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ALECTORS OF ACORUS

Khel ar yt Duarch of Elcien

Zel yert H gh Al ector of Justice Chenbryt Hi gh Al ector of Finance
Al seryl H gh Al ector of Transport

Sami st Duarch of Ludar

Ruvryn H gh Al ector of Engi neering

Jal oryt H gh Al ector of Trade

Zut hyl H gh Al ector of Education

Br ekyl t H gh Al ector of the East [Al ustre]

Asul et Seni or Al ector&€”Lyterna

Paeyl t Seni or Engi neer &€” Lyt er na

Shast yl t Mar shal of Myrm dons

Dai nyl Subrmar shal of Myrm donsé&€” West [ El ci en]

Al cyna Submar shal of Myrm dons&€” East [ Al ustre]
Dhenyr Col onel of Myrm dons&€” Operations [ El ci en]
Nor yan Maj er of Myrm dons, deputy to Al cyna

Table G ties [Recorders of Deeds]

El cien [Chastyl] Ludar [Puleryt] Alustre [Zorater] Dereka [Jonyst] Lysia
[Sul erya] Lytera [Myenfel] Tenpre [Patronyl] Hyalt [Rhelyn] Soupat [Nomyelt]
Dul ka [Deturyl] Norda [Kasyst] Prosp [Noryst] Blackstear [Delari] Faitel
[ Techyl ]

The young choose once, choose tw ce, even thrice, and never ever seek or ask
advice. The ol der wi ser |anders ask a friend, soneone w se, but never seemto
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do as he'd advi se.

So choose as if an unwi se choice would kill, because, when one expects it
least, it will.
1

Mykel |eaned forward on the ancient chair In the officers' ness, finishing
rubbery egg toast a good gl ass before norning nuster, thinking about how nmuch
nore training his battalion needed, and debating whet her he should extend the
mount ed unit nmaneuvers practice another week. Another ten days mght help, if
he cancel ed end-day passes. He shook his head. That woul d be too hard on both
mounts and norale. He'd known that rebuilding Third BatA-talion would be
difficult and take tinme, but he had his doubts about whether he'd be all owed
that tine.
Captain Vield wal ked through the doors to the mess and straight toward Mykel
Mykel offered a pleasant smile, although he distrusted the purposeful stride
of the captain, not personally, but because Vield was the col onel's adjutant.
The captain's aura was a gol den brown that suggested a background in the
Lanachronan fanning district. Mykel silently warned hinself, far fromthe
first time, not to corment on what the aura reveal ed. He kept remi nding
hi nsel f because his growi ng sense of the depth of life and its ties to the
| and was so new, and he had yet to get adjusted to ité€"or to knowtruly its
extent. He'd always had an extraordinarily good sense of aimwith a rifle, but
the seeing of auras was all too recent. Fromwhat he'd overheard, that sort of
tal A-ent was sonething |ike what the alectors were supposed to have, and the
[ ast thing he needed was to have an alec-tor examning his abilities, not that
anyone had ever suggested that. Still... he had the feeling that concealing
the ability was for the best, especially where alectors were concerned.
“"Majer, sir?"
"Yes, Captain?"
"Col onel Herolt would like a monent of your time beA-fore nmuster, sir. At your
earliest convenience."
"I was just finishing, Captain." Mkel stood, glancing around the ness. The
pl astered wal |l s had once been white, but tinme and decades of food preparation
had turned thema |ight beige. Even the yearly whitewash succunbed to the
underlying beige within a few weeks.
The only officer in the mess fromThird Battalion was Captain Cul eyt, and he
was eating with one of his forner conradesd€”an undercaptain from Fourth
Battali on. Rhystan had not eaten yet, nor had any of Mkel's undercaptai ns.
Mykel could sense Vield s eyes following himas he left the mess. Since the
canpai gn in Dranur, Mykel had been far nore aware of others' feelings about
hi mA€”or their scrutinyd€”as a result of the life-sensing that was a
conplerment to his vision and not restricted to where his eyes focused. He
crossed the stone-paved courtyard in the light before dawn, making his way to
t he regi mental headquarters buil di ng.
The outer anteroomwas enpty, and the door to the col A-onel's study was ajar.
"Maj er Mykel, come on in. C ose the door behind you."
Col onel Herolt did not rise when Mykel stepped into the study, but nerely
gestured for himto take a seat. "How are you this norning? How are you coning
with getting Third Battalion back into shape?"
"W're working at it, sir."
"I"ve noticed." Herolt paused. "I'd like to give you nore tine, but we don't
have it." H s eyes fixed on Mykel. "W've received two sets of orders from
M/rmi A-don headquarters.”
"Yes, sir." Mykel smiled politely, waiting. Fromthe earlier conversation wth
t he col onel when Mykel had been given command of the Third Battalion, Mkel
knew t hat what ever m ssion was assigned to Third Battalion would be difficult.
"Fourth Battalion will be going to Iron Stemto mainA-tain order there after
all the difficulties. | had thought about sending you and Third Battalion, but
the other reA-quirement seems particularly suited to your capabilities, Mjer.
Second Battalion is returning fromthe grasslands, and reports pernanent
casualties over thirty percent. Fifth Battalion is still operating out of



Nort hport, and Sixth Battalion is finishing up the relocation of the Squawts
fromnormof the Vedra. That doesn't |eave nmed€”or you&€” nuch choice."

Mykel nodded, waiting. A year earlier, he would have asked for details

i medi ately and inquired about the high casualties taken by Second Battalion
One thing he had | earned was that such inquiries would not be answered, and
would only irritate the col onel

"Mpjer Hersiod and | will be briefed by the Marshal of Mrnidons tonorrow
about Iron Stem It's a nore delicate ... situation."

"Yes, sir." Mykel understood. He didn't |ike what Herolt was suggesti ngd€”t hat
Mykel was lacking in finesse and just about everything besides battlefield and
anti-insurgent tacticsé&€”but there was little enough he could or should say.
Herolt smled again. "There are armed groups in the south sinilar to the
Reillies, and they have been causing trouble in the hills west of Hyalt."
Hyalt? That was about as far as one could get from anywhere, even nore

i solated in some ways than Dramur, Mkel reflected.

"The | eader and the worst of the troubl emakers were handled by a Myrm don
squad several weeks ago, but the others have gone to ground and scattered

t hroughout the region. This is simlar to what you encountered in DraA-nur

but on a snaller scale. You should be able to handle it, while conpleting your
retraining and rebuilding Third Battalion."

"Do we have any information on the troubl emakers, sir?"

"Very little. The Hi gh Alector of Justice believes that

stronger local control is necessary in the area, and part of your depl oyment

will require that you facilitate the rebuil dA-ing of a |local Cadnian garrison
there. There was only a snmall local garrison there. It was scarcely nore than
a pa-troller outpost, and the rebel elenents w ped them out.

"Third Battalion will take a transport ship to Southgate first. There you will
oversee the remai nder of the training of two conpanies going to Hyalt. They're
locally reA-cruited Cadmi ans. The officers and squad | eaders will cone from
the contingent in Southgate, but you will be in charge, Majer. You wll

continue training themon the ride to Hyalt. You're expected to arrive there
around the first week of sumer. While you are pacifying the rebels, you will
supervi se the rebuilding of the garrison in a |arger and nore pernanent |ocale
and install the local Cadmian cadre there. You're to have Third Battalion
ready to ride out a week fromCctdi. You'll enbark fromthe Elcien pier....
Mykel listened as the colonel went on to outline the schedule and the details
of the enbarkation plan.

" and now you know what | do, Majer." Herolt stopped and | ooked at Mykel
"Do we know to what degree the |ocals supported the rebel s?"

"The | ocal merchants and crafters were the ones who reported the rebe

activity and who requested assistance in establishing a |arge local patro
force. The High Alec-tor was reluctant to create a large locally controlled
peacekeeping force, and that's why a |ocal Cadmian garA-rison will be
establ i shed. "

Mykel kept an attentive expression in place, walling away his consternation.
The ride from Sout hgate to Hyalt would take between two and three weeks.
Spring had beA-gun two weeks earlier, and that meant he would have | ess than a
month to work with the new Cadm ans before they began the ride to Hyalt&a€”and
that was if Third Battalion enbarked on the Duarches' transport within the
week. Hyalt didn't sound that different from Dramur, except

that he wouldn't have to deal with a prison mine and inA-dependent |oca
seltyrs. But then, he suspected there would be sonething el se. There al ways
was.
As the nost junior battalion commander, he had known that he would get the

| east - agr eeabl e depl oyA-nents and duties, but nmore than half the rankers in
Third Battalion were little nore than recruits themA-selves, and three of his
conpany commanders were j uA-ni or under capt ai ns.

"I did nention the sort of duties that would fall to Third Battalion, Mjer,
did | not?"

"Yes, sir."



"Do you have any other questions?"
That was a perfunctory question, Mykel knew, because the col onel had already

i ndi cated that he had provided all he knewd€”or would say. Still... "If you
obtain any addi A-tional information or briefing materials, sir, | would very
much appreciate being able to study them™

"Anything we get, Majer, you'll certainly see." Herolt smled and stood. "I'm

expecting Majer Hersiod, to tell himabout his assignnent to Iron Stem"
Wth a nod, Mykel slipped out of the colonel's study and made his way to the
north wing of the building and his own, far smaller study. He did not see
Hersi od, and that was probably for the best. He also hadn't |iked the al A-nost
casual way that the colonel had dismissed the high casualties inflicted on
Second Battalion, although the grassland nomad brigands were reported to be
far better horsenmen than the mounted rifles. In the past, fromwhat he
recal l ed, the Myrm dons had dealt with them but it was clear that had
changed, and he doubted he would find out why any time soon, because Third
Battali on woul d have | eft Elcien before Second Battalion returned and the
col onel wasn't about to answer questions from Mykel that didn't pertain to
Third Battalion. Not for the first time, Mykel w shed that he had access to
one of the ruA-nored Tables of the alectors, the ones that were supposed to
show what happened anywhere on Corns.

While he waited for his officers, Mykel unrolled the maps until he found the
one that showed the sout hwestern areas of Coras, from Southgate to Soupat and
north to Krost and the west to Hafin. After unrolling the map and seA-curing
the corners with | ead map wei ghts, he took out the calipers and neasured the
di stance from Southgate to Zalt and then north to Tenpre and back south to
Hyalt. Six hunA-dred twenty vingts, roughly, or nore than two | ong weeks, at
| east twenty days on the road. G ven that, he coul d underA-stand the need for
a larger permanent garrison in Hyalt, but he had to wonder why one had not
been established earlier.

As al ways, Rhystan was the first to arrive.

"Good norning, sir." Rhystan's deference had conA-cerned Mykel at first when
he had first taken conmand of Third Battalion. Rhystan had been senior to him
when they had both been captains, but Mykel hadn't been about to argue when

t he Marshal of Myrm dons and the H gh Al ector of Justice had pronoted himto
maj er over RhysA-tan. The senior captain in Third Battalion, Rhystan

comA- manded Si xt eent h Conpany.

"Good norning." Mykel gestured to the center chair across the desk.

"Swerkyl said that the colonel received a dispatch early this norninga€” well
bef ore breakfast, delivered by pteridon."

"You know t hings before | do." Mkel |aughed easily. "Did Swerkyl know what
was in it?"

"He never does. He just assunes the worst.'
thin lips, then vanished. "How bad is it?"
"We had two choicesé€”either go and do patrol duty in Iron Stem..." Mkel
paused. " or what we got, and that's another bunch of rebels in the hills,
this time in Hyalt."

"Fromwhat | heard from C ensdyf about the Iron Val A-leys, the col onel was
kind."

"Fourth Battalion is going to Iron Stem" Mkel stopped and gestured for
Culeyt to enter the study. Be-

hind himwere the three undercaptains. He waited until all five officers in
t hei r maroon-and-gray uniforns were seated in the small study that had once
been Maj er Va-clyn's and was now assigned to him In the center was Rhystan
To his right was Cul eyt, who had been recently pronpted from undercaptain and
transferred from Fourth Battalion to take over Fourteenth Conpany. Loryalt,
Fab-rytal, and Dyarth were all undercaptains. Fabrytal was the nost junior, a
former senior squad | eader fromFourth Battalion, but he was commandi ng
Fifteenth Company, Mkel's fornmer command and the only conpany besides
Si xt eent h Conpany that had come out of the Dramurian canpaign largely intact.
Fourteenth Conpany had been left with a core of sone forty seasoned rankers,

A wy snmile appeared on Rhystan's



but ThirA-teenth and Seventeenth Conpani es had been effectively wi ped out,
necessitating their re-formation with a majorA-ity of recruits and only a
handf ul of experienced rankers pulled fromel sewhere in the reginent.

Mykel waited for a noment. "First off, I'mchanging the drills for the next
week. We'll be noving out to the broken-ground training area from now on
W' Il be workA-ing on tactics against irregulars."”

The red-haired Loryalt raised his eyebrows, but did not speak

Rhystan saw the expression, and the faintest snile crossed his thin |ips.
"I can see you have a question, Loryalt," Mkel obA-served.

"Ah... no, sir."

Mykel | aughed.

So did Rhystan.

"You' re wondering why we're noving onto broken-terrain training when
Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and SevenA-teenth Conpanies still are not up to
standards in field drills."” Mkel's words were an exceedingly charitable
asA-sessnent of the three conpanies, mainly troopers barely nore than recruits
wi th squad | eaders who had nostly been rankers pronoted earlier than what
woul d have been

normal . "First, the break will do your men good. Second, we've gotten
orders.”

"So soon?" rmurnured Fabrytal al nmost inaudibly.

"The Myrm dons smashed sone rebels in Hyalt, but not all of them W're being
sent to finish the job. That includes training sone |ocal Cadmians in

Sout hgate and on the ride fromthere to Hyalt. They'll be manning a new
garrison in Hyalt, and in addition to running down the remnaining rebels, we
get to supervise building the garrison and setting up the |local structure
there." Mykel shook his head. "I know They're calling it a |ocal garrison
but they're taking recruits from Southgate. O ficers and squad | eaders, too."
' The hardasses, probably," suggested Rhystan

"Alnost certainly," Mkel agreed. "The col onel emA-phasized that Third
Battalion was in charge."

"When do we | eave, sir?" asked Cul eyt.

"A week fromOctdi, fromElcien...." Mkel went on to explain the schedule. As
he did, he could only hope that he and his captains could nake the next two
weeks as effective as possible in inproving the readiness and skills of Third
Battal i on.

2

Submar shal Dai nyl | ooked out through

the wi ndow of his study, out across the front courtyard of Mrm don
headquarters in Elcien. For a Londi, the first day of the week, the weather
had been | ess than pronmisA-ing all day, and by midafternoon a |ight and cold
spring rain fell fromlow gray clouds. His right armand left leg still ached
slightly, a rem nder that they had not healed fully. Through Talent, both his
and Lystrana's, in another few days he would be close to being conpletely
heal ed, but he was not going to be staying in Elcien so |ong as he woul d have
preferred.

The rain continued to fall heavily enough that he could not see beyond the
wal I's of the conmpound to the towers that flanked the Palace of the Duarch to
the east. Wien he'd been a col onel and the operations chief, he'd had a study
with a view of the rear courtyard, and the flight stage where he'd been able
to see the pteridons take off and land. He still m ssed being a flying
of ficer. He supA-posed he al ways woul d.

H s eyes dropped to the stack of reports on the polished wood of the table
desk before him Col onel Dhenyr had brought themin |less than half a gl ass
before, just when Dai nyl had thought he'd managed to get current on
everyA-thing. He slowy picked up the top report and began to read. He needed
to get through the stack, because he would be | eaving on Tridi nmorning on his
trip to Alustre. That gave himjust two days to catch up on everything. The
topnost quintal report was from Captain Fhentyl, the commandi ng officer of the
Myrm don Fifth Conpany in Dereka.



Dai nyl hurried through the text, | ooking to see if any nore skyl ances had
vani shed, but Fhentyl's report stated that all weapons and equi pnent were
present and in working order. Dainyl nodded. The | ast thing he wanted to
di scover was that nore skylances&€”or pteridonsé€”had vani shed. For the
nmonent, at |east, the ancients remained quiet. How | ong they would remain
i nactive was another question

He set aside the Fifth Conpany report and lifted the next one&€” Si xth Conpany
at Lyterna. Al was satisfacA-tory there as well. As he set that report atop
the Fifth Conpany report, a tall figure appeared in his study
doorwaya€” Marshal Shastylt.
"Dainyl... if you would join nme in nmy study." The nmarshal was a typica
al ector in general appearance, sonewhat over two and a half yards in height,
with shimA-mering jet black hair, deep-set violet eyes that doni A-nated, a
strong nose, and an al abaster conpl exi on
"Yes, sir." Dainyl set aside the report and rose, follow ng his superior
of ficer out of the study and down the corridor

to the end. He did close the study door behind himafter he entered. Shastylt
al ways preferred conpl ete privacy when addressing his subordi nates. Dai nyl had
| earned that quickly years earlier when he had been pronoted from comand of
First Conpany to the head of operations.
As usual, Marshal Shastylt studied Dainyl as he enA-tered Shastylt's spaces.
The marshal's viol et eyes were unblinking, his alabaster face snmooth and

pl easant, and a faint smle played over his lips. He seated hinself and
gestured for Dainyl to take one of the chairs across the table desk fromhim
"Are you ready to go to Alustre on Tridi? The Hi ghest asked about that this
nor ni ng. "

"Yes, sir." Dainyl kept his Talent shields tight and high, as he always did
with the marshal and the Hi gh Alector of Justice. Once he had returned from
resolving the rebel A-lion in Dramur, he had hoped for nore than a few weeks
with Lystrana before heading to Alustre, since he and his wife had had little
time together over nuch of the last year. Yet he knew that spring was the best
time for himto be away from headquarters, since the indigens and | anA-ders
usual ly were nore occupied with their own affairs, especially those in the
outlying regions where trouble seened to brew. "After Alustre, I'll visit a
few ot her eastA-ern areas, unannounced, as we discussed. Wiile |'mmere, is
there anything else you'd like ne to | ook into?"

"No. Don't spend too nmuch tine in the other cities, AlusA-tre is nost

i mportant. Tyanylt had planned to visit Alustre before his untinmely death and
the ... difficulties in lron Stemand Dranur. Hi gh Al ector Zelyert has al ways
been concerned that those in Alustre m ght devel op a different
inA-terpretation of the plans of the Archon for Acorus. UnfortuA-nately, the
Recorders of Deeds can only use the Tables to view | anders and indi gens or
physi cal events. Periodic visits to alectors and frequent persona

conmuni cations remain one of the fewreliable keys to assuring that al

al ectors are working toward the sane goal in the sanme fashion."

The skills of the Recorders had only been revealed to

Dai nyl after he had becone a submarshal, and he was just as glad they were
unable to view al ectorsé€”or he had been until he had di scovered sone very
real disadvanA-tages for himpersonally. He nodded. "I remain conA-cerned
about the | osses of pteridonsd€”and about the |oss of the Cadm an conpany on
its relocation from Scien. Isolated | osses of pteridons in high and cold areas
where the ancients still have their portal sé€""

"We don't know that those are portals, Subnmarshal, not for certain.”

"No, sir." Dainyl offered an agreeable smle. He wasn't about to reveal the
extent of his Talent, not after years of keeping that hidden. "But | did
observe the cave with the stone mirror in Dramur froma pteridon, and upon two
occasi ons, there was an ancient present. \Wien | | anded, no one was there.
There was no exit fromthe cave, and the mirror was placed where it woul d have
been difficult if not inpossible to clinb down, and especially without being
observed. "



"They m ght have other abilities."

"That is certainly possible, sir. But when in doubt, | tend to follow the
Vi ews of the Highest."
"Ah, yes. Wll... I will be spending much of the next few days with the Hi gh

Al ector and possibly the Duarches. Because | may not be here inmmediately
beA-fore you depart, convey ny best wi shes to Submarshal Al cyna, and, should
you see him to High Al ector Brekylt."

"He's been the Highest of the East for as long as | can recall."”

"Twenty-sone years. It nmay be time for a change, but that is the decision of
the Archon and the Duarches. He is one of the ol dest al ectors outside of
Lyterna. "

"He nust know a great deal." Dainyl briefly thought about asking, Just as
Submar shal Tyanylt was? But the question would have served no purpose except
to reveal that Dainyl knew nore than Shastylt thought he did, parA-ticularly
about the circunstances of Tyanylt's death ..

and Dai nyl was well aware that Shastylt already harbored suspicions about

Dai nyl

"That he does. He is cautious, and he and Submarshal Al cyna have worked

cl osely together over the past ten years."
That was all Shastylt really had to say to confirmwhat Dai nyl suspecteda€” and
why he was being sent to Alustre so soon after having been pronoted to
submar shal

"Did H gh Alector Brekylt ever serve as a Myrni don?"

Shastylt |aughed. "That was not one of his qualifications. He was the Hi gh
Al ector of Trade in Ludar. H s predecessor suggested that the Duarchy in Ludar
be moved to Alustre, but nothing came of that after Viorynt's Tabl e accident,
and Brekylt was appointed the Hi gh Al ector of the East."

"I remenber something about that." Dainyl recalled that the Hi ghest of the
East had suffered a fatal translaA-tion mishap using a Table to return to

El cien. That had occurred years ago, when Dainyl had been a junior capA-tain
in Lysia. Wth what Shastylt had just reveal ed, Dainyl doubted that the

"m shap" had been coincidental in the slightest degree. "I can see why you
feel communi A-cations with Alustre are nost inportant."

"I thought you might once | nentioned the history." Shastylt's tone was dry.
"Di stance and time have a way of blurring matters."

"Does Al cyna have a husband? | don't recall anything about that."

"No. She has al ways steered clear of obvious personal commtnments."
And that was doubtless how she had become a submarA-shal, reflected Dainyl
before he went on. But then, Shastylt had separated fromhis wife years
before, | ong before she had removed herself to Sinjin, and the marshal had
foll owed that same pattern of avoi di ng deep personal conmitments.

"I"ve met Captain Josaryk before,"” Dainyl said. "He seens straightforward
enough. What about Majer No-ryan? |Is there anything |I should know about hin®"

"He's been in command of Third Conpany for al nbst five years. He was
transferred from Seventh Conpany in Dul ka sonething |ike seven years ago.
Al cyna pronmoted himto majer three years ago, insisting that his val ue
merA-ited that."

"You had sone concerns about that, sir?"

"I did discuss it with the H gh Al ector of Justice, but we decided that Alcyna
had a valid point, although no one really knew rmuch about Noryan." Shastylt's
increasingly drier tone suggested to Dainyl that the decision had not been the
mar shal 's, but that of the H gh Al ector
Abruptly, the marshal stood. "It's getting late, and the High Alector is
expecting nme to join himto brief the Duarch on the situation in Hyalt."

"You don't think we'll need to send a squad of Myrm A-dons back down there?"
Dai nyl rose quickly.

"I think the Cadmians will be sufficient.” Shastylt shrugged. "If not, we can
have a squad there in less than two days." He smiled. "I probably won't see
you much in the next few days. | wish you well in preparing to visit Alustre."
"Yes, sir." Dainyl returned the smle, then turned and | eft the marshal's



st udy.
Al t hough he'd already briefed Col onel Dhenyr on what the operations chief
woul d be covering for him Dainyl still had another six quintal reports to
read before he felt he could | eave headquarters for the day. He was stil
struggling to get matters in order before he left, and wondering if two days
woul d be enough.

3

Dai nyl sat in the dimwarnth of the corner of the sitting roomon the main
floor of the house, his half-sipped brandy on the side table that separated
himfrom Lystrana. He shifted his weight, then settled back

into the |arge uphol stered chair that would have swal A-1 owed even die tallest
of landers. Once die serving girls had left for flieir quarters after cleaning
up die evening neal, Lystrana had bl own out die wall |anps. The green carpet

| ooked nore like dark gray, even to die night-sight of an al ector

He glanced at his wife. In die dimess, die alabaster skin of her face shone
bel ow the shinmering black hair diat was the nmark of all al ectorsa€”except die
truly anA-cient ones.

Lystrana smiled, warmy, but faintly. "You re worried about going to Alustre
t onmor r ow. "

"Wul dn't you be?" Dainyl |aughed softly. "W've lost six pteridons in |ess
dian two seasons. Wtii only eight conpanies of Myrm dons, that's a concern
espeA-cially if the ancients are planning somediing. Al but two have been

| ost east of the Spine of Corns, and that's unA-der Alcyna's jurisdiction. Do
you diink she and Brekylt will be pleased to see ne, especially under diose
condi A-ti ons?"

"You' ve never met her, have you?"

"The last tine | was in Alustre was sonediing like diirty years ago as a
captain. She was a senior majer, and not interested in a former ranker who
woul d never be nmore man a captain.”

Lystrana | aughed. "She'll have to talk to you now. You' re her superior."
"Technically, we're equals." He reached out and lifted die goblet, inhaling
the aroma of the Syan Anber before taking a small sip and savoring it.
"You' ve been designated as Shastylt's successor."”
"That can always change. Tyanylt was his successor." Dainyl did not have to
enphasi ze the irony of his words.
"They won't replace you i mediately. They need you as an exanple."
"Ah, yes, die alector who rose tiirough the ranks. | could al nost do w ui out
that, except mat you're right. It would | ook untoward if anydiing happened to
me i nme-

diately, unless, of course, it could be attributed to Alcyna and Brekylt."
"You think that Zelyert and Shastylt worry about Brekylt attenpting to replace
t hen?" asked Lystrana softly.
"They're worried, and because Zelyert's recorder can't tell what alectors are
doing, I"'mtheir stalking pteridon.”
"No recorder can use a Table to view Tal ent, except an al ector standing before
a Table and using it. | certainly wouldn't want them using one to watch us."
Lystrana gave a nock shudder
"For all that," Dainyl went on, mnot certain that it's just that they
think Al cyna and Brekylt want to replace or renove them™
"What ot her reason could there be?"
"What if they don't want the Master Scepter to be transferred to Acorus? And
Brekylt does? Or has proof that's what they intend?"
"You don't believe that... ?"
"I don't know, but | should have considered the possiA-bility sooner. Zelyert
has stressed the fragility of the ecology here and the sl owness of |ifeforce
gromh. He's truly concerned about that, for whatever reasons he may have, and
he's hinted that lifeforce growmh on Efra has been far easier and nore
producti ve man here on Acorus. He and the marshal disagreed with Tyanylt, and
when | met with the Duarch, he said that Shastylt and Zelyert did not see
everything, although they thought they did. Khe-laryt also said that there was



great danger in not transferA-ring the Master Scepter here, because those who
controlled Efra were even nore cal cul ating than those who clainmed to serve
him"

"I'f what Khelaryt says is true, that is a frightening prospect.”

"I don't think the Duarch was m staken about any of that, even if he is
shadowrat ched to the needs of the Archon. | think he struggl es against the
shadowmat ch condi tioning."

"Anyone with Tal ent so great could not help but do so, yet the Duarches have
such power that some restraint is necessary." Lystrana sipped from her goblet.
"There are so many currents beneath everything, and | fear they are
st r engt heni ng. "

"Can you tell me how? O why?" Dainyl |ooked through the darkness at his wife,
an al ectress perhaps nore powerful than he was by virtue of her position as
the chief assistant to the High Al ector of Finance in Elcien

a- "We've tal ked about it, dearest, over and over. Life-force on Ifryn is
fading rapidly. There are fewer alectors on each world than the last, and yet
the Iifeforce needs are higher. |I've heard runors that nore senior alectors

are trying the long translation fromlfryn. My highest has reA-ported that
several wild translations have translated into Tabl e chanbers across Coras."
"What does a wild translation | ook |ike?"
"Anything ... half alector, half sandox, or part pteri-don. Those are the
conmonest ones. The worse appear away fromthe Tables, anywhere on the world,
and then vanish within a glass, their lifeforce spent. Those who al A-nost nake
the transl ation appear in a Table chanber, in sonme nonstrous form or another
They seemto be drawn by someone using the Table to travel or comunicate."
"Now you tell me." He paused. "Is that why sone translations fail ? What about
the wild translations?"
"That's one reason. Sonme of the creatureséd€”they're creatures even if they
were once |ike usé€”survive, and some do not, but those that do nust be killed
as wel |, beA-cause they have great strength and little intelligence."

Dai nyl shook his head. "The nore | learn, the nore | fear."
"Wth each new world we transform as Asulet told you, we |ose nore know edge
and technol ogy. Here on Acorus, no one realized that the ancients stil
survi veda€”"
"I wonder about that," nused Dainyl. "I know Asulet is one of the ol dest, and
he's close to the Duarch of Lyterna, if Lyterna had a Duarch, but he never
said that. In fact,

he's hinted that everyone knew there were still ancients. Now ... they m ght
have di ed out had we not worked to increase and inprove the life-fornms."
"You think the Archon and his advisors miscal cul ated?"
"Al ectors nmust never mscalculate, according to the Views of the Hi ghest. \Wat
is it?" Dainyl frowned, trying to recall the passage. "Ah, yes, we nust see
the universe as it is, not as we would have it be, and we certainly should not
follow the irrational path of cal cul ati ng based on what we w sh an outcone to
be. "
"You' re being cynical."
"Alittle. But Asulet was very clear in pointing out how many hundreds died
establishing Lyterna. Could it not be that there weren't enough alectors with
know edge and not enough lifeforce to find and force an entry to another

worl d? Wde as the universe is, worlds that will support us are few"
"So they avoided the ancients, calculating that they would die off in tine?"
"That's my feeling, and that cal cul ati on was based on wistful thinking ... or

the irrational as declared in the Views of the Highest." Dainyl finished the
| ast of the brandy and set the goblet on the side table. "Now that we've

war med Acorus and life-formmass and lifeforce are increasing once nore, the
ancients are recovering as well."

"There's not enough lifeforce for us both, is there?"

"You woul d know that far better than |, dear one," Dainyl denurred.

"Not if we nust take another thousand alectors in translation fromlfryn in
the next few years. Those are the nunbers set forth by the Archon.™



Nei t her nmentioned that those thousand Ifrits would be the survivorsa€”and that
nore than two thousand woul d perish attenpting the long trip through the world
transl aA-tion tubes. Nor did they discuss the thousands of Ifrits who would
never have the opportunity even to attenpt the arduous Tal ent-journey from
Ifryn to Acorus.

Dai nyl shook his head.
"What is it?"
"I don't know exactly what Shastylt has in mind, and whether he's hoping
Alcyna will find a way for nme to sufA-fer an accident, or for me to force her
and Brekylt into unwi se actions. | have no certainty about what Shastylt and
Zelyert are planning, or whether they' re right or the Duarch is. | have no

i dea whether the ancients are preparA-ing for sonme sort of attack, where it

m ght Cccur, and how it night take placed€’only that they have the ability to
deA-stroy weapons and creatures | grew up believing were inA-vincible ... and
yet |'m supposed to project absolute certainty and confi dence?"
"I'sn't that what shows | eadershi p?" Lystrana asked with a soft |augh. She rose
fromher chair and extended a hand in invitation

Hand in hand, they went up the stairs to their bedchamh-ber

Later, as he lay beside the sleeping Lystrana in the darkness, he could sense,
ever more strongly, the lifeforce of their daughter within Lystrana. Wre al
unborn chil A-dren so strong in potential Talent? Or was he sensing what he
hoped, rather than what was? Wat did the future hold for Kytrana? O was

that, as well, all too dependent upon what he did in the seasons and years
ahead?

He | ooked up through the darkness at the ceiling overhead.

4

Dai nyl supposed he coul d have requested the duty coach to take himfromthe
house to the Hall of JusA-tice where he would begin his translation to
Alustre, but he felt that was an abuse of position. Every norning Dainyl

was in Elcien, a hacker named Barodyn&€”an indigen, of course&€”drove Dai nyl
to Myrm don headquarters. Lystrana had cal cul ated that the three coppers each
way were far cheaper than having a personal carriage, what with the staA-ble
and horse and driver that would have been required.

When Dai nyl stepped through the gates of the front courtyard on Quattri

nmorni ng, two gl asses earlier than usual, in the gray of dawn, he wore the
traveling uniformof a Myrm don officer&€”a blue flying jacket over a
shimmercloth tunic of brilliant blue, both above dark gray trousers, with a
heavy dark gray belt that held his lightcut-ter sidearm H s collar bore the
single stars of a submar-shal. He carried a set of saddl ebags that held a
spare uni form and personal toiletries.

The norning sun had not yet clinbed barely above the dwellings to the east,
and possibly not even above the waA-ters of the back bay separating the isle
fromthe mainl and, when the hacker reached back fromhis seat and opened the
carriage door. "Good norning, Submarshal, sir."

"Good norning, Barodyn." Dainyl clinmbed into the coach and cl osed the door,
settling onto the hard seat as the hacker eased the coach away fromthe
nmount i ng bl ock.

The driver guided the coach through two turns and headed west on the

boul evard, bordered by the public gardens of the Duarch. The nmain boul evard
extended fromeast to west, down the mddle of the isle fromthe bridge in die
east to the gates at the Myrm don conpound at the west end of the isle.

As al ways, Dainyl spent a noment taking in the garA-dens, although they |ooked
bleak in the early spring, deA-spite the precisely trinmmed hedges and stone
paths. The fountains flowed, but the topiary that included a lifelike
pteridon, a rearing horse, and a |ong hedge sculpted into the |Iikeness of two
sandoxen and a set of transport coaches | ooked nore |Iike a franmework of
sticks. There was only a hint of the greenery that would fill out the imA ages
when the warmer days of late spring finally arrived.

Ahead to his left was the Palace of the Duarch, south of the boul evard.

Fl anki ng the pal ace were two towersé&€” pointed green cylinders that al npst



nmel ded with the silver-green sky to the west. Across the boul evard fromthe
pal ace and the towers was the Hall of Justice, whose gol den eternastone gl owed
even before the morning light struck it.

Dai nyl nodded solemly. He m ght have snmiled had he not been worried about the
journey ahead. For him Table travel was too new to be taken casually,
especi al ly not when Tabl e "acci dents" had been known to happen to those out of
favor with the nost powerful of the H gh Al ectors.
Still, he reflected, as he often did, that Elcien was inA-deed a marvel, built
on an island of solid stone. The' stone-walled shops with their perfect tile
roofs were set around market squares that held everything produced on Acorus.
Vessel s fromacross the world disgorged their goods fromthe wharves and docks
on the southern shore into endl ess warehouses.
The hacker eased the coach to a halt. "Submarshal, sir?"
After he stepped out, Dainyl extended two coppers, plus an extra copper
al t hough the trip was only half the distance of his normal norning ride.
"Thank you, sir."
As the first rays of the nmorning sun struck his back, carrying his gear

Dai nyl marched up the w de gol den marble steps of the Hall of Justice toward
t he gol denstone pillars that marked the outer rimof the receiving rotunda.
Above the architrave connecting the pillarsé€’thirty yards above the polished
stone pavement 4€”was a frieze depictA-ing the aspects of justice conveyed by
t he Duarchy. Fromthe cornice over the frieze angled a mansard roof of

man-si zed green tiles glinting metallically in the early light.

Dai nyl crossed the receiving rotunda, far too early in the day for petitioners
to have assenbl ed, his boots barely clicking on the octagonal sections of
pol i shed gold and green marble. On the far side, he turned left toward a
pillar

behi nd and beyond the dais. He summoned a hint of Talent and woul d have
vani shed to the sight of those w thout Tal A-ent, had any been present at so
early a glass. Then he reached up and turned the light-torch bracket. The
solid stone noved to reveal an entry three yards high and one wi de, and a set
of steps beyond | eadi ng downward and it by |ight-torches.
The warmer and noi ster air surrounded him as he stepped through the entry and
the stone cl osed behind him At the base of the staircase, he turned right

al ong a stone-walled corridor until he reached a doorway on the north side.
A single alectress appeared, glanced at Dainyl, then nodded. "Submarshal. WII
we expect you back shortly?"

"Several days, | would judge, at the | east. The Marshal and the Hi ghest have
requested | go to Alustre.™

"Have a good trip, sir." The alectress, an assistant to the H gh Al ector of
Justice, stepped back into her study.

Dai nyl rel eased the hidden Tal ent-1ock, then opened the door, and closed it
behind him replacing the Talent-1ock. He stood in a small foyer, lit by
single light-torch, with a second door before him also with a Talent-lock. A
moA-nent later, he released that |ock and stepped into the Table chanber,

repl aci ng the second | ock behind himas well.

The walls of the Table chanber were of white marble, and the floor was of
green. Two sets of double light-torches set five yards apart in bronze
brackets on each side wall provided the sole illumnation. Unlike other Table
chanbers, the one in the Hall of Justice had no furA-nishings, just the Table
itself. The Table itself |ooked |ike any other Tabl ed€”a square polished stone
pedestal in the center of the roomthat extended a yard above the stone fl oor
The stone appeared black on the side, but the top surface bore silvery shinmer
that was mirror-like. Each side of the table-1ike pedestal was three yards in
| engt h, and because the Tabl e extended bel ow the floor, its actual shape was
closer to a cube. Visible only through Talent was the purple glow that
emanated fromthe Tabl e.

