that with each masterpiece made, someone else was robbed of the chanceto have
Created it.

Regardless of the theoretica source of the power, hard work, discipline, and patience were dl seen as
vita. In their wanderings, Ciras Dejote had devel oped a certain impatience which, whileit had not yet
entered the realm of swordplay, did bring with it adisturbing contempt. He had no use for Borosan Gryst
and his gyanrigot. While Moraven had been impressed with the Naeni’ s skill at creating and re-cregting
the devices, Ciras harped on how quickly they broke, or how other, more smple methods could
accomplish what they did.

Moraven had tried to deflect Ciras by giving him asmple duty. Intheir survey they cut acrosssignsof a
bandit company scouring the landscape. They found evidence of raids a severd small encampments.
Thaumston prospectors had been murdered and any store of the precious minera stolen. Likewise
they’ d discovered anumber of smal tombs—things from ancient cairnsto tiny cavesthat had been
walled shut—which had been opened and the contentsrrifled.

To Cirasfdl the duty of recording al evidence of the band’ s predation. Thiskept him focused. Theidea



of meeting and dealing with cutthroats, murderers, and defilers of the dead fueled him. It sharpened his
powers of observation and even sparked hisimagination. He watched the tracks so closdly he could
identify individuals based on their horses and footprints. He gave them names and would report back on
their current States of existence.

Unfortunately, this duty also fed hisimpatience. Whenever they would find fresh tracks, he would want to
st off immediatdy in pursuit. Moraven always forbadeit, citing the need to help Kees. Ciras argued that
their mission from Magter Jatan demanded they intercept the raiders and should take precedence.
Moraven reminded him that the mission had been given to him, not Ciras, and he would decide when the
timeto strike was at hand.

Findly, they had run acrosstracksthat told astory that required investigation. Moving through lowlands,
they came to acanyon splitting the face of an escarpment. The bandits had ridden into it, then most of
them had come back and continued aong the escarpment toward the northeast. Y et three of them had
not returned, and Moraven found his curiosity piqued.

He chosetoridein the lead and studied the rock walls rising up so high the sky became but athin ribbon
of blue. He saw no one up there, nor any signs of climbing, but he remained dert. Moraven wasfairly
certain that the bandits had no ideathey were being trailed, so the chances of their setting up an ambush
were minima—and using only three men to do so was foolish. Assuming, however, that the missing
members of the group might be dead meant that something had killed them. Whatever or whoever that
waswill present a similar threat to us.

Three milesin, the canyon opened onto anarrow valley that continued for another couple of milesbefore
closing in again. Moraven could not seeto the far end, but found it easy to imaginethat thetrail led to the
top of the escarpment. It looked to be afairly convenient way to move to the highlands, and doubtless
was used by people and animals dike.

It was not without its perils, however. Three hundred yards into the valley sat asmall pool of water
roughly thirty feet in diameter. Not aripple showed on its surface, and the sun reflected brightly from it.
Given that much of the water in the Dolosan lowlands had a brackish quality toit, this pool looked quite
inviting.

The only thing that spoiled the image was the circle of bleached skeletons and fresh bodies around it.
Most lay with their heads facing the pool but afew, including one of the bandits, had been running fromiit.
Thecircletouched thevaley’ s east and west walls, and severa skeletons huddled againgt the
stone—including acouple of warriorsin armor.

Moraven reined up, and the others spread out in the small safe zone nearest the canyon, with the Viruk
squetting in athin dice of shadow to the east. The horses samped and shied, not wanting to linger in this
place of death.

Keles patted hishorse' sneck. “1 don't blame you for not liking it here.”

Ciras rode up beside Moraven and pointed his quirt at one of the bandits. “ That is Pegleg and the dead
bay ishishorse. The other two are Cuthed and Solehole. Pegleg went down first, and Cuthed next,
knocked out of his saddle. Solehole went down with his horse and tried to run. He may have even dived
for Cuthed’ shorse—that, or fell—then tried to crawl away before dying.”

“I think your reading is correct.” Moraven used ahand to shield his eyes from the sun and peered more
closdly at the bandits. From where he sat, he couldn’t see what had killed the horses, but Solehole had a
holein hisovershirt right over his spine. It gppeared to be a burn mark, with considerable scorching
around it. One of the armored skel etons also seemed to have ahole in his breastplate, but it wastoo far



distant for Moraven to figure out what had caused it.

He did from the saddle. “ There definitely seemsto be a perimeter. Stay back. | want to see what
happens when—"

“If I might make asuggestion, Master Tolo?’
Ciras spitted Borosan with aharsh stare. “Quiet, gyanridin. My Master knowswhat heisdoing.”
Moraven laughed. “Actudly, | don’t. | would welcome asuggestion.”

“It would have been easier had we not abandoned my wagon at Telarunde, but I'll make do.” Borosan
climbed down off his horse and walked back to the packhorse he' d been leading. He opened a pouch
and pulled out the mouser. “We can use thisto see what is out there.”

The swordsman nodded. “ Excdlent idea”

The gyanridin bowled the mouser into the circle and it snagpped its legs out the instant it stopped rolling.
Thelittle meta ball scuttled forward, then left and right, dowly closing with the dead bay.

The pool reacted. Asif arock had dropped at its heart, aripple spread out in aperfect ring. It hit the
edges, but instead of lapping over, it reversed and sped back in. It picked up speed, and when it
converged at the center, a column of water shot ten feet into the air. A spherical drop leaped up and hung
there, glistening in the sunlight as the column flowed down again.

The sphere throbbed and altered its shape. It flattened into adisk, then thickened in the middle. Sunlight
flashed through it, and suddenly the mouser began to smoke. Thelittle gyanrigot continued its dash
toward the dead horse and the zigzagging course forced the disk to shift shape and reposition itsdlf.
Severa black char marks dappled the mouser’ s shell, but it reached the dead horse and hid between
haunch and tail.

A find puff of smoke matched the curling of tail hair. The disk became a sphere again and floated there.
Light played through it dowly and languidly. It gppeared dmogt inviting and certainly benign.

And had | not seen what | have just seen, my thirst might have driven me to accept the pool’s
hospitality.

The Keru crouched at the edge of the death circle. “1 don't know what it is. | don’'t know if itisalive, so
| don't know if we can kill it. | don’t know if we should even try, but I’ ve grown to be fond of that little

“It would be apity to loseit.” Moraven ran ahand over hisjaw, then glanced right at Ciras. “What are
you doing?’

His apprentice nestly folded his overshirt and began to draw off his shirt, despite the chill air. “1 am the
swiftest among us. | will run to the mouser and retrieveit. If | dodge asit did, the spherewill be unableto
kill me”

Sacrificing yourself for something you despise? Perhaps there is hope for you, Ciras. Moraven held
ahand up. “That may be abit premature. Master Gry<t, can you not recall your mouser?’

Borosan frowned. “I'm afraid | can't. Thelast thing | used it for, if you will recall, was going into ahole
to seeif there was any thaumston secreted there. It went for the horse because, | would imagine, the
saddle pack has some thaumston. Once it has detected it, it will keep going for it and I’ ve not enough



hereto bring it back in thisdirection.”

The clatter of armor and bones sounded over by Rekarafi. The Viruk tossed a helmeted skull at the
sphere, but missed. Asthe missileflew past, the water flowed into a disk and concentrated sunlight
melted the hedmet.

“No matter you are fagter than us, Master Dejote, you need to be faster than it.” The Viruk shook his
shaggy head. “Y ou are not that fast.”

Cirasignored him and began to stretch. “1 will not fail, Master.”

“Wait, | haveanidea.” Kees started to rummage around in his saddlebag, then dismounted. “Borosan,
that thing was focusing sunlight to burn the mouser, right?”

“I believeit was.” The gyanridin smiled broadly. “Y es, how incredibly efficient. Aslong asthesunis
shining, it hasalimitless source of power, and if it can do the same with moonlight and starlight, which it
must do since some of those skeletons are of purdly nocturnd animals, then .. .”

Ciras shook hishead. “Thereisn't acloud in the sky. Speed will bethekey.”

Kees shrugged his shoulders. “Y ou could be right. Let me look at something here, though.” He tossed
his horse' sreinsto Tyressa, then jogged around to the west dong the perimeter of the circle. Almost
opposite where the Viruk crouched, he dropped to a knee and studied the pool. He weighed the leather
pouch in hisleft hand, then undid the thongstying it tight. He clearly measured the distance to the poal,
and Moraven had no doubt the cartographer could estimate it down to the inch.

Then, instead of coming back to tell them how far it was and ca culating how fast Ciras would haveto
run, Keles sprang to hisfeet and sprinted. He drove Straight at the pool, legping over piles of bleached
bones and cutting around the haf-melted helmet. Hislegs pumped and sand flew with every step. With
his head down and arms swinging, he ran faster than Moraven would have thought possible.

His speed redly didn’t matter, though.

The moation in the sphere quickened. Ripplesformed onits surface and the light swirled through it. The
disk flattened asit had before. The center swelled. Sunlight silvered the edges. Because Keles charged
draight at it, the disk didn’'t haveto swive to aim. It just tipped down effortlessy, tracking him with all
the cold deliberation of araptor soaring above arabbit.