After taking a firmer grip on his saddl ebags, Dainyl took a | ong step onto
the Table, then a slow and deep breath, concentrating on reaching out with his
Talent to the well of darkness below and within the Table. He could fee



hi nsel f dropping into ..

a torrent of turbulent purplish blackness that buf A-feted him Intense
cold invaded every span of his body, sweeping through his uniformand flying
jacket as if he had been uncl othed. He saw nothing with his eyes, but reached
out with his senses for the dark gray |ocator, borA-dered in purple, that
identified Alustre. The closest |ocaA-tor was the bright blue of Tenpre, and
there was al so one of crinson gold that beckoned. Dainyl used thought and
Talent to press hinmself toward the nore distant wedge of dark gray.

After what felt like a glass, he began to sense the closeA-ness of the |ocator
wedge he sought, even as other locaA-tors swirled by hi mA€” wedges of anber,
brilliant yellow, green, gray. . . . Wll beyond, in a sense he could not have
expl ai ned, stretched a distant purple-black wedged€”the I ong translation tube
back to Ifryn with a sense of disA-tance so overpowering that Dainyl felt
al nost nauseat ed.

He continued to concentrate, focusing on the dark gray, now so near &€’ and yet
not quite so close as it seenedéa€” before reaching with his Talent to |ink
hinself with a line of purple Talent to the dark gray | ocator wedge that was
Alustre. Wth an abruptness that still nearly stunned him he felt the dark
gray hurtling toward him even as silver |ooned before him then shattered
around hi m

Dai nyl had to take a lurching step before he regained his Bal ance. He stood on
a Table in another w ndow ess chanber. H's entire body shivered, and frost had
apA-peared on his flying jacket and uniform then vanished, nelting as quickly
as it had appeared.

Li ke the Tabl e chamber in Lyterna, the roomwas enpty. Unlike it, there was a
set of rich black-and-silver-bordered hangings on the walls, each with a scene
hol d-

ing an alector. A long black chest was set against the wall across the Table
fromthe single entranced€”a square arch, in which a solid oak door was set.

It was clear that Dainyl had arrived in the residence and adninistrative
center of the Hi gh Alector of the East.

He stepped off the Table and wal ked to the archway. Again, he had to rel ease a
Tal ent-1 ock before he could open die door. Qutside, in the corridor on each
side of the arch, were two al ectors, both wearing bl ack-and-silver uniforns,
rather than the bl ue-and-gray of Myrm dons.
The guard on the left held a |ightning-edged short sword ready, the weapon
used for guard duty inside buildings. H s eyes scanned the uniform and the
stars on Dainyl's collar. Then he said, "Submarshal, sir?"

"I"'mhere to see Submarshal Al cyna. She is expecting ne."

"Yes, sir. There should be a duty coach at the west porA-tico. If you go to
the end of this corridor and take the stairs there, and then turn right when
you reach the main level..."

"Thank you." Wth a smle, Dainyl departed, but used his Talent to extend his
hearing, hoping to | earn soneA-thing.

" woul dn't want to be around headquarters after he gets there ..
"Why not ? Submarshal s and narshal s cone and go."

"Mpst of themworry about the politics, and who's who. They woul dn't know one
end of a skylance fromanA-other. He's the one Captain Josaryk was talking
about. Cane all the way up fromranker... crushed that revolt in Dramur..."

" brass bitch won't like that..."

Dai nyl conceal ed a wi nce and kept wal ki ng. Al though he couldn't hel p wonderi ng
what the rankers who had Served under himcalled himbehind his back, he
wasn't certain he wanted to know
The main corridor leading to the west portico was floored in a shimrering
silver-gray marble, the octago-

nal tiles outlined with thin strips of black marble. The walls bel ow the

bl ack marble chair railing were also silver-gray marble. Above the railing,
the walls were a textured white. At intervals, silver-and-black-bordered

hangi ngs decorated the walls, with each tapestry showi ng a scene from
sonewhere in the east of Coras.



He heard several children laughing as he passed an open archway. Wal ki ng
toward himwas a slender alector wearing dark silver trousers, a black belt,
and a bl ack shinmersilk tunic. The man took in Dainyl's uniformand stars,

t hen nodded politely as he passed.

Dai nyl had forgotten how Alustre had affected the silA-ver and bl ack, as
opposed to the greens and blues of the west, but the colors took on a new
significance in light of Marshal Shastylt's concernsé€’those both voiced and
unvoi ced.
At the archway that separated the interior of the resiA-dence fromthe portico
stood two al ector guards, also atA-tired in black trimmed with silver. Both
barely | ooked at him but Dainyl was well aware of their scrutiny as he passed
and stepped out into the stiff spring breeze. DeA-spite the fact that it was
afternoon in Alustre, the air felt cooler than in Elcien, but that was because
of the wind, since both had simlar clinates, even a continent apart.

The paverent of the portico was not marble, but white granite, unyielding
underfoot, and the colums were snmooth circular pillars, also of white
granite, and unA-adorned, not even fl uted.

Dai nyl gl anced toward the waiting area farther west, then nodded. As the Table
guard had said, a duty coach was indeed waiting at the west portico, with the
Myrmi A-don colors on the door. The driver smiled as the submar-sha

appr oached.

"Submarshal, sir. | was hoping you'd arrive on ny duty." The Myrnidon ranker
sm |l ed. "Undercaptain Chelysta is a cousin. If you see her when you get back
to Elcien, would you tell her that Granyn sends greetings?"

"Il be happy to. Are you from Al ustre?"

"No, sir. My parents are on the regional alector's staff in Lysia. My
nmother's sister is Chelysta's nother."

Wth slightly |l ess than a thousand al ectors on Acorus, running across

rel ati ons was scarcely unheard of. Wat was unusual was nentioning it, and

t hat suggested that Granyn was new to the Myrm dons. "Is this your first

posti ng?"

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl smiled. "W'd best be going."

"Yes, sir." Ganyn grinned.

Bef ore Dai nyl entered the coach, he turned and | ooked back at the residence.
Unli ke the Pal aces of the Duarches in the west, which soared into the
silver-green sky, the eastern residence was long and solid, only three stories
showi ng above ground level, with two wings angling fromthe centra

rectangul ar core. The outer walls were of a white granite, reinforced with
lifeforce, alnost slabA-like. The only exposed col urms Dai nyl had seen were
t hose supporting the roof of the west portico, although, given the symetry of
the residence, there were doubt A-l1ess col unms supporting the east portico as
wel I .

Once he was inside the coach, Dainyl consideredad€” agai nd€”what | ay ahead. The
guesti on was not whether Al-cyna and Brekylt were plotting, but what they were
pl otti ng.
As he considered what he might do to tease out inforA-mation, Dainyl watched
as young Granyn drove them al ong the divided boul evard that ran fromthe
hilltop resA-idence overlooking Alustre itself to the ring-road that
enA-circled the main sections of the city. Like the eastern residence itself,
Alustre spraw ed nore than did either El -cien or Ludar, with nore space

bet ween dwel Ii ngs and structuresé€”except for the warehouse and conmerci al
area directly around the wharves. The bulk of the city lay east of the river
and north of Fiere Sound. Wiile there were piers across the river, they were
far smaller, and served mainly the fishing community there.
The eastern Myrni don headquarters were on a bl uff

east of the city proper, and |l ess than a vingt southeast of the park-Iike
grounds surroundi ng the residence. The wall ed conmpound overl ooked both the
river and the oceand€”and the Cadm an conpound even farther to the south.

G anyn guided the coach to a smooth halt directly adA-jacent to the |ong



mount i ng bl ock serving the headquarA-ters building, also constructed of
perfectly cut and fitted white granite, with bl ackish green roof tiles that
shimA-nmered in the nidafternoon sun
As he swung out of the coach, his gear in hand, Dainyl |ooked up at the
driver. "Thank you, G anyn."

"My pleasure, sir." The young al ector smiled broadly.

The duty officer was waiting in the entry corridor even before Dainyl stepped
into the building. "Submarshal, sir, welcone to the eastern headquarters." She
was an under-captain, and her violet-green eyes net Dainyl's evenly.

"Thank you,"” he replied gravely.

"Submarshal Al cyna requested that | convey you to her study imrediately, sir,
but would you like to | eave your gear here at the duty desk? | can have it
taken to the visitA-ing senior officers' quarters for you."

"I woul d appreciate that." As he handed her the saddl eA-bags, Dainyl had no
doubts that they would be inspected, at |east through Talent, but they held
not hi ng beyond neA-cessities. He also reflected that one of the di sadvant ages
of Table travel was that he was totally on his own. Then, that explained, in a
way, why the higher alectors were so Talented. No one wi thout Tal ent-strength
could use the Tables and survive. Was his trip to Alustre another test? He
repressed a snort. Was there any doubt of that?

He fol |l owed the undercaptain down the corridoré€” which had a green marble
floor, the same as headquarters in Elcien, and the first simlarity he had
noti ced.

St oppi ng short of the open doorway at the very end of the hallway, the

under captai n gestured. "Submarshal Al-cyna's study, sir."

Dai nyl entered the study, a space even | arger than Mar-

shal Shastylt's spaces in Elcien. Except for a single depicA-tion of the city
of Alustred€”in black ink on white paper and framed in black and silver&€”the
wal I s were bare. There were no coverings on the polished and shining green
mar A-bl e floor. The main furnishings were the wi de ebony table desk, a
circul ar conference table, also of ebony, and an ebony bookcase two yards high
and three long. The ei ght wooden arncthairs were all finished in silver, with
five set around the conference table, and three before the table desk, with a
| arger chair set behind the table desk
Al cyna did rise frombehind the table desk, if sonewhat belatedly, after

Dai nyl cl osed the study door behind him She was short for an al ectress,
barely two yards in height, with eyes as black as her hair. Her smle was

per functory.

"Good afternoon, Alcyna."

"Good afternoon, Dainyl. | cannot say that |I'mexA-traordinarily pleased to
see you."

"I understand." Dainyl certainly did. Alcyna had to have felt that she should
have been the one tapped to sucA-ceed Marshal Shastylt, but that woul d never
happen. In all the centuries the Myrm dons had exi sted, no al ectress had ever
ri sen higher than submarshal, and Al cyna was only the second to hold the rank
He smiled. "And you will understand if | tell you that | was not
extraordinarily pleased to have been ordered to Alustre."

He settled into a chair in front of the desk and gestured for her to seat
hersel f behind her desk. Hi s eyes went to the wide south wi ndow. "You have a
| ovely view of the sound."
Al cyna remai ned standi ng, |ooking at Dainyl, then pressing a Tal ent-probe at
him a probe that was fully as strong as any of Shastylt.

Dai nyl nerely smiled, letting the line of purple, invisiA-ble to any wi thout
Tal ent, sheet away from his shields, even as he gestured once nore for her to
be seated. For all the power she had displayed, he could sense that Al cyna had

hel d back some of her strength. "lI'mnot here to deA-liver orders or bad news
or anything like that."
" tou nave stueids worthy ot a H gh Alector, Dainyl. It's too bad you have

little el se, but that nmakes you a perA-fect tool for Zelyert and Shastylt."
Al cyna finally seated hersel f.



"You al ready knew that. Oherwise ..." He shrugged. "It would have been
difficult to cover up ny death in your study."

"Better and better." Alcyna | aughed.

Dai nyl was amazed at the warnmth of her laugh, so at odds with the col dness he
sensed wi thin her.

"You have | earned a great deal from Lystrana, haven't you?" noted Al cyna.
"Does she wish to be the first woman to hold the Duarchy?"

"Not any nore than do you." Dainyl watched her closely, with both eyes and
Tal ent .

"Ch ... so she wishes to advance you."

"No nore than you wi sh to advance Brekylt, or... perhaps a great deal less."
"Now that we have all that out of the way," she replied brightly, "why are you
here? Oficially, that is?"

"I told you. Shastylt ordered me to conme here and neet with you, and to see
what you and the Myrmidons are doA-ing. | also wanted to |learn nore about the
pteridons we've lost in the last two seasons.”

"Don't tell ne you don't know how that happened, Dainyl." Her voice was

nmocki ng, but with a gentleness of tone that was al nost disarm ng. Al nost.

"Ch ... | knowthat it had to be the ancients. Wiat | was interested in was

t he circunstances surroundi ng each loss." As he finished speaking, he could
sense both cuA-riosity and disinterest, but he waited for her to reply.

"They were interfering. So | had a squad attack them"

"The ones | ost near Scien, you nean? The ones | ost over the Spine of Corus
were on solo flights.™"

"I'f you had Tal ent other than shields, Dainyl, you would be form dabl e. But
then, if you did, you wouldn't be Shastylt's submarshal ."

"Did your squad kill the ancients?"
"I'n one case, yes. In the other, we think so. There aren't very many |eft,
you know, and each one that we deA-stroy frees nore lifeforce for us. | don't

know why the Duarches just didn't rid the world of themin the beginA- ning,
when they were dying out."

"I would judge they felt it was unnecessary. It still probably is."” About
that, Dainyl had his doubts, but wanted to see how she reacted.

Al cyna shrugged. "I wanted to see what it would take."

"And ... was it worth it? To | ose two pteridons?"

"No. Not to take out one ancient, but it was useful to | earn they cannot stand
up to several skylances concenA-trated on thern at once."
As appal |l ed as he was at Al cyna's casual spending of the | ost Myrni dons and
pteridons, Dainyl could at |east unA-derstand her reasoni nga€”and that she was
telling the abA-solute truth, at |east as she sawit... with sone

reservati ons.

"There nmay be hope for you yet, Dainyl. You don't even | ook shocked. You would
have been once, you know "

Dai nyl wasn't certain that represented an inprovenent in his character, but he
nodded. "Times and circumA-stances change."

"I'"d be happy to turn all the records of those flights over to you for your

i nspection.”

"I"'mcertain that they reveal nothing that they should not."

"I imagine your records of what happened in Dranur don't, either."

"How can you say that?" Dainyl grinned. "They' re abA-solutely accurate in what
they state.™
Al cyna | aughed in her nisleadingly warmtone. "W nust have a |eisurely dinner
together, the three of us. Brekylt is actually in Dulka today and this
evening, but | amcertain he woul d be pleased to have dinner with us
toA-nmorrow night. | assume you will be staying for at least a day or two."

"I woul d be pleased to accept such an invitation. And tonorrow norning, |
wi |l Jake you up on the suggestion that | peruse the records of the encounters
with the anA-cients," replied Dainyl, although he was well aware that Al cyna
had not strictly tendered such an offer. "In the nmeantime, perhaps one of your
under capt ai ns coul d proA-vide ne with a guided tour of the headquarters



comA-pound this afternoon. | would not w sh to inpose upon you unduly."

"You are so thoughtful." Al cyna paused. "Undercap-tain Veluara would be

pl eased to do so, once you have inA-spected the senior guest quarters. | will
send her there to neet you."

"I appreciate that." Dainyl recognized the undercap-tain's nane as a squad

| eader in Fourth Conpany, but he had seen nothing el se on her

Al cyna rose. "I'll walk over to the senior officers' quarters with you."
Dai nyl stood, conscious that his left leg was still slightly sore, possibly
fromthe chill of Table travel, and foll owed Al cyna.

The corridor outside her study renmai ned vacant, and not by coi nci dence, Dai nyl
was certain, as she acconpaA-ni ed hi mback down and through the back archway
and doubl e doors.
The flight stage stood in the rear courtyarda€”equi distant fromthe back of
t he headquarters building, the front of the pteridon stages, and the quarters.
Only half the pteridons were sunning thenselves on the top of their stages,
their blue crystal beaks and talons glinting in the afternoon sun
"I's one of the conpani es depl oyed, or are you running di spatches?"
"There are two squads from Third Conpany tenporarA-ily flying out of Norda
under Majer Noryan. Fromthere they can cover the area south of Scien, as well
as the Northern Pass. W've had reports of brigands al ong the pass, but so far
no one has | ost anything. Another squad

remains at Coren until the Hi gh Alector of Justice is satA-isfied that
situation is fully in control."
"WIl it ever be, given the greed of |anders?" asked Dai nyl .
"Enough so that third squad can return. Possibly within a few weeks." Al cyna
started up the outside steps to the upper level of the quarters building.

Dai nyl followed her up the stairs and along the railed balcony to the south
end of the building.
"You should find these quite confortable, far better than the quarters of
Cadm an officers in Dranur.'
"I amcertain | wll."
An even warnth flowed toward Dai nyl as Al cyna opened the quarters door.
"I had the duty staff light the stove in the sitting room" she said. "It is a
bri sk day, and Table travel can be sonewhat... chilling."
"You are very thoughtful." Thoughtful &€” and foreA-warned by soneone of exactly
when to expect a traveling submarshal, and that notice had to have been
t hrough a Tabl e.

"Undercaptain Veluara will be here shortly. If you disA-cover anything that
needs my attention, don't hesitate to ask ne."
"Fromwhat | have already seen, Alcyna, | doubt that there will be any need to

bring anything to your personal attention."

Once Al cyna departed, Dainyl wal ked through the quarters, taking in the
sitting roomwith the wi de wi ndow that offered a view of the flight stage, the
rear of headA-quarters, and the greenish waters of the sound beyond the bl uff.
A wide table desk was set against an inside wall, with a settee and two
arnchairs positioned so that the heat of the black porcelain stove radiated to
all three.

The bedchanber contai ned an enormous triple-width bed, a chest that woul d have
swal | owed without difficulty ten times what Dainyl had brought in his

saddl ebags.

Agai n, he observed that all the furniture was either black or silver, or sone
conbi nati on of both. He also noted that his spare uniform had been hung in the
oversized ar-nmoire, and his toiletries laid out in the bathchanber. H s Tal ent
senses suggested that nothing had been altered or searched at |ength.

After washing up, he returned to the sitting roomand settled into one of the
arnchairs to soak up the warnth while waiting for the undercaptain to appear
Through the wi ndow he coul d see one of the Duarches' sea vessel s headed

sout heast down the center of the sound toward the ocean. Hi s first inpressions
suggested that, outwardly, everything was as it should be, and that neant that
Al cyna and Brekylt had gone to great |lengths to conceal whatever they had in



m nd.
Was he imagining that?

He shook his head.

5

Under the bright mdnom ng sun of
Tridi &€”on the warnmest day of early spring so faré&€”Mkel shifted his weight
in the saddle of the roan. His fingers dropped to his belt, barely brushing
t he hidden sheath that held the dagger of the ancientsé&€”that mniature bl ade
that was not only ol der, but tougher and harder than any steel forged by nen
or alectors on Acorus. Mykel had done his best to disnmiss the legend that it
bore a curse for its possesA-sor, and the belief that the curse and dagger
coul d be reA-1eased only when the dagger was accepted as a gift by one's worst
enenya€”one' s wor st good-hearted eneny at that.

Hs lips curled. He hadn't realized he'd been that hated when he'd accepted
t he dagger fromthe chandler in Jyoha. He hadn't paid for it, now that he
recal | ed what had hapA-pened. The chandl er had accepted his coins only as a
gift to

the hungry children of the village. Not that he had felt cursed, not any nore
than any Cadnian officer, at |east. BeA-sides, in a strange way, the dagger
rem nded hi mof Rachyla, although he doubted he would ever see the seltyr's
green-eyed daughter again. She certainly would not wish to see him and he
doubt ed he woul d soon return to Dranur.

He shook his head, then watched fromthe Iow rise as Seventeenth Conpany's
third squad rode along a dirt track that resenbled all too many roads in the
nmore reA-note areas of Coras.

"Third squad! On the guide! Firing line to the left! FirA-ing line to the
left!" The high-voiced order came from Esceld, the stolid but young squad

| eader. &a-

The trooper riding guide turned left and halted at the angle that presented
the best firing position for the batA-tered straw targets set on stands a
hundred yards to the south.

The squad' s response was ragged at best.

"Third squad! Fire!"

Instead of a volley that should have been al nost synA-chronized, the rifle
reports were even nore ragged than the line of twenty-one nounts.

"Stand easy!" ordered Esceld, |ooking to the older and nore grizzled figure
mounted to his right.

"Don't funble with your pieces!" ordered Bhoral. "You rein up in a firing
l[ine, with your weapons ready. You fool around with your piece, and Reillies
and irreguA-lars will give you your own plot of |and."

As he listened to the battalion senior squad | eader adA-dress Loryalt's third

squad, Mykel conceal ed a griné€”and the exasperation beneath. After seeing the
probl ems the undercaptain was having with Seventeenth Conpany, Mkel had sent

Bhoral to help the undercaptain's squad | eaders with training.

"Spemat! You want to die now?" continued Bhoral. "You keep that up, and
won't wait for some Reillie to plug you. That's if your mates don't get you
first."”

The angul ar redhead flushed and stiffened, but kept his

eyes on the straw targets set on the hillside to the south.

"You think any irregulars are going to wait while you figure out which end of
the rifle is the stock and where die trigger is?" denmanded Bhoral

"Third squad! Columm by twos! Forward!" ordered Esceld.
After a last glance at third squad-, Mkel turned his nount and eased the roan
toward the next hill, where FifA-teenth Conpany and Sixteenth Conpany were
practici ng marksmanshi p agai nst wei ghted sand-gl ass targets that sprang up
fromirregul ar positions. Neither conpany needed that rmuch maneuvering
practice, and Mykel hadn't been that pleased with the marksmanshi p of any of
t he conpanies in Dranmur&€”not when it turned out that he'd accounted for

al nrost a quarter of all the casualties inflicted on me seltyrs' troops by

Fi ft eent h Conpany.



As he rode over the low hillock to the next terrain maA-neuvering area, Mkel
heard the sound of rifles. Before he had ridden another hundred yards, the
firing died away.

Rhystan turned his nount and rode to neet Mykel

The two reined up well back of Sixteenth Company.

Mykel coul d hear the voice of Mirthyt&€”the conpany senior squad | eader
"Remenber. You get a nmonent when no one's firing, and you reload, even if you
got a shell or two in the magA-azine. Mght not get a chance later."

"Hi s voice carries," Rhystan said. "Farther than mine."

"How are they doi ng?"

"Better than when we were preparing for Dramur, Ma-jer." Rhystan offered a
tight smile. "Some of diemare acA-tually hitting the targets consistently."
"I"'mglad to hear that. Sixteenth Conpany will have to take the lead. I'Il be
counting on you especially." Mykel was stating the obvious, but he'd | earned
that what he'd often thought obvious wasn't always to onmers. "How is Fabryta

doi ng?"

"He'll be fine. He needs experience, but he's solid, and he's got a good
seni or squad | eader in Chyndylt." Rhys-

tan paused, then asked, "How bad do you think it'll be?

Conpared to Drarnur?"
"Better and worse. The irregul ars probably won't have the kind of equi pnent
and nounts the seltyrs' conpanies did, but the ones that are left have
survived an attack by the Myrm dons. They were good enough to wi pe out the

| ocal garrison. The colonel said it was srmall and not very well conmmanded.”
"I can't say | understand."
"That they didn't send a battalion with the Myrm A-dons? | don't, either
except that | don't think they like to m x us. Maybe they worry about the
Myrmi dons using the skyl ances on us." Mykel frowned. "I got the inpresA-sion
mat they thought the Myrm dons had elimninated the problem"”
"Wthout troops on the ground? It doesn't work that way. Not for |ong, and
then we've got to pick up the pieces later, when the locals think it ought to
have been solved, and the rebels or brigands are better prepared.”

Mykel |aughed, ruefully. "Something like that is al A-ways the problem By the
time anyone realizes it's a problemand we get sent..."
"Like Dramur," affirmed Rhystan. "WI| we have to paA-trol until they start
shooting the way it was there?"

"Not from what the colonel's said, and unless things change, 1'll be the
senior officer."

"That'l|l be good." Rhystan paused. "Ah ..."

"Yes?" Mykel had a good idea what Rhystan had in mind, but he wasn't
conpletely sure. So he waited.

"You led Fifteenth Conpany fromthe front, Majer ..."

Mykel [ aughed again, with warmh and anusenent. "You're being very tactful
Rhystan. | take it that you feel such tactics are not appropriate for
battal i on conmandA- ers?"

"No, sir. We mght get stuck with another Majer Va-clyn. O | mght get stuck
doing it."

"You'd do fine, but I'd rather not hand you command mat way, and | hear what
you' re saying."

"That could be hard for you, sir, seeing as you' re the best shot in the
battalion."

Mykel grinned. "I didn't say | wouldn't use nmy rifle, Captain. 1'll try not to
use it fromthe front."

"I won't argue with that, sir." Rhystan |laughed softly. "I mght rem nd you,

t hough. "

Mykel hoped Rhystan didn't have to, because, if the captain did, one way or
another matters woul d not be what either of themw shed. He just smiled. "I'm

going to check on Fifteenth Conmpany. You don't need ne | ooki ng over your
shoul der. Carry on."
"Yes, sir."



Mykel eased the roan along the dirt track, thoughts swirling through his nind
t he sane thoughts he'd had for weeks. He'd been in the Cadm ans for ten years,
and he'd never seend€”or heard of &€”as nuch action and unrest as had happened
in the last two years. He'd never encounA-tered an ancient before, nor had he
ever heard of anyone who had. Yet |ess than two seasons ago, one had talked to
him insisting that he find his talent to see beyond his eyes or he would

peri sh. That was unprecedented. So was the destruction of two pteridons by the
ancients, and the fact that Myrm don Submarshal Dainyl had avoi ded
expl ai nA-ing the true cause of their destruction

Now, in less than two weeks, Third Battalion woul d be headed south, to dea
with another rebellion of sorts.
Just what was happening ... and why?
6
An al ector who speaks of choices has no place in the governing of a world, for
the very word imA-plies an equality between alternatives, and such choice is
an illusion. Thus, the alector either deceives hinmself or others. If he
deceives hinself, he will administer badly. If

he deceives others, his deception will eventually be disA-covered, and the
anger created by such deception will undo any benefits that may have
nmonentarily accrued.
Wil e each alternative facing an al ector may have difA-fering advantages and
di sadvant ages, alternatives are never equal. The task of any high alector is
to determne the best of alternatives in |light of the desired objective and
then inplement his decision in the manner nost effi A-cacious for its
acconpl i shnent .
Those who prattle about choices either |ack underA-standing of the matter
before them or seek to deceive othA-ers into believing that a true choice

bet ween equal alternatives exists. The only choice is between a good
al A-ternative and one not so good. An alector who cannot difA-ferentiate

bet ween such and rmeke such a determ nation based upon what is and what will be
has failed to | earn enough to understand the situation before him If one nust
deci de between dissinmlar alternatives, the overall effectiveness of each nust
be deternmined, as well as the costs, the tinmng, and the |ifeforce expenditure
gai ned and that required.

In the case of simlar alternatives, the sane process nust obtain. No two
pearappl es are equal, nor are any two oaks, nor any two steers, nor any two
alectors. Nor are any two alternatives. Each alternative has ranificaA-tions
and out comes, and those nust be studied and deterA-nmined, in light of what
best serves the Archon and the future of all alectors.
Vi ews of the Hi ghest

IllTustra
WT. 1513

7
Under capt ai n Vel uara knocked on the
door to the senior officers' quarters precisely half a glass after Al cyna had
departed. As he rose fromthe chair, Dainyl supposed that there was sone
significance to the timng, and that he might find it in due course. Then
again, given Alcyna's reputation, he might not. He just inA-tended to discover
what he coul d about what was happenA-ing in Alustre and the east, then return
to Elcien, and report what he had di scovered to the nmarshal. He had few doubts
t hat di scovering would be easier than returning, since Al cyna was the type who
woul d want himto know how cl ever she was before arrangi ng sone fatal accident
or incident.
Just before he opened the door, he paused. Alcyna mght be far smarter than
that, but, however she handled it, he doubted that he would have to worry as
much on the first day or so. Too early an "accident" would have the marsha
and H gh Al ector Zelyert both after her
Undercaptain Veluara stood tall, nearly as |l arge and as nuscul ar as Dai nyl.
She wore a flight jacket over her uni A-form unfastened, and her eyes were a
bl acki sh brown, a color unusual for an alector. She al so seened to be ol der



than the usual undercaptain, although that was not someA-thing Dainyl intended
to ask or suggest. "Submarshal, sir? Submarshal Al cyna asked nme to be your
escort for an informal tour."

Dai nyl nodded, stepping out onto the bal cony and cl osA-ing the quarters door

behind him "It's kind of you, and | appreciate it."

"Where would you like to begin, sir?"

"Wth a tour of headquarters here. | amcertain everyA-thing is in order and
as it should be, and I would like to report that to the marshal. | |eave the

order of inspection to you, Undercaptain."

"I woul d suggest we begin with the outbuildings, sir. Perhaps the pteridon
squar es?"

"That woul d be fine."

Dai nyl followed the tall undercaptain down the steps and south across the
courtyard of the headquarters comA-pound. Despite her size, her novenents were
practiced and graceful.
The pteridon squares were identical to those in Elcien, each thirty yards on a
side with a massive perch across the roof. The perch was oriented to face the
rising sun. Even with only twenty-one pteridons in a conmpany, the space
required for each conpany was consi derabl e.
As he wal ked down the open area that split the squares of the two conpanies,
past the duty square, Dainyl glanced at the nearest pteridons, those of Fourth
ComA- pany, presumably third squad, taking in the afternoon sunlight. Their

bl ue crystal eyes held a darkness mat had no col or, and their |ong blue
crystalline beaks were hard enough to shatter iron. Each blue | eathery w ng,
even fol ded back against a pteridon's body, was nore than ten yards |ong. The
conparatively short legs ended in three crystal clawsd€”two opposed by one, so
that a pteridon could perch anywhere or grasp whatever it wanted, given that
the claws were as hard as the beak
"You're a squad | eader in Fourth Company. Third squad, as | recall."
"Yes, sir." There was the faintest tone of surprise in her voice, as well as
hi dden anusenent.
"How have you liked serving under Captain Josaryk? You were in Third Conpany
before, weren't you?"
"Captain Josaryk and Majer Noryan are good officers, sir."
"Were you on any of the patrols where the pteridons were |ost this past
wi nter?"
Undercaptain Veluara did not reply for the briefest of nmoments. "That depends
on what you nean, sir. W did some of the overflight patrols, but three of the
four losses in the west were from Third Conpany after | left."

"I don't suppose you saw what happened?"
"No, sir."
About that, the undercaptain was telling die truth.
"Have you ever seen one of the ancient ones?"
"Sir? Has anyone? Have you?"
"Since they once inhabited the higher and col der areas, and there are nore of
those here in the east," replied Dainyl, not answering her question in a
fashion simlar to the way she had avoided his, "I had thought it mght be
more likely that you or others in Third and Fourth ComA-pany m ght have seen
them™
"I know Major Noryan did, but he said he wasn't able to talk about it. He sent
a seal ed dispatch to Lyterna, though.”
Dai nyl did not comment, although he had never seen the report.
At the end of the pteridon squares, the undercaptain turned west. "The arnory
is on the lower level in the corA-ner here."
"About the ancients,” Dainyl pronpted.
"Only froma distance, just once, west of Scien, when we were | ooking for the
m ssi ng Cadm an conpany. That was when third squad was relieving second squad.
It was just a green globe of light. | could barely nake it out, and then it
was gone."
From what he could tell through his Talent, Dainyl was fairly certain that she



was telling what she had seend€” nostly. "The old reports say that they could
hover. Could you tell?"

"I't |ooked that way."

"Has anyone found any sign of the Cadm ans yet?"

"No, sir. Major Noryan thinks they were caught in a sudden early blizzard.
Those can get fierce that far north. If that's what happened, we mght find
them when all the ice nelts. The North Road won't be clear until early
sumA-ner this year."

"Even though it's eternastone?"

"Yes, sir. That's one reason why the submarshal deA-cided to close the posts
at Scien. The town is nostly de-

serted anyway, except for the fishing crews in the sumA-mer, and a handful of
i ndi gens who like ice and cold."

"What about Pystra?"

"I't's not nuch better, but it's east of the Frozen HeadA-land, and the
harbor's clear of ice nost winters."

"Besides the problemin Coren, have you had nmuch trouble with indigen

i ntransi gence?"

"There's al ways soneone who tries to get around the Code, thinking that he can
get a few nore golds, but we do a ot of overflights, |ooking for patterns
that would show |ife-form abuse or nisuse." She paused. "WWat reA-ally
happened in Dramur? | don't mean to pry, sir, but the reports we got seened so
strange. "

In short, Alcyna wanted to see what Dainyl would reA-veal to an attractive and
attentive undercaptain. "What happened there wasn't |ife-form abuse, or
anything el se that could be seen fromthe air. Some of the |ocal |andowners
spent years amassing enough golds to bribe an engineer in the rifle

manuf actory. They were trying to take control of Dramur while still appearing
to follow all the provisions of the Code." That was truthful enough, so far as
it went. "Dranur is far enough away from any MrA-nidon post that what they
were doi ng went undetected for a tine. The narshal discovered sonme aspects of
the plan and sent for ne. It took two seasons to resolve, and it won't happen
again."

Vel uara nodded. "You want to see the arnory?"

"Every bit of it." Dainyl laughed. "Qherw se, how could | explain to the

mar shal ?"

H's words got the faintest smle fromthe undercaptain.

"You have not been in Alustre in recent years, have you?" asked Vel uara.

"No. Not since | was a captain," replied Dainyl. "At that tine, Submarsha

Al cyna was a senior nmjer."

"You both have come far since then."

"It has been a while." Dainyl wasn't about to get into a discussion of how

ei ther he or Al cyna became submar-shals, not with an undercaptain, and
especially not with

one as sharp and experienced as Veluara. He realized that he had best be nore
careful with his comments. "How did you choose the Myrm dons?"

"What ot her choice was there? | wasn't that interested in engineering, and

i ke being outside. Wat about you, sir?"

"After the arnory,"” Dainyl said with a | augh

"Yes, sir." Veluara sniled openly, |leading the way toward the w de archway.
The I eft door of the double doors was ajar. "Technical Sguad Leader Vresnyl is
in charge of the arnmory," she added in a | ow voi ce before she pulled the door

open.
Inside was a small stone walled and floored foyer, with a stone counter
wai st-high, in the nmiddle of the rear wall. By the time they reached the

counter, a broad-shoul dered and short al ector stood at the counter, waiting.
Behind himwas a small chanber with little besides a row of tall cabinets
against the wall, all closed.

"Tech Leader Vresnyl, Submarshal, sir."

"I"mpleased to see you, Vresnyl. Weren't you in Lysia before?"



"Yes, sir." The arnorer smiled. "Been here just over a year."

"How are you finding Al ustre?"

"It's cooler, and that's better in the sunmmer, and worse in the winter
Armory's a little bigger. Otherwi se there's not that rmuch different."

"Have you had any problems with skylances?" Dainyl asked.

"Like they did in Dereka, sir? No, sir. Every single one's accounted for. Wth

proper mai ntenance, they'll last alnost forever. We follow the rotation
schedul e and send themto Lyterna for inspection every three years. W've
never had one fail, though. Haven't |ost any, either."

"What about sidearns?" Dainyl smled broadly as he asked, since he doubted
there were nore than five anyA-where in the east, reserved as they were for
nonflying seA-nior officers.

"You need one, sir? If it's not working right, that'd be the first one in
nore than a century."

"No." Dainyl grinned. "I had to ask, though." He paused. "Wuld you show ne
t hrough the workroom and repair spaces?"
"Yes, sir. |1'd be pleased to." Vresnyl gestured to the cabinets. "Those hold

the training |lances, and not rmuch else." He turned and noved toward the door
on the south end of the snmall chanber.

Dai nyl made his way around the counter and followed, with Veluara behind him
Vresnyl stopped just inside the next small room "Here's the crystal testing
equi prent for the skylances and the sidearns, and the collector that puts a
basi c charge in a replacenment crystal. Only had to do that once or twice this
past year. Sonetinmes happens when they've been flying in winter weather, high
cl ouds and not mnuch sun."

"Where do you keep the replacenent crystal s?" Dai nyl knew where they were
supposed to be.

"Those ... there aren't that many, you know, sir. Those are kept in the usua
pl ace, in the vault and | ockbox in the watch pteridon's square. After the

busi ness in Dereka, the submarshal noved all the skylances there as well. Had
anot her pair of lockers built, one for each conpany. That's when the flyers
are here. On deploynent, the |l ances stay with the pteridons, |ike always."

Dai nyl nodded and turned to Veluara. "Are they doing that for the conpanies in
Dul ka and Lysi a?"
"That's what | understood, sir."
The precaution made sense, but it also concentrated the control of the
fearsone weapons, and that |eft Dainyl unA-easy, even though they were
supposedl y usel ess except when used in conjunction with a pteridon. He | ooked
to the arnorer. "Let's see what el se you have."
"Yes, sir."
After that came the storeroom for geara€’pteridon sadA-dl es, skylance hol ders,
special winter flying parkas, al

items tnat wore out nore quickly than pteridons and sky-lances. Below the
mai n storeroomwas the storeroomfor specialized equi prent used | ess
frequently, such as enerA-gency crystal beacons, or the crimson arnbands worn
by Myrm dons for the adm nistration of justice, the lash and nace of justice,
speci al solutions, and the cross-formto which mal efactors were fastened.
After he closed the | ower storeroom Vresnyl turned to Dainyl. "That's what we
have for the Myrnidon equi pA-nent, sir."
"How much bl asting powder and ot her explosives do you have down bel ow for the
H gh Al ector of Transport?"
"Well... sir, not so much as they' ve got in Dereka or the west. There's not so
much of a call for it here. It's on the | owest level."
"I think we can skip that, but, if you' d show me the road-cutting equipnent..
that should wi nd up what | need to see.”
"That's all in the |owest vault. You'll have to unlock the Talent-locks, sir."
Quietly, the three wal ked to the end of the corridor and then down the wi de
ranp that descended in a half circle.
After wal king another fifty yards, Vresnyl stopped at a solid steel gate,
i nfused and strengthened with |ifeforce. He unl ocked the gate and swung it



open on heavy wi de hinges attached to plates fused to the stone walls. A foyer
of sortsa€’two yards deep and three w ded€”fronted a secA-ond door, not quite
the width of the foyer itself.

The arnorer | ooked to Dainyl.

The submarshal stepped forward and |l et his Tal ent-senses range over the
octagonal lock plate. After a moA-nent of study, he found the |ock node and
released it. "It's rel eased.”

Vresnyl |ooked at the |ock, nervously, then inserted a green-tinged key,
turning it. There was barely a click as the solid steel door slid to the left,
recessing into the stone.

The chamber beyond was not that large, no nore than

fifteen yards wide and ten deep, and lit by only a handful of light-torches,
spaced along the side walls above the ten | ockers on each side. The
road-cutting equi pment conA-sisted of three identical four-wheel ed wagons,
each perA-haps two yards wide and three |ong, spaced side by side in the bay.
Each was clearly designed to be drawn by a sandox, although the wagon tongue
had been unbolted and was set beside the heavy wheels. The rear of the wagon
was filled with crystals in matrices linked together so that the power drawn
fromthe crystals and the life-force of the world could be concentrated and
focused through a crystalline discharge forrmulator that |ooked Iike a |arger
version of the end of a skylance, except for the tip, which was shaped into an
arc of sixty degrees. The three wagons were the only equi pnent visible.

For several nonents, Dainyl studied the nearest wagon, with both eyes and

Tal ent, gl eani ng what he coul d.

Vresnyl shifted his weight fromone booted foot to the other. Veluara was
silent.

"Where are the operator suits?" asked Dainyl after a tine. Because the
road-cutting equi pnent drew lifeforce randonmy, any engi neer operating the
equi prent needed to wear the protective coveralls that contained and

mai nA-tai ned his own |ifeforce

"In the | ockers there, sir."

Dai nyl wal ked to the nearest wall |ocker and opened it. Wthin was a single
coverall, shimrering a dull gray. He closed the | ocker door, then turned. "W
can go now."

Once Vresnyl re-locked the inner door, Dainyl concenA-trated and replaced the
Tal ent-1 ock. Then the three stepped out into the | ower corridor

The arnorer | ocked the outer door and | ooked up, in relief.."l can't say as |
like going in there, sir. If they were powered up, those would suck a man dry
in monents, exA-cept maybe for the Duarches."

"I understand, but the marshal was rather insistent.” On what, Dainyl did not
say, because he couldn't, since

Shastylt had nerely conveyed the desire that his subordi A-nate discover al
that he coul d.

"We all have our duties,” replied Vresnyl uneasily.

"So we do."

Dai nyl and Vel uara followed the arnorer back up to the main | evel of the
arnory.

There, Dainyl turned to Vresnyl. "Thank you. | appreA-ciate your care and

diligence, and so does the marshal."

"Thank you, sir."

Nei t her Dai nyl nor Veluara said a word until they were back in the open air of
t he conmpound courtyard.

"I'"ve never seen the road-cutting equi pnent before," offered Vel uara.
Nei t her had Dai nyl, although he had read of it, and he

had hoped that seeing it would provide sone insight..

into sonething. He felt it had, although uncharged and

inert as the equi pnent had been, he wasn't certain yet

what understandi ng he might have gained. "It is inpresA-

sive, and foreboding." *

"I don't think I'd want to operate it."



"I doubt there would be any needd€”not unl ess we get an earthquake or
aval anche that bl ocks one of the high roads through the Spine of Corus."
"The wagons aren't very big for what they can do."
"Neither is a skylance," replied Dainyl dryly.

"There is that, sir."

"What's next?"

"The carpentry and mai nt enance shops are just ahead....'
Dai nyl nodded. It would be a long, but necessary, afA-ternoon.

It was indeed. By the tine he had wal ked t hrough every building in the
headquarters conpound, Dainyl's leg was definitely aching, and rem nding him
that it had been shattered not that many weeks before. As he had suspected
even before he had left his tenmporary quarters, everything he had seen was
spotless, all the equi pment was present and accounted for,- and the Myrni dons
he

met were invariably friendly. On the technical and operaA-tional side, the
eastern regions of the Myrm dons apA-peared well run
When Vel uara escorted himback to the quarters, the sun was hangi ng just above
the rolling hills on the far side of Alustre and the river

"Sir ... Submarshal Al cyna wanted you to know that the private dining roomin
the mess area has been reA-served for you. She regrets that she cannot join
you toA-night, but she has cleared her schedule for all the other evenings you
will be here in Alustre.”

"Thank you. | need to think for a while, but | appreci A-ate the submarshal's
concerns ... and your guiding me through the conpound." Dainyl wasn't certain
that he wanted to be isolated in a private dining room but he could al so
understand Al cyna's notives. Dainyl wouldn't have wanted her wandering through
the nmess in Elcien with his junior officersé&€”if for very different reasons,
he suspect ed.
After he closed the quarters door behind him he sank into one of the
arnchairs.
8
Quattri norni ng dawned cl oudy and

m sting, and Dainyl slept later than he would have w shed ideally. He had not
slept well, awakening several times, although his Tal ent-al arm had not been
the reason. He had to hurry through washing up, dressing, and breakfast in the
private dining area in order to make it to headquarA-ters to get in his report
readi ng before he was to depart on his late-norning tour of the eastern
residence. Al in all, he spent two glasses in Mjer Noryan's study reading
through the daily logs and reports of Third Conpany, all witten in the

maj er's neticul ous hand. According to the

operations schedule, Noryan and two squads of Third Company were in Norda.
Wien Dainyl finally discovered it, the entry for the enA-counter with the
ancients was brief:
21Duemr 743

First squad lifted off fromtenporary quarters in Scien at one glass after
nmorni ng nuster, with Majer Noryan taking operational control. The squad flew a
line abreast centered on the North Road with hal f-vingt spacing. Second squad
lifted off a fifth of a glass later. A half glass after the flight began
Ka-gayn noted a green globe of light on a rocky peak to the south of the road,
| ocated at vingt-post 37 from Scien. When he investigated, a flash of green

[ ight surrounded himand his pteridon. Zuluya followed, and there was a second
flash. Wen the light faded, both pteridons and Myrm dons had dropped fromthe
sky, and two pyres burned on the ice. Majer NoA-ryan ordered the remaining
Myrmi dons fromfirst squad and all Mrnidons fromsquad two to nount a
concentrated skylance attack on the peak and the globe of |ight. Under the
concentrated power of nine skylances, the green gl obe expl oded into shards
t hat appeared to be frozen flane. These vani shed before striking the ground.
Third Company encountered no further difficulties during the road sweep, but
no sign of the mssing Cadm an conpany was di scovA-ered this day.
That was all Noryan had witten, and there were no other references to the



ancients or anything like nmem

Dai nyl frowned. He was certain that the reports he had seen two seasons
earlier had indicated the pteridons had been lost in separate incidents. He
continued to | ook through the reports, but found nothing nore.

Finally, Dainyl replaced the reports and stood, con-

vinced that he had found all he would find. Al cyna and Noryan had reported
the incident, and the majer had reA-ported what appeared to be a proper
response to an atA-tack. Fromhis own encounters in Dramur, Dainyl was certain
that Noryan was either m staken or |ying about the ancient's destruction. Wat
bot hered himnore was that Al cyna had believed that the ancient had been
deA-stroyed. H's own problemwas sinple. To charge the two with either

i ncompetence or falsification of reports would prove nothing and create an
argunent about precisely how the pteridons had been lost. In addition, it

m ght well require revealing the extent of his own Talent, and capaA-bilities
he had conceal ed for years. Such a revelation would inmredi ately nake him a
greater and nore imeA-diate target for both Zelyert and Shastylt than Al cyna

and could well lead to having all three, as well as Brekylt, looking to

create an unfortunate acci dent for one Sub-marshal Dainyl.

Before too | ong, he would doubtless have to reveal such, but now was not the
time, not when there were two "official" reportsé€”at |east as he recalled. He
saw no point in acting i mediately, not until he rechecked the records at
headquarters. Wth a wy snmle, he left the ma-jer's study and wal ked toward
the duty desk to neet Un-dercaptain Veluara for his tour of the |ower |evel of
the eastern residence. More properly, he supposed, he was a guest or visitor
since he had no real authority except over the Myrm dons, and he woul d be
seeing the admnistraA-tive areas of the east, dealing with five of the six
branches of the Duarchy: Finance, Transport, Engineering, Trade, and
Educati on. The sixth branch, of course, was Justice, and all functions
associated with it in the east were hanA-dl ed by Al cyna and her subordi nates.
The High Alectors of Justice, Finance, and Transport were |located in Elcien
and reported directly to Khelaryt, the Duarch of Elcien, while the other three
were in Ludar and reported to Sam st, the Duarch there. Each branch

had an eastern regional alector, corresponding in position to Al cyna, and
each reported on a day-to-day basis to Brekylt, but any Hi gh Al ector could
override Brekylt if he felt it necessary.

Dai nyl could not renenber that ever occurring and, fromwhat he'd observed,
doubt ed he ever would. Either Brekylt or the high alector who disagreed woul d
resi gna€” or suffer an accident. He snorted. The Duarchesa€”and esA-pecially
t he Archond€”val ued t he appearance of consensus highly.

Since the norning remai ned somewhat chill, Dainyl had worn his flying jacket
over his uniform The sky was a clear silver-green, but the wind out of the
northwest was brisk, nore like late winter than spring.

Under captain Vel uara stood waiting by the duty desk. She also wore a flying
j acket, fastened al nbost to her neck

"Good norning, Veluara."

"Good norning, sir. Are you ready?"

"As ready as possible."

She turned and started for the archway to the main front entrance. Dainyl
fol | oned.

Qut si de, young Granyn stood waiting beside the duty coach. "Where to,
Submarshal , sir?" asked the Myrni A-don, opening the door

"The residence, for the administrative sections."

"West portico, sir."

Dai nyl gestured for Veluara to enter the coach. A fleetA-ing expression

bet ween confusi on and consternation flickered across her features before she
stepped up fromthe nmounting block and into the coach. Dainyl followed, and
G anyn closed the door, then vaulted up to the driA-ver's bench.

"Which courier flight is the hardest?" Dainyl asked as the coach pull ed away
fromthe entrance to the headquarA-ters building. "In the east."

"I don't know as | could pick one route, Submarshal. The ones to Norda and



Passera are bitter in the winter. The longest route is the one to Sinjin in
the summer.

W' ve never had to do that one nore than once or twice a quint, though. The
route to Passera runs every Quattri."

"That's a day and a half each way."

"Yes, sir. It's alnost eleven hundred vingts."

"Have you ever gone through the Spine of Corns exA-cept by the passes?"
"No, sir. You'd run the risk of flying out of the lifeforce levels. Wy ..
Vel uara broke off whatever she nmight have said.

"I was thinking about the ancients. Supposedly, they Iike high and cold

pl aces. Have you ever seen one?"

"Yes, sir, but only froma distance.” She frowned. "Didn't | tell you that?"
"You may have." Dainyl had been concentrating with his eyes and Tal ent, and
deci ded that Veluara was defi A-nitely |ying about how closely she had seen an
anci ent. He had wondered that when he had first asked her. "You told nme you
weren't with the squads that had | ost pteridons.”

"That's right. None of Fourth Company was, and | would have recalled that."
The | ast words were odd, Dainyl reflected, but he smled. "I can imagine that
it would be hard to forget an ancient.”
The coach turned onto the wi de avenue that led to the eastern residence, and
Dai nyl caught a glinpse of the east wing. Unlike the Pal aces of the Duarches,
or Myrm don headquarters, where only alectors were permitted, the |ower |evel
of the residence was open to any who had business there. That was a necessity,
since intelligent |anA-ders were the backbone of the day-to-day adm nistration
of Corus and since the various decisions and pernmits were issued directly from
the adm nistrative section of the residence.
As Granyn slowed the coach at the stone circle before the west portico, Dainyl
studi ed the residence. The west w ng al one extended a good hundred yards and
was at least forty yards deep. The east wing was a mrror inmage of the west.
Surely, anmong all the alectors in the resi-

dence, there should be soneone that Dainyl knew. If not, he would have to
cone up with another stratagem

Once the two Myrmi dons stepped fromthe coach on the main | evel of the west
portico, Veluara |looked to Dainyl. "I'd thought it would be easiest to begin
with enA-gineering, sir. It's closest to the portico, and there aren't many in
t he engineering section here. Most of the engi A-neers in the east are at
Fordal |, near the manufactories. There are sone at Dul ka al so."

Dai nyl smled politely. Everyone in Elcien referred to the manufactories as
being in Alustre, yet they woul d have been disconfited if anyone had suggested
that the manufactories in Faitel were in Elcien. It was just another
mani f estati on of the chauvinismthat pervaded the westA-ern capital cities, he
suspect ed.

He gl anced back at the nounting bl ocks, where anA-other carriage had drawn up
and two | anders, one white-haired, had stepped out. The younger nan
gesticuA-lated angrily, then lowered his armafter several words fromthe
ol der. While Dainyl wondered what the exA-change had been about, he returned
his attention to the undercaptain.
Vel uara turned right toward the first archway. There were no guards, and she
opened the gol den oak door

Dai nyl stepped through the doorway and into a corri A-dor with polished white
granite floors, and lined with doors that stretched a good hundred yards. "If
nost of the engineers are el sewhere, what do the ones here do, then?"
"Convey the requests of the High Al ector of EngineerA-ing and take requests
and grant pernmits, | would imgine."
They passed three doorways on the left, and three on the right. The doorways
on the right were closed, but those on the left were open, and in each study
were two desks, with a |lander at each, apparently reading reports or, in one
case, studying sone sort of building plans. Through his Tal ent, Dainyl could
sense that at |east one of the studies to the left held an al ector
Vel uara stopped at the fourth door on the left and



opened it for Dainyl. Inside was a gray-haired | ander wonman, seated at a
table desk in a snmall foyer. To her right was a cl osed doorway.

"Yes? Mght | help you?" The assistant smiled brightly, although Dainyl sensed
l[ittle warnth behind the expression

"I'"'m Undercaptain Vel uara, escorting Submarshal Dainyl. He's here to see the
supervi si ng engi neer."

"Just a monent." The wonan rose quickly, hurried to the door, opened it a
crack, and spoke. "The submarshal fromElcien is here to see you, sir."

"Send himin, Selya. Send himin."

Sel ya opened the door and stepped back, still offering an enpty smle
Vel uara foll owed Dai nyl, closing the door behind them then stepping forward
and to the side. "Supervising Engi neer Jostyl, this is Submarshal Dainyl from
M/rmi A-don headquarters in Elcien...."

"Ah, yes. High Alector Brekylt had passed the word that you m ght stop by."
Jostyl was slightly taller than Dainyl, but far nore angul ar and nuch thinner
H s face was narrow, especially for an alector, and his deep-set eyes were a
light violet. "Please, please sit down."

Dai nyl took one of the wooden arnthairs across the table desk fromthe
engi neer.
"I nust say that |'ve sel dom been visited by a Mrm A-don of such rank before,
and certainly not in recent years. Wiat can | do for you?"
"I"'mnot certain,” Dainyl offered with an open smle. "Marshal Shastylt felt
that | should have a better feel for what occurred east of the Spine of Corus
and neet sonme of the key people in Alustre.™
"How key I am..." Jostyl shook his head.
"I understand that the najority of the engineering and nmanufactory activities
are in Fordall. How does that afA-fect what you do?"
"We handl e the requests fromtowns and cities for maA-jor repairs and
engi neering i nprovenments, structures |ike

bri dges and access causeways. W also informthe |l ocal regional alectors in
the east..."

Dai nyl |istened as Jostyl explained, interjecting quesA-tions of his own, as
appropri ate.
"How many al ector engineers are there in Fordall? ..
"I's any expansion of the manufactories in Fordall planned? Especially of the
facility producing rifles?"
At that question, Jostyl frowned. "None. There is abA-solutely no need for
addi ti onal production."”

Dai nyl nmentally marked the reaction before continuing his questions.
"I's there any thought of a high road from Sudya or Ty-lora to Sinjin? ..
As Dainyl finally stepped out of Jostyl's study and past Selya, close to a
gl ass after they had entered, he could sense the assistant's eyes on hi nA€” as
wel | as a conbinaA-tion of anger and resentnent, yet he knew he had never seen
t he wonman before he had stepped into the study.
"Education is the next section, sir," offered Veluara once they stood out in
the main corridor.
"That's fine." Dainyl noted a few | anders wal ki ng al ong the corridor, but al
noved to avoid the two Myrm dons.
Vel uara introduced himto the supervisor of education, and after a short
conversation, because Dai nyl needed | ess information, they wal ked t hrough the
section, also small, with but three alectors and twelve | ander assisA-tants.
After two sections, and two gl asses, they had covA-ered roughly seventy yards
of the long granite-walled corridor. Dainyl had seen |l ess than ten al ectors,
and none that he knew, and learned little he had not already read or
under st ood.
"What section is next?"
"That would be trade, sir. The rest of the west wing is
for trade. The east wing is largely finance, and, of course,
the supervisors and staff for the residence itself. The reA
gional alector for transport is in Prosp for the week, | unA-



derstand, but his chief assistant is here. His nane is
Zul anyt "

Dai nyl concealed a smile. Surely, there could be only one Zulanyt. Then
Zul anyt had been several years older than Dainyl and |less than perfectly
friendly when they had shared tutors.
After the pleasantries had been exchanged, and before Dainyl seated hinself in
the small study occupi ed by Zul anyt &€”an al ector shorter and broader than

Dai nyl 4€” the submarshal turned to Veluara. "Undercaptain, ZuA-lanyt and | go
back a long time. W have a fewthings to talk over. | certainly don't want
you forced to listen to us reflect. Wiy don't you take the coach back to
headquarA-ters, and then send Granyn back to wait for me?"
"Ah ..." Before she said another word, Veluara real A-ized that Dainyl's
questioni ng suggestion was a polite orA-der. "Yes, sir. I'll send himright
back. Are you sure you won't need anything el se? You haven't toured finance
"I'"'msure Zul anyt can introduce ne."
"I can do that," affirmed the ol der alector, who continA-ued to snile

pl easantly until Veluara had left the small study, closing the door as she
depart ed.

Dai nyl maintained his owmn smle, even as he studi ed Zul anyt.
"You' ve certainly gone farther than anyone coul d have possibly imgi ned." The
sm | e vani shed. "Wat do you want? You certainly didn't stop by to chat. As |
rememA-ber, | was never particularly warmto you, and | can't imagine that you
recall me with great kindness."

Dai nyl laughed. "No. | can't say that you provided ne with the warnest of
recol l ections. But | was curious as to how you got fromE cien to Alustre.”
"By sandox and coach, like any other |owlevel alector who isn't a Myrmdon."
"But why did you choose the eastern region?" Dainyl arched his eyebrows,
thi nking that Lystrana coul d have arched either one&€”and to greater effect.
"I't's where bright young al ectors wi thout connections go to becone noticed,
especially if they don't want to beA-cone Myrnmidons. Didn't you know that?"

Zul anyt's

voi ce dripped irony. "Do you know how nuch you'll be detested, if you aren't

al ready?"

"Because |'mthe exception, the alector with few conA-nections who made it to

second-i n-command of the MyrA-midons, the one the senior alectors will nane to

prove that it's ability that counts and not rel ationships and conA-nections?
assune that's what you neant."

"You're far nore cynical than you used to be."

"Aren't we all?"

"You didn't answer mny question," Zulanyt pointed out. "That's definitely a
trait of an alector on the way up."

"No. I'mstill slow about sone things. | was sent here to see what is
happeni ng. You were always quite willing to tell nmed€”and anyone el sed€” what
we didn't wish to hear." Dainyl shrugged. "I felt it couldn't hurt to see if
you still felt that way."

"You realize that High Alector Brekylt will be interA-ested in why you stopped
to see me and dism ssed your escort? That undercaptain worships the stones

Al cyna stands upon and is already reporting that we're tal king. By tonight,
Brekylt will know as well."

"Then tell themthe truth, that | was prying and trying to find out if
anyt hi ng untoward i s happening. Is it?"

"It always is, everywhere in Corns. It always has. You shoul d have | earned
that by now, " replied Zul anyt.

"There's a difference between a nephew or ni ece being preferred for an
assistant's position over soneone | ess known and whether die regional alector
or eastern sub-marshal is concealing the reasons for the disappearance of
shall we say, entire conpanies. O whether a Cad-m an garrison is being noved
because certain individuals don't care for cold weather."

"I wouldn't know anythi ng about mat."



"You're the chief assistant to the eastern regional alector for Transport.
What can you tell me about the elimnation of the high road coach service

bet ween Pystra and Sci en?"

"There's nothing secret or untoward about that, Dainyl. There wouldn't even
have been anyone in Scien in the

winter for the past ten years if it hadn't been for the Cad-mni an conpanies
there. It was a terrible place to |l ocate a town. So when your Hi gh Al ector
ordered the Cadmi ans to Norda, and everyone else left as well, what reason was
there to send coaches there?"

"Did any of your drivers see the ancients?"

"Anci ents?" Zul anyt's voice turned incredulous. "They died a long time ago."
"Not all of them" replied Dainyl dryly. "One of themwas seen just before a
conpany of Cadmi ans di sappeared riding to Pystra on their way to Norda. That's
why | wonA-dered if your drivers had seen anything. They travel the routes
regularly and would be likely to notice anything that changed."

"No one ever reported anything. You're sure that there are still ancients?"
"A few have been reported by reliable sources.” Dainyl paused only slightly.
"Can you tell me if passages on the coaches are up or down in the past year?"
"Passages for alectors are about the sane. Those for |anders and indigens are
down, perhaps by a fifth. Wy did you ask?"

"Did the drop-off occur in the fall and winter, or earA-lier?"

"As | recall, it was in the fall and early winter, and passages have been
normal for the last quint." Zul anyt |ooked squarely at Dainyl. "You stil
aren't answering ny questions."

"I was curious as to whether |ander passages dropped off before there was
unrest along the Spine of Corus, at the sanme time, or afterward.”

"Way would you ... Ch."

"Exactly," replied Dainyl. "If the drop-off preceded the unrest, we could I ook
at passages as a sign, but it sounds |ike people just reacted to what had
happened. "

Dai nyl asked nore questions, fromthe state of the roads to barge shipping to
the ports, but Zulanyt had little nmore of interest to offer. After little nore
than half a

gl ass, Zul anyt escorted Dainyl to the east wing, and to the eastern regiona
al ector of finance, Kaparyk, then took his |eave.

Kaparyk, while the inmage of the typical alector with his shimering bl ack
hair, broad face, and purple eyes, greeted Dainyl with both a broad snmle and
a sense of warnmth that required little Talent for Dainyl to sense.

"Submarshal Dainyl... |I'mpleased to neet you. | have met Lystrana upon a
nunber of occasions. An i mA-pressive woman, your wife."

"I was fortunate."

"She has that rare ability to hold alnost all the acA-counts in her head, and
the rarer capability of knowi ng what they nean."- Kaparyk | aughed. "Once the
staff saw what she could do, there haven't been nearly as many problenms wth
the accounts, either. She's the best chief assistant to the H gh Al ector of

Fi nance that |'ve known."

"How | ong have you been in your position?"

"Twenty-five years and a quint."

"You have seen a few."

"Five. The last one...." Kaparyk shook his head. "He got dizzy and fell off a
pteridon on the way to sonmewhered€” Arwyn, as | recall. Poor fellow, it was
probA-ably better.that way. He'd nade a terrible mess of the auA-dit of the
engi neeri ng accounts. Took your wife a quint to set it right."
The "unfortunate" assistant hadn't made a nmess, Dainyl recalled. He'd tried to
conceal the theft of certain engineering equiprment that had been under his
wi fe's suA-pervision. Wen she had di sappeared, her successor di sA-covered the
di screpanci es. Then Davalt had had his "accident."

"But enough of that," Kaparyk went on. "Wat can | do for you?"

"I don't know. Not in a definite way, that is." Dainyl quickly explained his
tour and concluded, "So |'mintroA-ducing nyself and asking if there's



anything | should

know t hat woul d benefit the Myrm dons and the Hi gh Al ector of Justice in
carrying out our duties.”

Kaparyk's eyes twi nkled. "I imagine you know that al A-ready, from Lystrana."
Dai nyl shrugged. "Certainly about finance, but she wouldn't see what you do
here in Alustre on matters i mA-pacting finance indirectly that mght also
affect the MyrA-nidons."
"I can't imagine any of that being very useful. There are nore Cadm ans in
Norda, Dul ka, and Lysia, and none left at Scien, and that's probably a good
thing. The winA-ters at Scien meant that the maintenance and supply costs
there were a third again that of any other Cadnmian comA-pound of equival ent
si ze."
"There are still nmore at Lysia," offered Dainyl.
"Seens strange to ne," said Kaparyk. "Do you know why there are nore forces
t here?"
"It was ordered long before | becane submarshal ." EarA-lier, Dainyl had
checked the records to see if he could disA-cover why there were two ful
battal i ons of Cadmians in Lysia, as well as a Myrmidon conpany, when Lysia was
a relatively isolated seaport, serving an area with little hisA-tory of unrest
and no particularly remarkabl e resources. He had found nothing, except spare
directives ordering various unit transfers. In that light, the continued

bui ldup in Lysia worried at him but Kaparyk had effectively adA-nitted he
didn't know why. Was it because it was isol ated enough that Brekylt could
build a power base there?

Dai nyl asked a handful of other questions, all anA-swered easily by the
eastern regional alector of finance.
"Ch," interjected Kaparyk, "I alnmpst forgot. You mght nention to Lystrana
that chief engineer Rensyl in Fordall has adopted the same accounting systemns
as Azerdyl once used, in dealing with the transport and road mai nt eA-nance
accounts of the eastern region."

Noting the slightest enphasis on the words "accounting systens,"” Dainyl

replied, "I'lIl be sure to pass that al ong
is ms soneinng iiKeiy to oe or interest to the narshal ?"
"It's rather conplex, and I'mcertain that your talented wife will be able to

explain it far better than | ever could.”

Dai nyl feared that Lystrana could indeed, and that Ka-paryk had doubtl ess
survived by such indirection. "Then I will let her." He smled

Kaparyk had little else to offer, and after |eaving the fiA-nance alector's
anpl e study, Dainyl wal ked to the nearest archway and then created his

Tal ent - based sightshield, the ability he was not supposed to have, before
maki ng his way to the staircase that |ed down to the Tabl e chamA-ber. Wile he
kept the sightshield around him he al so wal ked al ong the side of the
corridor.

The staircase and the | ower hallway |eading to the Table were so deserted he
scarcely needed the sightshiel dd€"not until he reached the pair of guards
staA-tioned outside. Neither of the two young al ectors | ooked in his
direction. Nor did either say anything for a tine.

"Qui et norning."

"Al ways quiet here."

Dai nyl waited, listening, but neither spoke. Finally, he dropped the
sightshield and cleared his throat.

Both al ectors stiffened.

"Sirl W didn't see you."

"That was obvious," Dainyl replied dryly.

"Ah ... sir?"

Dai nyl stepped forward and rel eased the Talent-1ock on the outer doorway, then
opened the door and stepped into the foyer, closing the door behind him

He remained in the foyer, extending his Tal ent-senses back into the corridor
in order to listen.

"That's the other submarshal ?"



"He's the one."

"Swear he wasn't here, and then he was."

"They're like that. You don't want to cross them"

"What do you do if one's after the other?"
There was a low laugh. "Do as little as you can, and stay out of the way."

"Josaryk's wagering on this one." "Majer Noryan is backing the other one."
"That's because&€”"

"Enough. Shouldn't be tal king about it. Not really."
The guards were silent, and Dainyl released the second Tal ent-|ock and stepped
into the Table chanber. For a tine, he stood there, just letting his senses
range over the Table, trying to get a feeling of how the Table felt. Lystrana
had told himthat the Tables could al so be used for conmuni cations, and Asul et
had suggested that uhey had other purposes as well.

Dai nyl coul d sense a node of something within the Table, and he probed
slightly with his Talent. Abruptly, a purple gl ow appeared above the bl ack
surface of the Table.

Dai nyl | eaned forward. WAs someone about to arrive? From El ci en?
A vague and indistinct inage appeared, seemingly within the Table, of gray
wal I s. He squi ntedé&€”and found hinself viewing the outer walls of the Myrnidon
headA-quarters in Elcien. But, while he could see a carriage pass by the front
gates, he did not see any Myrmi dons, not a one, nor any pteridons.
The gl ow above the Table intensified, and a rush of chill air cascaded over
Dai nyl as an ugly pink-purple nmst expanded above the m ddle of the Table. He
st epped back, his hand dropping to the lightcutter at his side. AbA-sently, he
noted that the inmage of headquarters had vanA-ished.
Wth anot her wave of chill air, a ... creatured€’that was the only word for

it &€" appeared on the Table, a conposite of alector and pteridon, alector from
t he m d-chest down, and pteridon above that, with crooked and truncated w ngs
that barely fit within the chamber. Wthout warnA-ing, it lurched toward

Dai nyl, blue crystal beak jabbi ng downward.

Dai nyl yanked out the lightcutter and fired, throwing up Talent-shields in
front of himself. The lightcutter beam shimered and refl ected off the
pteridon-Iike head

of the creature. It slashed forward with its beak, striking his
Tal ent -shi el ds. The inpact hurl ed Dainyl back into the stone wall.
The creature whirled, |ooking for others. In diat nmoA-nment, Dainyl used the
lightcutter beamto aimfor the nmddl e of the chest&€”the human part of the
nonst er .
A sharp hiss followed, and the nonster collapsed in a heap.

Hol ding die lightcutter ready, Dainyl |ooked at the corpse, a twisted figure
with the head and winged shoul A-ders and beak of a miniature pteridon. Beneath
the head was an alector's body in die green trousers and purple tuA-nic

usual ly worn by senior fieldmasters.

He waited several nmoments, but the hideous formdid not nove, and Dai nyl
sensed no lifeforce. He extended a Tal ent-probe. Nothing, and the dead
creature was not disA-integrating, either, the way al ectors usually did.

Now what? | f he hadn't made his presence known to the guards, he could have
raised Talent illusions and just left. But then, if he hadn't been trying to
work with the Table, the wild translation wouldn't have focused on him Could
he use the Table to cart the dead alector to a Table | ess frequently used?

He clinbed up onto the Table and grasped the shoul A-ders of the repul sive form
that had once been an alector, then concentrated. The Table turned to bl ack

m st beA-neath him and he plunmreted down ..

into chill darkness. The lifeless formof the wild translation was a

| eaden weight, not on his arms, but his nmind, and he searched for the

pur pl e-edged green | ocator that was Norda. After endless instant nonents, he
could sense the purple and green. He extended a Tal ent-probe. Instead of the
rushing sense he had felt before, the green locator crept toward him slowy,
ever more slowy, but the silver-green barrier finally | ooned cl oser and
closer, and then shattered around him



Dai nyl staggered several steps, and dropped the wild translation onto the
Table. Ice had coated its form al-

though a misty fog i nmedi ately began to rise in the warner air of the Table
chanber.
A figure in green by the door to me chanber began to turn toward the Tabl e.
Dai nyl concentrated and dropped back into the bl ackA-ness.

He plunged downward into and beneath the Table. H s entire body shuddered, as
though it had been coated with ice that pressed in upon him For an endl ess
nmonent, he did nothing, wondering what he was doing in the chill, trying to
sort out the confusion, even as his legs and hands | ost their sensation

The dark gray |locator, bordered in purple, that was what he sought, and his
t hought s reached for that |ocator wedge.

In time, seemingly forever, gray-silver sprayed away from him and.

he stood back on nme Table in the chanber in Alus-tre, his |lungs gasping

for air, his entire frame shivering as he clinbed down fromthe Table and

| eaned against it, trying to catch his breath and warmup. For a time, msty
fog enshrouded his entire form before dispersing. Slowy, he began to regain
his strength, but decided to wait before |eaving the chanber.

He still did not understand why the wild translation had not imrediately
turned to dusté€’or fire. Hi s eyes travel ed across the stone walls of the
wi ndowl ess chamA-ber, unmarred except for the brackets for the light-torches
and hangi ngs. Abruptly, he | ooked at one light-torch bracket, sonehow
different, although it appeared the sane as did the others to his eyes.
Straightening, Dainyl slowy wal ked to the bracket, reA-alizing, as he did,
that it was a concealed lock, its Talent so nuted that it was not obvious
until he stood next to it. There was a conceal ed door within the Table
chanber.

Should he try it?

He could feel a ragged grin cross his face. If... if anyA-one were inside,
after dealing with the wild translation and two trips between Tabl es, he was
scarcely in the best condi-

non to rakKe on another chall enge. Investigating the hidden door would have to
wai t, but he would check all the Table chanbers he used in the future to see
if they had such doors.

He squared his shoul ders and wal ked to the foyer door, opening it, and then
re-setting the Talent |ock behind him He opened the outer door

Bot h guards stiffened.

"That didn't take long, sir."

Dai nyl offered a smile. "Sonetimes, it doesn't." He closed the door and

repl aced the second Talent-lock. "I hope the rest of your duty won't be too
[ ong. "
As he wal ked away, he extended his Tal ent-senses, |istening.

couldn't have traveled too far..."

some of themuse it for other things, they say ..
"Best you keep that to yourself..."

Dai nyl kept wal ki ng down the corridor toward the steps. He needed to eat, and
get some rest before his eveA-ning meal with Brekylt and Al cyna. The effort
required by his brief Table transits underscored why it was better not to use
the Tabl es too frequentlyad€’not until he was nore adept, anyway.

As he clinbed the steps, trying not to breathe hard, he couldn't help
wondering about the wild translation. Had he caused it by attenpting to

i nvestigate the Table, or had he just drawn it to hin? What about the hidden
chanmber? Why did the recorders need hidden chanbers within | argely hidden
chanber s?

9

Just before sunset, Dainyl made his way

fromhis quarters and across the paved courtyard. To his right, a single
pteridon angled in fromthe south, flared gracefully, and settled onto the
stone flight stage, where

the Myrm don flyer disnounted and handed a dispatch case to the waiting duty



nessenger.
Dai nyl followed the nmessenger into the rear entrance to the headquarters
bui I di ng.

"The weekly report from Fordall, sir," the messenger announced, handing the
di spatch case to the undercaptain at the duty desk

The junior officer saw Dainyl behind the Myrnmi don nmessenger and rose to his
feet. "Submarshal, sir. The duty coach is waiting for you. Submarshal Al cyna
will neet you at the residence. She is traveling fromher house just outside
Al ustre.”

"Thank you." Dainyl nodded and nade his way out to the front and the coach
The driver was not Granyn, but a woman, a junior Myrmnidon ranker.
"Submarshal, sir. The residence?"

"That's correct." Dainyl paused. "Did you cone from Transport, driving
sandoxen coaches?"

"Yes, sir."

"What routes? | drove the Hafin-to-Krost |leg, and sonmetines the Tenpre-Syan
square." He laughed. "That was a few years back."

"The Northern Pass run from Dereka to Passera. Seven years." Her voice was
pl easant, but Dainyl could sense a faint anger and resentment behind the

wor ds.

"Sometines, it takes a while," he replied. "For nme, | drove for al nbst el even
years."
"Sir ... eleven years?"

"Alittle nore than ten and a half,"” he adnmitted with a smle. "I never

t hought they'd take ne for the MyrniA-dons."

The driver |ooked at himfor a | ong nonent before her eyes shifted to his star
i nsignia. Then she | aughed. "CGuess | shouldn't conplain.”

"I didn't get your nane," Dainyl said.

"dyssa, sir."

"How | ong have you been here at headquarters?”

"Just a year, sir. Well.. . four quints, actually.”

"I"d judge it'll be another three quints before there will be an opening for
a flyer here in Alustre, but you never know what m ght come up. You're next in
line after G anyn?"

"Yes, sir."

"How do you like it here?"

"Much better than being a sandoxen driver, sir, and |'ve been hel ping Vresnyl
in the arnory."

"Wth all the changes in the handling of skylances, you nean?"

"Yes, sir, and |earning about crystal replacenents and testing."

"Did you help with the testing of the |ances used agai nst the ancient?"

"Ch, no, sir. The submarshal and Vresnyl did mat."

"I suppose they had to replace sone of the crystals."

"Yes, sir, but | don't know how many. Vresnyl keeps those under |ock, and he
said that | wasn't supposed to say nmuch about it, except to ny superiors.”
Dai nyl suspected that, at the tine, no one had thought he m ght be visiting.
"That's wi se of you both." He smiled. "I suppose we should be getting to the
resi dence. "

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl stepped fromthe nounting block into the coach, closing the door behind
hinsel f. As the coach passed out through the conmpound gates, he nodded. Hi s
inquiry had been a thrust in the dark, but Oyssa's anA-swers confirned that
more than a few details were not beA-ing reported to the marshal. Al cyna had
mentioned sending a report to Lyterna about the ancients, and when Dai nyl had
been in Lyterna in late winter, Asulet had told himthat too many of the
senior alectors were interested in power rather man understandi ng and t hat

H gh Alector Zelyert played "little ganes." Was Alcyna using the reA-ports
about the ancients to turn Asul et against Zelyert and Shastylt? O nerely
fomenting unrest?