Moraven would have shouted awarning, but acry of “Brilliant!” from Borosan stopped him. For a
heartbeat the swordsman thought the gyanridin was describing the disk’ s performance, but then he saw
what Borosan was seeing.

“Faster, Keles, you' re dmost there!”

Keeslaughed in triumphant panic. His chosen path started in sunlight, but carried him into a narrow
wedge of darkness. An outcropping of stone high up on the canyon’swall cast adender shadow into the
pool’ s heart. Another minute or two and the sun would have shifted enough to rob him of this passage,
but Keles had seen it and acted ingtantly.

But what will he do when he reaches the pool ?

Chest heaving, the cartographer dropped to his knees, powdering an ancient skull at the pool’ s edge. He
flicked the leather pouch skyward. A black jet of powder shot out and peppered the disk. The disk
boiled and darkened as Keles upended the bag and emptied its remaining contentsinto the pool. The



same inky blackness that had flooded the disk flowed through the pool, rendering both opaque.
Tyressaclapped her hands. “Of course, ground inkstone.”

Kees, hisface blackened by ink dust save for histeeth and eyes, laughed doud. “If light can’t move
throughit, it can't burn anything.”

Moraven applauded. “Well done, Master Keles”

The swordmaster’ s companion scowled. “How did you know that would work?’

Kees shook hishead. “Running into the shadow just made sense.”

Cirasnodded. “1 know. | had seen it, but it was not near the mouser. | meant the inkstone.”
The cartographer sat back on hishaunches. “I didn’t think if it would work or not.”

“Perhaps we need to consider how long it will continue to work.” Moraven climbed into the saddie again
and reined hishorse around. “If it isdive, it might purgeitsdf of theink. If it isjust magic, it may do o
faster. | would suggest haste.”

Nodding, Keles scrambled to hisfeet and retrieved the mouser. “ Do you want the thaumston, too?’
“Please, yes. Never can have too much.”

“Ciras, get what you can from the bandit bodies, including any other thaumston. Maybe there will be
cluesto let uslearn who they are.” Moraven took thereinsof Ciras' horse. “Be quick abouit it. If this
canyon does go through, we' |l be in the uplands ahead of them. Knowing where they are going and what
they are planning will make our journey much easier.”

Chapter Forty-two

10" day, Month of the Tiger, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year since the Cataclysm

Wentokikun, Moriande

Naenyr

Prince Cyron read Prince Eiran’sire asif it were written in the blackest of ink on the most pristine of
papers, but he did not care. Snow had fallen during the day—falen pure and white, no longer something
to scare children. Cyron could seeit asathing of beauty, not aharbinger of evil times, and greetly
enjoyed waking init in hisgarden sanctuary.

The risng moon made the snow glow, and provided enough light for him to see the nocturna animals
begin to tir in their enclosures. Some of them did not tolerate the cold well and remained nestled in their
burrows until their keepers came to feed them, but his favorites heard histread and hisvoice, emerging to
watch him passin hopes of atredt.



Cyron paused before one smdl cage and smiled. Iniit, a clouded linsang had crawled into awooden
branch. Tan-furred with thick black stripes and dots running the length of its snuous bodly, it struck the
Prince as a cross between a cat and aweasdl. Much like you, Eiran, save you lack its grace, poise,
and charm. Cyron clicked histongue at it and the creature’ s narrow head came up.

“Thisone, Prince Eiran, came from the southernmost reaches of Ummummorar. Jorim Anturasi brought it
and its mate back for me. Though it tolerates being caged, it would much prefer | giveit the run of the
garden. | can’t, however, becauseit likesto eat eggs and that disturbsthe birds | have.”

Eiran, looking poorly for hisfast ride to Moriande and the fact that he' d not been received the night
before, did not even atempt to feign interest. “It has something in common with my sister, then.”

“Your sster sucks eggs, does she?’” Cyron opened his cloak and brought out asmall basket that held a
clutch of tiny blue eggs. He lifted one to the bars of the cage and the linsang sat up. The creature
accepted the egg in its forepaws, then cracked it and began to lick at the oozing abumen.

“No, Prince Cyron, she, too, isacaptive. Prince Pyrust has her. They are probably back in Felarati,
living as husband and wife.”

“Thank you for reminding me. | shdl haveto send them agift.”

Eiran began to tremble with rage, his pale face purpling. Had Cyron not long since mastered his own
anger, hisface would have been smilarly contorted. He had not anticipated that the Council of Ministers
for Helosunde would choose a prince to lead them so quickly, and he certainly never would have thought
Eiran would be their choice. Jasai would have been a better choice than Eiran; but Helosundians only
seemed to revere women as mothers, concubines, or the Keru, and shefit none of those categories. He
had no doubt that Eiran had been advanced so someone e se could move into the succession through
marrying her, and Pyrust was doing just that. And the only way to blunt his claim on the Helosundian
throne would be to keep Eiran alive, when he wanted nothing more than to toss the idiot and those who
elected himto thetigers.

Cyron had thought that if the ministers were going to make a quick choice, they would pick Generd
Pades. He had the military background to make him the logica choice. Pyrust had seen how dangerous
he was, and had doubtlesdy taken great delight in charging Eiran with bringing Pades severed head to

Cyron.

The retaking of Meeswin had killed the most able military leaders outside the Keru, and had harvested
the most able-bodied of the Helosundians. The mercenaries—termed Honor Guards to assuage the gods
and gppease human vanities—remained in their fortressesin the mountain passes. Pyrust till would be
neither strong nor foolish enough to venture south, especidly with snow falling, so the Situationinthe
north would remain gtatic until the spring.

| could but hope for a long and deep winter. Not only would it keep him home, but would give me
an excuse to skip a shipment of rice. Cyron sighed as he dismissed that thought. The Desal people
were as much captives asthe linsang, and if Cyron did not feed them, they would starve. He did not want

that happening.

He shook his head and moved on, hearing Eiran crunch snow beneeth hisfeet as he followed. Inthe
songs of heroesthere usually was averse or two about some great hardship a hero witnessed that
prompted him to do great good later in life. Were he worthy of such asong, a bard somewhere would
manufacture some incident that explained why Cyron did not et the Desal starve. Perhapsit would be his
having rescued some exotic animal from the Moriande bazaar and nursed it back to health. He would
have seen it as his calling to do that for the Desal and, perhaps, eventually, the whole Empire.



Cyron would havefound it acomfort if such athing had actudly happened. If it had, he could have put it
in perspective, defined it, and seen itslimitations. He could work around it when necessary. Having his
enemy weakened by starvation would be a benefit, but he could not bring himsdlf to do that.

Hisfather or grandfather could have, without batting an eye; but they’ d grown up in amore difficult time,
when ruthlessness was a virtue. For him, with hisfather’ s program of exploration, he saw theworld as
one of expanding resources, not alimited supply that necesstated rationing. Trade was making his nation
strong and providing benefitsto al, which made most of his people happy—and those who were not
were just impatient because wedth was taking itstimein trickling down to them. Even they, however,
had to admit that he was spending money on projects that benefited them, like dredging the Gold River.

Because his nation was master of agrowing world, he had thetimeto look past the divisions that hed
separated the parts of the old Empire. During the Time of Black Ice, the Principaities had become
fiercdy nationdistic. They needed that sense of sdif to give them purpose and unite them in common
adversity. The snowsthat fell al but isolated them, so they really had little news of and contact with the
rest of the world. People barely had enough to survive, so trade was seen as aluxury, and wood more
useful for heat than for building shipsto explore.

The other Princes, when they did give thought to the old Empire, saw it asaplace splitup by a
warrior-Empress and one that, therefore, would have to be reunited by the sword. There was no doubt
that Cyrsa had divided the Empire among families that would compete with each other for power. She
had done that because she assumed none of them would become ascendant and be able to oppose her
on her return. What was expedient for ayear or two, however, had become entrenched and unworkable
after the Cataclysm.

Cyron didn’t see the need for conquest by the sword. The Helosundians seemed content to remain
bought. Erumvirine enjoyed the expansion of trade and didn’t seem to mind that their accessto the rest of
the world came through Naenyr. Their more moderate climate lent itself to alifestyle that rewarded lazy
indolence. The Virine dumbered like the Bear that represented them and, at this point, Cyron doubted
the Bear would be much of athreat wereit ever roused.

In another generation | could join the houses through marriage and merge our nations.
“My brother, you have heard nothing of what | have said.”

Cyron stopped and regarded Eiran coldly. “Look about you, my brother. What do you see?’
“Snow. A garden. Cages. Animas.”

“Now redlly look.”

Eiran dumped his shoulders beneath a snow-flecked cloak. “1 seewhat | have told you.”
Cyron nodded. “Then tell me what you don't see.”

“I don't follow.”

“No, you don’t, which iswhy you are in the muddle you are in now, and why your nephews and nieces
will have ahaf-handed man asther father.” Cyron waved ahand aong the row of cages. “Do you know
what you will not see here, Eiran? Y ou won't see adragon. Everything else, you will see. A Desal hawk,
aHeosundian dog. Do you know why you won't see adragon?’

The Helosundian snorted. “ Because your vaunted Anturas hasn't found one?’



“Oh, | daresay that if | asked Jorim to find me one, he would. He would find me a dozen and bring them
al.” Cyron lowered his hand and let his cloak close about him. “It is because | would not cage a dragon.
A dragon would wither and diein acage. A dragon cannot be caged, for adragon haslarger concerns.”