Dai nyl snorted. That wasn't the question. Rather the



question was exactly how she had done so. He also worA-ried about the
finagling in accounts suggested by Ka-paryk, particularly since there was no
reason for an alector to amass golds other than to fund sone sort of covert
oper ati on.

This time, the duty coach slowed to a halt under the central portico of the
resi dence, actually a raised entry on the second | evel on the front of the
structure that allowed Brekylt and his guests and visitors to avoid the

admi ni sA-trative and government studies and functionaries on the main |evel.
Dai nyl opened the door and slipped out of the coach

"I"ll be back in two glasses, Submarshal, and wait until you're ready to
depart,"” dyssa said imediately.

"That won't be a problen?" Wiile Dainyl knew it was the ranker's duty, he
didn't want to appear too callous or accepting.

"No, sir. 1'd just be waiting at headquarters, otherw se."

"I"ll see you then."
When Dai nyl turned and stepped off the nmounting |ock, a young al ectress noved
forward from where she stood besi de one of the unfluted stone colums fl anki ng
t he covered col onnade that led to the receiving rotunda. She wore the

bl ack-tri med silver tunic and black trousers that signified she was attached
to the residence stafféd€”or to Brekylt's personal retinue.

"Submarshal Dainyl, Hi gh Alector Brekylt sent nme to escort you, since you
haven't been to the private quarters of the residence before." She inclined
her head slightly.

"Thank you." Dainyl had no doubts that he would have an escort no natter how
fam liar he became with the resA-idence and its private quarters. He foll owed
the al ectress al ong the col onnade, through a vaulted archway and past two

| ander guards in black and silver, one of whom opened the right half of the
doubl e doors. Once inside, she headed straight back through a high-ceilinged
entry hall, black marble colums spaced at four-yard intervals

along the white walls. The floor of the entry hall was conposed of bl ack
octagons set in white granite.

Beyond the entry, the corridor narrowed to a width of a nere six yards, and
the stone floor was white granite. At the end of the corridor was another set
of gol den oak douA-ble doors, guarded by a young al ector in the black and
silver. He nodded to Dainyl's escort, then said, as he opened the right-hand
door, "Wl cone, Submarshal. The High Alector is expecting you."

Dai nyl 's escort stepped back, and he wal ked through the door al one,
Tal ent-senses alert. The foyer beyond was enpty, and Dainyl faced archways to
the left and right.
"To the right," called a voice.

Dai nyl stepped through the archway, and followed anA-other corridor to the
first open doorway on the left. BeA-yond was a study, the inner wall |ined
with shel ves of books. The outer wall held shelves as well, but between them
were floor-to-ceiling windows, and in the center of the outer wall was a set
of open doubl e doors.
Al cyna and Brekylt rose fromthe pair of arnthairs set before the table desk.
Brekylt was but a shade shorter than Dainyl, and slenA-der. His wide
expressive nmouth offered a smle, and he Tal ent-projected warnth and
friendliness. "Submarshal Dainyl, |1've heard only good things about you. It's
good to see you here in Alustre.”

Behi nd that projection, well shielded, but not from Dainyl, was a sense of

cool ness and cal culation. Dainyl snmiled in response, inclining his head. "I'm
pl eased to have the chance to visit Alustre again, and to see you. |I'malso
grateful for the dinner invitation."

"I"'mthe one who is pleased,” replied the High Alector. "It has been sone tine

since the submarshal of the west has dined with us. Tyanylt never did, you
know. Neither didwWylt."

"I hadn't known," said Dainyl with a soft laugh, "but I'mnore than happy to
break that precedent."

"So are we." Brekylt smiled again. "There are only the



three of us. | had thought it would be nore pl easant&€”and nore intimated€’to
enj oy the bal cony overl ooking the conservatory gardens."

"Brekylt has plants fromall over Acorus in the gardend€”only the nost
beautiful and the nost fragrant, of course," added Al cyna.

"The gardens mnust be very special, then," Dainyl replied.

"Not hi ng |i ke them anywhere on Corus, not even in Lyterna." Brekylt turned and
wal ked t hrough the open doors of the study and out onto a bal cony within the
gl ass-roof ed conservatory and overl ooki ng the gardens bel ow. The light of the
al nost-setting sun turned the white-granite walls and pillars orangish red,
and the scent of flowers filled the warmnnoist air.

Dai nyl followed Al cyna, stopping well short of the stone half wall at the edge
of the balcony. To his right, five yards away, was a table, set with three

pl aces, in full formality. The silver gleaned, as did the crystal goblets.

Dai nyl concentrated on Brekylt. "It's pleasant here."

"One of the great privileges of being the High Alector of the East." Brekylt
lifted an anmber |ong-necked bottle and filled three of the four w ne gl asses
set on a side table. The vintage was so clear that the glass would have
appeared enpty, except for the slight silver sheen to the wine. "You must try
the Argentium Grande." He gestured for Dainyl and Al cyna each to take a gl ass.
Dai nyl inclined his head to Al cyna.

"Thank you, Dainyl. You are so aware of the propriA-eties." She took the

m ddl e gl ass.

Dai nyl took the |leftnost one. He lifted it, then inhaled, using the gesture
and his Talent sense to check the wine, but he sensed nothing untoward. "It
has a wonderful aroma:"

"It's fromEl cadya," replied Brekylt, holding his glass. "Every bit as good as
anything out of the VWan Hills, and better at tinmes." He sipped the wi ne.

"El cadya?"

"'1"he vineyard region sone fifty vingts to the north of Flyr." Brekylt set
down his wine on the side table and picked up the enpty glass, tapping the rim
with his foreA-finger. A clear tone filled the balcony. "The crystal gobA-lets
cone fromjust north of Wsta ..."

Dai nyl |aughed and added, "And they're every bit as good as those from Krost,
if not better at times."

Al cyna | aughed as well. "I think he understands your point, Brekylt."
"I"'mcertain he does." The Hi gh Al ector of the East set down the enpty gobl et
and lifted his wine, not drinking any. "But does he know why matters have
turned as they have?"

"No ... | don't," Dainyl admtted. "I have the feeling |I'm about to |learn

t hough." He took a sip of the Argentiunmd€’as good as Brekylt had suggested.
"You're right about the w ne."

"He's right about nmany things." Alcyna's tone was dry.

"I imagine so. One doesn't becone and remmin the Hi ghest of the East wi thout
great know edge."

Brekylt noved to the bal cony wall, where he gestured at the gardens bel ow.
"They're beautiful," Dainyl said.

"They are ifldeed. Like Acorns itself, they require nuch care, nuch planning,
and careful pruning&€”but not too nmuch. Do you see the jaelithumthere, wth
the silver bl ossonms?"

"It's especially pleasing."

"It is. It wasn't supposed to be there. The original jaelithumwas planted in
the far corner. No matter what the gardeners did, it failed to thrive. It
finally died. The one there planted itself, and | told themto let it grow
Everyone has remarked on its beauty and fragrance."

"Some plants are suited for some |ocales, and sonme are not," Dainyl observed,
as he knew he had been | ed to concl ude.

"Exactly. Al worlds are like that, and Acorus is no exA-ception. There are
sand and |ime near VWysta and the sl op-

ing hills with right exposure to sun in El cadya."
"But those exist in Krost and the Wan Hlls as well,

poi nted out Dai nyl .



"They do indeed, but does either Duarch remark upon die vintages of El cadya or
the crystal of VWysta?"

"I couldn't tell you." Dainyl |aughed ruefully. "I've not dined at tiieir
tabl es. You would know better man |."
"They do not," nurnured Al cyna, who had nmoved to nme bal cony wall, at Dainyl's

right, so that he stood beA-tween the two, "especially not Khelaryt."

"Life is like the gardens here," Brekylt said genially. "Some plants and trees
you can place anywhere, and othA-ers will grow only in certain places. One
cannot decree that the jaelithumnust only grow in the corner. One rnust work
with what is, not insist that it all follow a plan |aid down years before.
After all, to build lifeforce, we nust be gardeners as well as

admi ni strators. "

"And, according to the Views of the H ghest,"” Dainyl couldn't resist adding,
"we must not see choices where there are none."

"Exactly." Brekylt swallowed the last of his w ne. "Enough of gardens and
lifeforce. We should eat before what we have pl anned spoils, and you nust tel
us all about our acquaintances ... and how they fare ..."

Dai nyl understood that nessage as well. No matter what he tried, Brekylt and
Al cyna weren't about to tell himmore man they already had. For all their
overt courA-tesy, they both had made what they had conveyed to Dainyl very
clear, so obvious that it could not have been m ssed. Wether that neant nat
they felt he was naive about matters, not that bright, or whether it was al
deA-signed to nislead hi m@€”he didn't know. Not yet.

He might as well enjoy the dinner... and listen not just to what was said, but
how it was said.

10
Alight rain fell outside the ness, turning the predawn grayness of Quinti
into a msty gloom InA-side, Mkel sat at a table along the wall, slowy

eating his egg toast.

Fabrytal sat across fromhim finishing his own breakA-fast. "Chyndylt's a
good senior squad | eader. After anA-other deploynent, he night nmake a good
under capt ai n. "

"I'"d thought he might," replied Mykel, refraining from pointing out that he'd
made the observation to Fabrytal sevA-eral weeks earlier. "But it's better not
to say anything to himat all. Wen you think he's ready, make the
recomendation to ne. That way, if the colonel doesn't want to accept ité&€”"or
wants to delay it because there aren't any officer slots avail abl ed€” Chyndyl t
doesn't get angry or resentful. There's no sense in creating a probl emwhen
you don't have to."

"I can see that, sir." Fabrytal paused. "What's it like in Dramur? Majer
Dohark must have liked it to accept the post there."

"It's like every place else, Fabrytal. It has good points and bad. Majer
Dohark said he was tired of the cold, and liked the idea of being in charge of
a post."

"How many conpani es?"

' Twoé&€” but he has orders to expand to a full battalion. The two conpanies

weren't enough to cover nuch nore than Dranmuria and the guano nine. That was
one reason why the growers on the west side of the island thought they could
do what they wanted...." Mkel laughed. "I can fill you in on that on the ship

to Southgate. | inagine you have a few things to do right now "

"I do need to check with Chyndylt before nuster. By your |eave, sir."

Mykel nodded, and after the undercaptain had |left, took another bite of egg

toast that was cooler than he liked and firm just short of being rubbery.
"So... they've decided that you have a talent for butchery, Mkel."

Mykel | ooked up to see Hersiod sitting down at the end of the adjoining table

Whi |l e Mykel hadn't avoided the ol der majer over the past weeks, he hadn't gone
out of his way to seek himout, either. "Butchery? That's not a good idea, as

you' ve pointed out."

"I understand you do it so well, though. How many nearly defensel ess conpani es
did you destroy in Dramur? Something |ike ten? Was that it?" Hersiod s voice



was |ight.

Mykel coul d sense the other's anger, not fromthe tone of voice, but rather as
though it were a color, or a snell. It wasn't either, but related in sone
fashion to his growing ability to see people's auras. "Well..." He drew out
the word, trying to reply with a bantering tone hinself. "They had very new
rifles and a ot of anmunition, and they were trying to kill us. They kept
attacking, and they wanted a fight. So | figured I'd oblige them but | didn't
see much point in losing nen | didn't have to." He shrugged. "You're headed to
Iron Stem | heard. Did the colonel tell you how long you'll be there?" Mkel
took a swallow of die slightly watered hot cider, concentrating on Hersiod.
"I't mght be better if you concentrated on your own battalion, Mkel. What
we're doing won't help you." Hersiod's smle was anything but warm "But then
you' re being sent to do what you do so well. Butchering ... | beg your pardon

di sci plining those who have not seen the error of their ways."

Mykel smiled, in return. "Discipline is inportant. You' ve often nmade that
point." Mkel could sense a cerA-tain hardness ... an intransigence within
Hersiod ... something, |ike the anger conceal ed by Hersiod, that carA-ried a
col or Mykel could sense with his growing talent, could al nost seeé€”the

fai ntest pinkish purple.
At the same tinme, the older mpjer's words and attitude renm nded Mykel of Majer
Vacl yn just before Vaclyn had

snhapped and attacked Mykel. Did being in command of a battalion do that to
some nmen after a time? O were they always that way?

"I"'mso glad my words have made an inpact upon you, Mykel." Hersiod lifted his
mug, as if in a toast, and sipped the steam ng cider

Mykel lifted his mug, enpty as it was, in response. "I can't imagi ne them not
maki ng an inpact, coming as they do froma senior majer." Hi s words, even and
polite, were true enough, in nore than one way. He knew he shoul d just have
nodded and agreed, but he'd always had trouble in making hinself agree to what
he perceived as outright fal sehoods and bl atant inaccuracies, even when
agreement woul d have made his own way far snoother.

The sense of anger in Hersiod darkened. "W are only Cadm ans, Mkel. W are
not alectors. We serve at their pleasure. You are a majer at their pleasure.
You coul d be nothing as quickly. You nmight keep that in nind."

"That has been nade extrenely clear to ne." Mykel didn't have to evade or

equi vocate to say that.
An expression of surprise flashed across Hersiod's feaA-tures, then vanished
as if it had never been. "That is very good to know. "

Mykel rose fromhis table. "I hope your day and your training go well." He
nodded and t ur ned.

Hersiod did not offer a reply.

Mykel left the mess and started across the courtyard through the nmist that had
repl aced the rain, heading to nmeet his captains and undercapt ai ns.
Sonet hi ng. .. sonethi ng about Hersiod, about Fourth Battalion, about uieir
bei ng assigned to Iron Stem rem nded Mykel of Majer Vaclyn, sonething nore
t han st ubbornness and i nA-transi gence. But what?
As he neared the Third Battalion barracks, the cerA-tainty that there was a
connection nagged at Mykel, but he could not identify what it was, no matter
how he strugA-gled to renenber and recall.
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By Sexdi night, Dainyl had reviewed every record in the eastern Myrm don
headquarters even hal fway pertinent to his concerns, observed the majority of
pteridons and their squares, and had three nore neals with Al cynad€"two nore
than he had desired or needed, especially since he had learned little nore
than the fact that Alcyna was quite talented in revealing nothing that she had
not already told Dainyl. He'd seen nothing that referred to engineering or to
road buil ding or mainteA-nance, but had not expected that he woul d. He had

di sA-covered that, periodically, she transferred Myrnidons from conpany to
conpany, far more often than Tyanylt or he had done in the west, and nost of
the transfers were not for reasons related to pronotions. They couldn't be.



Pronotions were infrequent.

H s sleep was | ess than untroubl ed, despite the various precautions he had
taken, including a Talent-alarmon the door to his bedchanber, and he awoke
early on Septi norning. After a quick breakfast, he packed his gear, pulled on
his flying jacket, slung the saddl ebags over his shoul der, and wal ked down t he
steps to the courtyard, and through the wind that swirled warmand chill air
toget her toward the headquarters building. He glanced to the south, where gray
cl ouds were buil ding, suggesting that the warmrains of md-spring were indeed
on their way.

Soneone nust have seen himcarrying his gear, beA-cause, by the tine he
reached the duty desk inside headA-quarters to request the coach, Al cyna was
wal ki ng toward him

"You' re | eaving, Dainyl?"

He shrugged. "Wat can | say? You are remarkably able. Your records and
accounts are a marvel, and you nmaintain order and discipline w thout excessive
force or

overmanagenent. | ma note that you tend to transfer Myrm dons nore than in
the west."

"That's because squads can get too cliquish without regular rotations."
There was nore there, but Dainyl didn't have any way to press. "I'Ill report
that as well. Those kinds of insights just show your attention to detail, and
are the sorts of things that 1'll be pleased to report to the marshal ."

"I do hope that you found your tour instructive." Her smle was polite.
"Wth your exanple, how could it not be?" His snile was warnmer than hers, if
not by much.

"Do give ny warnest regards to Marshal Shastylt, and enjoy the spring in
Elcien.”

"It's cooler there, and it will be a while."

"The coach is standing by." Her words were the equi vA-al ent of a disnissal
"Thank you. | hope | can be as hospitable to you when you cone to Elcien."
Dai nyl inclined his head, then turned and wal ked out to the coach, where
Granyn wait ed.

"To the residence, sir?"

"The west portico, Ganyn." Dainyl swng up into the coach and cl osed the door
behi nd hinsel f.

As he rode toward the residence, Dainyl considered howlittle he had

| ear nedd€” and how nuch |l ess he trusted either Brekylt or Al cyna. Brekylt's
remar ks about gardenA-ing might well have been an indirect invitation for
Dainyl to join themin whatever they plannedd€”or at |east an opening to
expl ore such&€”but Dainyl knew all too well that follow ng that path would
have been too dangerous. He coul d conceal what he felt well enough, but he had
never been able to counterfeit interest in what he disliked, distrusted, or
detested, and Alcyna and Brekylt were all too skilled at reading people. He
had no doubts that his shortcom ngs al ong those |ines were why he was indeed
the submarshal and why the H ghest and Marsha

Shastylt had sent himto Alustre. His next stop would be Norda, unannounced,
to see what else he could discover
When he exited die coach at die west portico of die residence, he turned to
die driver. "The best to you, Granyn. | hope it's not too | ong before you're
flying."

"Thank you, sir."

Dai nyl sm | ed, nodded, turned, and wal ked briskly to die rear corridor and the
steps down to die |lower |level and the Tabl e chanber.

The two al ector guards stiffened as Dainyl apA-proached, but neither spoke as
he rel eased die Tal ent-1ocks and opened die outer door to the foyer leading to
t he Tabl e chanber. After closing the outer door, he paused, using his Tal ent
to listen, but neidier guard said a word. Their silence suggested that they'd
been al erted about sonething. Wth that in mnd, he rel eased die Tal ent-Iock
on the inner door, then eased it open and stepped inside.



The Tabl e chanber was enpty. At least, the part he saw was. He | ooked at the
wal | holding die light-torch bracket with the hidden Tal ent-Iock, but whatever
was beA-hind the wall was shielded fromhimby the stone itself. After a
nmonent, his saddl ebags over one shoul der, he turned back toward the Tabl e,
over which seenmed to hang a Tal ent-ni st

As he noved closer to the Table, a pair of long purplish arns forned fromthe
mst, rising fromdie silver surface and reaching toward Dainyl. Wat diey
were, Dainyl had no idea, but they exuded menace.

He st epped back

The arns thickened and | engdi ened, separating as if to encircle him

He unhol stered the lightcutter at his belt and fired at one arm The blue fire
seared dirough the right arm but the arm was unchanged. The surface of the
stone on the far side of the chanber took on a gl azed appearance.

Dai nyl raised full Talent-shields, and the arns stopped,

halted by the barriers as Dainyl stood behind his shields.

He had no doubt that he could have stepped up onto the Tabl ed€”and per haps
even transl atedd€”but he didn't think shields were that effective in a
translation tube. He didn't want to prove that. He also didn't like the idea
of soneone using the Tabl e agai nst a submarshal and getA-ting away with it.
Still... he could feel the increasing pressure exerted by the arnsd€’clearly
drawi ng strength fromthe Table or through Ua€”and he was begi nning to sweat
with the effort of naintaining shields.

He cast his Tal ent-senses around the chamber, realizA-ing that the hidden door
was in fact open, that it was conA-ceal ed by the same Tal ent-cl oak as the

| ock, and that he had not probed deeply enough. The thinnest line of purA-ple
talent ran fromthe Table to the doorway.

Dai nyl turned toward that doorway, sensing someone behind the Talent-illusion
The illusion vani shed, and in the open stone doorway stood an angul ar al ector
clad in green and black, the col A-ors of a Recorder of Deeds, although Dainyl
had never net one.
Aline of Talent-fire, as hot as anything froma light-cutter, flared toward
Dai nyl , sheeting around his shields, but rocking himback a half step. He took
a half step forA-ward, then another

More Talent-fire surged fromthe Recorder of Deeds, and again Dainyl's shields
hel d, but his broad forehead was dripping sweat, and the corners of his eyes
stung fromwhere the sweat had run into them

Dai nyl doubted he could match the other alector in proA-jecting Tal ent-force,
and trying to do so would only weaken his own shields. But one didn't have to
al ways use projected Talent to stop a Talent-wi el der. He took two nore steps.
Anot her bl ast of Talent slanmed at Dainyl, but another two steps brought him
to where he could al nost have reached out and touched the recorder. He did
not .

I nstead, he concentrated on bringing his own shields

forward so that, instead of formng a circle around Dai nyl, they forned one
around the recorder, a wall that Dainyl began to contract.

The recorder suddenly realized what Dainyl had done, and tried to step back
but found hinmself encircled, his own shields being squeezed back around hi m by
the greater power of Dainyl's.

The sweat streanmed down Dainyl's face, but he conA-centrated on contracting
the shields around the other alector, ever nore tightly. The recorder's hands
and arms came up, trying to push back against the encircling force, to no
avail. H's nouth opened, but the scream was soundA-1ess, |ost behind two sets
of shields. H's face slowy turned dark crinson.

CRUMPT! Dainyl felt himself being hurled back across the room his back
slamring into the stone wall.

H's vision turned black for a | ong noment, but he struggl ed through the

dar kness, sonehow reachi ng out and steadying hinself against the wall with his
"good" left arm Wien he could see clearly again, all that reA-nmained of the
Recorder of Deeds was fast-vanishing dust, and his lifeforce-treated
shimersil k rainment, crunpled in the opening to the hi dden chanbers.



Dainyl's left Ieg ached, with shivers of pain running up and down it. He could

tell he hadn't rebroken it, but he hadn't done it much good, either. Absently,
he noted that the purple m st and arnms had vani shed.

"Zorater!" The call canme fromthe hidden chanbers.

Dai nyl was tired, but he certainly didn't want to stay in Alustre, not after

what had just occurred, not when his ability to hold shields was di m ni shed.
He scooped up the saddl ebags that he had dropped al ong the way and scramA-bl ed

to the Table and onto it, wincing as he did, concenA-trating on dropping into

t he bl ackness bel ow. . ..

The chill jolted his overheated and tired frame, so nuch that for a long, if

ti nel ess, nonment, the black chill of the translation tube enfolded him Where

should he go ? He 'd intended on traveling to Norda. Should he? Returning to
bl cien m ght raise too many questions. At the nonent, no one would really
know what happened, but if he appeared in Elcien the marshal m ght well ask

too many questions. No. Better to carry on what he had pl anned... sonehow.

He cast his Talent-line out, seeking the green |ocator wedge, bordered in
purple, that was Norda. The Talent-line and the | ocator wedge touched, and

Dai nyl could sense hinself closer, but the chill surrounding him seened nore

i ntense than on his last journey. Because he'd been overheated, or because he

was tired?

He concentrated on the greenness of Norda, sensing it grow ever nearer. Then

just as he felt he was about to reach the Table... a line of golden green

appeared, as if beside him.. . and then vanished. . . or retreated, he

t hought, before vanishing. At that nmonment, the barrier sprayed away from
him..

He stood on yet another Table.

Two al ectors stood before the opening to the hidden chanber&€”did all Table

chanmbers have then? One began to forma Tal ent probe, one with flane.

Dai nyl projected a shield that slammed into the alec-tor's hand, throw ng him

into the stone wall behind him

The recorder beside the fallen alector raised a hand in greeting. "Submarshal

W didn't expect you. My assisA-tant was too hasty. He was worried about a

wild translaA-tion. W've had a number of themrecently, and one only a few

days ago, although it arrived dead, but it has been disconcerting. | apol ogize
for his carel essness.”

The stunned al ector shook his head. "My apologies, sir... | amso sorry.
thought... | was worried about a wild translation.”

He was sorry, Dainyl sensed, but not for mstaking Dainyl, but for failing to
catch the submarshal off-guard

"Someti nes m stakes happen,"” Dainyl replied. "You' re fortunate | sensed it in
time." He smiled coldly. "Most fortunate."
The al ector swal | owed.

"I'" m Kasyst, Submarshal Dainyl. How could we hel p you?"

"I"'mhere to see Majer Noryan and the Myrmdons." "Yes, sir. They're actually
billeted in the adjoining compound, sir. It's but a hundred yards. | would

of fer a coach, but we don't have one."

"Il manage." Dainyl kept his shields in place as he noved toward the archway
leading to a foyer fromthe chanber. Unlike the other Table chanbers he had
visited, there seenmed to be only one actual door
As he passed through the archway fromthe Tabl e chamA-ber, he coul d hear
Kasyst's | ow words to his assistant.

" causal use of power ... one of themcould turn you into dust..."
Myrmi don officer ... not a High Alector..."” "A submarshal, and m ght as
well be a High Alector." Dainyl didn't exactly feel like a Hi gh Al ector

al t hough Asul et had said sonething along those lines. In any case, he needed
to find Majer Noryan. He wasn't |ooking forA-ward to the neeting. Not the way
matters had been going so far. He al so wondered what the gol den green had
been, al nbst the same shade and feeling as the anci ent soarer he had
encountered in Dranur. Were they trying to attack through the Table grid? O
did their mirror portals work in the sane fashion as did a Tabl e?
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Dai nyl had slung his saddl ebags over his shoul der and wal ked up the | ong
narrow steps to a door on the ground | evel of the regional admnistration
bui | di ng. The door was Tal ent-1 ocked and shi el ded. Dai nyl shielded hinself as
he emerged in a back hallway, but the corridor was both enpty and unguarded.
After rebuilding the Talent-1ock, he made his way to the nearest exit, a
singl e

oak door that opened onto a redstone-paved courtyard.

Despite the bright sunlight of early norningad€”the local tine was two gl asses
earlier than in Alustre, Dainyl reA-mnded hinsel fa€”the wind was winterlike
and gusting when he began to cross the courtyard, and he was glad for the
flight jacket.

He was still a good thirty yards fromthe first pteridon squared€”there were
only a handful, since Norda held only a Cadnian battalion on a regul ar basis
and sel dom hosted Myrmi dons for | ongéd€”when a Myrm don ranker canme hurrying
toward him then abruptly stopped.
" Submar shal ?"
"Submarshal Dainyl fromElcien."
"Yes, sir. You're here to see Majer Noryan?"

Dai nyl nodded.

"He's in the Cadm an headquarters, sir. It's this way. Good thing you're so
early. He's going to take second squad on a recon run along the north road."
Dai nyl followed the ranker to a study at one end of the one-story redstone
structure. Inside, Noryan stood with two undercaptains. He had obviously
conmandeered the |l argest study in the building, and fromthe smaller

| ander - si zed furni shings, had doubtless displaced the Cadm an majer who
conmanded the Eighth Battalion, Munted Rifles.

"Greetings, Majer," offered Dainyl.

Noryan was huge, even for an alector, alnost as |arge physically as Khel aryt,
the Duarch of Elcien, close to three yards in height with shoulders to nmatch
and a square head set on a thick neck. He turned and blinked as his eyes took
in the stars on Dainyl's collar. "Submarshal, sir. | can't say mat we expected
you this norning."

"I'"'m maki ng a nunmber of unannounced visits, pursuant to the nmarshal's orders."
Dai nyl's words represented only a slight extension of the marshal's

i nstructi ons.

"We'd heard that you would be in Alustre, sir, but no one nentioned ..

"They weren't told." Dainyl smled. "I understand you'll be taking a squad on
a recon flight shortly."

"That was the plan, sir."

"Still searching for the mssing Cadm an comnpany?"
"Yes, sir. W're also |ooking for other signs."
"Then I'Il take only a part of a glass of your tine, and you can get on wth

your recon."

Noryan gl anced to the two undercaptai ns. "Carloya, have second squad hold for
me. Veltuk ... go ahead with the northwest ran as we discussed."

"Yes, sir."

The two inclined their heads politely, and rmurmured, "Submarshal, sir,
t hey eased past Dainyl .

Dai nyl cl osed the door after they left.

"How mght | help you, sir?" Noryan's snmle offered an expressi on somewhere
bet ween politeness and worry.

Dai nyl was inpressed by the other's shields, because he detected very little
other enotion. "W've had a numA-ber of incidents with the ancients, Mjer,
and yours was the nost recent. Your report was brief and to the point, a good
Myrmi don report, but | thought it might be worthA-while to hear if, on
reflection, you nmight have recalled sonething else.”

" There wasn't rmuch else to recall, sir. The old creature took out two of ny
rankers. We didn't even attack them W were |ooking for those m ssing

Cadni ans. Kagayan saw somet hing, and he turned toward it. Zuluya was flyA-ing

as



wi ng on himand foll owed. The creature hit themboth with somethi ng. None of
us saw anything but a flash of green. Next thing | knew, both pteridons and
riders were pyres on the ice belowthe cliff."

"Did they have their skylances at the ready?"

"Always do here in the north. The indigens here have rifles. They'|ll shoot at
anyt hi ng that novesé€”or they would if they didn't know we'd flame themon the
spot."

"I take it that the sudden appearanced€”or reappearanceéd€”’of the ancients at
this tinme was as much a

surprise to you as it was to Submarshal Al cyna, although |I understand she had
a strategy."

Noryan | aughed, ruefully. "The submarshal... she was the one who'd given ne
standing orders on howto deal with the ancients if they ever showed up. I'd
told her that they were orders I'd never need."

Dainyl's Talent told himthat the majer was telling the truth as he'd seen
it... and that Noryan was letting Dainyl see that. But Al cyna had given Noryan
standi ng orders about the ancients? Not orders on the spot? "l imagi ne many of
us had thought that. The submarshal was nore perceptive. Do you recall when
she first tal ked to you about then"

"Had to have been sonetime |ast harvest, maybe earA-lier. She didn't enphasize
it that much. She just said that there had been sone strange sightings, and
there might be an ancient or two |eft. She suggested that they were powA-erful
and that one skylance, or even two, mght not do rmuch to stop them" Noryan
shrugged.

"What happened after your squads all fired?"

"Just what | reported, sir. There was a flare of green light. It |ooked |ike
shards of green glass flying everyA-where for a noment, but we never found
anything. There was a circle of melted rock on the bluff. No one's seen any of

the creatures since. |I'mjust guessing, but there probably aren't too nany of
them |l eft anywhere on Corus."
"There never were very nany," suggested Dainyl. "WAs there any sort of

structure near where they atA-tacked? A shelter or a cave?"
"We did close flybyséd€”"the snow s too deep to land safely there. W didn't see
a sign of anything, and there wasn't anything there | ast harvest before the
snows began."
"I assune that the 'other signs' you're |ooking for on the recon are signs of
the ancients."”
"Yes, sir. O any tracks by locals that mght link themto the ancients."

Dai nyl had wondered that hinself when the ancient ap-

pear ances naa Degun in uranur. Has mere Deen any sign of any indigens nearby
where the ancients appeared?”
"No sign of anyone ..."
At the end of another quarter glass, Dainyl knew no nore than he had after the
first few questions he'd asked. He snmiled. "I've taken enough of your tinme."
"I wish | could have told you nore, but that's what happened."”
"You can't offer nore than what you know " Dai nyl stepped back and opened the
door. "By the way," he asked fromthe hal f-open door of the study, "who is the
maj er in command of the Cadnian battalion?"
"Ferank. He's using one of the studies on the other side of the hall."
"Thank you. The best on your recon. | hope you have some success in finding
out what happened to the Cadmi -ans."
"W may not ever know. The locals say that people have been vani shing here for
centuries. They won't go into the higher hills, won't even travel sone of the
| ower ones except in groups."” Noryan |aughed. "There's nothA-ing there, except
maybe an ol d building or two. The weather's bad enough to account for all of
t he di sappear A-ances. They find bodi es and bones every spring, soneA-tines
even in the sumer. You can get snow and hail in the high hills in mdsumer."
He noved away from where he stood beside the undersized desk. "I'd best be
getting out to the squad."
"I won't keep you | onger."



Once Noryan had departed, Dainyl |ocated Ferank two doors away on the other
side of the hall. In appearance, the Cadmi an majer was far different from
Noryan. The |l ander was, rail-thin, blond, with watery blue eyes, and bolted to
his feet at Dainyl's appearance in the doorway.

"Submarshal, sir, what can | do for you?"

"I was just passing through, Majer, and wanted to get your thoughts about a
few things." As he closed the door and nmoved into the chanber, Dainyl remained
st andi ng.

ii neinea to sit in one or uie low cnairs set betore the
table desk in the small study, he'd be unconfortable in

nonent s.

a- "Yes, sir. About what, sir?"

"I'"d be interested in hearing what you know about the m ssing nmounted rifle
conmpany. "

"I"ve been reporting all | know, sir." Ferank's brows winkled in puzzlenment.
"I"'mcertain you did, but 1'd like to hear it in your words directly from
you. "

"Well... sir, you know that we've kept two conpanies in Scien. It's been that
way since the time | entered serA-vice. They say that the winters have been
getting warmer, but | was born there, and | never saw that. They seened as
cold as ever. \Whatever the reason, late this past fall we got orders fromthe
colonel in Alustreéd€”’that's Col onel Ubarak&€"to consolidate the whole
battalion here in Norda. | ordered Thirty-third Conpany here imrediately, with
Thirty-fourth Conpany to follow the next week

"Thirty-fourth Conpany left Scien on Londi. No one ever saw them again, and
the early winter stormdidn't hit until Septi. They should have been in Pystra
by Quinti. By Sexdi at the latest. | had no word, and when one of Mjer
Noryan's squads stopped here to overnight | asked about a possible recon to
see what happened. They couldn't do one then because of sonme trouble in Coren
| sent back scouts, but they found no traces. Wen the Myrm dons could fly
over the road, they didn't find anything either."

" Not hi ng?"

"Not a trace, sir. Not a scrap of equipnent, not a trace of flesh or bone. The
road between Scien and Pystra is pretty barren, too. There's not mnuch in the
way of trees, except scrub. Even the hills are | ow, except for the one set of
ridges where | heard they |ost sonme pteridons. After that, it snowed so nuch
that the whole highway's buried. It usually is earlier than it was this year."
"I's there any record of conpanies or squads being |ost along the north road
bef or e?"

"No, sir. Not in any of the records we have, and they go back al nost a
century. | checked."
That fact did not reassure Dainyl in the slightest. "Have any steps been taken
to replace the conpany?"

"We've recruited about half of those we need locally, and we're supposed to
get some veterans to | eaven the conpany within the next two weeks. It's hard
because we have to keep the hill folk in line in the sumers, and the people
around Norda have rel atives anong them"

"What's the problemwith the hill folk?"

"The usual . They want to tinmber too nuch of the land, and there aren't enough
trees here anyway. They don't want to build with stone or brick&€”it's too
much work. Lately, they' ve been using nmesh nets in fishing the |akes, and
overfishing. They conplain that die Code of the Duarches has rules nmat are too
strict and unsuited to the north. If the district patrollers go out alone,
they get shot at. So we have to make sweeps and send the ones we pick up to
the road canps. They're no good at the nature canps; they kill nmore trees than
they plant..."

Dai nyl listened patiently.
After leaving the majer, Dainyl spent the remainder of the day wal ki ng through
t he Cadm an conpound, talking to both rankers and squad | eaders. He doubted
he'd | earned too much fromit, except mat there was nore reA-sentnent about



the Code of the Duarches in the east than was ever reported to the marshal

or, at least, than he had seen in any reports.

It was past sunset when he returned to the Table chamA-ber, and the chamber
itself was enpty. The door to the hidden chanbers was cl osed, but he would

| eave that asA-pect of matters ... for the nonent.
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After using the Table from Norda to reach the one in the Hall of Justice in
El cien, Dainyl nmade his way fromthe Table chanber up and out of the hall. He
stepped out into an afternoon far wanner than it had been in Norda. He was
still bermused by the fact that when he travel ed by Table, he crossed Coras
faster than did the sun. He had | eft Norda after sunset and arrived in Elcien
by ni d-afternoon
After hailing a hacker on the boul evard, he took the coach to Myrni don
headquarters. There he dropped his gear in his study and knocked on the

mar shal ' s door beA-fore stepping inside, since his Talent-sense reveal ed that
no one was with Shastylt.
The marshal | ooked up, a nonentary expression of annoyance crossing his face.
"You' ve returned early, far sooner than nmight be w se.™

Dai nyl | ooked tiredly at Shastylt. "I'mfar fromdone, but I'd like it
reported ... or let it be known ... that |I'mhere."
"You do | ook a bit worn. | hope that nme duties of your position don't prove

overtaxing, the way they did with Tyanylt."

Dai nyl smled politely. "Normally, it wouldn't be any problemat all, but ny
armand leg are not quite fully healed. | have run into a wild translation on
one Tabl e and an inadvertent assassination attenpt in Norda, because the
assistant to the recorder feared | might be a wild translation. In addition to
that, | had to deal with ... | have no idea what to call it when a Recorder of
Deeds gets possessed by sonething through the Table. There wasn't much | could
do except let events take their course."

"Yes ... | did receive a report fromthe H gh Alector of Justice ... sonething
about the Recorder of Deeds in

Al ustre having apparently died around the time of your departure. Mbst
unfortunate, | fear."

"Fromny point of view, it could have been even nore unfortunate..."

"You | ook Iike you've survived well enough."” Shastylt's smile was perfunctory.
"What have you | earned?"

"That you have every right to be concerned, and that there's no proof at al

of anything."

The marshal frowned. "That seens to be contradictory."

"Brekylt made an interesting conment. We were standA-ing over his gardens the
other night, and they are magnifiA-cent. He observed that one nust often work
with what is, rather than base actions on a plan devel oped centuries beA-fore.
He concluded by noting that we had to be gardeners as well as adm nistrators.
After that, he would only talk pleasantries.”

"Ah ... | understand. Everything is so precisely as it should be."
"And Brekylt has put out the word, if quietly, that younger and nore able
al ectors without contacts who do not wish to be Myrm dons will be rewarded for

their abilA-ity if they chose to serve in the east."

For the briefest nmonent, Dainyl could sense surprise from Shastylt, although
the marshal's facial expression changed not in the slightest. "That is not
surprising."

"Not in itself," Dainyl agreed pleasantly. "Al so, Alcyna has been transferring
Myrmi dons from conpany to comA-pany, and not just subsequent to pronotions."
"To reduce loyalty to the conpany and increase loyalty to her, no doubt."

"I thought that might well be the reason.” Dainyl was far fromsure it was the
only reason, but he saw no point in saying that because he didn't know what

el se the other submarshal had in mnd

"You had said you were not finished. Wat do you plan?"

"After catching up on various reports, a good night's

sl eep, another day here, and then, at die beginning of next week, sone nore



unannounced inspections and tours in the east. Wiile everything is controlled
fromA ustre, nothing will be discovered there."

"You intend to travel by Table fromEl cien on a regul ar basis, instead of
going from T Table to Table in the east?"

"I intend to alternate. For the nonment, that would seemfar nore effective.”

Dai nyl laughed. "I need to check sone nmatters here for a day or so. Wen
return to the east, | will be rising very early.”

"So you will. How long will you pursue such a course?"

"Until | learn what you need to know, sir." Dainyl paused. "Submarshal Al cyna

i ssued standing orders to Majer Noryan on how to deal with the ancients

several nonths before there were encounters with any ancients."

Shastylt did not bother to conceal his surprise. "You' re sure of that?"

"She indicated she had issued orders, and Noryan conA-firmed the timng. Ch
you m ght know this, but she also has been sending reports on the ancients

directly to Lyterna."

"Do you know to whon?"

"She did not say, and there was no record of those reA-ports in any of the

files. | did not press."

"That was wise. | should have you visit nmore places. Do keep ne posted,
Subnar shal .’

Dai nyl understood the dismissal. "That | will, sir." He inclined his head

st epped out of the study, closing the door behind hinself.
As he wal ked back to his own study, he reflected on Shastylt's reaction. The
mar shal clearly had known that Al cyna was sending reports to sonmeone in
Lyterna, yet he had not known that she had been aware of the danger posed by
the ancients before any of the attacks on MyrA-nidons and pteridons. He al so
had not known about Brekylt's efforts to recruit alectors personally loyal to
hi m and not necessarily to the Duarches. Mre inpor-

tant, Shastylt continued to conceal his own agendad€”and that of Hi gh Al ector
Zel yert.

Dai nyl did not bother to close the door to his own study. Even after only five
days, reports were stacked on Dainyl's table desk. For a |long nonment, he just

| ooked at them Then he turned and wal ked to the archives, where he began to
search through the ol der reports, searching for the Fourth Conpany reports
filed about the loss of pteridons in Scien. In less than a quarter glass he
had found thenmfd€”and they read exactly as had those he had read in Alustre.
Was his nmenory failing hin? He distinctly rememA-bered that there had been two
separate reports of | osses.

He continued to search, but found nothing that supA-ported his recollections.
Then he checked the witing of the report, but it was the sane as all the
others in the Fourth Conpany file, and it matched what Mjer Noryan had said.
That suggested the first reports had been wong in sone fashi ond€”and had been
repl aced with the correct ones after the fact. WAs that because sonmeone knew
Dai nyl woul d be inspecting in the east? Had Alcyna origA-inally wanted to
conceal her strategies for dealing with the ancients?

Dai nyl shook his head. How coul d he prove that Al cynad€”or Brekylta€” had
managed to replace false reA-ports with accurate ones? And since the reports
had been his direct responsibility at the time, even nentioning a substitution
that he could not prove would do himlittle good and much harm No one was
about to listen to the fact that he'd been sent to Dramur during that tine.
Finally, he turned and wal ked back to his study, still convinced the origina
reports had been replaced. But by whon?

Back in his study, his eyes fell on the stack of reports. It |ooked taller
than when he had left. Slowy, he sat down and began to read. The mgjority of
the reports, he just glanced through and set aside. He was | ooking for any
inA-formation dealing with either past areas of difficulty, ar-

eas where signs indicated emerging troubles, or anything dealing with the
anci ent soarers. The report on Dranmur was favorable. Mjer Dohark of the

Cadmi ans appeared to have matters well in hand there. The Fourth Cadm an
Battalion, Mounted Rifles, was on its way to Iron Stem suggesting that



problemwas still not fully under control. No nore skyl ances had vani shed from
Der eka.
VWhi | e Dai nyl |ooked for any information on Hyalt, the only reference was in
the report fromthe Cadnian headA-quarters. Third Battalion, under the conmand
of a Majer Mykel, was being dispatched to conplete the pacificaA-tion of the
area and the training and rebuilding of a |ocal garrison

Dai nyl smiled uneasily. Based on what Mykel had acA-conplished in Dramur, the
maj er was doubtl ess the nost qualified for the assignnent, but the nmajer was
far fromconventional in his tactics and approach. G ven the fact that the
Hyalt situation had been created by a wild | ander Talent, and that Mke
possessed | atent Talent, Dainyl reA-nminded hinself to follow the Cadnian
effort in Hyalt closely as it devel oped... assum ng he could, with Shastylt's
preoccupati on with what was happening in Al ustre.

Even though he forced hinself to read through the reA-ports, what Dainyl
really wanted to do was to go hone to Lystrana. He needed to di scuss what he
had di scovered with her. He al so | ooked forward to having an uninterA-rupted
ni ght's sl eep.

14
Al nmost i mmedi ately after dinner, one
where Dainyl and Lystrana discussed the weather and ot her pleasantries, they
made their way up to their bedA-chanmber, leaving the two serving girls to
cl ean up. Dainyl

made certain that the door was cl osed before he renoved his boots, tunic, and
trousers, and stretched out on the long bed. "It feels so good to take the
wei ght off that leg."
"You have nore on your mind than that." Wth a smle, she added, "And nore
than me, and that's unusual when you've been gone."

"I mworried."
"You're always worried these days."
"Let ne tell you what happened, first...." Dainyl reA-counted his visit, event

by event, including the matter of the altered reportséd€”’and the wld
translation that had not disintegrated.

"The transl ati ond€”that happens sonetines," said Lystrana. "l've heard of
that. Despite their appearance, it's as if the translation changes them from
alectors into landers ... or sonething else related to nem™

"I wonder how that happens.”
"I don't know. Asulet night."

Dai nyl nodded. |If he ever saw the senior alector again in person, he could
aska€”if he renenbered
"What do you think about the reports?" she asked.
"The Third Company reports had to have been changed recently," he pointed out,
"when someone let Al-cyna know I'd be comng east." He stopped. He was so
tired, but he should have seen the obvious. "Dhenyr. He's the only one in
headquarters who knew what |'d be doA-ing. He either did it, or told soneone
who did."
"Someone had to use a Table, if the reports are witten in the sane hand."

Dai nyl liked that not at all. "Then... that means a high al ector or soneone
like you, a chief assistant."”

Lystrana nodded.
There was little enough he could do about that, except watch. He had hel d back
one matter until the last."... Ch, | also nmet with Kaparyk in Alustre. He had
not hi ng but conplinents about you. He did say to tell you that Chief Engineer
Rensyl in Fordall has adopted the same account A-ing systems as Azerdyl once
used, in dealing with trans-

port and road mmi ntenance accounts of the eastern region."

Lystrana stiffened. "Did he say it that way?"
"Exactly. He also did not answer when | asked himif this m ght be of interest
to the marshal. He said, instead, that it was conplex and that you could
explain it far betA-ter than he could. That suggested to ne that some sort of
mlitary equi pment is being fabricated under the rubric of road construction.”



"Azerdyl |led the abortive eastern rebellion two cenA-turies back. He was the
head al ector of finance in the east, and the H gh Al ector of the East was
under his perA-sonal shadowmatch."

"But Kaparyk used the words 'accounting systens.'"

"That suggests that Rensyl is using themunder Brekylt's direction." She
frowned. "You're right to be worried."

"Some aspects are clear enough, but others ... | can't see where they're
coming from" Dainyl stifled a yawn.

"You're tired. It's been a |ong day, and you' ve traveled the Tables as well .’
"I amtired,"” he adnmitted, "but too worried to sleep yet. Not well, anyway.
Then there's Shastylt. He knows Al -cyna and Brekylt are plotting sonething,
and yet he's not doing anything."

"Ch ... but heis.”

Dai nyl |aughed softly. "What am | doi ng? Upsetting matters enough to provoke
theminto premature action or forcing themto postpone their plans? O worse
yet, setA-ting nyself up as a target, thereby providing Zelyert and
Shastyl t &€” -t hrough ny death&€”with a rationale and a nmeans to gui de both
Duar ches?"

"What do you think?"

"The third. Shastylt's reactions don't nake sense ot hA-erwi se."

"Unl ess that's what he wants you to think," Lystrana of A-fered, settling
herself onto the corner of the overlarge bed.

"Wy woul d he make it so obvious? Wat deeper noA-tive could he have?"

"What about setting up /.elyertv then ne can advise the Duarchesd€”and he

still would have direct control over the Myrnidons, especially with Al cyna
gone. "

"So ... that's his way of warning ne w thout actually saying so, because he
doesn't want to take anyone into his confidences? He figures that I'll be

| oyal out of necessity, if | survive. If | don't, | can't reveal anything
al ong the way."

"He al so knows you'll be honest and loyal out of perA-sonal integrity."

"I'sn't that what the Views of the Hi ghest says? That we won't survive w thout
integrity or some such?"

Lystrana | aughed ironically. "Shastylt should reread it."

Dai nyl shook his head. The higher he rose in the MyrA-mdons, the nore

conpl exéd€”and the nore deadl ya€”"the plots and intrigues becane. "You didn't
seemto think it was mlitary equi pment that Rensyl was hiding in the
transport accounts. \Wat else could it be?"

"Road- bui | di ng equi pment. That's under the Myrni A-don control and guarded by

Al cyna."
Dai nyl only had to think briefly about the road-buildi ng equi pnrent he had
viewed in Alustre before nodA-ding. "WIIl it bring down a pteridon?"

"It might. It also mght be sufficiently powerful to deA-stroy an ancient."
"You' re suggesting that Brekylt is worried about the ancients, and that he
feels the Duarches aren't taking the potential threat seriously enough?"
"Are they?"
"Not fromwhat |'ve seen.” Dainyl |ooked at Lystrana, seeing for the first
time the circles under her eyes. "You're tired, too."
"Carrying a child, even this early, is tiring. She presses for nore
lifeforce."
"I"'msorry."
"That's the way it is, dearest."

If he hadn't been so exhausted, with pains shooting through both his right arm
and left leg, and seeing Lystrana so drai ned, Dainyl would have | aughed, if
rueful ly.

ring the Master Scepter to Acorus would not only destroy the world before its
time, but reduce his power and influA-ence. The Hi gh Al ector of the East and
Al cyna wanted the Master Scepter transferred, but only after renoving Zel yert
and Shastylt, in order to gain influence, and they well mght be building
weapons to use against the anA-cients, presumably because they feared that



ancients mght block the transfer of the Master Scepter. The Duarch of Elcien
want ed the transfer because he feared worse if the Master Scepter went to Efra
i nstead of Acorus. And no one tal ked about any of it, or why it was better for
it to be transferred to one world rather than the other

But then, according to the Views of the Hi ghest, there was only one best
alternative

Dai nyl slowy rose to get ready for beda€”and sl eep too | ong del ayed.

15
On Cctdi norning, just after dawn, Mykel stood on the w de gol denstone pier
that held the Duarches' Honor. Wth a length of nore than two hunA-dred yards
and a main deck that rose a good fifteen yards above the pier, the vesse
towered over Mykel and the nen and nounts of Third Battalion as they waited to
board. The greenish gray netal of her hull plates gleamed dully in the light
of a sun that had barely risen and strugA-gled to shine through hazy cl ouds.
As with all of the great ships of the Duarchy, there were no masts and no
sails, and no coal was taken aboard. So the propul sion system could not be one
of the rare steam engi nes such as those used in the manufactories of Faitel
the city, of artisans and engi neers where Mykel had grown up
:3813,ssSil|HSIIII3BS?L

Mykel gl anced to his right at the long ranp that angled fromthe pier into a
hat chway several decks bel ow the main deck, and then at Undercaptain Dyarth,
who stood hol ding his own nmount, waiting to | ead the troopers and nounts of
Thirteenth Company up the ranp.
The faintest hal o of yell ow brown surrounded the nount, that aura that
enfolded all living thingsd€”or the larger living creaturesd€”but was visible
only to Mykel and the soarers, and perhaps a few others. Dyarth's aura was
stronger than his mount's, an orangi sh yellow As M/kel had quietly
concentrated on sensing such auras over the past few weeks and beconme nore
adept, he had come to realize that the auras of npst peopl ed€”at |east al
those he had encount ereda€”seened to contain sone shades of brown, but there
was a wide variation, while the nore linmted auras of other creatures seened
very simiA-lar. Al horses seemed orangish yellow. He hadn't been able to
sense auras for small creatures, but he had no idea whether that was because
creatures below a certain size had none or that he could not discern them
From behind Dyarth, Mykel could hear the |ow murA-nurs of the rankers.
" rather ride than take a ship ..

" easier on the mounts this way ... say it's only two and a half, three
days by sea. Take us nore like a week just to ride to Southgate."
" Somet hi ng happens on land ... know where you are. Somethi ng happens at sea,

and where are you?"

"That kind of thinking, be glad you're not a Myrmidon."

Several rankers | aughed.

"What's the farthest you've had to carry a battalion?" Mkel asked the deck
mat e who stood beside him a gray-haired and wiry man close to the age of
Mykel 's own father.

"Maybe twenty years back, we took a whole battalion to Lysia. For sone reason,
the High Al ector of Justice reA-placed all the Cadmians there. | was just a
fresh deckhand then."

Three quick chinmes rang out fromthe deck above.

"You can start 'emup the ranp, Majer. Keep a good two yards between each
horse. No nore than two on the ranp at once."

"Thank you." Mykel turned to Dyarth. "Thirteenth Conpany, forward. Two yards
bet ween each nount. Only two on the ranp at once. Pass it back."

"Yes, sir. Thirteenth Company! Forward! Two yards between.. ."

Bhoral followed Undercaptai n Dyarth.

"Everyone forms up on the forward deck after the nmounts are stabled,” Mkel
sai d as Bhoral passed him

"Yes, sir."

Mykel coul d have gone ahead and | eft Bhoral to bring up the rear, but he could
get a good | ook at each and every trooper as they passed by him and if his



odd talent told himsonmething he didn't already know about the troopers in his
battalion, so much the better

By the time Thirteenth Conpany and al nost half of Fourteenth had passed him
his senses confirmed that, as the troopers were of differing sizes and shapes,
so were their auras. He | ooked past a young ranker and stiffened inside. The
man who was next in line did not meet Mykel's eyes, and his aura held streaks
of an ugly red.

Mykel struggled nentally to recall the nane of the trooper&€” Sacyrt. The
ranker had been transferred from Second Battalion, and, although Mykel could
not have proved it, the color of his aura suggested a troubl enaker. "Sacyrt?"

"Yes, sir." Surprise and wariness colored the ranker's voi ce.

"You're being transferred to Seventeenth Conpany. | trust you'll find it a
better fit. | expect the best fromevery man."

"Yes, sir."

As the ol der ranker led his mount past Mykel, he heard mnurnmnurs.
" pi cked Sacyrt out..."
just hope he doesn't pick any of us out... don't want a nmjer watching

you . .
Mykel hoped Sacyrt felt the sanme way, but troubl eA-makers usual |y thought that
different rules applied to them He concentrated on the men as his own forner
conpanya€” Fi fteenth Conpany, |ed by Fabrytal 4€"started up the ranp.

By the time the | ast troopers and nount s&€”except his ownd€”had wal ked up the
ranp and into the ship, Mykel had a dull headache. He rubbed his forehead,
took a deep breath, then untied the roan froma cleat attached to the nearest
bol |l ard. Hi s saddl ebags bul ged, partly fromthe amunition belt he had tucked
in at the | ast noment.

He stepped onto the railed ranp. The surface had been coated with |acquer and
then dusted with sand, so that hooves had nore purchase than on bare or
pai nt ed wood.

"Easy, big fellow," he nurnured to the roan, trying to project reassurance.
The railing on the ranp was sturdy, but not enough to take the weight of a
spooked mount, and just before the ranmp entered the ship, man and nount woul d
be sone ten yards above a very hard stone pier

Once inside the ship, where all the bul kheads and decks seemed to be of the
same greenish-tinted steel, anA-other crewran stood waiting. His eyes took in

Mykel's collar insignia. "Majer, your horse's stall is forward. Straight to

t he next passageway. Then turn forwardé&€” that's to your righté€”and go as far
as you can. Your stall will be the first one on the right."

"Thank you."

As he led the roan inboard and then forward, Mykel was rem nded once nore that
the ship had been built to carry horsesd€”or alectors. The overheads in the
mai n pasA-sageways were close to three yards in height.

The stalls were narrow, each one barely half the width of one in the stables

i n headquarters, but that was as rmuch for the protection of the nount in heavy
seas as to save space. Still, it would take very heavy seas to nmake footing
unst eady on the Duarches' Honor

After stabling the roan, Mykel made his way forward and up two decks,
carrying his saddl ebags and gear. UnA-like the last trip, he rated a stateroom
to hinself, even if it had little nmore than space enough for two bunks, one
atop the other, and two doorless |ockers barely able to hold an officer's
travel gear. Mykel left the saddl ebags and hurA-ried forward to the open
section of the main deck forward of the superstructure.

Bhoral and nost of the Third Battalion were already there.

"Sevent eent h Conpany's |ast squads are still com ng in," announced Bhoral

"W can wait a few nonments, but 1'll need to report to the captain." Mke

gl anced aft and up at the open forA-ward bridge where there stood two

al ectorsad€”the captain and his executive officer, two of the three alectors on
a Duarchy ship. The other was the chi ef engineer.

"You been on many of these ships?" Mykel's only other shipboard travel had
been to and from Dranmur, but Bhoral had spent twenty years in the Cadm ans.



"Not many," replied the senior squad | eader. "This is the fourth. There aren't
that many ships. Ten, | think. Ship this size and this fast, you don't need
many ?'

Mykel gl anced past Bhoral. "Here cone our |agging squads.”

The rankers and squad | eaders of the fourth and fifth squads from Seventeenth
Conpany eased into place.

"Third Battalion, report!" ordered Bhoral.

"Thirteenth Conpany, all present and accounted for....
"Fourteenth Conpany, all present...."

Wien the nuster was conpl eted, Mykel stepped forA-ward. "The rules here are

simple. W'll nuster twice a day, before breakfast, and before supper. From
lights out to nmorning call, you stay in your bunking spaces or the shipboard
latrines ... if you can stand them..."

That got a slight |augh.

"All other tinmes, we have the freedom of the nain

uecK, me mess uecK, anu ne siaDie uecK. dvii i go anyA-where else. W'll be
on the ship until Decdi. That's all for now"

"Di smissed! " ordered Bhoral.

Mykel turned and nmoved quickly back to the | adder up to the ship's bridge.
When he reached the | ower bridge, he found hinself facing a ship's officer, a
man with grayA-ing brown hair and a single silver dianond insignia afA-fixed
to his collar.

"Mpjer, I'mCylison, the navigator's mate. The exec asked ne to take your
report. He and the captain will be occupied for the next few gl asses.”

"I"'d like to report that Third Cadnian Battalion, Mounted Rifles, is ready for
departure.”

"I"ll convey that to the exec and captain.'
to battalion conmand, aren't you?"

"I's it that obvious?" Mykel |aughed ruefully.

"Not by the enmbarkation. That was as smooth as any |'ve seen, but you're the
youngest majer |'ve encountered in fifteen years. You cane hurrying up to
report, and you were surprised to see nme. You're all told to report
emA-barkation to the captain, but that neans he needs to be inA-formed, not
that you'll normally see himor the exec. If the captain needs you, you'll
know. "

Mykel nodded, trying not to be thrown off by the fact that the navigator's
aura al so bore faint tinges of purplish pink, something he'd seen before only
with Majer Her-siod, but the navigator didn't seemat all intransigent the way
Her si od had.

"W shoul d be porting in Southgate around the second gl ass past nidday on
Decdi, but that could change if we run into high seas. That sonetinmes happens
this time of year, but the reports fromthe Myrm dons indicate seas are calm
as far south as Hafin." Cylison smled warmy. "How did you get to be a mgjer

Cylison smled. "You're fairly new

so young ... if you don't mind ny asking?"

"Third Battalion was the one assigned to the Dranu-

ran . . . pruDiem Ilviyicei simwasn t certain what to call the | ast

canpai gn, and the nost generally used termwas the word "problem” "After the

majers in charge were killed, the senior captain took over running the
comA-pound in Dranur, and | ended up conmandi ng the reA-mini ng conpanies of
Third Battalion. The submarshal of Mrm dons appreci ated what we did. The
senior capA-tain was i mediately promoted to majer in charge of all Cadmi an
operations on Dramur, and | ended up with Third Battalion." Mkel shrugged.
"How di d youa€""

"I'msorry to have to break this off, Majer, but the capA-tain will be needing
meéd€” and your report. Best of luck in Southgate, in case | don't see you
before we port." Wth that, Cylison turned and hurried up the | adder to the
upA- per bri dge.

Mykel managed to keep a pl easant expression on his face as he cane back down
the | adder and forward to a spot on the main deck, a good thirty yards aft of
the bow on the starboard side of the ship. Once there, he | ooked back at the



bri dge, where he saw the two al ectors, but not the navigator. Neither |ooked
in his direction
The ship humed, or so it seenmed, as Mykel watched the | ast of the heavy lines
be unfastened fromthe man-high bollards on the dock and then reeled in by the
deck crew. Mykel sensed sonething, not exactly like an aura, nor like the
anci ent soarer who had confronted himin Dranur, but simlar and yet
different. There was the sanme sense of purpleness that had tinged the

navi gator, except it was far stronger, and that was despite the fact that it
was | ocated sonewhere aft and far bel ow him WAs that what propelled the
vessel ? But how? Did it touch or affect all those who crewed the ship? Had
Hersiod returned fromhis |ast deployment by ship? Ofhand, Mykel didn't know,
but he thought not.

Rhystan eased up to the railing beside Mykel. "Could | join you, Mjer?"
"Pl ease. "
After several nonents, Rhystan broke the conversa-

tional silence. "Couldn't tell this ship fromthe |ast one, except for the
nane. Even the alectors up thered€”" He gestured back toward the bridge.

"a€"l ook like every other alector."

"They even call all the ships something of the Duarches,” Mkel added.
"Duarches' Honor, Duarches' Legacy, Duarches'Vvalor..."

"Mpjer ... what do you think about Hyalt?" Rhystan's words were cautious.
"There's nore that we haven't been told," Mkel replied.

"You said that they sent the Myrm dons there first?"

"According to the colonel, the Myrnm dons used their skylances and smashed t he
heart of the irregulars. Now we're supposed to run down the rest and build a
stronger |ocal garrison.”

"There isn't any nore?"

"I'msure there is. | asked, but never got any nore inA-formation. So | even
dug up histories of the place, and |I've got a stash of maps with ny gear."
"Sounds |i ke another ness, sir, Dramur all over again."
There was the slightest lurch, and then a dull thrumA-mng vibrated through
t he Duar ches' Honor as the vessel eased away fromthe pier

"Let's hope that's enough, sir."

"You' ve been through it once before," Mkel pointed out. "That will help. And
if you see anything | should know, don't wait to tell ne."

"I won't." Rhystan paused. "That's all | had for now, sir."

"I"'mhere if you need ne."

Rhyst an nodded, then stepped away.

Once Rhystan had left, Mykel glanced aft, back toward Elcien. Even after two
voyages, he was still amazed at how quickly the huge vessel had built up
speed. Less than a quarter of a glass had passed, and they were several vingts
west of the western tip of the isle that held El cien.

Rhystan's remar ksd€”and what he sensed about the ship

itself with his new tal ent &€”bot hered hi m Perhaps his younger brother
Vi encet had been right after all, that there was far nore behind the al ectors,
and that they had nade a concerted effort to hide it.

He gl anced aft, in the direction of the unknown force mat he was convi nced
propelled the ship, a force that Mykel had just recently |learned to sense.
That suggested that the al ectorsé&€”or sonme of thenmd€”could also sense it. Yet
they kept it hidden, and, the Cadmi ans, even the offiA-cers, were limted to
where they could go on board the ship, and the engi ne spaces were seal ed.

That suggested to Mykel that his "talent" was someA-thing that possibly nmany
al ectors had, and that few | anders or others did. Should he conceal what he
coul d see? How?

He | ooked out across the dark green waters of the Bay of Ludel
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On Cctdi, Dainyl had slept later than he shoul d have and had not arrived at
headquarters until nearly a glass after norning nuster. That had been the
first time he'd ever been so tardy. Even so, he had been exhausted, and not
really fit for nore than catching up on reports, and getting briefed by



Col onel Dhenyr. After Dhenyr left, Dainyl found hinself wondering how Al -cyna
had suborned the col onel 4€”if she had&€”si nce Dhenyr hadn't been stationed in
the east for close to ten years.

For all that, Dainyl paid close attention to the colonel. Fortunately, little
of maj or consequence had occurred in Dainyl's absence. The marshal had been
nowhere to be seen, not during all of Cctdi, for which Dainyl was nore than
grateful.
After another night's decent sleep, Dainyl had spent

the hal f-day of duty on Novdi at headquarters, checking Cadm an depl oyment
schedul es and Myrmidon duty roA-tations against the accounting |edgers. As

al ways, the maintenance requirenents for Lysia seened high, and he nentally
reaffirmed his decision to visit Lysia after Prosp and Dul ka. He'd decided to
visit Prosp and Dul ka first, because not nuch of inport seened to have
happened there, although the resupply |evels seened higher than they should
have been in Dul ka. He wanted his unanA-nounced inspections to seem as

i nnocuous as possible in the beginning. Also, he'd have nore background

i nforA-mation before tackling Lysia.

The remai nder of Novdi and all of Decdi, he spent with Lystrana€” happily,
trying to avoid thinking about the political currents that swirled through

El cien, Ludar, and Alustre, with ripples that m ght affect all of Corus.

Londi norning found Dainyl at the Hall of Justice, less than half a gl ass
after dawn. As he wal ked al ong the stone-wall ed and subterranean corridor
toward the Tabl e chair, a door opened ahead of himon his left.

"Dainyl... there you are." Hi gh Al ector Zelyert's voice was deep, runbling,
with an overtone of warnth that was not matched by the enotions behind his
shields. "Shastylt said you would be here early. | would like a few words with
you before you depart."

Dai nyl inclined his head, |eaving his personal shields firmy in place. "As
you desire, sir." He followed Zelyert into the small and spare chanber that
was the High Alec-tor's private study.

The High Alector of Justice stood a quarter of a head taller than Dainyl, and
his flawl ess al abaster skin was even paler than that of the submarshal
especially in conA-trast to his shimering black hair and deep violet eyes. As
usual , at |east when Dainyl had seen him Zelyert wore a tunic of brilliant
green, trimred in a deep purple, with matchi ng purple trousers.

Dai nyl cl osed the door and stood waiting.

Zelyert did not seat hinmself. "I will be brief. Marsha

Shastylt relayed your concerns about the fashion in which the |esser

submar shal has handl ed the anci ents and about the recruiting practices of the
H gh Al ector of the East. You were right to be circunmspect... and cauti ous.
There may be reasons for these actions that are in fact perfectly acceptable
and in accord with the Code and the greater purposes of the Archon. O they
may be as you suspect.”

"Highest... sir... | do not assume to know enough to claima suspicion, only
that what | perceived appeared to nmerit your attention and that of the

mar shal .’

Zelyert laughed, a sound at variance with the earlier warnth in his words. "I
can see why Shastylt holds you in such esteem Dainyl. You prefer to let the
facts speak as they will."

"I have observed that what one sees often is a reflecA-tion of where one
stands, sir, and that nore than one pair of eyes are often necessary to see
what is."

"You sound like the nystic Dul achanyt, now, and a fighting comrmander cannot
afford to rely on nysticism™

"I stand corrected." Dainyl maintained a pleasant smile and an equally

pl easant tone of voice.

"You do indeed, and | am pl eased that you remain wi se enough to understand
that. What do you hope to discover on these journeys?"

"\What ever may be at variance with what | was told in Alustre. |If nothing
appears at variance, then | will report that."



"\What ever you di scover, you and the marshal will reA-port officially that
nothing is at variance. Leave it to us to report any discrepancies to the
Duarches personally. If there are significant discrepancies, others besides
the Hi gh Alector of the East may well be involved, and it would not be wise to
provi de advance warning to them"

"Yes, sir. | can see that."

"Good. | thought you woul d. Have a productive jourA-ney. W |look forward to
heari ng what you di scover."

"It may take trips to a nunber of Tables, sir, and as long as a week, if not

| onger. "

' Take the tine necessary, Dainyl. Wat you discover, one way or another, is
of great inport." Zelyert smiled, then gestured toward the door. "I will not
keep you ionger."

"Highest..." murnured Dainyl, inclining his head beA-fore turning and

departi ng.

Dai nyl made his way to the Tabl e chamber, making certain that he replaced each
Tal ent-1ock that he passed. Before he stepped onto the Table, he slowy
studied the entire chanber, seeking out, with Talent and all other senses, any
possi bl e hint of another hidden chanber. So far as he could tell, there was
none. Was that because there were so nany ot her adjoining chanbers within the
Hal | of Justice, and all were hidden? O was the use of Talent and
architecture nerely nore clever?

H s conversation with Zelyert had been disturbing, for all its superficial

pl easant ness, particularly the points about Shastylt and Zel yert reporting
privately anything Dainyl mght find out. Dainyl had strong doubts that, if
facts came to light suggesting |less than honorabl e behavA-ior by those he
served, they would ever reach the ear of the Duarch. Nor woul d other
information. And if Dainyl even reveal ed such to the nmarshal, Shastylt would
cerA-tainly attenpt to handle himas he had Tyanylt. Yet, at the nonent, al

Dai nyl had were suspicions, without a single fact to support thenmd€”and he

m ght well be w ong.

Finally, he stepped up onto the Table, concentrating, falling through the
stone and into the depths beneath...

The darkness beneath the Table was slightly | ess dark than he recalled, but
more chill. In the distance that coul d have been yards, or vingts, or hundreds
or thousands of vingtsfromhim he could sense the directional wedges of the
fourteen Tables, although the bright blue of Tenpre and the brilliant yell ow
of Ludar were the clearest and strongest.

Because he did not wish to arrive in Prosp any nore tired than necessary, he

i medi ately concentrated on the silver locator that marked that Table and
linked to it with a

thin line of purple Talent. As he felt hinself ever closer to that Tabl e,

al t hough there was no physical sense of notion, once again, briefly, if tine
even existed within the translaA-tion tubes, he thought he sensed a flash or a
line of golden green. Then he was at the thin wall of silver, wth

i nsubA-stantial shards shattering away from hi mand vani shing.

He took only a single step on the silvery and polished surface of the Table,
maki ng sure that his shields were firmly in place even before taking in the
Tabl e chanber around him

The space was enpty, but, as in Alustre, black and silver-trimed hangi ngs of
scenes in the east ornamented the walls. Directly before Dainyl was a vista of
the Geat Marsh, with the vol canoes of Cape Fiere rising above the sea of
rushes.

He coul d sense inmmedi ately the special light-torch bracket, touched wth
Tal ent, that marked the entrance to the hidden chanbers beyond. Hi s hand on
his sidearm he stepped off the Table, still alert for any possible attack

either fromthe Table, a wild Talent, or an overenthusias-tic Recorder of
Deeds or assistant. No one appeared, nor did he sense anyone.

St oppi ng short of the door to the chanber's entry foyer, he rel eased the
Tal ent-1 ock, and cast out his senses. There was no one in the foyer. Beyond



the outer door in the corridor, however, there were two guards, Cadm ans
rather than Myrm dons. That made sense because there were no Myrm dons

stati oned anywhere near Prosp, and only two conpani es of |ocal Cadnians. The
rich and agricultural |ands that stretched away from Prosp had never seen nuch
unrest, doubtless because there were few places for rebels to hide and no
reason to rebel

Dai nyl had chosen Prosp because he had hoped the setA-ting and situation would
favor less plotting and guile, and thus, nore directness. He put his hand on

t he door and opened it, stepping out.

Bot h Cadm ans had been | eaning against the |inmestone wall. They scranbl ed
erect.

"Sirl W didn't know ... we didn't expect..."

"I woul d have hoped not," replied Dainyl pleasantly. "I'm | ooking for your
conmander . "

"The overcaptain, sir?"
Dai nyl nodded.

"He'l| be across the courtyard in the headquarters building."

"Then I'Il find him" Still |eaving his shields up, Dainyl turned, wal ked down
the corridor, and headed up the stone steps to the ground-floor |evel of the
bui I di ng.

" hope that's not trouble ..."

"... Myrmidons ... always trouble ... those stars ... that's a marshal, |

drink, and that's big trouble ..
Not for the two Cadni ans, Dainyl drought, and probaA-bly not for die
overcaptain, but he needed to find out nore before deciding.
Soneone saw hi m crossing the sun-fl ooded courtyard, al most warm enough to be
pl easant wi thout the flying jacket he wore, because the overcaptain was
waiting for himjust beyond the entry foyer to the small, single-story
headquarters buil di ng.
"Overcaptain Mrash, sir. At your service, whatever that mght require.”
"Just a few questions, Overcaptain. If you' d lead the way to your study ..
"Yes, sir. This way."
After he closed the study door, Dainyl remained standing, not wanting to cranp
himsel f in the undersized chairs.
"What can | do for you, sir? We don't see submarshals here." The bul ky and
grayi ng overcaptain chuckl ed. "Matter of fact, | haven't seen Col onel Ubarak
ever, or his predecessor, either. W just get dispatches, and not nany of
those. "
"You make it sound as though there's little need for your conpanies here,"

Dai nyl suggest ed.
"Now, | wouldn't be saying that, sir. No, sir. Folk here are just like folk
everywhere. At tinmes, if we weren't

here, they m ght do what they shouldn't. Sonetimes, they need protection
too. Last fall we had to take to the field against some hill folk that had
cone from northeast of Flyr. Miust have been close to fifty of them armed with
good rifles, too. They burned Ceantor's villa, and |looted his strongroom Took
one of his daughters, too." Mrash shook his head. "Sad business, that."
"What happened?"
"What coul d we do? They broke the Code. W surA-rounded them None of them
woul d surrender. We killed nearly all of them except for the ones who were
wounded and couldn't fight. Sone of them died anyway. The jus-ticer sent the
rest of themto the quarries south of Catyr for life. They killed the girl
Couldn't believe we wouldn't just let themwalk in and take what they wanted."
Even though the quarry laborers were well fed and not nistreated, the work was
gruel i ng, Dainyl knew, and few | asted nore than five or ten years. "How often
does soneA-thing |ike that happen?"
"I'"d have to check the records to be really accurate, Submarshal, but as |
recall, it takes a couple of years for the hill folk to forget. Say every
three-four years. If we weren't here, though, they'd be | ong gone before one
of the battalion outposts could send anyone. Qur road paA-trols do a good job



of keeping the brigandage down, too."

Dai nyl had his own ideas about why, but he asked, "Just by patrolling the
roads?"

Morash smled. "It's sinple enough. There are only a few pl aces where goods
and coins are concentrated, and that's in the towns and in the strongroons of
the growers and the factors or when people travel the high roads. The growers
and factors guard their golds well. W guard the marketpl aces and the roads."
He shrugged. "W can't do rmuch about all of the petty theft, cutpurses, and
that, but nost of them get caught in time and sent to the |abor canps or
qguarries."

"l suppose you don't get many dispatches directly fromthe Myrm dons or the
H gh Al ector of the East?"

I Not many, in tact, | can only recall one in tne past year, and that was a
rem nder to keep the pteridon squares ready. That happened after the troubles
out west in Coren."

"You don't seemto have problens |like mat."

"No. But it's a different place. Here, every grower and every hol der has his
own | ands. |If he doesn't work themright, he suffers. If he has a probl em
that's not his makA-ing, and he works hard, others will help him Qut there,
folks see lands and trees that | ook enpty, and for just a little extra effort,
they can pick up quite a few nore golds."

"If they overlog the slopes, the rains wash off nore soil, and the rivers
flood, and everyone suffers," Dainyl pointed out.

"You know t hat, Subrmarshal, and | can figure it out, but the ones that suffer
are downstream and out of sight, and people have trouble giving up coins for
peopl e they don't know and ni ght never see.”

Dai nyl nodded. He knew what the overcaptain said was true, but it was a facet
of lander thought that had al A-ways given himdifficulty. How coul d they not
see, espeA-cially when it was sonething taught in every school ?

In the end, Dainyl only spent three glasses in Prosp, inA-specting the one
conpany in the conpound and naking a brief scrutiny of equipnent and di spatch
orders.