“So doesthe dog!”

“Ha.” Cyron reached out and grabbed Eiran by the front of his cloak. He dragged him forward adozen
stumbling steps, then tossed him againgt acage. “ Ther€' s your Helosundian dog. HE' s magnificent. My
Keru take very good care of him. Heistheir pet.”

The dog, which had been huddled with histail curled up to warm his nose, stood and shook histhick
winter coat. Black with awhite band around the eyes and white stockings, the long-haired anima had
enough size and bulk to take awolf. The Keru, when entering combat, painted awhite mask around their
eyesto honor their nation’s emblem.

The dog sniffed a Eiran, then backed, baring histeeth.

“The only thing aHe osundian dog cannot tolerate is cowardice, Eiran.” Cyron let hisvoice drop into a
deep whisper. “1f what you reported as passing between Jasai and Pyrust in Meleswin istrue, then she
accepted him as her husband without duress. Some would dispute that, saying she bought your life so
you will be able to succor her. They would make her captivity acause around which to rally support and
send aninvasion force north.”

“That isexactly why she agreed.”

“Look a him, Eiran; he still growls at you. He knows you areterrified of Pyrust. Y our Sster knew it, too.
She knew you would never come for her. She knew you would use any excuse possible to avoid that.
She' d seen your army daughtered.

“No, she accepted Pyrust’s offer knowing exactly what it was. It affords Hel osunde a degree of
autonomy and relievesit of oppression. There will be no morewar in Helosunde. | will continue to
maintain the Keru and the other Honor Guards, and | shall even dlow you to parade some of them
about, but fear not. Y ou are ahound that shall never go towar.”

Eiran levered himsdf away from the bars of the cage. “Y ou will keep my people caged as you keep this
dog, then?’

“Inacageyouwill be safe. Likethis beast here, | shdl find you acousin of mineto marry and you shall
produce children. One of my children by whomever | choose will marry one of your nieces, linking our
houses. Y our children | will have married into the Five Princes. | will make you useful, but not athresat, so
Pyrust will not fed the need to have you murdered.”

The Helosundian stared at him, shock widening hiseyes. “Y ou can't do that. | am not in acage. | am not
apet.”

“No, you are not. Y ou are just someone who iswalking after he should be dead.” From deeper in the
sanctuary camethe piercing cry of the Desal hawk demanding to befed. “Even it knows you should have
died in Meeswin, and you likely would have died save that you cause me more trouble adive than deed. If
Pyrust had dain you, | could have countered by forcing the Council of Ministersto make anew
choice—someone who was tractable—or to make no choice at dl. By sending you back, he gives me
the choice of killing you or not. Which reminds me, when we see the tigers, try not to stand too closeto
the edge of their pit.”



Eiran shivered. “Y ou wouldn't!”

If he had any intelligence at all, he' d know he just saw past your bluff. “Not today, for thetigers
have aready been fed. Y ou would do well to make certain you do thethings| desirein thefuture, lest |
inviteyou to walk again in my sanctuary.”

The Helosundian Prince' s face closed and he looked down. Little puffs of vapor were the only sign he
lived. Then hishead came back up, hiseyesdull. “My lifeis over, then?’

Cyron shrugged. “Tdl me, what was it you thought when they dected you Prince?’

“I thought . . . | thought | would look very heroicin the robes of state.” He sighed, exhaling two plumes
of steam.

“Even the most resplendent robes will not a prince make, nor will mud-spattered rags unmake a prince.

Y ou were chosen, Eiran, to be manipulated and controlled. Those who followed you to Meleswin did not
know that. They accepted your authority.” Cyron’seyestightened. “I am going to giveyou a
chance—less because it will benefit me than because it will give Pyrust something el seto worry about.”

The young man' s spine straightened. “What?’

“I am going to budget for you enough gold to buy a hundred thousand quor of rice. | want you to spend
it on things to benefit the people who expect you to lead them. | want you to live with them, learn from
them, determine what they need—not what they say they want, but what they need. | want you then to
provide them the means necessary to attain those ends.”

“| don't understand.”

“If that isthe casein ayear, | will find you atower that will become agilded cage. Y ou will never need,
want, nor fear in that cage, but you will never be allowed out of it.” Cyron reached a hand through the
cage bars and scratched the Helosundian dog behind hisear. “Learn your duty, do your duty, then we
will truly be brothers. Make yoursdlf useful to me, and you will find that my resources and gratitude know
no limits”

Chapter Forty-three

13" day, Month of the Tiger, Y ear of the Rat
9" Year of Imperid Prince Cyron’'s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year sincethe Cataclysm

Stormwolf, off the Mountains of Ice

“Thank you for making the time to see me, Captain.” Jorim bowed in her direction. “1 asked lesol to
confirm what | have discovered.”

Anaeda cleared her desk. “Y ou’ ve brought charts, so thisis aproblem of navigation?’

“Yesand no.” Jorim set therolled charts on her desk and unfurled the first one. “Thisisamap of our
progress. I’ ve been incorporating dataas best | can, from what we have learned and from the Soth map.



I"ve aready drawn in the coast of the Mountains of Ice, at least as much of it as we have been ableto
urvey.”

Anaeda studied the chart for amoment, tracing afinger dong the line the fleet had traveled. Their course
had come down south and curved to the east, skirting the empty vastness of the ocean to discover the
idands and to confirm the existence of the Mountains of Ice. “ Thislooks accurate to me. What isthe
problem?’

Jorim drew in adeep bresth and attempted to quell the fluttering of butterfliesin hisstomach. “You'll
recal how the idands on the Soth map were further apart than we expected? And you' [| remember me
telling you that they’ d drawn Cartayne smdler than it should be?’

“Something to flatter the Viruk, wasn't it?’

“Yes. That bit of lore about the Soth is wisdom handed down to me from my grandfather, and | have no
clueasto where hegot it, but | know he believesit. He' sworked with Soth charts and, based on
measurements, he's made some determinations. He knows the world is aglobe. Based on the
measurements he' s been given, he' s even managed to caculate the diameter of the world.”

The captain nodded. “1 am well aware of the hopesthat by sailing east we could reach the western shore
of Aefret. Thelogic of such a passageisinescapable, and the question iswhich path is shorter, sailing
east or west? When you are on the sea enough, you a so hear stories of those who claim to have found
the place from which True Men sailed—the land of light eyes. Some think we came from another world,
sent here after fulfilling some destiny. Othersthink we were just blown off course. Given the sorms down
here, | think that' smost likely.” Shefolded her arms. “1 il fail to see what the difficulty is”

“Thedifficulty is, captain, that my grandfather’ s cal culations were wrong.” He unrolled the second chart.
“The art of measurement is not wholly accurate. Nautical miles and statute miles are not the same. Each
of the Principdities usesadightly different distance to define miles, and most people don't worry about it.
Other towns are aday’ stravel, or aweek’s, or just too far. Even the surveys my brother and | have
undertaken are flawed. The further we go from Moriande, the greater the error, and it compounds.

“Now, the device your cousin created has alowed for more accurate measurements, but | redlized | was
making amistake in cal culating based on statute miles, not nautical miles. | communicated erroneous
thingsto my grandfather, and when | corrected, suddenly the Soth scale for Cartayne made sense.” He
turned and rested a hand on Iesol’ s shoulder. “1 asked the minister to check my math, and he put his
dudentson it aswell.”

Anaeda s eyes narrowed as she studied the new chart. “How big amistake?’
“Twenty-five percent.”

Her head came up fast. “A quarter of the world unaccounted for?’

“Ves”

She sat down hard and rubbed ahand over her eyes. “ So sailing east will bring usto Aefret, but it will
take far longer than we expected.”

Jorim leaned with both hands on the desk. “ That’ sif we ever get there”
Anaeda sat back in her chair, steepling her fingers. “Explain.”

“Currents. We re south of the equator, and the current is running from right to left. Water warmed flows



toward the south pole. North of the equator it goesin the opposite direction. If the world were of the size
we thought it was, then the southern circle would carry usto Aefret. The upper current would have
carried usto lands at the other end of the Spice Route. The difficulty we haveisthat the world is much
bigger than we thought. We know water is cooler away from land and hotter closetoit. | think if there
were nothing in the unknown quarter, the current coming across the equator would have cooled too much
to have the force it does coming in to our coast.”

The ship’scaptain smiled dightly. “1 am pleased your time aboard the Stormwolf has conferred upon
you the information you now possess. Y our knowledge of currentsis admirable, but faulty. All that is
required isfor the west coast of Aefret to be shaped so that it interceptsthis polar current, warmsit, and
directsit back west dong the equator.”

She leaned forward and studied the vast expanse of ocean to the east of the Principdities. “Even as| tell
you all that isrequired to invalidate your idea, | don’t believeit. In every quarter of the world—every
quarter up to this point at least—earth and water are in balance. To assume nothing but water exists out
hereisas absurd asto think it could be asolid wall of stone reaching to the stars. And then thereisthe
mystery of the land from which True Men came. We aso might well wonder after the seadevils and what
they call home. Isit possible some new world liesin the heart of this emptiness? Of course, but this
leaves us another question.”

Jorim cocked an eyebrow. “ And that would be?’