After eating a hearty if plain meal at the small ness serving the handful of
Cadmi an of ficers, he made his way back to the Tabl e chanber, pondering the
general order from Brekylt about the pteridon squares. It night have just been
a remnder, but it also might have been a step in makA-ing sure Myrmidon
conpani es coul d be noved quickly.

This time, the Recorder of Deeds for Prosp was waitA-ing in the Table chanber.
He was a conparatively young al ector, Dainyl sensed, but he reeked of raw

Tal ent. He bowed to Dainyl. "Submarshal, we had no word that you woul d be
traveling to Prosp. For this reason, we regret that we were not here when you
arrived."

"Even a Recorder of Deeds cannot be everywhere."

"W would wish to be of service, Submarshal, but we cannot do so if we do not
know when you will arrive."

"You are forgiven," Dainyl said with a snile, managA-ing to keep the
expression in place, even as he wi shed he had not delivered the gentle rebuke.
He couldn't very well say that he didn't want the Table guardi ans know ng when
he woul d be arriving or where he was headed.

"Sir?" The recorder radi ated displ easure.

Dai nyl wanted to crush himfor his youthful arrogance. Instead, he said, "I

act at the request of the High Alector of Justice and under the conmand of the
Duarch, and cannot offer explanations or schedules. If you wi sh, seek an

expl anation fromthem™

This time, the recorder pal ed.

Dai nyl stepped onto the Table, maintaining his shields even as he dropped

t hrough the silver-dark surface into the chill blackness bel ow

17

The spring sun that beat down on Mykel as he rode away fromthe harbor was as
hot as it was in midA-summer in Elcien, if not even hotter. Beside Mykel rode



Captain Muerwyn, their guide and escort, as well as a company comrander
stationed at the Cadnian comA-pound just northeast of Southgate itself.
"It's only about half a vingt to the inner ring," repeated Mierwyn. "We'l
take it until it intersects the northeast road out to the conpound.”

Mykel turned in the saddl e and | ooked back. So far as he could tell, Third
Battalion continued to ride in good order. He turned his attention to the
bui | di ngs on each side of the harbor boul evard. None were nore than two
stories in

hei ght, and the exterior walls were finished with white stucco. Al followed
the sane plan he had seen in Dramuria, with few exterior windows and a centra
courtyard, although some of those courtyards were | ess nan five yards on a
side. Fromthe depth of the few barred wi ndows, Mykel judged that the thick
wal |'s thensel ves were either of brick or stone. The roofs, like those in
Dranuria, were tiled, but the tile was a pale sandy red. The difference that
stood out was that the walls of the houses and buildings in Dranuria had been
of dressed gray stone, while every structure in Southgate was white, and the
wal s clearly had been continually washed in white over the years, so nuch so
mat Mykel found hinself blinking fromthe intensity of the reflected |ight.
"This is the trade quarter?" he asked.

"Mostly, sir. There are sone artisans and crafters. Mainly potters and

st onewor kers. "

That al so figured. There were no netals or coal nearby, and the area was too
hot for sheep and too dry for cotton, and the nearest |large forests were nore
than a hundred vingts to the north or east.

Mykel | ooked at the boul evard ahead, flanked by somewhat |arger structures,

al t hough none were any taller than those he had al ready passed. A sign caught
his eyed€” STYLEN and sons, factors in cloth. Rachyla had come from Styl an
Estate in Dranur. Was the similarity a coi nA-cidence? He snorted softly.

Al t hough he'd been told that some wealthy seltyr famlies from Dranmur had
close ties to Southgateéd€”and often interests in businesses thered€” Mke
doubt ed that Rachyla would have adnitted being related to a nere cloth factor
even if it were so. An ironic smle crossed his Iips at the thought.

He couldn't hel p but wonder how she was doing, since her father's estate had
gone to a male cousin. Seltyr women could not inherit, a customthat bothered
Mykel . His own sister Sesalia would certainly inherit fromtheir

parent séd€”al though it was unlikely that there would be that rmuch for any of
the three of them Viencet would be the neediest, unless matters changed
dramatical ly.

Mykel forced his attention back to the boul evard ahead. According to the maps
he had studied, the center of Southgate was bounded by a ring road, and within
the ring lived the nore powerful and wealthy of the | ander factors who
controlled the trade and commerce of the city. Southgate was far nore
i ndependent than any city except Dranuria, w thout any regional alector or
Myrmi A-dons. The closest adnministrative centers were in Ludar and Tenpre.
Third Battalion had ridden |less than half a vingt along the boul evard fromthe
harbor before they neared the inA-ner ring, arcing away fromthe boul evard in
both direcA-tions. The pavenent was smooth gray granite, and it was, unlike
the other streets, a good thirty yards in width. The outer edge was bordered
by a granite wall two yards high, except where other boul evards or streets
entered the ring road. Mykel |ooked both east and west, but he saw no ridA-ers
on the inner ring and only a single carriage heading on to his right, roughly
sout hward. There was no one on foot.

"There's not nuch traffic on the inner ring," he obA-served.

"It's reserved for horses and carriages," Mierwyn replied. "Those on foot nust
use the outer lane." He pointed.

M/kel 's eyes followed the captain's gesture. A narA-rower |ane ran outside the
low wall, one with scattered pedestrians and peddl ers.

"We'll go left and pick up the boul evard on the northA-east side of the ring,"
Mierwyn said, turning his mount.

Mykel [ ooked to his right, across the expanse of the ring road at a villa, the



wal I s surrounding it a good four yards high. At each corner where the walls
joined was a stone tower. The walls did not forma square or a rectanA-gle,
but a trapezoid. The side of the wall nearest hi mwas roughly a hal f-vingt

| ong. He | ooked ahead, still to his right, but farther along the ring road.
There was another walled and apparently palatial villa, one of a nunber set

inacircle inside the inner ring. Those walls were also white, glaring
white

"There seemto be quite a nunber of those villas," of A-fered Mkel

"Thirteen, in all. The wall lengths are identical, but the villas within
differ. O so |'ve heard. They're not terribly interested in inviting Cadni ans
to dine with them™

"Where did all such wealthy |anders come fron®"

"Were do they come from anywhere?" replied CapA-tain Mierwn.

That wasn't exactly a hel pful answer, reflected Mykel. "Are nost factors, or
do their coins come from omer sources?"

"I'"d guess that half are factors, and perhaps a third own estates to the
northwest. The lands to the northeast are not that fertile and better suited
to grazing."

"And the others?"

"I couldn't say, sir. I'mfromDinor, myself."

Mykel studied the walls, sone sort of white granite, but not eternastone, at

| east not any that he knew. He hadn't reA-alized at first just how |l arge each
villa was, but he had ridA-den close to half a vingt paralleling just one
wal I . A quick estimte suggested that each trapezoid was roughly a hal f-vingt
across the outer and larger side, a vingt in depth, and sonething |ike two
fifths of a vingt across the shorter base.

Once past the first villa, Mykel glanced down the avA-enue toward the center
of the area bounded by the inner ring road.

"All the villas face the square," explained the captain.

Mykel said nothing, continuing to study the ring road and the villas. At the
next intersection, he turned in the saddle for a better |ook. From what he
could glinpse, there were no gates in the side walls, or those closest to the
ring road. That neant any gate had to be on the wall that faced whatever m ght
be in the center of the area bounded by the ring road.

There was a central circular area with steles of white

stone, but before he could see nore, his nount carried himpast the road, and
the walls of the next villa blocked his view of whatever |ay down the radial
road to the cenA-ter of Southgate. "What's down there?"

"The city center. It's just a circular square with some colums. No narkets,
no taverns, or inns. Certainly, no pleasure houses." Mierwyn gave a barKking

| augh.

Mykel turned in the saddle once nore to | ook back, but the battalion remained
in good riding order. He said nothA-ing while they covered nore than two
vingts along the inA-ner ring, instead studying what he coul d of Southgate.
The nore he saw, the nore uneasy he felt, and it was not just the glaring
whi teness of all the structures, yet he could sense nothing he could put a
finger on.

The buil dings outside the inner ring continued to reA-senble those he had seen
earlier, resenbling those in Dramuria, except for the whiteness of the walls.
He felt as though they were little ol der, or perhaps even newer than those on

Dranur. "Is Southgate a newer city?"
"Newer ?" Mierwyn | ooked puzzled. "It has been here for centuries. How could it
be new?"

"Fromwhat | can see, Southgate has no eternastone. There are no green towers
within sight."

"Eternastone is for roads, not buildings."

That al one told Mykel that Mierwyn had not traveled far, but he asked anyway.
"You' ve spent all your time with the Cadm ans in Sout hgat e?"

"No, sir. | started in D nmor, and then was posted to Zalt, before I was
transferred to the conmpound here."



Mierwn m ght as well have spent all his tine in Southgate, Mykel thought.
"There's the northeast road ahead, the one with the pilA-lars on each side,"
announced the captain. "The comA-pound is a little |less than two vingts from
here.”

The vanguard escort troopers turned onto the northeast road, and Mykel and
Third Battalion foll owed. The dwellings and shops bordering the road becane
progr es-

sively smaller as the Cadmians ro' de on, but their plasA-tered outer walls
remai ned a shinmering white

Even when Mykel could see the walls of the Cadmi an conmpound&€”al so whiteé€” and
the hal f-vingt of open ground that separated the neaner inns and taverns from
t he conpound itself, the pavenment of the road remained granite .. . and not

et er nast one.

Sout hgat e was not at all what he had expected, not in the slightest, and far
nore di sturbing than Dranuria had been, although Mykel could not have said
exactly why. He hoped he was m st aken
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As he dropped into the darkness, Dainyl imA-nediately began to search for the
mar oon and bl ue | ocaA-tor vector wedge that was Dul ka. Just when he had
located it and begun to extend a Talent line to Iink to the Dul kan Tabl e, he
felt himself wenched, grasped by shoul der and I eg.

How coul d that be?

Pur pl eness fl ooded over his left side, like the arnms fromthe Table in

Al ustre.

Al t hough he could not turn physically in the translaA-tion tube, he extended
his Tal ent senses. Fromwhat he could tell, the arns flowed fromthe silver

| ocator that was Prosp. What was the young recorder trying to do? Trap himin
the chill? Keep himthere until his thoughts congealed in the col d?
What had he done to break clear of the arms in AlusA-tre? He'd suffocated the
recorder there with his shields. That wasn 't likely to work here.

Coul d he even forma shield in the tube? Dainyl visual A-ized his Tal ent
coating his garnents on his left side, then

expandi ng. Even in the chill of the blackness, he could feel heat building

i nside his body, as if trapped by his own shields. He kept pressing, expanding
the shields against the grip of the purple arnms he could sense and feel but
not see.

Slowy, ever so slowly, he could sense his shields exA-panding.
Abruptly, the arms rel eased.

Dai nyl Talent-linked to the maroon and bl ue | ocator wedge, then found it
flashing toward him

In nmonents, he shattered the silvered barrier

Dai nyl managed not to stagger as he stood on the Table in the enpty chanber.
He studied the chanmber, noting that while it, too, had a hidden chanber, that
chanmber door was closed. At one end of the chanber was a statue of a single
figure, close to three yards in height. Fromwhat Dainyl could recall fromhis
one nmeeting with the Duarch of Elcien, the statue was an acA-curate
representation of Khelaryt. The stone figure held a silver scepter topped with
glittering blue stones arranged to simulate a flame. A dozen light-torches

i1l uA-mnated the chanber, many nore than in any other Table chanber Dai nyl
had visited thus far, and in their light, the gemflane sparkl ed.
The decorative hangi ngs on the side walls contained no scenes, but only
angul ar and unfamliar designs. Between the two hangings to Dainyl's left was
an archway and a stonewal | ed corridor beyond that appeared to end at a wall.
Hi s Tal ent reveal ed no one near
After stepping down fromthe Table, he stood for a time beside it, letting his
body readjust fromthe conbi A-nation of internal heat and external chill.
Shoul d he have reenerged in Prosp? Confronted the young recorder? No... he

m ght have emerged into a lightcutter beam w th weakened shi el dsé€”or his
shi el ds m ght not have worked for the noment of energence, and he didn't want
to chance that unless he had no other opA-tions. Should he have gone back to



El cien? In retrospect, perhaps that woul d have been w sest, but he hadn't made
t hat decision, and i nmedi ately attenpting another Tabl e journey now before
trying to recover seened unw se

Finally, he wiped his forehead and wal ked into the corA-ridor, realizing as he
neared the apparent end that it was only a screen wall, w th passages on each
side around the central screen. Both the screen wall and the | ower archA-way
before it had been finished with blue ceramic tile, except for a single course
at the edge, done in maroon

H s Tal ent-senses revealed a |large hall beyond the screen wall, with a

pl atform overl ooking it. He could sense but a single person beyond the wall.
Still, he held his shields as he stepped around the wall and onto the

pl atform The anphitheatre beyond was dinmy lighted by a handful of
light-torches. Their illum nation was al nost swall owed by the size of the
cavern that had to have been carved fromthe stone by some version of the
road- bui | di ng equi prent Dai nyl had inspected in Alustre. O did simlar

equi prent still exist in Dul ka?

He extended the slightest Talent probe. The entire amA-phitheatre filled with
a purplish light. Dainyl could feel the abrupt anplification of his Talent,

but not why. In that |ight, he saw a young al ector, who stood on the platform
hol di ng a bucket and a brush, gaping at Dainyl .

"You're one of the recorder's assistants?" asked Dainyl.

"Ah ... yes, sir. Yes, sir. He's not here. | don't know where he is, sir."
"I"mnot |ooking for him |'m Submarshal Dainyl, and | haven't been to Dul ka
before. | was | ooking for Majer Faerylt."

"The Myrm don commander, sir? Ch, no! That was ny fault. | should have |eft

the screen in the regular position. Fad€"" He broke off what he m ght have
said. "This way, sir. This way." The young al ector set down bucket and brush
and hurried past Dainyl and around the screen

Dai nyl foll owed.

Once Dainyl stood on the Table side of the screen wall, the younger alector
reached up and turned one, of the light-torch brackets.

The screen wall that Dainyl had thought fixed slid forA-ward and to the left,
while a section of the wall flanking where the screen wall had been pivoted,
revealing a corriA-dor leading to a set of stepsa€”and al so conceal i ng any
trace of the |large cavernous anphitheatre.

"At the top of the staircase, sir, through the door, turn right and follow the
hal Iway. It comes out on the main |l evel of the small tower in the northwest
corner of the Myrm don compound.”

"And if | went left?" asked Dainyl with a snile

"You woul d end up in the adm nistration buil dingd€” that's where Regi ona

Al ector Kelbryt and his assistants are.™

"Are you from Dul ka?"

"Yes, sir. My nother's the trade assistant to Al ector Kel bryt."

"And your father is the Recorder of Deeds?"

The youth swal |l owed. "Yes, sir."

"I won't tell himabout the screen wall. If | run across him 1'Il just say
you gave me directions." Dainyl smled warmy. "It would help to know your
nane, though."

"Zudet, sir."

"You'd like to follow your father as recorder?"

"I couldn't be a recorder here, sir. You can't be a recorder in the place
cl osest to where you're born."

"Can't be ... or shouldn't be?" asked Dainyl. "BeA-cause the ties to the
nearest Table are the strongest?"

"Yes, sir." Zudet's tone was quietly resigned.

"Thank you, Zudet." Dainyl turned and headed up the stairs. As Zudet had not
nmentioned, there was a Talent-1ock on the door, but he rel eased the |ock
bef ore openi ng the door and stepping through, replacing the | ock after he
cl osed the door behind him

He nade it to the main level of the tower and ten yards into the



redst one- paved courtyard before a Myrm don ranker spotted hi ma€”and his

i nsi gni a.
"Submarshal in the conpound!" The ranker, clearly older, "fromthe Iines
running fromhis eyes and the dark-

ness ocmu i nem nasieneu up 10 uainyi anu suneneu 10 attention. "Sir! At
your service."
"I"'mlooking for Majer Faerylt."
"I don't believe he's in headquarters at the nmonent, sir, but the duty squad
| eader woul d know for certain. This way, if you would, sir."

Dai nyl followed the Myrm don across me courtyard. He could see the | ower

mount ains to the west and north, rising high enough in the distance to be seen
above the walls, even frominside the conmpound. The Myrm don buil di ngs were
all redstone, and the pteridon squares to the south were in good order, wth
nost of the pteridons present, not surprisingly, late in the afternoon. One
squad appeared to have | anded recently and was racki ng gear. The conmpound
appear ed extensive enough to hold two full conpanies, rather than the one that
had al ways been stationed there.
"Submarshal in headquarters!" announced the ranker as Dainyl stepped through
the doorway into the corridor |leading to the duty desk
An undercaptain bolted upright and waited as Dai nyl approached.
"Undercaptain Weltak, sir. At your command, sir." Weltak was worried.
That Dainyl could tell even wi thout Tal ent-sensing. "I'm Submarshal Dainyl,
from headquarters in Elcien."
Sonewhere down the corridor was the faintest nutA-tered "Frig!"
"Submarshal ... sir!" The undercaptain stiffened. "There was nothing in the
order book that... no one nentioned that you would be comng to Dul ka."
"There is a point to unannounced visits and inspecA-tions, Undercaptain,"

Dai nyl said dryly. He was rapidly tiring of the unspoken presunption that his
unantici pated arrival was sonmehow unfair or unprecedented. But then, it m ght
wel | be unprecedented, and that was not a good thing, fromhis perspective.
"Where is Majer Faerylt?"

"He's with Regional Al ector Kelbryt, sir. That's where he said that he'd be."
Wl tak stood, inmobile. Dainyl could sense the conA-flict.

"I can take you, sir." Another undercaptain appeared, wearing his flying
jacket. "Sledaryk, sir. W just |anded a bit ago."

"I saw you racking your gear. Are the skylances all goA-ing in the duty
squar e?"

"Yes, sir. Since this winter. That was when we got the orders to change
procedures.”

Dai nyl nodded in acknow edgnent. As he recalled, Faerylt had reported a single
skyl ance | ost two seasons earlier, but he saw no reason to nention it.

"You cane up fromthe tower, sir?" asked Sl edaryk.

"Yes. |Is that the quickest way to the RA?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then we'll go that way."

Dai nyl let the undercaptain |ead the way, back across the courtyard, into the
corner tower, and down and then into the |ower |evel of the adjoining
structure. There they took the redstone steps up to the second | evel and

hal fway al ong a corridor before stepping through an archway into an anteroom
An al ector stood and noved forward as Dai nyl entered behi nd Sl edaryk.

"Myrm dons are not &€""

"Not what ?" asked Dai nyl pleasantly. "Submarshal Dainyl. |'mhere from El cien
to see Kel bryt and Faerylt."

"The RAis in conference, sir."

"Wth Majer Faerylt, no doubt." Dainyl was being hi ghA-handed. He hopeda€” and
fearedd€’t hat the suspicions that fueled his behavior were correct. "Since I'm
here to see themboth, I'mcertain they won't nmind." He stepped toward the

cl osed door, strengthening his shields as he did.

"Il announce you, sir." The assistant turned and rapped on the door
"Submarshal Dainyl fromElcien is here to see you." He waited a nonent, and



t hen opened t he door, gesturing for Dainyl to enter

The chamber beyond was | ong and narrow, with a se-

eled in a dark cherry, and the wi ndow casenents were inA-set in the stone
wal l's, also framed in cherry. The five w ndows thensel ves were each | ess than
a yard wi de, spaced slightly nmore than a yard apart, extending the |ength of
the outer wall. Against the inner wall were two bookcases, whose shel ves held
nmore small art objects than books. The wi ndows provided a sweeping but
interA-rupted vista of the nountains.

Two nen, one in green and one in the silver-gray and blue of a Myrm don

of ficer, stood facing Dainyl. Neither spoke.

Dai nyl strengthened his shields.

The door closed with a near-inaudible clunk

Purpl ed Talent-bolts flew toward Dai nyl .

H s shields held, but the intensity of the joint attack against his shields
unbal anced him and he staggered back agai nst the heavy door for a nonent.
Then he straightened, w dening his stance.

Both the other alectors began to nove toward Dai nyl, keeping well away from
each ot her.

"He has shields, but not rmuch nore," nurnured Kel-bryt.
Anot her set of Talent-bolts splattered away from Dai nyl .

From the way they noved, Dainyl understood that they intended to batter at
him probably physically, and even with Faerylt's lightcutter, as soon as they
got closer to him At close range the inpact of Talent and weapons on his
shi el ds woul d be even greater

Dai nyl needed to act, and Faerylt was clearly the | ess Talented al ector.

Still holding his shields, Dainyl drew the lightcutter and fired at Faerylt's
face. The nmonmentary shock was enough for the majer to hesitate, his shields
flickering. In that nonent, Dainyl fired agai nd€” Tal ent-boosting the
lightcutter's beamthrough the majer's less than effective shields.

Dai nyl turned to Kel bryt, who |unged toward the sub-marshal

Dai nyl wrapped his own shields around Kel bryt, conA-tracting them so that
not hi ng escapeda€” not sound, not energy.

For a tine, only the heavy sound of Dainyl's breathing filled the chanber.
A heavy thud foll owed as the dead form of Kel bryt dropped forward onto the
stone floor with an inmpact that reverberated through the stone.

Dai nyl took several steps and rested against the table desk, his lightcutter
trained on the door to the chanber. No one entered.
As he tried to regain sone nodi cum of strength, he considered what had
happened. Kelbryt... the name was famliar, yet he'd never net the regiona

al ector, not that he knew. Zudet had to have told his father that Dainyl had
arrived, and the recorder nust have warned the RA. If not that, then they had
al ready planned for his arrival. Dainyl didn't care for either alternative. He
al so had to ask himA-self what he was missing. Wile he had no doubts that
Brekylt and Al cyna were scheming to grab power in sonme fashion or another, he
had yet to find any concrete evi A-dence of such a pl ot a€” except the attacks.
Was he | ooking in the right place? Could Shastylt have sent himout, and set
up the attacks?

Dai nyl nodded. That was al so possi bl e.
What about the recorders? In escaping the attacks fromthemthrough the
Tabl es, had he di scovered a power about the Tables that they did not w sh

di scovered? Could it be the strange underground chanber that anplified Tal ent?
Both were possible, but, if so, that also suggested that the Recorder of Deeds
in Dulka was either allied with the plotters or had deceived theminto
t hi nki ng soneone el se had ordered Dainyl's renpval

From his meeting with the Duarch of Elcien, he was nore than certain that

Khel aryt was not behind the at-

tacks, but Shastylt could be. Zelyert could be, and, ot course, Al cyna and
Brekyl t.

Dai nyl waited until both bodi es had vani shed into dust. By then he was
breathing normal |y, but dull aches sufA-fused his body, rem nding himthat he



was still not fully recovered fromthe injuries suffered in Dramur. He al so
felt very exposed. After what had just happened, he had few choices but to
barge ahead, a tactic counter to the quiet, behind-the-scenes expertise that
had gotten himto where he'd been selected as Operations Director for the
Myrmidons. He smiled wyly. Now ... remaining behind the scenes was nore than
alittle unlikely.

He held the lightcutter at the ready as he stepped forA-ward and opened the
out er door.

The assi stant who had opened the door turned pale as he saw Dai nyl .

" Submar shal ? Sir?"

"Apparently, | intruded upon an argunent of some sort. Mjer Faerylt was
attacking the regional alector with bomhis sidearmand Talent. | wasn't able
to stop the majer except by killing him and he had al ready nurA-dered the
regional alector." Dainyl really didn't care if the assistant knew the truth.
H s cool voice becane harder and colder. "That is exactly what you will report
to High Alector Brekylt, as well as to the High Alector of Justice. Is that
absol utely cl ear?"

"Yes, sir."

"If there are any nore arguments or disturbances here in Dulka, I will hold
you directly and personally responsi bl ed€”i medi atel y. "

"Yes, sir." The man's eyes | owered, and he swal | owed.

Sl edaryk stood by the outer door, waiting.

"Back to Myrm don headquarters, Undercaptain.”

"Yes, sirl!"

Beneath the formality of Sledaryk's response, Dainyl detected a vague sense of
sati sfaction.

They had nade it all the way back to the corner tower and had started across
the Myrm don conmpound before the undercaptai n spoke agai n.

wnat Happened, sir".'"

"You heard, Sledaryk. That's what happened. Mjer Faerylt apparently thought
he was far better than he was, and far nore inportant." The |last sentence was

certainly true enough. "I want to speak to all the officers. |mmediA-ately,
and | don't care where they are.”
"Yes, sir."

Wil e Sl edaryk passed the word, Dainyl seated himA-self in the commander's
study, behind the desk that had once been Majer Faerylt's, his eyes taking in
everything in the chanber in turn. There were no personal artifacts, not that
he coul d see. Not a one. He might have missed a small itemthat had persona
significance to the late maA-jer, but it was clear that Faerylt had not been a
sentimenA-tal or overtly prideful officera€”and that suggested arrogance to
Dai nyl

"Sir?" offered Sledaryk fromthe study door. "EveryA-one's here."

"Come in." Dainyl stood, waiting, surveying the four junior officers as they
entered the study and stood facing him Finally, he spoke. "For the record,

am Submarshal Dainyl. |'ve been conducting unannounced inspection tours al
across Corus. When | went to nmeet Majer Faerylt and the RA, | discovered the
maj er had nurdered Al ector Kelbryt, and | was forced to kill himin order to

stop himfromdoing the sane to ne."
None of the four |ooked surprised.

Dai nyl waited, once nore, before speaking. "I've nmet Sledaryk and Weltak.
don't recall meeting any of you before. If | have, please excuse nme. Matters
have been rather. .. intense here." He | ooked at the femal e under-captain.
"Lyzetta, sir. I'mthe junior undercaptain. Klynd is the senior undercaptain."
Dai nyl shifted his gaze to the officer beside her. "lIs that correct, Kl ynd?"
The man | ooked squarely at Dainyl. "Yes, sir."

"Then, for the noment, you're the acting comrander

of Seventh Company. Once we're done here, choose someone to act as squad

| eader in your place."

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl surveyed the four, slowy, both with his eyes and his Tal ent-senses.



"What is so inmportant to keep froma submarshal that both a majer would attack
me and an RA?" He sensed surprise fromlLyzetta and Wl tak, but none of the

four spoke. After a nonent, he went on. "I can see that acting Captain Kl ynd
and Undercaptain Sledaryk are not surprised and have sone thoughts al ong those
lines. Now ... we can draw this out, and I'lIl find out, and be even nore

di spl eased, or you two can explain and nake the process far |ess painful."
Sl edaryk pal ed, while Kl ynd noi stened his |ips.
They exchanged gl ances, and Sl edaryk nodded to his senior
"It's like this, Submarshal," Kl ynd began. "Wen the Hi gh Al ector of the East
assigned his son as the regional alector three years ago, that's when
Submar shal Al cyna pronoted Faerylt to majer. Wth the new RA and the maA-jer
being cl ose, we started getting nore supplies. Not a |lot nmore, but before
that, we got what we needed. The nmjer said we'd be needing reserves. Sure
enough, the sumer before last, the RA hired the locals to begin building a
new compound for us. It's alnost finished. Looks like there's roomfor nore
than two conpani es. Last year, they added to the Cadm an conmpound out on the
hi gh road and transferred another two conpani es of Cadni ans here."
"Do you know where the Cadnians cane fron?" Dainyl didn't recall any such
transfer crossing his desk. He could have checked if he'd been at
headquarters, but that would have to wait.
"No, sir. No one said."
"Way did you think this was strange? Did you think the majer was hiding
sormet hi ng?"
"I don't know, sir," Klynd replied. "The thing is that in thirty years, we
never got extra supplies, not unless we

had extra flights or something. Certainly, no one said anything about a new
conmpound. Then, the Hi gh Alector of the East visited two tinmes a year ago, and
three times last year. |'ve never seen one before. It could be because his son
was the RA, but the two of themnet with the ma-jer every time. The mgjer and
the RA spent lots of time together. Usually, conpany conmanders only neet
occaA-sionally with RAs or High Alectors. After that, there was the trouble in
Coren last winter. Sixth Conmpany out of Lyterna was the one first assigned to
overfly that. W heard that before Captain Elysara could even get a squad
ai rborne, the Highest of the East went to soneone in Lyterna, and next thing
we knew, the marshal changed the orders, and we were on the way. Sixth Conpany
could have gotten there a day earlier.”
"Even in winter?"
"You don't have to fly over the Spine. You take the m dvale valley and pick up
the river heading east. Unless there's a storm it's an easy flight."
Dai nyl hadn't known that, but every conpany had | oA-cal know edge. "You were
t he ones who di scovered the tinmbering agai nst the Code?"
"Wasn't that much, siré&€”a patch maybe a quarter vingt on a side. Understood
they killed some patrollers over it."
"Was there any evidence of earlier tinbering?"
Klynd shrugged. "M ght have been, but not anytine reA-cently. There were two
or three patches where the tree growmh | ooked younger, but I'mnot a
forester.”
Dai nyl was getting an even nore unsettled feeling. He turned to Sl edaryk.
"Were you in charge of the overA-flights at Catyr |ast w nter?"
Sl edaryk frowned. "Yes, sir."
"The initial reports indicated overlogging, followed by rains, a nmud dam nore
rains, and a flood. Is that correct?"
"Pretty much, sir."
Dai nyl could tell that the undercaptain wasn't telling everything. "Captain
Kl ynd has suggested he could find just a small bit of overlogging. The area at
Catyr had to

be much larger for there to be that rmuch flooding. How did you miss the
| oggi ng?"
"W were never assigned to fly near Catyr. Not for the last tWD years, naybe
| onger. Not a single squad, sir. You can check the flight logs, sir. W



weren't told not to fly there, but no one got assigned there."

Dai nyl managed to keep his expression pleasant. \Wat had been going on in

Dul ka? More inportant, what had been behind it all? "WAs there anywhere el se
you woul d have expected to patrol where you didn't?" Hi s eyes went from one
junior officer to the next.

"No, sir."

"No, sir..."

In the end, even after another glass of questioning and discussion, Dainyl had
di scovered little nore than had been revealed in the responses to his first
guestions. The squad | eaders just didn't know any nore.

He'd be staying in Dulka for the night, perhaps longer. He was too tired to
chance anot her Tabl e translation, not when recorders could apparently attack
hi m during such a trip, brief as it was. He'd also definitely need to set

Tal A-ent alarms to ensure his sleep wasn't interrupted fatally. He just hoped
he coul d eat and get some rest before sonething el se went wong. He had no
doubts that it would. He just didn't know when

19

M daft ernoon on Londi had cone and

gone before Mykel had Third Battalion settled in the Cadm an conpound out si de
of Southgate on the northA-east road. Since he had not seen the post commander
yet, he crossed the paved courtyard, trying to ignore the fine reddi sh sandy
soil drifted into corners everywhere. Al A-though he blotted his forehead, the
sweat there was nore

fromhis owm hurrying to ensure everything was in order than fromthe heat of
the day. That m ght well change by the tine late spring arrived. Mykel didn't
want to conA-sider still being in Southgate by full sumer. He headed for the
smal | headquarters building set twenty yards inA-side the south gate, a gate
wi th hinges that shined only where casually visible, and with rust el sewhere
el se. Mykel doubted it had been tested or closed in years.
The door to the headquarters was ajar, and a patina of fine sandy dust had
drifted across the gray tiles of the foyer. Beyond the second archway was an
open hall, with two desks, one vacant. At the other sat a senior squad | eader
who did not | ook up until Mykel was less than two yards from him

"Maj er Mykel to see the post commander."
The senior squad | eader rose, not quite languidly, eventually assuning a pose
approximating attention. "Yes, sir. Overcaptain Sturyk has been expecting you,
sir. This way, sir." Hs steps toward the conmander's study were as |eisurely
as his bearing.
The study door was open, and Mykel stepped inside, immediately closing it, and
i gnoring the nonmentary frown on the overcaptain's face. Sturyk had whitish

bl ond hair, threaded with silver. H s narrow face was tanned, and his bearing
di stingui shed. He was doubtless at |least fifteen years ol der than Mykel. He
rose even nore slowy than had the senior squad | eader

"Mpjer... you are Majer Mkel, sir?"

Mykel coul d sense the older officer's consternation at discovering his
superior was nore than a decade younger. Even Sturyk's lifeforce thread had
contracted slightly. "The same, Overcaptain."
Sturyk offered a snile, belatedly. "You must excuse me, Majer. \When | heard
Third Battalion was being sent here, | had assuned | would see Mjer Vaclyn.
How i s he?"

Mykel returned Sturyk's smile with one he hoped was synpathetic, gesturing for
the other officer to resune his seat. "The strain of the canpaign in Dranur
t ook a heavy

toll on the majer. He began to think everyone was his enA-eny, and in the
end, he even attacked a senior alector.” Mkel settled into the chair across
t he desk from Sturyk.

"Ch, dear. He was such a perfectionist. | can see where that could happen.”
Vacl yn had been a perfectionist about the wong things, but Mykel wasn't about
to get into that. "I ended up witfi the field command there, and was confirnmed

as the commander of Third Battalion by the Submarshal of Myrm dons and by



Col onel Herolt."

"For such experience, you wear your years well, Mijer."

"I entered service young, Overcaptain, and |'ve seen ny share of action."
Mykel smiled nore professionally. "Since | didn't see you when we arrived, |
thought | would find you and | et you know the details of ny misA-sion and the
requirenents that it will place on you and the Cadm ans here."

"I"ve al ready made the adjoining study available for you, sir. It's the sane
size as this one. They're the |argest in headquarters, and the visiting
barracks and stabl es were nmade ready | ast week."

"I saw that, and we.appreciate nmat. \Wat about the two conpani es of trainees?"
"The last of memarrived on Novdi. They're quartered in me trainee barracks in
t he sout hwest corner."

"What can you tell me about thenf"

Sturyk shrugged. "Recruits are hard to get in South-ate. Cadmian duty is
regarded as barely a step above beA-ing a deckhand on the nost decrepit of
fishing boats or idng a day laborer in the granite quarries to the north. Half
are m nor mal efactorsé€”petty theft and the |iked€” and the other half are
desperate in one way or the other. You' ve got two or three decent squad

| eaders, and a fresh captain and a barely pronoted undercaptain. Both of Aem
are honest and originally cane fromthe Hyalt reA-gion, but not from Hyalt
itself. They were detached from ot her conpanies and sent here."

Mykel hadn't expected any better. He did hope that

the two officers were not only honest, but conpetent. "W only have a nmonth
before we ride out, and that neans a full training schedul e Londi through
Novdi, starting tonorrowa€""

"Ah ... Mijer...."
"Yes?" replied Mykel.
"W ... ah .. . there are no duties on Novdi, except for the duty squads, of

course. That has al ways been the pol A-icy in Southgate."

Mykel understood, in yet another way, why he had been sent. He was likely to
have problems in getting Stu-ryk's active cooperation w thout sone form of
coercion. The conmpound commander had a routine, and it doubtl ess worked well
for the garrison and policing duties generally assigned.

"Overcaptain, |'mcertain your policies have worked well for the situation
here, but |'ve been tasked with a difA-ficult situation that requires whipping
| ess than raw reA-cruits into a senbl ance of Cadnians, and that will require
ni ne days a week, perhaps all ten."

"The policy here has been | ongstanding, Majer. |I'msure you understand the
difficulties involved in changi nga€""

"I"'mnot ordering a direct change in your policies," Mkel replied politely,
"only in those areas where Third Battalion requires support.”

"Mpjer ..." Sturyk shrugged hel pl essly.

"Having all of Novdi in a nonduty status may be the | ongstandi ng Sout hgate
policy," said Mykel evenly, "but that is not what is set forth in the

regul ations. At the very least, Novdi nmorning is a duty period, and we will be
usA-ing Novdi, perhaps even Decdi, as necessary, in order to have these nmen
ready in the tinme required by Col onel Herolt and by the Marshal of Myrm dons."
"That timetable, sir, | fear, is unrealistic.”

"I't may well be, Overcaptain Sturyk." Mkel smled pleasantly. "Wuld you I|ike
to wite up a report and subA-mit it to ne stating why the timetable is
unrealistic?"

Sturyk's petul ant frown vani shed as he swallowed. "I think not, sir."

"Then | will report to Colonel Herolt that you believe swe can neet the
timetable, if we use Novdis for training. 1'd like a brief note fromyou
agreeing with nme."

Sturyk swallowed again. "Sir... that is coercion."

"Overcaptain ... you cannot have it both ways. |I'mperfectly willing to put
your objections on the record, and if | fail, then you will be proven
correct." Mykel smiled. "If you are not willing to object, then | would |ike

your agreenment on record.”



"Yes, sir."

Mykel coul d sense the pal pabl e dislike emanating from Sturyk. He wi shed he had
| earned to be nmore politic, but he doubted that anything besides veiled force
woul d ever have noved Sturyk. Mykel had tried not to sound |ike Mjer Vaclyn,
but feared he had anyway. Was that what happened when of ficers becane
battal i on comA- manders? That they were placed in positions where they had to
make demands that seened unreasonable to junior officers? He smiled again.
"After all, Overcaptain, we'll only be here a nonth, and, |'msure that

Col onel Herolt will be pleased to |learn just how cooperative and supportA-ive
you have been."

"I"'mcertain we can work things out, sir." The dislike behind Sturyk's

prof essional smile was replaced by a sense of cal culation and caution

feelings that were obvi A-ous to Mykel, yet he knew that he woul d not have seen
and sensed thema year earlier, certainly not nearly so diA-rectly and
clearly.

As he left the study, heading out to find the officers of the trainee
conpani es, he wondered if there were sone way he could not only sense what

others felt, but offer themreassurance... or confidence, in the case of his
own officers.
There was still so nuch yet to |learn, and he feared he woul d | earn too much of

it by making m stakes. H's fin-

gers dropped to his belt, just above the conceal ed dagger &€”was he beconing a
true dagger of die ancients, as likely to slash hinmself as others? O had he
been sent because Col onel Herolt knew all too well the limtations of
Overcaptain Sturyk?
20
Dai nyl crossed the Myrm don courtyard
in die darkness of early evening on Duadi. He'd indicated he woul d be | eavi ng
on Tridi. Leaving earlier seened w ser, especially since he had no rea
evi dence that woul d suggest m sdeeds by Al cyna or Brekylt&a€”or even what they
m ght be attenpting. After a day and a half of talkA-ing to Myrm dons and
checking the records and | ogs of Seventh Conpany, what he had di scovered was
only what could be inferred by what had not been ordered or underA-taken
There was i ndeed a new Myrm don compound that was al nbst conpleted, and it
certainly had enough space for two conmpanies. It was also well to the north of
t he present conpound and away fromthe hillier grounda€” supposedly to allow
easier takeoffs and landA-ings. Yet it was not noticeably |arger than the
present conpound, and the current Myrm don post was far nore convenient to the
Table and in excellent repair. The curA-rent post was higher in the hills and
had walls that could be defended. So why were Brekylt and Al cyna building a
new conpound?
The flight patterns were less clear, but still suggestive. Seventh Conpany had
conducted routine patrols of the river and the port at Tylora, and
occasionally even overA-flown Sinjin. Parts of the southeastern H gh Steppes
had been watched for grass fires or other |ifeforce damage. Follow ng reports
of scattered brigandage, various squads

had periodically patrolled the high roads to Flyr and even the road from
Tylora to Sudya. On two occasions, they had even found brigands. But over a
period of four years, acA-cording to the logs and records, there had been no
survei l A-l1ance or nonitoring flights to the north along the eastern flank of
t he nountains that conprised the Spine of Corus. Likew se there had been no
witten orders from Al cynad€” or anyone el sed€”directing the scope of Seventh
Conpany flight operations.
Dai nyl paused before the door concealing the stairs down to the Tabl e chanber,
studying it carefully before releasing the Talent-lock. Even so, he felt nore
Tal ent, just beyond the door, and linked to the door itself. Rather than open
the door i medi ately, he extended his Tal ent-senses beyond. The finest fil m of
Talent lay on the other side, a web linked to the door and across the
corridoré&€”obviously an alarm of some sort. \Watever was happening in the east
i nvol ved many of the recorders, if not all of them&€”or the recorders were



opA-posed to Dainyl for reasons of their own, perhaps beA-cause he had killed
the recorder who had tried to nurder himor because he had | earned too nuch
about what they could do with the Tabl es.
He studied the web for a tine, noting that single strands ran fromthe web and
the door, melding into a larger strand that ran along the top of the corridor
and down the steps. Using his own Talent, he created mniaA-ture shields, very
delicately, to imuobilize the unseend€” but clearly sensedd€”purpl e threads
leading to mat telltale strand. Only then did he gently use his Talent to
reA-arrange the web so that he could open the door and step through
Leaving the miniature shields in place, he nade his way down the steps and
then to the right toward the Table chanber. He found no nore Tal ent-webs, but
in the di mA-ness of the Table chanber, in addition to the Tal ent-purple gl ow
of the Table itself, he could sense that the Tabl e was sonmehow nore energized.
He took a deep breath, then stepped onto the Table and concentrated, dropping
into ...

the chill darkness of the translation tube. "Above" himhe could sense
the formation of the purple arns, but he linked inmediately with the brilliant
white | ocator of Elcien. Again, he had the illusion of the |ocator hurtling

t hrough the darkness at himuntil the silver-white barrier shattered.

Dai nyl stood on the Table in Elcien, breathing heavily, mst formng on his
flight jacket and then dispersing. He stepped off the Table, alert for any
mani festation fromit, but he could sense none, and, after releasing the first
Tal ent-1 ock, he stepped fromthe chanber into the foyer beyond. He had no
sooner energed fromthe foyer and reA-placed the second Tal ent-1ock, when High
Al ector Zel-yert appeared in the outer corridor

"Sir," offered Dainyl, slightly surprised at seeing Zel-yert so late in the
day, although it was before sunset.

"Dainyl... Shastylt thought you m ght be returning before the end-days, if
only for a brief respite.™

"Yes, sir. | had planned to travel out again in the nornA-ing." Dainyl had no
desire to talk to Zelyert, but prudence was nore than called for

"I will take but a few nonents of your tine." Zelyert gestured toward his

private study and turned, expecting Dainyl to follow

He did, closing the study door behind him
The High Alector of Justice seated hinmself. "Shastylt has not reported on your
activities...."

Seating hinmself, Dainyl replied, "That is doubtless beA-cause | have not

conpl eted ny investigations and have not made a report to him sir."

"What have you di scovered?"

"There were no overflights of the Catyr aread€”the one that was overl ogged and
flooded this winterd€'for close to four years. There were no orders not to fly
there, just orA-ders to fly everywhere else."

zxiyen uuuueu. iuu iuiiik. uns nas sunt 11111s. iu Brekylt?"

"When | arrived at Dulka, | went to pay my respects to the regional alector
You may have al ready heard what occurred."

"There was a report that the Myrmidon majer mere atA-tacked the RA, and that
you arrived only at the end. It's too bad you weren't a bit sooner

Subrmar shal ." Zelyert's tone was nild

"That was the official report, and the way it should reA-main," Dainyl

replied. "I mght add that the RA was Brekylt's son, and that the majer and he
were very close friends. | mght also add that Brekylt has paid a nunber of

visits to Dulka in the past years, nore than to any other Myrm don post, and
that Dul ka has been receiving supA-plies slightly in excess of its needs on a
conti nui ng basis since Kel bryt had becone the regional alector. The Cad-m an
conpound was enlarged, and there is a new Myrni A-don compound nearly
conpleted, but it is farther fromthe Table and in a | ess defensible
position."

"At times, we do need new conpounds,” Zelyert said mildly. "I was told that
the winds around the old comA-pound were erratic and dangerous."

"Yes, sir."



"I take it that they both attacked you," Zelyert said. "How did you prevail ?"
"My shields were stronger than their Talent. Call it a test of endurance. In
the end, | used the lightcutter."

"Brekylt won't believe the report, you know?"

"I"'mcertain he won't. But | doubt he'll want attention called to the
irregularities in a region adm nistered by his son."
Zelyert laughed, softly. "You're correct there, but he is a deadly eneny. He
will be after you."
As if he were not already, thought Dainyl. "Wasn't that the point of sending
me, sir? The diligent, not-mat-bright submarshal wth heavy shields and not
too much el se?"

greater sense of amusenment. "Your Talent may not be what it could be, Dainyl,
but the diligent exterior nasks an observant interior. Do you wish to continue

this ... investigation?"
"I cannot see much of an alternative, sir. There's little enough evi dence of
what Brekylt intends&€”or even what his intentions are. | believe they're

harnful to the Myrm A-dons and the Duarchy, but there's no real proof of that.
Even if | stopped now, he'd remain an eneny. The only way out of the ness is
through it."
"Spoken like a true Myrmidon." Zelyert rose. "I |ook forward to seeing what
cones of your efforts." He paused. "I'mcertain you know this, but | would
suggest you not place any great trust in any officers in the east."

Dai nyl stood. "Yes, sir." He meant to place no great trust in any senior

Myrm don officers or Hi gh Al ectors anywhere.
21
The greatest fault of those an alector govA-erns is their failure to see
t hensel ves as they are. An al ecA-tor cannot allow hinself the |uxury of
sel f-decepti on, whatever the possible rationale or cause. Mst alectors
understand this, and it is reinforced by our codes and our institutions, and
t hose who do not are less worthy than the steers whose lives we direct, for we
shoul d know better.
Yet true self-know edge is rare indeed anmong steers, for their actions and
their self-identity are inseparably interA-twined. A steer will rationalize
hinsel f into believing an action that is against his own self-interest is for
his good and the good of others in order to maintain his self-imge. He will
avoid actions to inprove hinmself and his self-inmage, nerely to maintain the

i mge he hol ds of hinself.

ror ms reason, an nt”ioi wnu uiu.-> auuunmu activiA-ties and prograns that
af fect the well-being of the self-deluding massesé€” conprising flawed al ectors
and the vast mpjority of steers&€’cannot ever assune that those masses will
understand what is truly in their self-interest. Therefore, do not ever rely
upon those who are governed to understand the rationale for the decisions that
must be nade and i npl enent ed.
At the same tine, a conscientious alector nmust resist the tenptation to behave
arrogantly, to declare by word or action that there is no reason to explain
one's decisions and actions. For there are those few who do understand. Al so,
despite their self-delusion, all but the nost ignorant of the nmasses can
appreciate the effort and the thought behind a well-presented explanation
even one with which they do not agree.
Arrogance is always the downfall of those in power, even of alectors, and even
the nost sel f-deluded of the masses will rejoice to see an arrogant
admi ni strator brought |ow...
Vi ews of the Hi ghest
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Dai nyl had not even attenpted to return to Myrnidon headquarters on Tridi
eveni ng, but went straight home. He and Lystrana had enjoyed di nner and then
retired to their chanbers. Wile they had di scussed Dainyl's adventures,
neither could add nuch insight to what he had experienced, and, eventually,



they slept.

Quattri morning, well before dawn, found Dai nyl standing before the Table in
the Hall of Justice. He'd actu-

** 1) owxjAMjAvF ouii/ iv/115 wait Humiuo nvjud® iu uic nan, aimwas glad he'd
arrived before the H ghest had appeared.

He smiled wyly, then stepped onto the Table, wearing his flying jacket, but
carrying nothing. He concentrated, letting hinself drop downward ..

into the darkness, seeking the orange-yellow | ocaA-tor of Lysia, his

senses alert for any trace of the purplish arnms or anything el se untoward.

In the endl ess yet equally close distance, he could perA-ceive the
orange-yel l ow, but the locator seened to be tinged with certain overshades

of ... pinkish purple, overlaid with silver. None of the other |ocators had
such overshades, he realized, but as he focused on the | ocator wedge that was
Lysia, the overshades vani shed.

He extended a |ine of Talent toward the | ocator
As he did, he sensed, seemingly flanking him but outA-side the deep-purpled
dar kness of the translation tube, blacknessa€” pure bl ackness&€”wi thin which
fl ashed an gl obe of amber-gol den-green.

For a noment, he just tried to sense the greenish TalA-ent, for it had to be
somet hing of the ancient soarers, their systemof portals and mrrors, but the
green vanA-ished, although the deeper blackness did not. But had the green
vani shed? Or was that deeper bl ackness shaded with green ?

He felt colder, chill, and dropped his explorations of whatever he m ght have
sensed, concentrating on Talent-linking with the Table at Lysia.
The yel | ow orange rushed toward him and he flashed through the silver
barrier, unseen shards spraying out fromhim
A single step sufficed for himto gain his balance on the Table. His entire
uni form was covered with a thin layer of frost, one that did not turn to m st
or sublime away i medi ately, so that he was cl oaked in a personal fog for
several monents

H s Tal ent-senses indicated that the chanber was enpty, but his hand stil
sought the butt of his sidearm

even as he reinforced his shields. The doorway to the hi dA-den chanber that
adj oi ned nost of the Table chanmbers slid open. Dainyl stepped forward and off
the Tabl e.
The recorder who stood in the opening of the usually hidden doorway smniled, an
expression both hunorous and ironic. "Rather an inpressive entrance,

Submarshal, if chilling." The doorway cl osed behind her, |eaving the two

al ectors alone in the chanber.

"Just chilling," replied Dainyl. A female recorder? He hadn't realized that
there were any.

"Your shields are also inpressive. You will pardon ne if | do not attenpt to

test them" The recorder was sl enA-der, a good head shorter than Dainyl, and
wore dark green trousers and tunic, unadorned, although the tunic was
short-sl eeved. Her boots were black, and her eyes were green, unusual for an
al ector.

"I'd prefer that you didn't," Dainyl replied

"A rather unfortunate series of events has occurred fol A-1ow ng a nunber of
your translations, Submarshal."

Dai nyl shrugged. "That may be. The results were not of my choosing. | would
have preferred totally uneventA-ful translations." He continued to study the
recorder.

"Asul et suggested the sane.’
I"mhis daughter."

Dai nyl was npt surprised that the senior alector in Lyterna had placed his
daughter well, but Asulet had never nentioned her. "M ght | ask why you seem
nmore cordi al than your peers?"

"Isn't it obvious? | was the first, and for a tinme, the only female recorder
Total nepotism M father insisted on it. Since he doesn't insist often, and
since he is, in fact, effectively the duarch of Lyterna, no one wanted to

The recorder grinned. "By the way, |'m Sul erya.



cross him"

Sulerya's words and feelings rang totally true to Dainyl.

H s shields still up, he decided to press. "You know that Brekylt and Al cyna
are sendi ng nessages to others in Lyterna?"

"I't's no secret there that Paeylt w shes to make changes ny father opposes.
That's one reason why he has been unable to rest for the past three
centuries.”

Dai nyl had no i dea who Paeylt was.

"Why can't your father... deal with Paeylt?"

"He controls the engineering facilities there. Father hol ds the environnental
facilities and support services. No one else has the expertise of either. It
is a delicate bal A-ance. Failure of either would destroy Lyterna, and the
deA-struction of Lyterna would create a downward spiral in lifeforce al
across Acorus."

"So they are locked in a stalemate, and Paeylt is younger and will use time to
force your father?"

"That is his hope."

"What do youéd€”and your father&€” expect of ne?"

"Father was quite explicit." Sulerya offered a rueful smle. "He told ne not
to harmyou, to answer your quesA-tions honestly, but not to oppose actively
the other recorders or the Hi ghest of the East."

"He's playing a deep gane." And one that might just be hard on a certain
submarshal , Dainyl reflected silently.

"It's the only ganme that offers hope."

"Can you explain why?"

"Yes."

"Then woul d you, since you're supposed to answer ny questions honestl|y?"
"Perhaps we should adjourn to my private study?"

"The hi dden one?"

She nodded.

"Who knows about those, besides the recorders and their assistants?"

"The Hi gh Al ectorsd€’nostly. The marshal. Sone of your predecessors did.
Tyanylt did not."

The stone doorway reopened, and Dainyl followed Sul erya through, noting
carefully the Tal ent-nmechani sm Sulerya's Talent was as deft as her father's
as she closed the hidden entrance.

Her study was smaller even than the space Dainyl had

occupi ed as a colonel, and held but a black chest, set against one wall, a
witing table, and three wooden chairs. The single wall hangi ng was a pen and
ink drawA-ing of a seaporta€”Lysia. She closed the study door, took one chair,
and waited for Dainyl to seat hinself.

"In return for answers," Sul erya began, "Father and | ask one stipulation.”
"What m ght that be?" asked Dainyl warily.

"That you report nothing you learn fromus until you can verify it from your
own observations."

Dai nyl paused. "There nust be a reason for that, beA-yond protecting you two.
| doubt Asul et needs protection, and |'d wager you' ve found ways to protect

yoursel f."

"It's to protect you."

Dai nyl needed to think about that for a nonment. "It's al so anot her form of
assurance for you and your father. | beconme another player, and that expands

the conplexity, and keeps Zelyert, the Duarches, and Brekylt and Al cyna from
acting even nore precipitously." He |laughed softly. "That's assuning

survive. Realistically, I don't have a choice."

"That's true."

"I"1l abide by the stipulation."

"Fat her said you would. He said you' re one of the last truly honorable

Myrm dons. "

Not only was that assessnent frightening, but Dainyl also recognized the
direct play on his own sense of honor. "An appeal to ny vanity as well."



"OfF course ... and your honor, of which there is too little in these desperate
days."

"Let's start there," Dainyl said. "Wy are these desperA-ate days?"

"You know as well as anyone. There's not enough life-force mass to support al
those who wish to translate here fromlIfryn. Zelyert is trying to create
situations that deA-pict Acorus as far |ess desirable. Wat he doesn't

under A-stand is that such depictions will only assure that the |east honorable
and nost desperate Ifrits on Ifryn will attenpt

the long translation here. The others will use their influA-ence and position
to translate to Efra.”

That, unfortunately, nmade sense to Dainyl. "Surely he sees that."

"I"'mcertain he does, but he sees no alternative. The mass of hangers-on
around the Archon are Talent-rich and poor in all practical skills. If the
Master Scepter is |oA-cated here and too many of them followed, they could
swal l ow all the excess lifeforce on Acorus and turn all alectors into beings
with |ifespans shorter than those of the indigens. The Duarch of Elcien has
wor ked to perA-suade the Archon to send nore alectors with technical abilities
before those on Ifryn perceive how short tinme is there. He has had sone
success, especially in obtaining Table and translation engi neers, and a
handful of biol 0A-gists and |ife-formspecialists."”

"Where does Brekylt fit into this? He opposes Zelyert, but is he backing the
Duarch of Elcien?"

"No. His patron is the Duarch of Ludar, and both he and Sani st believe that
the Master Scepter should cone to Acorus&€”wi thout the Archon and his
hangers-on. They have not said so, but their plans have. They have al so
persuaded the Archon to translate a nunber of amA-bitious younger engineers.
They have gone to Alustred€” Fordall, in practice. There are others, as well
but we cannot track them once they | eave the Tabl e chanbers, and the recorders
where they have appeared have not been hel pful ."

"The engineers and the recordersa€”they seek total conA-trol of the Tables and
transl ati on tubes?"

Sul erya smiled. "Shastylt underestimates you."

"I"'mnot sure about that. I'mwondering if he's setting me up agai nst Zelyert
to clear his own path to being H gh Alector. Then he could either dispose of
nme, or nmeke ne marshal, as suits his needs."

"He could be. That would be incredibly foolish."

"Are you the only recorder not supporting Brekylt and the Duarch of Ludar?"
"No. Chastyl in Elcien is Zelyert's creature. That's why you never see him
Then there's Delari. She's the recorder in Blackstear, and, of course, Menfe
in Lyterna is loyal to Father. Except for Lysia, all the other recorders east

of the Spine strongly support Brekylt. Lu-dar belongs to Sami st, and so do
Hyalt and Faitel. Jonyst in Dereka stands al one, but he woul d not oppose

Fat her, and he is honorable. The others cooperate with those backing Brekylt
and Sami st, but their support is tacit or coerced through various neasures."
"Such as?"

"Patronyl in Tenpre would prefer to support Father, but not Khelaryt, and his
famly resides in Alustre. No-nyelt in Soupat has an un-Talented son who is a
squad | eader in the palace guard at Ludar. That sort of thing."

Dai nyl mentally counted. Three recorders backed Asul et; one backed Zel yert;
seven backed Brekylt and Sam st, two others went along with them while one
was i ndependent, whatever that might mean. "How many supA-porters have the
Duarch of El cien and your father lost to the recorders recently?"

"Not that many. Most Tabl e travel ers have strong shields."

Dai nyl decided to let the mention of the attacks inside the translation tubes
wait for a bit. "Just who is Paeylt? Beyond opposing your father?"

"He's the head engineer in Lyterna. He designed and laid out the |arger
cities, except Southgate. Father had Arylan plan Southgate as an indigen and
| ander port, and Dramuria, of course."

"OfF course?" Dainyl wanted to shake his head.

"He felt that there ought to be areas where the | anA-ders and indigens had



nore freedom He wanted to see if that resulted in faster and nore efficient
lifeforce growth, but they had to be isolated, so that, if they beA-cane too
destructive of lifeforce, they could be conA-trolled."
"Didit?"

Sul erya shrugged. "It worked in Dramur, but not in Southgate."
"What about the western isles?"
"That was tried. Putting Tables there would have stressed the world too much.
The I ack of Tables and the distance neant there was no oversight and
supervision. Predictably, the indigens destroyed the ecology within a few
hundred years. When the Archon found out, he was |ess than pleased. The
survivors were either destroyed or relocated. The isles were reseeded with
unsentient fauna and supporting flora."
"You obviously control ne Table here, but what about the Myrm dons?"
"Captain Sevasya is Khelaryt's daughter. He insisted she command here, and
she's one of the ol dest Myrm don captains. Alcyna and Brekylt have not
i nvol ved her. InA-stead, they transfer the Myrm dons nost loyal to the Duarch
of Elcien here, as well as the occasional troubl eA-maker."

Dai nyl had known all along that there was far nore than he knew taki ng pl ace,
but he now realized just how ignorant he had been. How rmuch nore shoul d he
trust Sulerya? Did he have any real choice if he wanted to surA-vive? "How
does a recorder create the purple Talent-arnms? Through the Tabl e?"
"Yes. It takes experience and practice."
"I"ve been attacked by themthree tineséd€’twice in the translation tubes."
She frowned. "That's not good."
"No, it wasn't," Dainyl said dryly.
"That's not what | neant. Feeding that kind of energy back into the |inks and
the grid could set up a nasty enA-ergy feedback system Conceivably, it could
funnel life-force right out of the whole world, or destabilize the grid. It
could al so destroy the user."
That meant someone wanted Dai nyl dead very badl ya€” or one of the junior
recorders was far too eager to do

Brekylt's bidding... if not both. Unless it wasn't a recorder, reflected
Dainyl. "Could it be sonmeone el se usA-ing a Tabl e?"
"Any highly Talented al ector could use a Table for thaté&€”gi ven enough
practice and experienced€”but who el se woul d have the access and experi ence?"
She paused. "It could be that Brekylt has suborned an assistant to one of the
ol der recorders.”
"W thout warning themof the dangers?"
Sul erya | aughed. "Brekylt has never been known for undue concerns for his
foll owers, despite his seemng warnth."
That certainly fit with what Dainyl had observed. "Could that destroy the
tubes? Especially the long links to Ifryn? Wthout excessive | oss of
l'ifeforce?"
Sul erya cocked her head, as if thinking. Finally, she replied. "It's possible,
but cutting the links, wthout novA-ing the Master Scepter here, woul d sever
the lifelinks of every alector as matters now stand."

Dai nyl nodded. "You're on speaking terns with the other recorders, aren't you?
O nessage terns, anyway?"
"You want ne to point out mat these attacks have been made and the dangers?"
"I don't see howit could hurt. If it doesn't reduce the attenpts, we're no
worse off, and the fact that you' ve been told about themindicates that at

| east sone of the victims have escaped, which might suggest ineffectua
tactics with high risks for everyone."
"I can try." She smiled. "I'Il walk over to the Myrnm A-don headquarters with
you. Sevasya should be there this norning. She'll be glad to see you."

If she were, thought Dainyl, she'd be anong the few of the Myrni don conmanders
in the east who was.
They both rose, and Dainyl followed her from her study through the Table
chanber and out through unA-guarded doors. The corridor to the staircase had
been cut dirough solid stone, unlike nost of the other Table cham



bers. Beyond the doorway at the top of the steps was a walled courtyard. The
warnth of the sunlight was nore than wel cone, but the air was noist, and he
suspected that, even for him Lysia in sunmer m ght be too danp.
"What's Captain Sevasya |ike?" asked Dainyl as he and Sul erya crossed the
paved conpound courtyard. H s eyes took in the inmacul ate pteridon squares,
and the cleanliness of the walls and windows. "Her reports are al A-ways

preci se, but they don't convey much beyond great and qui et conpetence."
"You obvi ously have not met her," replied Sul erya.
"No. My service has been in the west."
"I'"ll let you decide for yourself, Submarshal."
"You're just like your father," Dainyl replied with a laugh. "He only said
what he wanted and not a word nore."
"That may be." Sulerya grinned. "I amglad you' re not |ike your nother."

Dai nyl didn't bother to conceal the wi nce. "You' ve net her?"
"Once. That was a nunber of years ago, |ong before you joined the Myrm dons."
Dai nyl decided not to say nore for the nmonent. Hi s nother had al ways had a way
of making an inpression, not always one useful to Dainyl.
The duty officer bolted upright as the two entered the small, one-story stone
structure. "Submarshal, sir! Recorder."
"We're here to see the captain, Ghedyn," offered the recorder
"Yes, sirs," replied the Myrmdon. "She's in her study."
Sulerya turned left and | ed Dainyl to the second doorA-way. It was open

"Sevasya ... one of your superiors arrived while | was on duty." A m schievous
smle followed Sulerya's words. "So | escorted himhere. I"'mcertain you two
have Myr-m doni sh business to discuss, and | will |leave you in his capable
hands. "

Dai nyl 4€"not totally pleased with that introducti ond€” &- stepped into the
study with a smle, still holding his
shi el ds.

Bef ore he coul d speak, Sulerya added, "If I'mnot in the chanmber when you
return, Dainyl, wait a moment. | may have nore information for you." Wth

that, she closed the study door, |eaving the two Myrni dons al one.

Captai n Sevasya was broad shoul dered, and taller than Dainyl 4€”one of the few
al ectors or alectresses of such hei ght besides the Duarch Khel aryt. She al so
radi ated Tal ent, much as her father did, even as her black eyes apA-praised
hi m

"Submar shal Dai nyl, how good to see you.'
wi th cool confidence beA-hind it.

"It's good to see you, Captain. It's especially refreshA-ing to arrive here
wel comed. "

"Are you here because you support Asulet, or ny faA-ther?" She delivered the
qguestion, bluntly phrased, with the same warnth.

"I"'mnot certain whom | should support, except that it won't be Brekylt or

Al cyna," he replied dryly.

"You sound sonmewhat skeptical, Subnarshal.”

"There are times for that, especially when dealing with the Duarch's
daughter."

"And when little is as it once seenmed?" Sevasya's eyeA-brows arched.

"I"'mnot sure the past was ever what anyone thought."

"How might | help you?"

"Any information you have on actions Brekylt and Al A-cyna have taken agai nst
the Marshal, the Highest of JusA-tice, or your father would be useful." Dainyl
took the chair across from her table desk

She sm | ed, exudi ng warnt hd€” but

Sevasya sat as well, an amused smle still in place. "lIsn't that the problem
sir? | can point to no single action that would confirmthat they have pl anned
any adverse actions against any of their superiors. Ch ... there are

i nA-di vi dual s who have suffered m shaps, and those who

have di ed. There have been unusual transfers of personA-nel. In no case is

there any link to the H ghest of the East that could not be supported as a
justifiable act in the course of duty."



Dai nyl waited, a pleasant smile upon his face.

"There's no doubt that they plan some sort of treachA-ery, as you well know.
But to remove themé€”or for themto suffer a m shapd€’w thout sone form of
proof would have | arge nunbers of faithful alectors in the east rising against
t he Duarchya€”or whoever was perceived as its agent. R ght now, you are the
one suspected of being that agent."

That wasn't exactly a surprise to Dainyl, but her words still sent a chil

t hrough him "What do you suggest | do, then, Captain?"

"Fi ni sh your inspection tour, and wait until an opportuA-nity arises. It wll,
because Brekylt will have to act in orA-der to gain whatever power or contro
he desires. It won't happen inmedi ately, however. If you do nothing upon your
return to Elcien, except to issue a report extolling the state of readiness in
the east, that will confound them"

"\What about visiting Dereka ... and those insignifiA-cant other difficulties
facing me?" Dainyl offered the question dryly.
Sevasya | aughed. "Submarshal, sir, | amquite certain you will nanage, as you

have all along. Visiting Dereka should pose no problens, now that Col one
Dhenyr serves in Elcien as your replacenent."”

"Do you think he had anything to do with renoving firel ances, say, in order to
weaken Fifth Conpany?"

"I doubt he had anything to do with that. Wth other matters, yes, but
handl i ng firel ances under those condi A-tions would require Tal ent and
initiative, and he was seA-lected for lack of such." Sevasya's voice was both
warm and ironic. "Especially after his predecessor showed that |ack of obvious
Talent did not necessarily preclude initiaA-tive and effectiveness."

"Dereka is the cl osest Myrmi don conpany to Lyterna,"” nused Dainyl

"It is, and I"'mvery fond of both Captain Elysara and Captain Fhentyl. You
mght find the visit to Dereka enA-joyable, even informative, sir."
That answered anot her question, even as it raised a third. "Wy?"

"I"'mcertain | couldn't say, sir, but it is the oldest city on Acorus."

In short, Dainyl should go, and the Duarch's daughter, whether she was

technically under his comand or not, wasn't about to say why ... or rnuch nore
about anyt hi ng.

He stood. "I would very nuch appreciate it if you would give me a tour of

Ei ght h Conpany. "

"I'"d be delighted, Submarshal, and everyone will be pleased to neet you."

Those words were genuine, and heartfelt, and that di sA-turbed Dainyl as well,
al t hough he coul d not have said exA-actly why.

Wth a smle, he opened the study door and stepped into the corridor, waiting
for the captain.
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Slightly past mdnmoning on Quinti,

Mykel reined up next to Bhoral as the third squad of the First Hyalt Conpany
wheeled into a firing line, a very ragged firing |ine. Sone of the troopers
seened uncomA-fortable, if not unsteady, in the saddl e. Most had never been on
a nmount a week earlier, and that meant extra tine in teaching them about
horses. Mykel couldn't begrudge that. He'd needed that instruction years back
For a time, he watched as the squad continued to pracA-tice standard nounted
maneuvers. Then he turned to the battalion senior squad | eader. "They're

i mproving. It's

slow, but even as soon as it is, | can see some inproveA-nent. You're getting
results, especially with what you have to work with."

Bhoral gave a faint snmile. "They're beginning to real A-ize that they can do
sonmething, and that they'l|l get reguA-lar rations and pay. A good |lot of 'em
never have."

That was true of all too nmany of the locally raised Cad-m an forces, Mykel had
cone to realize, and why he and Third Battalion were in Southgate. "How are
matters working out with getting supplies?"

"After the first day or so, all of a sudden, we stopped havi ng probl ens.

Coul dn't say why, but |'mnot comA-plaining."



"Good. Still... be as pleasant as possible.™

"I"'ve laid that on heavy with the squad | eaders. They know. " Bhoral gave a
creased smile. "Hope you don't mind that | told 'emwhat you said to the
officers."

"No. It holds true for all of us." Al Mykel had said to his officers was that
no one was to treat anyone in the conmpound with disrespect. If they had a
problem they were to bring it to him He'd only had to go to the over-captain
once, and that was to explain the need for extra fodder and water because of
the | onger use of the nounts. Fodder was a probl em because the area around
Sout hgate wasn't all that fertile, not conmpared with other areas supA-porting
Cadmi an nmount ed conpani es.

"I"mgoing to see how the conbat squad-on-squad drills are going." Mke
nodded to Bhoral and then eased the roan around the north edge of the main
drill field to the east side. There, Fourteenth Conpany's squads were taking
on the squads of Second Hyalt Conpany, using rattan sabres.
Agai n, Mykel reined up, this time beside Captain Cu-leyt. Once nore, he
wat ched for a time, before saying anything.

"What do you think?"

"Sir... half of themstill think a sabre's an axe."

"Many of us did at one tinme," Mykel said with a | augh. "They're | ooking
better. It'Il help your men, too."

'"The recruits aren't any threat."

"No," Mkel replied, "but when your nen have to exA-plain what they' re doing,
and then keep doing it, it reinA-forces their skills." He grinned. "But... to
make sure they don't get sloppy, tell themthat they' Il be running a dril
with the rattan sabres agai nst Sixteenth Conpany the day after tonorrow "
"Sir? Sixteenth Conpany?"

"You're the one who just said that the Hyaltans were no threat."

"Yes, sir." Culeyt shook his head.

Mykel continued his rounds of observation for another two gl asses, before
riding back to the conpound, where he unsaddl ed the roan and brushed hi m out
bef ore he wal ked back to the headquarters buil di ng.

He settled behind the battered wooden table desk in the study provided for his
used€”he didn't really think of it as hiséd€”and began to wite. He'd decided
to make nmore changes in the training schedule, based on what he'd observed,
deciding to beef up the individual weapons training. Sone of the unit
maneuvering training could be incorporated into the ride to Hyalt, but doing
that with weapons woul d have been far nore difficult&€” and tine-consum ng
Less than half a glass later, he | ooked up to a knock on the hal f-open door
"Yes?"
"Overcaptain Sturyk would ask a nmonent of your tine, Majer." The squad | eader
was far nore precise and respectful than he had been when Mykel had first

i ntroA-duced hinself. "If you woul d not m nd?"
"That woul d be fine."

Mykel had barely set down the pen before Sturyk apA-peared, and he stood
"COvercaptain."
"Maj er. You' ve been so involved with your training that | thought | had best
catch you when | could, sir. If this is convenient?"
"This is fine." Mykel gestured toward the chairs in front of the table.

"Ch, no, sir. This will only take a nonment." Sturyk paused. "Before that..
It's said that you acquired ... a certain appellation ... as a result of your
efforts in Dra-nur, Majer, sir. | would not wish to pry ..."

Was that why there had suddenly been such a change in attitude and so nmuch
cooperati on? Mykel offered a smle he hoped was ironic, or wy, or

sel f-deprecating. "I've been told that | did acquire a naned€”one having to do
wi th ancient knives that cut the user as deeply as the one attacked. It wasn't
somet hing | sought."

"That expl ains nuch. There have only been a handful of nen called daggers of
the ancients." Sturyk shook his head. "I do not envy you, Majer. Both the
ancients and the alectors will try to break you." The overcaptain forced a



smle. "That was not why | requested a nonent of your tinme." He extended an
envel ope. "l must explain. That is an invitation. Every spring, just before
sumer, the Council of Southgate holds a ball, a dance, if you will. As a
matter of courtesy, the commander of the conmpound and any senior officers in
resi dence are always invited."

A ball was the last thing Mykel felt like attending. He tried not to show t hat
feeling as he took the envel ope, of heavy parchnent, and sealed in deep bl ue
wax. He did not open it.

"I realize that you're working hard, sir, but | fear..."

"They pay for the conpound's expenses, don't they?"

"Yes, sir."

Mykel could see the relief on Sturyk's face. "I'll be there, but 1'll have to
be in uniform"

The overcaptain chuckled. "That's what they want. It will be formal, and
everyone will say a few words about how much they appreciate your com ng, but
it's as much to show that they're on speaking ternms with the Cadni ans as
anything else. This year... they'll appreciate it nore, because you're not

married, and that neans you can talk and dance with their eligible daughters.”
"I doubt they'd want a Cadnian for a husband," Mkel pointed out, thinking of
Rachyl a.

"Of course not, but they'll feel very w cked in having net you, especially

" Sturyk's words trailed off.

"Does everyone in Southgate know?"

"No, sir. Only a few, but, by the time of the ball..."

Mykel wanted to groan. He couldn't dance, except a few fol k dances his sister
had taught himyears before, and he was going to be on exhibit as the

danger ous "dagger of the ancients." How many other aspects of conmmand were
there that he had no idea of and had yet to face?

"I't should be very interesting.” He managed a smile

"It's likely to be very long, sir. My wife dreads it, but it is one of the
responsi bilities that acconpany command here." Sturyk managed a | ong-suffering
smile.
That expression was convinci ng enough that Mykel acA-tually believed Sturyk's
words. Had Mykel not been in Dranur&€”and experienced the condescensi on and
near-contenpt of the seltyrs thered€”he m ght not have.

"That's all, sir." Sturyk nodded. "By your |eave?"

"Thank you."

Mykel did not open the envelope until he stood alone in the study. Then he
broke the seal and extracted the heavy card, reading it slowy. "The Counci
of Southgate requests the honor of the presence of Mjer Mkel, ComA-nmanding,
Third Cadmian Battalion, Munted Rifles ..."

He shook his head. At |east, he had al nost four weeks before he had to worry
about that. A ball, for the Duarches' sake!
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Dai nyl returned to headquarters late on
Quattri. Sulerya had provided no nore information and had told himthat
finding out what she had in nmnd would take | onger than she had thought. When
he reached El -cien, Dainyl saw neither the marshal nor Lystrana that

night. She had left a note at their home explaining that she'd be spending
the night in Ludar because she and the High Al ector of Finance had an
early-nmorning nmeeting with the Duarch of Ludar to apprise himof somne
"irreguA-larities" in the engineering accounts in the east.

Had she tracked down proof of what Rensyl was doA-ing? Was the eastern
engi neer actually fabricating weapons based on road-buil di ng equi pnent ? Wen
Dai nyl and Lystrana had | ast tal ked, he had not known of the possible

i nvol venent of the Duarch of Ludar with Brekylt. He hoped his w fe would be
safe while she acA-conpani ed her Hi ghest.

He sl ept uneasily.
As a result, he was up early and in his study at Myrm A-don headquarters wel |
bef ore norni ng nuster&€”and that was after a quick inspection of the compound



and First Conpany.
Just after he finished with fourth squad, he recall ed sonething and turned

back to Undercaptain Chelysta. "I forgot to nmention that | ran across one of
your cousins |ast week."
n Si r. ?Il

"Granyn. He's a junior ranker at Myrm don headquarA-ters in Alustre. He's a
driver, waiting for a place as a flyer. He said to send his greetings."

Chel ysta shook her head. "That inmp. I've only seen himonced€”that was when he
was barely wal king. He was al ways getting into things."

"He m ght get into Third Company under Majer Nor-yan."