“Why didn’t this emptiness or whatever is there gppear on Soth charts?’
lesol bowed his head apologetically. “Permission to spesk, Captain?
“Please, Minigter.”

“The Soth were subject to the Viruk. They served themin al ways, including as educators and keepers
of information. Perhaps they chose to hide this knowledge so that any peoplesin this place would remain
out of Viruk hands”

“That is certainly possible, Minigter, but the Viruk were capable sailors and explored much of theworld.
The ideathat the Soth bureaucracy could keep knowledge of aquarter of the world from themiis
unsatisfactory.”

Jorim straightened up. “1 have another idea, Captain.”

“What would that be?’

“Perhapsthis quarter of theworld did not exist when the Viruk Empire was its most powerful.”
Anaedafrowned. “ The idea of bureaucracy sounds better a the moment.”

“No, think of it for amoment. We know how much the Cataclysm changed our world, but it redly was
very little compared to what happened when Virukadeen sank into the Dark Sea. The Viruk fought awar
with magic—magic o powerful even our grestest legendary magicians could not begin to matchiit.
Imagine, if you will, that the war changed what sank into something akin to thaumston. Anything could
happen. We' ve seen vol canoes add to coastlines, so perhaps hundreds of vol canoes were triggered and
were able to expand the world.”

“And you would then suggest, Master Anturad, that the Soth chart you saw on Cartayne made the idand
gmaller thanit redly isto reflect the fact that the Soth had determined the world had expanded?’



Jorim shook hishead. “1 don't know, Captain Gryst. | make maps, | find animals. | am, asyou said at
our first meeting, an adventurer. | don’t care what would have put alandmass here. It could be the gods.
It could be Viruk magic, it could have been hidden by doppy Soth cartographers. All of that is
immaterid. | would just like to get there and see what wefind.”

Anaeda stood, then bowed to him. “1 appreciate your scholarly approach to this problem. We have one
duty for certain, and that isto survey the Mountains of Ice. | mean to continue that part of our journey.
Where we go from there will depend on the answer to aquestion. Consider your answer before you

“Yes, Captain.”

“Knowing the nature of your relationship with your grandfather, | assume you have not told him of your
errorsin measurement.”

“No, Captain.”

“| aso assume you would have avoided it until our return. Discovering something out here—anew
landmeass, the home of True Men, anything monumenta—might distract him enough that he' d overlook
your error. It would save you agreeat dedl of pain.”

“That' strue”

“So, hereismy question.” Shewatched him closgly. “Are you willing and able to deceive your
grandfather about what we discover?’

A jolt ran through him. Jorim had no qualms about deceiving his grandfather; he had lied to him about
countlesslittle things—errors of omission mostly—all of hislife. Qiro knew nothing of the Fenn or the
gghting of the Wavewolf. His grandfather had been abrupt enough that he didn’t probe, so Jorim had not
needed to work hard to concedl information from him. He knew he could, but also that hisown
enthusasm would makeit difficult if such amomentous discovery were made.

“Theduties| perform are not just for the Anturas family, Captain, but at the order of Prince Cyron. If |
deceive my grandfather, | deceive the Prince. Y ou can see my reluctance to do that.”

“I can, but we have alarger responghility to the Crown, and to Naenyr. The other Principdities believe
that if we are fortunate enough to return, at the very most we will have found another route to Aefret.
Thisthreatens them because it means more trade for Naenyr, but it isathreeat they are dready learning to
ded with. If wefind awhole new continent, we open not just the wedlth of Aefret, but that of an
unimagined world. Naenyr will ingtantly be able to beggar any other nation. That meansthey will dl be
folded into aNaeni Empire. Desairion won't stand for that, and likely even the Virine would have to
react.”

Jorim dowly nodded. “We could sail back to anation devastated by war. Nalenyr might not even exist
when we get home.”

“If youwill permit me?’ lesol looked up sheepishly from hischair. * * Asthe Magter said, “ The danger of
dreams comes when one acts on them asif they are prophecy.” * ”

The cartographer frowned. “Elucidate, please.”

“Y ou touched on externd thresats, but with Naenyr you have two other threats, both based in dreams of
avarice. Oneisinternd, for theinland lordswill not allow themselvesto be done out of whatever
treasures might be found. They will spend grest amounts to send out shipsthat will not return. It will ruin



them. Peasants will leave the land and flock to the citiesin hopes of crewing aship, or workingina
shipyard, 0 harvests will suffer and the nation will face famine. The whole fabric of society will berent.”

Thelittle man shivered. Asamember of the bureaucracy he could have no lovefor the chaos of such
upheaval. Jorim saw fear on hisface and heard it in his voice as he spoke, then his voice shifted. Fear
ebbed, and anger rose.

“The second threat isthat of the Minigters. Y ou, Captain, and you, Master Anturasi, have shown me
more kindness and respect than anyone in the bureaucracy. The Ministers do cherish order above dl
else, and aready resent the fact that great wealth provides power they cannot control. They are capable
of anything to maintain order.”

Anaeda s eyes narrowed. “Even treason?’

“More, though they would never defineit as such. If Prince Cyron were seen to be alowing power to
flow to those who are not worthy, it would be asimple task for them to find anoble who thought as they
did, or who could be controlled. By fasfying reports, they could blind the Prince to agrowing revolt, and
they could even deliver him into the hands of his enemies—if they did not decide to kill him outright
themsdves”

Jorim frowned. “ That’ soverreaching.”

“Condder history, Master Anturas. The Council of Minigters for Helosunde has shown no desireto
relinquish power, and their betraya of the Helosundian Princeis accepted by many asfact. Establishing
such a Council for Naenyr might well seem a solution to a problem the ministers have not had to dedl
with before.”

And | amthe only link back to Nalenyr. Jorim wondered if that were actudly true, Snce anumber of
the scholars with the ship might well be able to establish alink back to blood kinin Naenyr. Then again,
none of them know where we are, so if we do find something and tell themit is West Aefret, that is
what they would tell people back home.

Jorim looked at histwo companions. “Y ou realize that we are entering a treasonous conspiracy? When
we return, the Prince might listen to reason and sanction what we have done. Or he might decide that the
time wasted in our return has hurt Nalenyr and have us hanged for traitors.”

“I think, Master Anturag, that you will be able to convince him it was dl for the best. Y ou know he loves
the animals you bring for his sanctuary.” Anaeda Gryst amiled. “We |l keep this secret so your giftswill
be a surprise. How can he complain about that?’

“He snot that smple”

“No, but he' sreasonable. After dl, it sone thing for usto sail east. Thetrade routeisonly viableif we
can make it back.” She tapped the new world map with afinger. “Let’ s see what’ sthere. Thenwe'll see
if we can return before anyone gets excited enough to start killing over what we have found.”

Chapter Forty-four
17" day, Month of the Tiger, Y ear of the Rat
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163" Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty
737" year sincethe Cataclysm
Dolosan

Kedes Anturas woke dowly, in the vain hope that doing so would make his head fed better. He didn’t
want to open his eyes, because even the dightest bit of light would start his head pounding. He knew
Rekarafi did not mean to cause him discomfort, and the nausea that he had first experienced around him
had |ong since passed, but the headaches would not abate. They arrived as the sun went down and
remained, disturbing hisdeep, leaving him achy for the rest of the day.

He hoped thelast of the venom would finally work itsalf out of his system. He had done everything the
others could suggest to help him get rid of it, from eating the sort of odd foods they found growing
around them to exercise. The feathered berries, once they were plucked, had been the most effective.
They had a sharp sour taste which, if it didn’t actually cure the headaches, certainly distracted him from
thepan.

Ciras had madeit his persona duty to show Keles how to use asword. The cartographer wasfairly
certain thiswas mostly because the Tirati was still embarrassed over his smple solution to the problem of
the pool. Moraven had used Keles' action at the pool as an example of the employment of intelligence
over thoughtless action, and Ciras seemed to take it to heart. Sword instruction was ameans of paying
off adebt, and it did force Keles to focus on something other than how he felt.

Tyressaadopted a different approach, which entailed taking Keles off on little Side journeys. These had
the advantage of distancing him from Rekarafi aswedl as removing him from hislogbooks and maps. She
showed great patience in educating him about animals, the tracks they |eft behind, plants, their seedsand
flowers, and how to determine if they were edible or not. She took great painsto separate fact from
speculation, though later observations of creatures often confirmed what she' d assumed based on their
tracks and scat.

He d listened carefully and had begun to understand some more of what his brother found so engaging
about his surveys. He could measure the land and draw it, but that didn’t convey afull knowledge of it. It
felt good tofill hislungswith fresh air, and to fed ddlicate flowers, or spot atuft of fur hanging froma
thorn and know what it came from.

“Itisodd, Tyressa, but | have dwaysthought of the Keru as creatures of the city. Thisknowledge you
haveisn't something you could learn in Moriande.”

She laughed and crouched beside some uplands heather, brushing a thumb over the purple blossom. * For
the Naeni, we are of the city, but you only see us as auniform company. I’ m ten years your senior, but
have only beenin Moriande for seven years”

“And before that?’
Shefrowned. “1 wasnot in Moriande.”

Keeswaked over and knelt beside her. “Tyressa, | remember your telling me that first night, on the
Catfish, therewerethings | didn’t need to know. | want to respect that. | will respect that, but | am
curious. | assume you learned alot of what you' re teaching me in Helosunde. I’ m not seeking to pry, but
samply to find aframe of reference.”

The blonde woman turned her head and regarded him. Her glance cut a him more coldly than the winds,



but only for aheartbeat. Then it warmed—ifractionally. “Keles, | have come to respect you for your
dedication to duty and even your inventiveness. Y ou believe you only want aframe of reference, but past
experiencetdlsmethat isnot entirely so. | know what Naeni men grow up thinking about the Keru. |
even recal you and your brother passing into your grandfather’ s celebration—yes, | was at the door that
night.”

Kelesblushed. “1 didn't—"

“Don't worry. You didn’t look at us any differently than any man, and your glances were far kinder than
those of most women. The rumors you' ve heard shape what you think of us. We hold ourselves apart,
you'retold. Wetake no lovers, bear no children, and have undergone secret rituals that allow usto draw
strength from Helosunde. Y ou aso hear we only love women, or that the Princeisthe only man wewill
accept in our beds. Some even think we have seduced this Prince and his father before him, and are
rasing an heir to the Naeni throne that we can use to replace him when we decide he no longer serves
the cause of Helosunde.”

“1"ve heard those stories, but I’ ve never beieved them.”

She stopped, then lowered her eyes and nodded. “Y ou probably haven’t, have you? Once you left
behind adolescent fantasies, you didn't contemplate any of that. Not much of asurprise, infact; just a

pity.”
He stood and brushed red dust off hisknees. “A pity? How isit apity?’

“It shows how insulated you are from life.” She turned and looked up at him. “Did you love the woman
you took the scarsfor?’

“Yes, of course.”

“Why?

Keesfolded hisarmsover his chest. “Well, because she was pretty and she was from agood family and
..." Hisvoicetrailed off. “My father married awoman from amerchant house, hisfather before him. It
was expected.”

“Expected.” Tyressasnapped off agprig of heather and tucked it behind her Ieft ear. “Y ou loved her
because you thought you were supposed to love her. It fit into your conception of the world—just the
way the numbers and distances dlow you to quantify the world. Y ou seek order, and she was part of
that. She was the piece that would fit well into the mosaic you think your life should become.”

“That'snot true.” Y et he found no reason to back up hisdenia. He' d allowed himself to believe heloved
Mgjiata because he wanted to love her. | needed to, because | needed someone to love me just as my
mother loved my father.

She opened her arms and dowly turned acircle. “Look at this place, Keles. It existed before you ever
thought of measuring and definingit. It will continueto bewhat it islong after your map has moldered to
nothing.”

He shivered. “ Great. Thanks. | get theidea. What | do out here won't matter.”

She shook her head. “No, you fool, you haveit all backward. It's not what you do out here that matters.
It swhat being out here does to you that matters. Right now, you’ re nothing but a puppet performing for
your grandfather. Worse, he’ strained you so well that even after he diesyou will continue to perform the
sameway. A puppeteer could not wish for more of the dolls he leaves behind.



“Y ou don't seem to understand that everything you do out here will matter. Y our mapswill open thisland
to exploration. People will come—but unless you understand that the land is more than distances and
elevations, you won't be able to guide them where they should go, or show them how they should
prepare for things.”

“Thisplace, Tyressa, isalong way from colonization. Y es, there are scroungers and bonediggers who
live here, but the land changesthem. Thereis<till wild magic.”

“Yes, Kees, but will it change you?’
“1 don't understand.”

Tyressasighed. “I don't suppose you do. Look, my world has been very smdl. Yes, | comefrom
Helosunde; | grew up there. | killed afew Desai, which iswhy | was chosen to be one of the Keru. From
there my world expanded to include Moriande. But now I'm here, seeing things I’ ve never seen before,
and | redize thewhole of theworld is not a captive nation. My people keep hungering for atiny portion
of theworld that will cost them morethan it isworth. Don’t look a me with that sort of shock—you
know what | am sayingistrue. If instead of spending time plotting raids and complaining about how the
gods have hidden their faces from us, were we to pick up lock, stock, and barrel to head out to Solagth
or Dolosan, or even up the Gold River, we could build ourselves anew nation. Asit is, we let our past
and duty to it define us. It limitswhat we can become.”

Keesdowly nodded. “ And you are saying that my davish adherence to my training and my grandfather’s
wisheslimitsmein the sameway?’

“Only in that they stop you from seeing theworld asitis.” She amiled. “How can you think to definethe
world when you have a haze of numbers and an avalanche of scrollsto separate you from it?’

“I can't, redlly.” Hefrowned for amoment, then looked up into her eyes. “What you'vejust sad . . . It
isn't the sole result of your having come on thistrip, isit? Y ou were thinking these things before, whichis
why you were chosen.”

Tyressaturned and began to walk back to where their horses cropped heather. “ That might have been a
factor.”

“It makesfor alondy life, doesn'tit?’
The glance she gave him was daunting. “Y ou'll offer to relieve me of that burden?’

“No, that’ s not what | wasthinking.” He looked down. *Y ou fedl lonely because your thoughts are
spreading wider than those of your companions. For me, it was the opposite. | kept my world smdl, and
others were content to let me go my way. Even here, you were dl ready not to bother me—and bother
with me”

“We might have, but then you dedlt with the pool.” She smiled. “Y ou didn't tell someone else how to do
it; you just did it. Y ou did something for our common good. Y ou joined us. Y ou let us know we re more
than just gyanrigot.”

Kelesjoined her at the horses and hauled himsdlf into the saddle. “If that’ swhat you thought, I'm sorry. |
wasn't. . . | was not thinking about the world; | was just thinking about what | was supposed to be
doing.”

She nodded. “We understand. Most of us, anyway. Borosan isworse than you, and I’ ve no ideawhat
the Viruk isthinking.”



“Worse than me? Isthat possible?” He smiled. “And, Tyressa, I'm sorry for thinking what everyone does
about the Keru. | didn’t mean to insult you.”

The Keru dowly turned to regard him. “Y ou mean you don't find us dluring in the way no pillow-bred
Naleni waif could ever be?’

“Yes. I mean...No, | mean...” Kees shoulders dumped. “Kill menow. It will savetroublelater.”
Tyressalaughed. “ The degping dragon has awakened. Slowly, dowly, but awakened nonetheless.”

She pointed out amultitude of things on their ride back—including the opening to asmall cave that
appeared to be breathing—and Keles drank in every word. When they reached the campsite Moraven
had chosen, they found three scroungers had joined them. One, awizened old man swathed in animal
furs of acolor not seenin Moriande, sat off to the side with Moraven and Borosan. The gyanridin often
served as something of atrandator with the prospectors and bonediggers. The other two, younger and
decidedly more hale, tended the fire and were roasting something over it. Keleswould havetaken it for a
rabbit savethat it had seven legs.

Ciras sat with them and traded pleasantries, but the conversation remained strained. Rekarafi perched
himsalf on arock downwind of the campsite. The cool breeze ruffled hishair. He'd closed hiseyesand
lifted hismuzzle. Hisdit nogtrils flared asif he could inhale whatever they were roasting. His hands rested
on hisknees, and firdight flashed from hisclaws.

Ciras bowed his head asthe two of them reached thefire. “We have vigitors. They have seen no signs of
bandits, but the winds have blown rumors. They are going to head for Opadynoati, at the foot of the pass
into Ixyll.”

Keesimmediately wanted to ask them to describe the pass, but herefrained. “And Opadlynoti iS?’
One of the bonediggers smiled, reveding atangle of yellowed teeth. “A crossroads.”

“OnceaViruk town.” Rekarafi opened hiseyes. “The tavam alfel melted it to human proportions.”
“Thank you, Rekarafi.” Kelessmiled. “I look forward to seeing it.”

The evening conssted of shared fare, and Borosan entertained the visitors with aduel between his
mouser and the smdl thanaton. Ciras sang abdlad from Tirat, and Tyressa offered alament for lost
Helosunde. Their visitors repaid them with the ribald songs that warmed the nights throughout Dolosan. It
concluded with an agreement to travel together to Opadynoti, and Keles crawled into histent without a
sngle thought about reporting to his grandfather.

Morning came quickly enough, and when hefindly did open his eyes, his head began throbbing. He
acknowledged the pain, then smiled. In the past it had been an impediment to his mission, but now it was
just pain. It wasjust asmall part of hisworld, so he set about doing al he could to make it as small apart
ashewasable.

Chapter Forty-five
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Nirati woke with astart. There had been no sound or movement, or even stray ray of sunshineto bring
her from adead deep to consciousness. It wasjust the instant dert of one who had been long and fitfully
adeep somehow redlizing that the time for more deep had ended.

She found herself facedown againgt her pillow. Dampness on the pillowcase felt cool againgt her cheek. It
wasn't from tears, though she was certain she had cried during the night. Instead she' d drooled, deeping
gape-mouthed. Her exhaustion had not even alowed her the dignity of composing her festuresin some
semblance of beauty.

She dowly gathered her hands under her shoulders, but thiswas not as smple asit should have been.
She ached dl over, but especidly in her shoulders and elbows. The dull ache seemed familiar, having the
quality of agtrain from repetitive maotion. When she helped her mother with spring or fal planting in their
garden, sheamilarly fdt it in her shoulders and lower back.

Sowly shelevered hersdf over onto her back, then lay there, panting with exertion. She knew that having
something so smple exhaust her wasridiculous, but shefelt incredibly weak. Her blankets seemed so
heavy they might aswell have been woven from lead. Her nightclothes had twisted around her legs, and
though she plucked at them, she could not free hersalf. Being trapped sent panic through her for an
ingtant, then she forced hersdlf to remain cam.

The panic revived dreams. She dowly reconstructed the night in hopes of sorting fact from fiction.
Somewhere in there she sought what had robbed her of strength—though she doubted she would find it.
But there waslittle ese for her to do than think, and she needed that facade of control if shewas ever
going to risefrom her bed.

The evening before had been quite pleasant. Count Aerynnor had conducted her to the theater to watch
the production of Jeor Dirxi’s The Feather Swvord. It wasthe best of his stires, festuring agoosegirl
who was s0 good at wielding afeather that she was able to defeat every swordsman she met. That the
swordsmen wore costumes denoting their alegiance to Desairion, or that her feather was gold and she
wasafar maid of Nalenyr, added a degree of contemporary commentary that saved what was an
otherwise mediocre production.

From there they had walked in public gardens, then returned to the apartments the count had rented once
he had formally severed tieswith the Phoesdl family. There they had drunk wine and made love, then he
had conducted her home. At least, she was certain he had, since she had no recollection of the trip, but
here shewas.

Her mother knew she was deeping with the Desal noble. But aside from worrying about Nirati’ s heart
getting broken, she had approached the whole affair with practical good sense. She' d prepared the
tincture of clawfoot and administered it before each evening meal. Sheinvited Nirati to confide anything
in her, and even suggested they might pay avisit to the Lady of Jet and Jade for advice.

Nirati had ressted that latter suggestion. Her prior sexual encounters had been with loversas
inexperienced as she. She had not taken much pleasure in coupling, save ajoy that her partnerswere
pleased and that they clearly desired her. Her own satisfaction she subordinated to theirs, because until
Jundl she had not known the ecstasy that could come from sex.



Jundl had been akind and gentle lover. He looked to her pleasurefirgt, taking histimeto undress her, to
study her, to caress and kiss her. The warmth of his breath againgt her skin, thetingle of his
caresses—whether touching her with fingertips, the back of his hand, or even when he wore thin lesther
gloves—started afire burning in her. He talked to her, telling her she was beautiful and desirable, then
asked what it was she wanted, how she wanted it. Faster, dower, more heavily or gently; whatever she
desired he provided, and the times he made suggestions he opened whole new worlds of desireto her.

She would have thought, after making passionate love with him, that her dreams would be languid or
peaceful or even torrid, but they had been something else entirely. Her limbs ached asif the dream had
been real. She' d felt helpless, with her armstrussed behind her, her legs folded under. Thick bands
restrained her. At first she thought they were leather, but as she studied them they becamethe coils of a
furred snake. She could hear its hisses, and the crush of itsflesh chilled her. She struggled to get away,
but the snake merely laughed, saying there was no escape, would never be an escape. She was trapped
forever.

Then her grandfather came and woke her. She was convinced that was a dream aswell, but she drew
her arms from beneath the blankets and could see red marks on her wrists and other bruises on her arms.
She had struggled againgt him, she knew, for she could still hear his voice commanding her to be ill.

She' d stared up at him. “ Grandfather?”

“Yes, child. Yes, my little Nirati. | had to come.” He stared down at her, his eyes ablaze, then they
softened. He sat on the edge of the bed and took her handsin his. *Y ou had abad dream.”

“Yes, | did; very bad.” Shelet him tug her up into aSitting position. “But how can you be here? It'snot
possible”

Qiro Anturasi shook his head. “ The Prince thinks he has me locked away, but there are passages and
paths of which he knows nothing. | know them all. Coming to you was not difficult. And that you needed
me was reason enough to risk it.”

Nirati squeezed his hands. “Isthere something wrong, Grandfather?’

The old man raised his head asif, by posture done, he could deny that possibility. Then he sighed. “Truth
betold, Nirati, I, too, have unsettled dumbers. Demons and monsters haunt my deep the same as
yours”

She kept her voice quiet. “Isthere something you' ve not told me about my brothers? Arethey in
danger?’

“Y our brothers are as well as can be expected. They report to me astrained. Jorim isworking hard at
keeping his mind focused. Keles has dways had that ability. | am learning much through them, which shall
be to the benefit of al.”

“Y ou've not answered my question.”

Qiro dmost smiled. “No, | haven't. Both of them try to keep things from me. It is not out of spite; that |
would know. They keep it from me so | will keep it from you and your mother, but | know things. Keles,
as expected, isencountering difficulties. Heisill—not serioudy, child, have no fear. But he does not deep
well. At timeshedipsand | seethings. The Wastes are siranger than | remembered. It isachalenge for
Keles.

“Asfor your brother Jorim, heis excited about what he sees, but the journey is not progressing as



planned. He has made wonderful discoveries, but there is also mystery. He seeks answersto questions
that may not have answers.”

Nirati shivered. *Y ou would know if something terrible happened, wouldn't you?’

“Yes, child, | would.” He stared her straight in the face. “But fear not. | shal let nothing befall agrandson
of mineif itisin my power. Y our brothers have resources they do not know exist. They will dowell.”

She gave her grandfather’ s hands another squeeze, for she knew not what to say. His voice, though
distant as his stare, carried with it warmth and respect that she had never heard when Keles or Jorim
were around.

“Y ou love them, don't you?’

Qiro shook himsdlf, and his eyes refocused. “ Of course. | drive them because | lovethem.” Hisvoice
began to rise and a strident tone entered into it. “ Theworld is crud and cold and hard. It resststhe
Anturas attempt to defineit, to tameit. It defiesus, but it will lose. Their effort will help seetoiits
defeat.”

He squeezed her hands, then let them drop to the coverlet as he stood. “But now you, my pet, arethe
heart of my concerns. | would not have your deep troubled. Do you remember the game we used to

play?”

Nirati smiled broadly in spite of hersdf. “Oh, yes. How could | forget?” When she was young and had
shown no talent for cartography, she had been crushed. So during the times when Qiro gave Jorim and
Keeslittle tasks to perform, he would Sit and draw mapsfor her. They crested the mythical land of
Kunjiqui, and as she would describeit, Qiro would add symbols to the map, refining and defining the
world of her cregtion.

Qiro had extended a hand to her and she had dipped from the bed. He led her to thewall and touched it.
A section did back silently, reveding ablack corridor. “For you, Nirati, | have found a path to Kunjiqui.
Come. It shall be your sanctuary from fear.”

She/ d followed him down the corridor and into a sunlit meadow, which couldn’t possibly exist, snceall
the grasswas slk and the birds singing in the trees were creatures of embroidery. The trees had limbs
heavy with fruit, dl mixed varieties, each huge and succulent. She smiled, seeing a pear with therind of a
lime, and knew that insde would be sweet flesh tasting of both.

Qiro released her hand and let her drift into the land they had created. “Y ou are older now, so there are
other things you may desire. The streams that now run with sweet teamay flow with wine. The starswill
dancefor your pleasureif you so desire. Thefruit will be what you crave. The wind will dways be gentle
and warm. What rain fdlswill refresh. It will dways bethusin Kunjiqui.”

Hisvoice faded and she turned around to see him, but he had vanished like aghost. That surprised her,
but did not make her fear, for she did fed safe herein thisland of her imagining. She sat down on thesilk
grasses and laid her head down, listening to the soft lullabies sung by the birds.

And she dept.

Fully awake now, Nirati summoned the strength to throw off her bedcl othes and walked to the wall. She
touched the cool stones, then pushed, hoping they would yield, but of course they did not. Not only was
that an externa wall, but it was three stories above the ground. | dreamed the whole thing. | dreamed
his coming. | dreamed Kunjiqui.



Then shelooked at her wrists again. The red marks remained, as did the bruises. Why and how they
were there, she could not explain. She began to shiver. Sheturned and, pressing her back to thewadll, did
to thefloor.

Something was very wrong, but she could not identify it. She knew then that the only peace she would
have would be that of animaginary land crested by ayoung girl.

“I hope,” she breathed, “that it will be enough.”
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Sormwolf, off the Forbidding Coast

The coastal survey of the Mountains of |ce had continued for two days when a storm boiled up from the
west and blasted the fleet. The skies had darkened so quickly that even Jorim began to suspect that the
gods hated them. Mot sailors assumed they were close to the gate to the Underworld and that the storm
was an effort to keep them away. That sort of idle speculation, however, only camein grumbles over
cold medls. The shrieking winds and driving rains made thoughts of anything but survival aluxury.

For Jorim, the four daysin which the ships were buffeted and blown eastward were times of sheer terror,
relieved only by frustration. Having few skillsthat were of usein this situation, he was ordered to his
cabin. Even hisrequests for data like speed and direction were rebuffed. He learned later that the device
used to measure speed had been tossed into the sea once by a hapless young sailor. The knotted rope
tied to it had been yanked so quickly from his handsthat he had lost afinger.

The storm’showl, therattle of rain against the hull, and the cresking of every joint on the ship reminded
him just how fragile the vessd was. Though the Stormwolf was the largest ship any man had ever built,
the raging seawas enough to crush it like a paper lantern beneath awagon whed. The only thing which
prevented that was the kill of the crew and the strength of those on thetiller. They kept the ship moving
with the wind and through the towering waves.

Shimik had not taken well to the storm, and hid himsdlf in aswaddling of blanket in the corner of Jorim’s
cabin. Thelittle creature mewed when thunder cracked close by and moaned in counterpoint to the

ship’ sgroaning. Jorim wished he could have joined the Fenn in huddling safely away, but his pride and
fury at the weather prevented him from doing so.

Hismission, reinforced by Captain Gryst’ s order, wasto perform readings that would determine their
position. He had the Gryst chronometer, which was keeping nearly perfect time—at least, by one clock
measured againgt the other. He couldn’t determine noon, nor midnight, nor take readings from the sars,
snce the storm kept him in his cabin and the clouds hid the sun aswell asthe stars.

Asannoying astheinability to take readings was, the storm prevented him from confirming adiscovery
he’ d made during the survey. Just as the northern pole star was auseful point for navigation in the
northern hemisphere, so his grandfather had charged him with selecting its equivalent to the south. He had



decided that the Eye of the Cock would suit, and had intended to relay that information to Qiro as soon
as he had confirmed it. While the Eye could not be seen from Moriande, the tail of the congtellation
could, and was known from old Viruk and Soth texts. Once south of the equator it would serve nicely,
and was adiscovery that would mitigate his error in measurements.

In some ways, being the keeper of the clocks became his only purpose on the ship. Captain Gryst would
send sailorsto ask him what time it was. And, asthe storm wore on, those intervals degraded—as did
the manners of everyone on board. Sailors had said a storm that intense could not last more than aday or
two but, asit stretched into the third and fourth day, some came to think his timekeeping was mistaken.

After four days, the storm broke and the ocean became as placid asthey had ever seen it. Jorim peeked
out of his cabin and took readings. He did the math as quickly as possible, then double-checked it. His
whistle of surprise had awvakened Shimik, who sat up, rubbed his eyes, and awaited an explanation.

“Wego longalonga.” Jorim sat back and studied the line he’ d drawn on his map. The storm had blown
them east over athousand miles, and abit north. It had carried them right into the unknown quarter.

It took two daysfor the fleet to reunite. Two ships had gone down, and the fleet’ s survivors were
uncertain if they hoped the ships had smashed into the Mountains of 1ce or had just been dragged to the
bottom of the ocean. The latter would have been a quicker way to die. Promises were made that they
would look for survivors on their return trip, but everyone knew those promises were hollow. Currents
had carried them further northeast, away from the Mountains of Ice, and getting back down there would
bedl butimpossble.

For another two days the currents and light breezes continued, taking them to the northeast over
featurel ess stretches of ocean. Jorim was about to despair of finding any land when alookout spotted a
line of clouds on the eastern horizon. By the time the sun was setting they saw adark line beneath them
which meant mountains, and the rumor rushed through the fleet that they had found Aefret. Fair winds
and calm seas contributed to the buoyant attitude, and Captain Gryst alowed some cel ebration before
shetold the crew, “It’' stime you did some sailing instead of just waiting for astorm to push usaong.”

By dawn, the mountains had grown cons derably—and everyone knew those mountains had to be very
tall indeed. Jorim remembered Anaeda saying awall of stone was as unlikely as open ocean in the
unknown quarter, but for aday’ s sailing it looked asif awall was exactly what they were heading for.
The mountainsjust kept growing, and none of the coastline looked the least bit inviting.

The fleet turned north and sailed up the coast. After severa days, they had their first bit of luck. A gapin
the mountains showed the outflow of ariver, leading into anaturd harbor. More important than the idea
of safe anchorage and the prospect of freshwater, the Moondragon lay on the beach. It had been
believed logt in the storm, and the sailors had felt that tragedy had just been part of the ship’s evident
curse. It clearly had been brought up the beach for repairs. Its survival made many reconsider the curse.

But only aslong asit took folksto redlize that no people were actualy on the ship. Astherest of the fleet
camein, Jorim joined Captain Gryst on thewhed deck. He couldn’t see any signs of habitation—no fires
or tents. Like everyone else, he assumed the worst—that the sea devils had taken the crew and were
even now feasting on them.

“You'll bethinking the seadevils mild compared to what I’ [l do to thelot of you,” Captain Gryst barked.
“Keep your eyes open for them and we won't have another problem. Lieutenant Linor, get together two
squads of soldiersto reconnoiter the beach and secureit.”

“Permisson to join them, Captain.”



She turned and spitted Jorim with asharp gaze. “Are you hoping to be esten by seadevils, Master
Anturad, or tokill seadevils?’

“Neither. If there are seadevils about, we'll find Sgn of them quickly. We know they use ships, soI'd
imaginethat if it werethey, they’ d befixing the Moondragon. The reason | want to go isto take alook
around. Exploring is exactly why you have me dong.”

“I would prefer our soldiers to secure the beach first.”

“I don’t mean to argue with you, but | ask you to consder one thing before you make afina decison. Of
everyone on thisship, | have the best chance of determining what is going on. I ve been outsde the
Principditiesin placesthat didn’t even have names.”

Her lipsflattened into aline, then she nodded. “If you leave my sight, if you leave the beach, don't come
back. I'll beleaving you here”

“Asordered, Captain.” Jorim bowed to her, then retreated to his cabin. He strapped on his sword, then
joined the soldiers as they descended into two of the ship’s boats. Captain Gryst watched from the wheedl
deck and Shimik peeked out from between her feet and therailings.

“Lieutenant Linor?’

Thewoman leading the soldierslooked up. “ Y es, Captain?

“Listen to Master Anturad, but no one leaves the beach until | give the order.”
“Understood.”

Jorim took his customary place in the bow of the boat as the sailors rowed toward the shore. He studied
the vegetation, which was lush, green, thick, and tall. The mountains, which jutted up into the clouds,
surrendered less than amile of land to the ocean, and trees had aggressively colonized that smal
crescent. He might have expected the ocean water to have killed everything off, but clearly storms
dumped an incredible amount of water on the cliffs. That freshwater would have been enough to hydrate
them.

And the river aswell. The sailors cursed asthey had to pull againgt its current. Jorim suspected the
bay’ swater was more fresh than salt, and wondered what sort of fish he'd find init. Would they be
rivering, maring, or Some curious mix?

The boat rode a breaker into the beach and Jorim was out before oars had been shipped. He sank to a
knee and let ahandful of sand drift through hisfingers. It felt norma, and the pieces of shell and strands
of seaweed were recognizable. Even the calls of the birds he heard were vagudly familiar.

He got up and joined Lieutenant Linor as she walked the perimeter of the shore near the ship. “No tracks
of the seadevils”

She shook her head. “Nothing to show afight.” Asthey walked aong the beach she pointed to apath
leading into the interior. “ They off-loaded as much asthey could and carried it inland. Maybe they found
acave or ahilltop where they could raise astructure to shield them.”

They paused at theriver’ sedge. Silvery fish swam in the current and birds waded in to knife sharp beaks
at them. Jorim crouched and scooped up ahandful of the water. He sniffed it, then poured it out. He
rubbed abit againg hislips, but felt no tingle there or on hishand. “I don’t think thereis anything wrong
with the water. Save for the blue plumage, that bird could be an Emperor stork. If it’ sdrinking and



edting, this placeis probably safe.”

He stood and |ooked back at the beached ship. “They madeit into this harbor four or five days ago.
They off-loaded the ship, dragged it in, began to make repairs. Let’s say that took two days. Then
something happened. Something that stopped them working and prevented the ot of them from returning.
Wheat could that be?’

Lieutenant Linor looked past him and her face drained of blood. Jorim spun and had the answer to his
question.

A copper-skinned man stood at the entrance to the path. He wasimpossibly tall, and muscled asthickly
as anyone Jorim had ever seen. He wore upper body armor woven from thick fibers, and aloincloth of
finer weaving. Both had been decorated with geometric designs rendered in bright yellows, greens, and
blues. Beaten copper greaves and bracers protected his shins and forearms. He had asmall round shield
in hisleft hand and an odd war club in hisright. As near as Jorim could tell from aquick glance, black
stone blades had been set in the club.

He made amental note to study the weapon later, but that was only because the giant’s mask demanded
immediate attention. It did nothing to restrain the man’slong black hair, which fell over his shoulders. The
mask was made of gold, and had been inset with jade over dl; jet likewise surrounded the open mouth
and the eyes. A trio of long, gaudy green featherswith yellow eyes rose another three feet above his
head, making him afull ten feet tal.

Jorim held ahand out, freezing Lieutenant Linor’ s atempt to draw her sword. Redlizing he might be
committing the final and most foolish act of hislife, Jorim bowed and held it, then tugged on her amto
draw her down, too. Straightening up, he smiled with far more serenity than he felt.

“Peace of the gods be upon you.”
The giant bowed his head, then his voice echoed from the mask. “May their smiles grace your life.”
Jorim blinked. “Y ou have aNaeni accent.”

The man nodded. “Come. Y our friends await.”

Chapter Forty-seven

27" day, Month of the Tiger, Y ear of the Rat
9" Y ear of Imperia Prince Cyron’s Court
163 Y ear of the Komyr Dynasty

737" year Sncethe Cataclysm

Opadynoati, Dolosan

On the road to Opadlynoti, Keles Anturas decided the place’ s name was sufficient to be the foundation
for any number of romantic poems. It was far enough from Moriande that poets didn’t need to care
about theredlity of it. Thewild magicsthat raged through the area could have dlowed it to be anything,
and the nameitsaf was ablend of Viruk and Imperia terminology that hinted at agrand history buried
beneath layers of mydery.



But any romantic notions began to wither with the redlization that there really was no road to Opadynoati.
A trade route did run from the segport of Sylumak north-northwest to the city, but the shifting landscape
of Dolosan’ s western reaches meant the route seldom gppeared the same twice. Whole hillsdes might
melt beneath black rain, turning valleysinto plains on which would grow forests of thorn trees. The
branches would sweep flocks of birds from the sky and the plants would devour them. Those who chose
to enter such places on foot fared no better, and Borosan's thanaton bore bright scars on its carapace
from an aborted survey of such athicket.

Traveersin the land remained few, with most coming up from Sylumak or overland from Dolosan, as
they themsalves had. To the south lay Irusviruk, but the Viruk wanted little to do with Men, especialy
those mad enough to dwell in Dolosan. If anyone came out of Ixyll, none of the scroungers talked about
it, suggesting that way was as closed today asit had been when his grandfather had tried to visit years

ago.

Rekarafi watched the scroungers carefully, not trusting them at al. They preferred to be known as
thaumstoners or thaumstoneers—a generational split, it appeared—~but he referred to them as talkiegio.
He said it meant scroungers, but he seemed to inflect it the way Keleswould lice, and the thaumstoners
didn't likeit. They shot back that he must have been an outlaw, since outlaws were the only Viruk found
in Dolosan.

Keeshad quelled any dispute by smply noting that Rekarafi had been sent to seeto his safety. Such a
thing was unprecedented and gave the scroungers something e seto talk about. Thisthey did in mumbles
and cant that made Keleswish for his brother’ sfacility with languages.

The path to Opadynoti led them to the western corner of Dolosan, to the base of the uplift that marked
the edge of the Ixyll plateau. Asthey grew closer and night fell, it was easy to see the magic curtain that
shimmered adong the heights, though the purples and deep blues did not shinethat brightly. Mostly it
obscured stars and colored the moons as they sailed through it, but sight of it sent athrill through Keles
anyway. To enter Ixyll, they would haveto dip through that curtain and the gods aone knew what lay
beyond.

One evening he' d stood gpart, on asmdl hill, watching the curtain lights shift asif teased by night
breezes. How long he watched he didn’t know, but he suddenly redlized he was shivering. Y et even as
he made that discovery, hisrolled blanket hit him acrossthe small of his back.

Heturned and saw the Viruk crouched behind him, downwind. That sent adifferent shiver through him.
“How long have you been there?”’

Rekardfi, little more than a silhouette, shrugged. “L ong enough to know you would be cold.”
“Were you watching me?’

“Y ou mean was | stalking you? | noticed you begin to shiver. | fetched your blanket.” He reached out
and pointed toward Ixyll. “| waswatching that. Tavam eyzar.”

Keesuntied the leather strips holding his bedroll closed, then wrapped himsdlf in the woolen blanket.
Tavam ismagic. Eyzar | do not know.”

“Vell in your tongue, but more than garment. A veil obscures.” Helowered hishand to hisknee. “This
vell hasdied quickly. Y ou reckon things by nine, for your gods, and we reckon by ten.”

“You have ten gods?’ Keleslooked to the sky to pick out atenth constellation.



“No. Our daves had ten fingers. We did not want them confused when they were counting.” The Viruk
cameforward, still keeping himself downwind. “ Seventy decades ago, the battle that hung this tavam
eyzar was fought. In those days, it could be seen in the sunlight. It outshone the sun—for therewaslittle
sunlight in the Time of Black Ice. In your Principalities you could not seeit, but it lit Irusviruk so brightly
we had no night. Reds and ydlows, gold, slver, green and blue, the light would roil and bail, then magic
would pour from the heights and wreak havoc.”

The Viruk’s shouldersrosein ahunch. *Y ou are incapable of understanding what that waslike, Keles.
What you have seen so far has been incredible—so many things, dl different. When the magic flowed out
it dissolved everything, but dso made everything. All the places you have seen, and more than you could
imagine, al existed here at the same time. Past and future merged, redities merged, plants and animals
merged, everything that was not somehow protected was remade.”

The cartographer closed his eyes and tried to make sense of hiswords. “Y ou'reright, | can't imagine.”

“Think of apool, Keles, and what you can see when the water is till. That was the world. Then think of
the water churned to afroth. What you see changes. Here, where the water was magic, redlity was
distorted. All things existed at the sametime, but none persisted, for the magic wastoo wild.”

“It kept churning.”
“Yes, and could only be contained by a tavam eyzar .

Opening his eyes again, Kees crouched. Though the Viruk had drawn close, his headache did not build.
He expected it would, but did not mind. Rekarafi had maintained distance throughout the journey, and
while Kelesdid fear him, the Viruk’ s attempt at bridging that distance prompted him to honor it.

“You refer to thisvell in away that makes me think there was another.”

Rekarafi’ s head swiveled toward him and cold pinpoints of reflected starlight glistened in hisdark eyes.
“Virukadeen was consumed in a conflagration of magic you could not comprehend. Y our Cataclysm
changed land and boiled an inland sea. Virukadeen's death devoured land.

“Where your Dark Sea sitstoday, Keles, was once arange of mountainsthat caught at the stars. We
lived there, and no matter how far we traveled from our home, we could still seeit. Thetallest peak
should have dways been buried in snow, for it existed above the clouds, but tavamazari bent the winds
to their will and tamed the sun. Our home was as lush as Ummummorar, aswarm as Miromil. It was
paradise.”

Kees shook his head. “How could they destroy it?’

The Viruk make a crackling sound in histhroat that sounded asif he were gargling bones. “Wesdtina
place your people destroyed and you can ask this? Do motives matter after three thousand years? Those
who had power wanted more and jealoudy guarded what they had. Those who had none wanted some
and would stoop at nothing to get it. Hardly noble or lofty, though each Side crafted Storiesto cast their
actions as both.

“Asthings unfolded, there were those who saw the result. They gathered tavamazari who remained
outsde the conflagration and raised atavam eyzar to contain it. Virukadeen sank, and the Black Pearl
roseinto the heavens”

The cartographer looked up. Gol’ dun, the second largest moon, hung in the sky: ablack ball with a
slver-grey sheentoit. “Gol’ dun isthe treasure of the gods. It passes dowly among them because they



cannot bear its being taken from them.”

Again therattling sounded from the Viruk’ sthroat. “I could tell you of the true origin of your gods, Keles
Anturas. Y ou would refuse to believe me. The Black Pearl did not float through the sky in my youth.

Y our namefor it isabastardization of ours. We cal it ghoal nuan. The nearest trand ation for you would
be soulstone. Aswith 'veil,’ it does not contain the nuances.”

“Tel me, please”
Rekarafi dowly closed hiseyes. “It will not help you to map your world.”
“But it will help me understand the world | am mapping.”

TheViruk remained till, hiseyes closed, then he lifted his chin. Keles wondered what Rekarafi was
thinking. He dmost alowed himself to believe the Viruk was listening to ghosts and seeking their counsdl
before speaking. Perhaps he speaks with the ambassador as| do my grandfather.

Findly, he opened hiseyesagain. “Itisour bdief that upon death we are judged. Every evil we commit
creates ablack stonein our soul, a ghoal nuan. Every kindness creates awhite stone, a ghoal saam.
The judge collects these stones and weighs them. More black than white, asoul enters eternd torment. If
the reverse, the soul passesto paradise.”

“If thereisabdance?’
Rekarafi nodded. “ The ghoal are discarded and the soul returnsto the world anew.”

“So you believe—" Keles stopped asthe Viruk’s hand rose and talons flashed. The faint scent of venom
made him dizzy and hefdl back. “What isit?’

“I tdll you thisfor two reasons, Keles. Thefirgt isthat we might find Viruk graves and if they are opened,
you will see white stones and black. When abody is buried, often friends or enemieswill throw stones
into the graveto tip the balance. Thislets you understand.”

Kedesnodded sllently, but hoped they would find agrave so he could see evidence of what Rekarafi had
described.

“The second reason isthat when | struck you, | created a ghoal nuan for mysdlf. | cameto balanceit by
serving you. | may do many things, like the daying of the etharsaal, which grant me ghoal saam, but my
service shdl not end until you grant me ghoal saam.”

Keesfrowned. “I think | understand. Thank you.”

“Itismy duty to serve and protect you.” The Viruk cocked his head to the side. “Perhapsit will not be
onerous.”

They left the hill and returned to the camp, guided by the glow of ablue thaumston lantern. Keles
crawled into histent consdering dl that the Viruk had said. There was much there he understood, and a
great ded he did not. Paramount among them was exactly why Rekarafi had chosen to speak to him.
Pondering that conundrum carried him into deep.

The next morning came early and with it aheadache as usud, but Kelesworked around it. The travelers
broke ca