"Maj er Noryan?" Chelysta shook her head. "I never thought he'd nmake majer.
Thin as a rail and not much taller than me. He was a translation orphan, you
know. Didn't have many friends. More at home with horses. Came froma tiny

pl ace where his foster nmother was the only alectress around. | didn't even
hear he'd joined until later." Chelysta shook her head. "And Granyn ... that's
hard to believe."

"Your cousin has that air, still, but he works hard. AnyA-way, | pronised |'d

l et you know. " Dainyl smled. "How are things going?"

"Some of the dispatch runs have been tight until first squad got repl acenment
pteridons from Sixth Conpany in Lyterna. Captain Elysara sent word that there
weren't any nore spares at Lyternad€”or anywhere else. Can't believe we | ost
two of them"

"I't happens. Not often, but it does," Dainyl replied.

"But how, sir?"

How was he going to answer that without revealing the role of the ancients? He
of fered a rueful smile. "You know that pteridons can only fly so high before
they reach an altitude where there's no |ifeforce?"

"Yes, sir."

"There are places, usually in the nountains, where there's no lifeforce, and
sometines no one knows that they're there. Under certain conditions"a€"like an
anci ent being present and unfriendl ya€""a pteridon and rider can't escape.”
The undercaptain wi nced. "l suppose we're lucky that there aren't too many

pl aces like that." She paused. "Is there any way to tell?"

"The only way | know is that the few | know about were near ruins of the
ancients in the nountains."”

"No one ever mentioned that."

"There aren't many," Dainyl said. "Do you have di sA-patch duty tonorrow?"

"No, sir. Not until Cctdi."

"I hope you get good weather." He nodded and then turned.

As he wal ked back to his study, he considered what Chel ysta had said. Noryan
was certainly not rail thin and short. Could there be two with the same nane?
He spent a quarter glass going through all the rosters, but there was only one
with that name, and he came fromthe area near Lysia. Chelysta must have been
t al ki ng about when he'd been a youth.

The issue of spare pteridons was another matter. AcA-cording to the Myrmi don
records, before the recent | osses there had been ten additional pteridons in
the cavern squares at Lyterna. Why had El ysara indicated there were no nore
repl acenents? Was she saving themto keep themfromgoing to the east in the
future? O was that a decision by Asul et? Dainyl had no doubts that the el der
al ector's decisions woul d wei gh heavily with the Myrmi A-don captain in
Lyterna, possibly even outwei gh anythi ng except direct intervention by the
Duarch of Elcien
Dai nyl settled into his study and took out several sheets of paper, jotting
down t houghts and phrases for the report on his eastern inspection tour. He
wasn't about to attenpt even a rough draft until after he spoke with the
mar shal
He' d worked for close to a gl ass when Col onel Dhenyr appeared in his doorway.
“Sir?"

"Come in, Colonel. What can | do for you?"
"It's about the Iron Stemflights. The marshal ordered a recon on Septi. He



wants third squad to do it, but they're scheduled for dispatch duty then ..

"You'll have to adjust the dispatch schedule. Have fourth squad take their
duty and run a three-squad rotaA-tion until third squad returns." Dainyl
paused. "That'll be down to a two-squad rotation for the first part of next

week, with second squad doing a sweep of the Vedra." He studied the col onel
even as he wondered why Dhenyr had even asked him That was the sort of

adj ust A-nent Dai nyl had made routinely when he had been operA-ations chief.
"You'll get used to nmking those adjustnents. Just don't accept a request from
the Duarch's assistants w thout checking with ne or the marshal." Dainyl had

| earned that one the hard way.

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir."

Once Dhenyr had left, Dainyl |eaned back in his chair, setting the pen aside.
The col onel's Tal ent-shi el ds were adequate, but not inpressive. Hs

organi zational skills

were nodest, to say the least. He could be charmng, and his record showed
that he had been a good flyer and flight comander, but those were scarcely
abilities that nerited pronotion to col onel 4€”" except that the Duarch of Elcien
woul d not have wi shed Sevasya noved from Lysia, al A-though Dainyl did not know
why, nor would Asul et have wanted Captain Elysara transferred from Lyterna.
Gha-sylt and Fhentyl weren't senior enough, and Majer Ke-haryl in Ludar owed
his allegiance to Sami st. The other company commanders were all in the east,
and | oyal to Alcyna, and, presunably, Brekylt. So Dhenyr had to be the choice.
Yet Sevasya had suggested that there were other reasons as well, wthout
detailing them That was another reason why Dainyl wanted to go to Dereka.
"Dainyl!" The marshal marched into the study, closing the door behind him

Dai nyl stood. "Sir."

"What do you plan to do, now that you've finished your inspection tour of the
east ?" asked Shastylt.

"I thought 1'd wite a brief message conmending all the Myrm don conpanies in
the east for their cooperaA-tion, their readiness, and their dedication to the
Duar chy, and saying that such readi ness reflected nost favorably upon al

Myrmi dons, fromthe newest rankers to the sub-marshal of the east."

"Excel lent!" Shastylt |aughed.

"After that, sometine in the next few days, |'Il be goA-ing to Dereka. | know
there's probably nothing | can do about it, but they did | ose five skyl ances
there, and a handful of alectors vanished."

The marshal frowned

"Besi des, Asulet told ne that it was an ancient city beA-fore we rebuilt it.
I"'mstill concerned about the ancients and any links to the skylances."
"Submarshal Al cyna has a strategy for dealing with them Didn't you tell ne
that?" Shastylt's tone was gently ironic.

"You'll pardon ne, sir, if |I'mskeptical about a strategy

that costs two pteridons and two al ectors for every anA-cient destroyed.
There just might be nore than a few hunA-dred ancients hiding up on the Aeria
Pl at eaud€”or in the heights of the Spine of Corus."

"And you'll find an answer by going to Dereka, Sub-marshal ?"

"Probably not, but if | visit every Myrm don outpost that can be reached by
Tabl e, neither Brekylt nor Al cyna can bring a conplaint to the Duarches that |
singled out the east for inspections. In practice, | don't have to visit

Ludar, so that just |eaves the Myrm don conpanies in Dereka and Lyterna, and
can claiml've already been to Lyterna. In addition, we are not faced with an
imediate crisis, and this is a good time to remind all of themthat
headquarters does issue the orders and to let themput a face with a nane."

Dai nyl smled politely. "Besides, they won't put nere suspicions on paper, and
| mght |earn sonething nore."

"There is that."

"I'f you have objections, sir..."

Shastylt waved a | arge hand, dismissing the idea. "No... no. You're right. Now
is agood time to nake those visits. I'd hope you could nake nem as brief as
possi ble. W nmay be facing sone other difficulties before long."



"Iron Stenf"

"The Cadmi an battalion commander has reported a nunber of di sappearances
around Iron Stem In sone cases, his scouts have vani shed. Their footprints
just ended, he clains.”

"You schedul ed recon for the area.”

"l don't know what it will show, but..."

"It's close to the Aerial Plateau," Dainyl said. "Do you think it could be the
anci ent s?"

"It's probably the Squawts. They're all over the area and even nore devious

than the indigen Reillies. Either way, the recon should provide information
for the Cadm ans."
"If it's not Iron Stem.. are you thinking about Brekylt?"
"The Hi ghest reported that certain resources have been diverted to the
engi neering manufactories in Fordall. This has been going on for a tinme, and

it was handled in a very sophisticated manner."
"What are they nmanufacturing that they don't want known?" Dainyl knew very
wel |, but decided to avoid that issue. "Is that where the seltyrs of Dranur
got their rifles?"
"It could be." Shastylt paused. "Or Brekylt could be building something nore
form dable. "
"I"ll leave for Dereka tonorrow, " Dainyl said.
"Do that." Shastylt started to | eave, then turned back. "As before, no witten
reports about anything involving the east."
"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl | ooked at the enpty open doorway for several nmonents after the marsha
left. Then he reseated hinself and began to draft his report to Alcyna and the
Myrmi don conpany conmanders of the east.
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Dai nyl eventually made his way honme on Quinti, where he paced around the | ower
| evel and then the foyerd€”until he heard the door open. He whirled, stepped
forward, and wapped his arnms around his wifed€'tightly.
"I"'mso glad to see you." He held on to her for a tine.
"Careful ... there are two of us...." Lystrana stepped back, sniling. "That was
quite a wel cone."

He nodded, not wanting to say nore at the nonment. "You didn't have any trouble
in Ludar?"
"We can talk about it later. I'"mhungry ... and not so

hungry. Sone cheese night be good. Sone warm bread, if we have any."
"Zistele just took sone out of the oven."
"Good." Lystrana covered her mouth. "Kytrana is makA-ing ... sone things nore
difficult. Your nother stopped by the other day. She said uneasy digestion
nmeans a strong child."
"That sounds |ike her." Dainyl gave a wy snile, taking Lystrana' s cape and
hanging it on one of the wall pegs beside the door. "Everything mat's
difficult bodes for a better future."
They wal ked toward the sunroom filled with the late afternoon Iight. Dainyl
eased out a chair for Lystrana.
"I"'mnot delicate. I"'mjust carrying a child."
"I didn't say a word."
She | aughed. "You didn't have to."
Zistele slipped me basket of bread and a small platter of cheese onto the
table. "Supper will be ready in half a glass, alectress.”
"Thank you."
As was their custom Dainyl's and Lystrana's conversaA-tion before, during,
and after the evening nmeal dealt with matters other than matters of the

Myrm dons and Duar chy.
"Your mother said you were a greedy little boar fromthe time you were born."
"I had to be. She didn't like feeding nme," countered Dainyl .

Lystrana sighed softly, and Dainyl could sense the nel ancholy.
"You' re thinking about your nother?"



She nodded. "I just wish ..."

"I know." Dainyl didn't need to say nore. Lystrana's nother had stepped into a
Table twenty-two years earlier, and never energed. Her father had never truly
recovered, and had retreated to Lyterna. He'd only lived another four years
after his wife's death.

"She woul d have been so happy."

"“I'm sure she woul d have been."

Later, before they retired to their bedchamber, Lystrana poured half a gobl et
of the VWan G ande brandy into a goblet for Dainyl, but |ess than a fingerful
of brandy for herself.

“Is that... ?"

"I"'mbeing careful. Alittle doesn't hurt, even hel ps."
They wal ked upstairs w nout speaking.
After closing the door, Dainyl sat on the chair beside the shuttered w ndow,
hol di ng hi s gobl et.

Lystrana propped herself up on the wi de bed. "Wy don't you start?"

" VB2

"You. "
"I think some of the recorders are watching the Tables for nme, but the
translation wasn't a problem" He paused. "l thought | sensed a green flash,

like the ancients. Have you ever felt anything like that?"

"I can't say | have. Can you tell ne any nore about what it's |ike?"

"It's ... just anmber-green ... for a nmonent. In any case, when | got to Lysia,
the recorder there was quite welcomng. It didn't make nuch sense, until she
inA-formed me that she was Asul et's daughter. Likewi se, Captain Sevasya is the
younger daughter of the Duarch of Elcien ..." Dainyl rushed on to inform
Lystrana of what he had di scovered and what had occurred until he had
reA-turned. ' Then, when | read your note, | have to say that | was nore than a
little worried. Today, | spent some time with Shastylt and wrote out ny report
on nmy tour. | tried not to worry too nuch.”

"It mght be a good thing that |I didn't know what you found out when we mnet
with Sam st," nused Lystrana. "Once | knew what to |ook for with Rensyl's
accounts, the patterns were obvious. | just pointed nemout to ny Hi ghest, and
he insisted we both brief the Duarch of Lu-dar, ranmer than the H gh Al ector of
Engi neering. "

"I"'mglad he insisted on that. There have been far too nany strange things
happening with the engineers lately. The thousands of rifles secretly
fabricated for the seltyrs on Dranur, Paeylt's efforts to undernine Asul et,
and this business with Rensyl. Did you sense any reaction from Sam st?"

"He's very conflicted, |ike you said Khelaryt was when you nmet him It was
al nrost as though he wanted to hear and understand... and didn't. M

H ghest 4€” have you ever net Chenbryt?a&€”tried to get the Duarch to see the
probl em"

"I haven't net any of the High Al ectors personally, exA-cept in passing at
receptions. You think that Sami st is fighting the shadowratch conditioni ng?"

"I think it's nore than that. W' ve been forced to alloA-cate nore golds for
supplies to several of the regional adA-nministrative centersa€’Hyalt, Tenpre,
and Dul ka are the ones requiring nore these days. They all have different
reasons. In Tenpre, the RA3€"that's Fahylta€” has docuA-mented Squawts crossing
the Vedra and buying up nore grain and fruit, increasing prices at a tine of

| ocal drought. In Hyalt, Rhelyn clains that he's having to purA-chase supplies
from Sal cer and Krost, with higher transA-port costs, because neither Hyalt or
Tenmpre can supply himfully. Kelbryt clained that he had to spend extra gol ds
on hel ping pay for the renedi ation of the floods north of Dul ka."

"Those were in Catyr, some four hundred vingts north of Dul ka," Dainyl pointed
out. "Kel bryt had sonething else in mnd. Oherw se, why would he and Faerl yt
have attacked nme before | said a word?"

"I didn't know that, but even chief assistants to the Hi gh Al ector of Finance
can't speak out too often," Lystrana replied. 'That's particularly true when
the Duarch is being curt, as if he didn't want to tal k about the extra



outlays. Especially after we'd already pointed out the problems in the east.”
"That may be true of both Duarches. They don't like to

hear about problems," reflected Dainyl. "lI'mnore inA-clined to think al ong
the Iines Asul et suggested, but I'mnot even sure | agree totally with him"
"What do you think?"
What did he think? Dainyl did not speak for a time. FiA-nally, he replied. "I
think Zelyert and Asulet are right about the lifeforce constraints. Asulet is
certainly correct about how nuch know edge we | ose with each new world
transA-lation, but his real interest is lifeforce creation. Al cyna is accurate
in the dangers presented by the ancients, and Brekylt is right about the
dangers of holding too closely to a rigid plan. Khelaryt distrusts both the
Archon and those on Efra, but he is conpelled to obey the Archon. |'m not
certain that Shastylt is interested in anything but power, al A-though he'l
use Zelyert's words to the greatest effect.”

Lystrana nodded. "That's a good summary."

Dai nyl understood what she neant. He really hadn't offered his own thoughts,
except as judgments on others. "I don't know what to think. Acorus won't
survive long if the Master Scepter is transferred here. That's clear. It
shoul d be clear to nost of the H gh Alectors.™
"What if it is?" questioned Lystrana.

Dai nyl nodded slowy. "The internal personal conflicts of the Duarches woul d
make sense, and so would all the plotting. Even the Efrans would prefer it,
becauseé€”"
"The political second-raters and hangers-on woul d
cone here. That would allow the Hi gh Alectors fromlfryn
and Efra to build Efra without so nmuch lifeforce drain."”
w "But they would need to nmake sure that l|ifeforce
) progress continued here and that they could retransfer
w the Master Scepter in generations to cone," Dainyl

poi nted out.

"We' ve been getting Tabl e engineers,’
speci alists.”

"Even the ancients nmust suspect sonething."

"They woul dn't have to. In any fashion one considers it, we're a threat to
them™

Dai nyl | ooked past Lystrana, at the shuttered w ndow

on the far side of the bedchanmber. "Al|l the disruptions foA-nented indirectly
by Zelyert haven't changed anyt hi ng."

"Do you think they were neant to?"

"No," he admitted.
The silence stretched out between the two of them
After a time, Dainyl spoke. "You asked what | thought." He gave a tw sted
smle. "I think nmost of those involved know the problem Each has his or her
own soA-lution and plans, and not a single one trusts another. No one's words
can be totally trusted, even when they're true, because the truth can be used
as much to deceive as alie, and it's nore effective. All we can do is | ook
for acts and signals." He | ooked at his wife. "Am | w ong?"

She shook her head slowy.
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Early on Sexdi, just after dawn, Dainyl stepped onto trie Table in the Hall of
Justice. He wanted to visit Dereka before Shastylt decided it was a poor

i dea&€” or sent Dai nyl sonewhere else. He let his Talent link to the darkness
bel ow and within the Table, and felt hinmself dropping ..

into the chill of the translation tube. |Imediately, he concentrated on

| ocating the crinson-gold directional wedge that was Dereka.
Again, for a noment, he thought he sensed the faintest purplish pink shading
to the locator for Dereka, but when he extended a Talent line to link with the
Tabl e there, he no | onger sensed the faint purplish overshades. Nor did he
sense anything like the purplish arnmns.
Wth no sense of delay, Dainyl felt hinself sliding through the silvered

replied Lystrana. "And lifeforce



barrier, which seened to nelt away, rather than shatter into shards.

He stood on another Table, in a chanber with but a sin-

gle wall hanging facing him a rendering of a green eter-nastone tower set
agai nst a bei ge background, and borA-dered in crinmson. The light-torches on
the walls were at full illumnation, revealing that the bare stone walls,
unA-1i ke those of any other Table chamber he had visited, were of gold

et ernastone. The main doorway fromthe chanber was cl osed by a heavy door of
gol den wood, but Dainyl didn't think it was oak

In the open doorway to the hidden chambers stood anA-other recorder. H's
shi mering black hair bore faint traces of silver, a sign of great age, if not
so great as that of Asulet. He had to be the ol dest al ector Dainyl had net
out side the confines of Lyterna, both fromhis hair and fromthe dark purple
of his Talent. Hs smle was warm wel com ng, and wi thout the cal cul ation
Dai nyl had sensed behi nd other projections of warnth.

"Submarshal, Recorder Sulerya said that you m ght be paying us a visit. |I'm
Jonyst . "

"The nmost independent of recorders, | understand." Dainyl stepped off the
Tabl e.

"I have been called that, just as sone have called you the nost independent of
submarshal s. Wl conme to Dereka."

"Thank you. I'mhoping for a better look at the city than in my past visits.
Those were all too long ago, and |I really never left the Myrm don conpound.”
"Few Myrm dons do. It takes a special alector to feel at home in Dereka."

"I's that because sone of the city holds a sense of the ancients?"

"It holds nore than that. Miuch of this building they built. Not the interior
wal |'s, but the outer walls and the inA-ternal structural walls. Wen the first
engi neers realized that the only place to put the Table was here..." The
recorder shook his head. "W have ten tines the space we need, but none of the
first regional alectors wanted their people here."

"What do you do with it all, then?"

"The transport staff has the top floor, and everyone working for me has a
capaci ous study, even the driver. It's a waste in sone ways, but... the
exterior mai ntenance is al nost nothing."

"You' ve never seen any sign of the ancients? Has anyone?"

"I'm convinced that the few survivors must visit unA-seen. |'ve occasionally
sensed Talent of a type neither we nor even the wild Talents of |anders
possess. "

Dai nyl coul d sense the shading of the truth. "CccaA-sionally?" H's tone was
both dry and suggesti ve.

Jonyst paused, |ooking at Dainyl. Then he nodded. "That's right. You ran into
an ancient in Dramur, didn't you?"

How had the recorder known that? "I did."
"It's more than occasional, but not all that often. | tell everyone it's
occasi onal , though. You understand why, | trust."

Dai nyl did. "The alectors who |ike Dereka are those who have | ess Tal ent or
who are | ess Tal ent-receptive?"

"That's generally soéd€”except for the regional alector and his senior
assistants. The building where they work is built partly on a dead zone. There
are a nunber in this area. They thought that woul d di scourage any anA-cients.
It did. It also ages alectors far nore quickly. So the termfor a regiona
alector here is only five years. It's said that Sanmi st once sent sonmeone who
schened agai nst himhere for fifteen years. The fellow died a year after he
left.”

"I can't say that I'd heard that."

"Few have. It was a good hundred years back."

"The Duarch Sami st generally appoints the RA here?" asked Dai nyl .

"Sam st appoints the RA here. Khelaryt does Lysia. Sam st appointed Yadaryst
| ast year. He's a cousin of some sort, translated fromlIfryn maybe ten years
back. "

Dai nyl nodded.



"In the end, it probably won't natter. Besides, no one really wants to think
about Dereka."

"Way not? Because it's linked to the ancients? And beA-cause of strange
occurrences here?"

"There are strange occurrences everywhere."

"It's the only place where |arge nunbers of skylances have vani shed. Coul d
that have been the work of the anA-cients? Or is there another explanation?"
Jonyst fingered his square chin. "It had to be a wild | ander Talent or an
ancient. WIld alector Talents don't last |long here."

"What about the five alectors who di sappeared wi thout a trace? Do you think
the ancients had anything to do with then®"

"It's possible."”

"You don't think so, | take it?"

"Al'l five had recently been translated fromIfryn. They were traveling across
Corus taking lifeforce nmeaA-surements for the Archon. These days, that coul d
be a dangerous occupation. ™"

"I't could, depending on what they discovered."

Jonyst | ooked intently at Dainyl. "What do you think their measurenents
showed?"
"Fromwhat |'ve seen, total lifeforce on Acorus is beA-hind what was pl anned

and expected."

"Just so. Like it was any great surprise." Jonyst snorted, then abruptly
turned and wal ked to the formal exit door. He released the first Tal ent-|ock
and opened the door. Dainyl followed, careful to close the door and reA-place
the Tal ent-seal before follow ng Jonyst up the stone stairs. The recorder
opened the door at the top, then closed it behind Dainyl, replacing the second
Tal ent - | ock.
The two stood in a small foyer that opened into a | arger chanber beyond, one
with wi de wi ndows. The w ndows, overl ooking a boul evard, had extraordinarily
low sills set in walls paneled in the sane gol den wood as the doors, although
Dai nyl could sense the eternastone walls behind

the wood. The roomwas a library of sorts, he realized, alA-though all the
bookcases were set on the inside walls. There were two circul ar tables, each
surrounded by five confortable chairs.

"l haven't seen a recorder's chanbers |ike these before."

"You won't either. As | told- you, they're not all that practical." Jonyst

| aughed softly. His laugh ended abruptly. "We'll send you off in the carriage.
The Myrm A-don conpound is south of here, and it's not a short walk."

"That | do recall."

"I like your wife. | trust her. She's got good judgnment. Don't nake ne change
nmy mnd."

Dai nyl managed not to start, although he did blink. "I trust her judgment
explicitly."

"So I'd heard. WIIl you be here I ong?"

"I"d only planned to be here today."

"That's | ong enough." Jonyst turned again. "We'll have to go the long way to
get down to the carriage."

Dai nyl had to hurry to catch up to the shorter and ol der recorder. The
bui | di ng had ranps, one of the fewin Corus that did, rather than stairs, and
the lower ranp led to a | ow foyer, whose ceiling was | ess than half a yard
above Dai nyl's head.

"Qut through here."

Under a portico, clearly added later, waited a carriage.

"CQuersa ... take the submarshal where he needs to go, and wait for him"

"Yes, sir." The driver, a blonde | ander, nodded.

"Thank you for the carriage," Dainyl said politely.

"It's the I east we can do, Submarshal. I'll see you |later today. G ve ny best
to young Fhentyl." Jonyst nodded and noved back

"That | will." As he stepped into the carriage, Dainyl glanced back north

al ong the boulevard. In the late-mdnorning light, he saw yet another gold



et ernastone buil ding and, beyond it, the green eternastone tower that marked
the major cities of the Duarchy, and a few other |ocal es of inport.

"The Myrm dons, sir? asked the driver

"That's right."

Dai nyl sat back in the |eather-covered seat, thinking. Sulerya had said Jonyst
was i ndependent. The recorder had as nmuch as told Dainyl not to hang around
Dereka, and Dainyl didn't think the warning had nmuch to do with the ancients.
Sami st controlled nost of the appointnments in Dereka, while Khel aryt
controlled those in Lysia. Those were exA-ceptions to the rule, because
usual |y die RA appointA-nents were alternated between the Duarches, and the

H gh Al ectors of the six branches appointed their own people to their regiona
adm ni strations. Wiy were Lysia and Dereka different? Dainyl had no idea; he
hoped Lystrana did.
The Myrm don compound was al nost a full vingt south of any buildings in
Dereka, and its gray stone walls appeared sonmehow out of place, as did the
f eeder aqueA-duct that supplied water. The Cadnian conmpound was north of the
city, Dainyl recalled. O the eight cities mat held both Myrm don and Cadm an
contingents, in half they were geographically separated, and in half they were
| ocat ed adj acent to each other. Was that chance&€”or plan?

Dai nyl had no idea, nor did he know if that happened to be relevant to

anyt hi ng.

Guersa brought the carriage to a halt by the gates. "Only you can enter, sir."
Her expl anation was apol oA-getic. "lI'll be waiting here until you're ready to
return.’

"Thank you. It's likely to be at least a glass. It's nore likely to be two. If
you'd like to rest somewhere or get a bite to eat..."
"You're sure, sir?"
"I'"mcertain."
"I"l1l be back in a glass, sir."

Dai nyl turned and wal ked toward the gates. They were unguarded, as were al
Myrmi don gates. The duty mesA-senger saw himand bolted into the headquarters
bui I di ng.
The few nmoments it took Dainyl to cross the granite-

paved front courtyard and enter the building were enough to alert the post,
because a tall alector wearing the uni A-formof a Myrnidon captain stood in
the front foyer waitA-ing for Dainyl.
"Submarshal Dainyl... | had heard you were touring the conpanies. | didn't
expect you here so soon." Captain Fhentyl was one of the youngest Mrnidon
captai ns Dainyl had net. That was obvi ous, not from his physical appearance,
whi ch was inpressive, given that he was as tall as Mjer Noryan, and nuscul ar
but in a tapered fashA-ion, rather than being bul ky and bl ockli ke as Noryan
was. Rather his lifeforce and Tal ent bore the brighter purple of youth. Dainyl
conceal ed a frown. By conparison, NorA-yan's lifeforce had seened not just
ol der, but much ol der, yet Chelysta had spoken as if Noryan were close to her
age.
"I won't be here that long," Dainyl offered, "but | haven't visited Dereka in
many years."
"We're pleased to see you. If we had known, sir, we could have provided a nore
i mpressive wel cone. "

Dai nyl |aughed. "I1've never felt the formal receptions and inspections were
worth the effort put into themd€” either for the officer being greeted or the
units that had to provide them" He paused. "I will inspect, but that wll

tell me nore than prearranged pageantry."

"Yes, sir. Right now?"

"This very noment, but don't call a formal nuster. 1'Il inspect as things are.
W'l begin with the pteridon squares.”

"Very good, sir." Fhentyl turned toward the rear door from headquarters.

Dai nyl foll owed the captain.

The pteridons were in good order, as they always were. So was their equipnent.
The pteridon squares were a good yard shorter than any Dainyl had seen before.



After |ooking over the |last square, he stopped and addressed Fhentyl. "The
hei ght of the squares ... ?"

Fhentyl |aughed. "Every officer who hasn't been staA-tioned here asks. This
is the ol dest Myrm don conpound. Wen they built the | ater ones, they raised
the squares a yard and a third. It was either a point of pride or a
tradi A-tion, but even when the compound was enlarged, they didn't raise the
squares. "

That was anot her story Dai nyl hadn't heard.

"Where do you store the skylances when a squad isn't flying?"

"We've gone to storing themall in lockers in the duty pteridon's square. W
haven't lost any nmore, not since..."

"You took over?"

"I doubt if it happened to be that, sir."

"You were an undercaptain then. What do you know about the m ssing skyl ances?"
Fhentyl flushed. "Not nuch, sir. They were here, and then they were gone. W
checked everything, even took apart sonme of the stonework. After the last ones
di sapA- peared, Majer Dhenyr had the recorder question every Myrnidon. | don't
know as he had much choi ce. The reA-gional alector found out..."

"Was Maj er Dhenyr close to the RA?"

"Close? That'd be hard to say. He went over there naybe once every two weeks
to brief him He never |ooked happy when he cane back. Not that | saw anyway."
"Have you briefed Yadaryst?"

"No, sir. If he asks, | will, but 1'd not be one to ask for trouble." Fhentyl
flushed slightly.

"I take it that the RAis known to be a hard al ector?"

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl decided not to press on the matter of the RA. "Wat do you think
happened to cause the skyl ances to di sappear?"

Fhentyl gl anced northward, back toward Dereka. "I don't like to say things
like this ... but what else could it be? A pteridon will kill anyone who
i ntrudes who's not a Myrnmidon. | knowd€” maybe |' m not supposed to&€"t hat

an ancient can destroy a pteridon. Seems to me that anyA-thing that could do
that could take a skyl ance."

"That makes sense, except for one thing. If they worA-ried about the skyl ances
as weapons, why would they take a handful and | eave the ot hers?"

"Maybe to nake a point, sir?"

Dai nyl frowned. "Then ... why did they do so seA-cretly?"

Fhentyl shrugged hel plessly. "I couldn't say, sir. It couldn't be to copy
them because they don't work except with a pteridon."

Dai nyl stiffened inside. He'd need to check the dates, but Fhentyl's
suggestion had triggered another possibilA-ity. Maybe the ancients had anot her
nmotive. "No one's lost any since the |ast one turned up nmissing here."

"No, sir." Fhentyl flushed. "I nean, you'd know nmore than | would, sir."
"We'| | have to think about it. Now ... you can show nme die arnory."

"Yes, sir."

Even as quickly as they were noving, Dainyl could see that Guersa would have
plenty of time for a neal &€”and still a long wait.
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Because Dainyl had a little tinme, after he finished his inspection of the
Myr mi don conpound, he had Guersa give hima brief tour around Dereka.
As they drove up the boul evard, the driver pointed to her |eft&€”due west.
"That's the engineers' conplex. Everyone else under the RAis in the main
building. Well... except for the transport people in our building."

Dai nyl studied the walled encl osure surrounding a

paved courtyard and several two-story structures within. "Wy do the
engi neers have a separate place?"
"It was al ways that way, they say. It could be because they had to w den the
roads. It was a real effort to put the road through the Upper Spine Muntains.
Al the land around it is dead. Al nost nothing grows there. Then, they had to
repair the aqueduct... well... reassenble the section the cliff fell on, and



build the extension down to the Myrni don conpound. There's no watera€”even
fromwel | s&€” anywher e near Dereka."
That didn't seemto justify a separate establishment &€’ especially since the
H gh Al ector of Engineering served Sam st, and the RA was appoi nted by the
Duarch of Lu-dar. But then, reflected Dainyl, half of the other regiona
admini strative heads were not.

Farther northward, the driver pointed to her right at a nmassive structure
surrounded by gol denstone walls. "That's the building where the RA and the
ot her adnini sA-trators work."
To Dainyl's eye, the building | ooked nore |ike a palace, except for the nodest
extension to the rear, barely visible.
The rest of Dereka was laid out in rmuch the same fashion as any ot her
Duarchial city, with wide streets comng off the two main boul evards, and
dwel | i ngs and shops all constructed of stone. The roofs were of split dark
slate, rather than tile. Fromwhat Dainyl could see on his brief tour, the
most visible remants of the anA-cients were the three gol den eternastone
bui | di ngs, the aqueduct, and several walls, and those had clearly been

nodi fied and rebuilt.

He paused. The ancients' structures were their form of eternastone. Wat had
been strong enough to adapt and nodify then? O were they far, far ol der than
t hey apA-peared, and their strength had waned?

Guersa eased the carriage to a halt outside the building that held the Table.
"Here you are, sir."

"Thank you. | appreciated the touré&€”and your waiting for ne.
"That's what drivers are for, sir."

"Thank you, anyway." Dainyl offered a parting smle before heading inside.
Jonyst met Dainyl in the |owceilinged foyer, barely a glass before sunset.
"How di d your day go, Submar-shal ?" The recorder's eyes and mouth held the
hint of a smle.

"Cenerally as expected. | thank you for the |oan of your driver and carri age.
Quersa nade matters nuch easier."

"I"'mglad that we could help." Jonyst started up the ranp.

"I do appreciate it." Dainyl followed, not saying nore until they were back in
the Iibrary roomthat overl ooked the boul evard.

"Fhentyl told me that Majer Dhenyr had you interview all the Myrnidons after
the [ ast skylance vani shedd€”and that none of them could have been invol ved."
"I'"d doubt it. There's always the possibility of Talent-tanpering, but that

| eaves signs as well. | didn't detect anything like that." The recorder
cleared his throat. "An extrenely Tal ented al ector m ght have been able to do
it."

Dai nyl |aughed, softly. "I'd wager that you've never run across any that

Tal ented. "

"There's always a first tinme for anything, Submarshal. That's a good thought
to keep in mnd. There are nore than a few al ectors who di ed because they saw
somet hing and didn't believe it could happen.™

"l can see that."

"I imagine you can. That's one reason why you're a submarshal and stil

alive."

Dai nyl mentally noted the order in which Jonyst had nmentioned the two itens.
"How i s your wife these days?"

"We're expecting a daughter," Dainyl said. "So far

they're both doing well. Lystrana has to watch what she eats, though."

"Good to hear. Daughter will need the best fromboth of you. Good shields,
especially."

"They said we'll be getting nore translations fromlfryn."

"We already are. Not all of them approved. More wild translations than |I've
seen in years."

"How are they getting access to Tables on I[fryn?"

Jonyst shrugged. "How does anyone?"
"Corrupt recorders or High Alectors,’

suggested Dainyl. "Or stealth and



Tal ent ?"

"Al'l three, but generally the second. Wien life is at stake..."

"You expect to see more wild translations, then?"

Jonyst nodded slowly. "I'd be certain of it." Then he offered a smle
"Shoul dn't trouble you or Lystrana. W need to get you back to Elcien." He
turned toward the foyer outside the top of the staircase down to the Table
chanber, releasing the Talent-lock on the door as he did. Wthout |ooking
back, he headed down the stairs.

Dai nyl gl anced around the library a last tine, sensing the serenity of the
chanmber, then started downward, after closing the door and replacing the
Tal ent - | ock.

Jonyst had |l eft the door open at the base of the steps and stood beside the
Tabl e.

Dai nyl joined him "I just realized that | haven't seen any of your
assi stants. "
"You won't. | keep them busy. Whelyne is the only one who could take ny place,

and one of us is always here. You nmight see her, but not me. The other way
around, also."

Dai nyl concentrated on recalling the assistant's naned€” Wel yne. He noted that
t he conceal ed doorway to the hidden chanbers was cl osedd€”and that wi thout his
Tal ent, he woul d have had absol utely no chance of discovering that those
chanbers even existed. "The hid-

den chambers for recorders were planned fromthe beA-ginning, | take it?"
"ddas | am Submarshal, | wasn't around then. The first Tables were placed
in a hurry, with crude enclosures over pits in the ground. They were as cold
as the tubes themsel ves. Paeylt clainmed that sone of the chill canme because
t he Tabl es absorbed the anbient col d. Dereka was anmpbng the | ast because they
had to cut into the stone. But you're partly right. Dereka was also the first
besi des Lyterna that was provided a nore finished area. That was al so before
my tine. We've done what we could since then."

"Thank you." Dainyl noved toward the Table.

"Gve ny greetings and best wi shes to Lystrana."

“TowillL"

Dai nyl stepped up onto the Table, then concentrated on the darkness beneat h.
For just a nonent, he could sense an aura of purpled pink all around him but
t hat vani shed as he dropped ..

into the chill darkness of the translation tube.

Whil e the purpled pink had vani shed, Dainyl felt, as if fromthe corners of
his eyes, although he could properly see nothing, only sense through his
Tal ent, vague |ines of amber-green

Knowi ng he couldn't afford to Iinger in the darkness, he focused on the white
| ocator that was Elcien, linking. It flashed toward him
The silvered white of the barrier sprayed away from him

He stood in the Tabl e chanber in Elcien

By the doorway was a figure in the green garb of a recorder. The recorder did
not speak, but watched as Dai nyl stepped off the Table.

Dai nyl searched his nmenory for the recorder's nane, finally saying, "You mnust
be Chastyl."

"At your service, Subnmarshal."
At his service? An odd response, given that the recorders officially answered
to no one except the Duarches or the Archon. "I'mglad to nmeet you. In all the
times |'ve used the Table, | haven't seen you." Dainyl smled. "I suspect
you' ve been well aware of my uses, though."

Chastyl stiffened, ever so slightly, before replying. "W recorders do our
best to keep the Tables functioning, and that includes nmonitoring their use."
"I"'mglad you do. 1'd hate to make these trips by pteri-don." Dainyl inclined
his head to the recorder. "Thank you, and a good day to you." The Tal ent-1ock
on the inner door had not been replaced, and he eased past the recorder, stil
keeping his shields in place, and into the foyer.

Because of the difference in time, it was still late md-afternoon in Elcien



and that neant Dainyl needed to check in at headquarters. He could at |east
catch up on dispatches and any occurrences and not be surprised on Septi
nor ni ng.

28

After a long week of dealing with training&€” both his own battalion and the
two new comnpani esd€”’and two late nights witing up the required reports to

Col onel Herolt, Mykel decided that he had to get away fromthe conmpound.
Imredi ately after a | ate breakfast on Decdi, late being a glass after sunrise,
he saddl ed one of the spare mounts and rode out, headi ng back down the

nort hA-east high road toward Southgate. He felt slightly guilty because, while
he had given his officers and rankers the day off, they were limted to the
area within two vingts of the conmpoundé&€”at the discretion of their officers.
That included a handful of taverns and shops, but Mykel inA-tended to explore
somewhat fartheré&€”the center of Southgate, in fact. Wiy he felt it necessary,
he woul d have been hard-pressed to expl ain.

As he left the compound, on the short stretch or stone paving that connected
t he Cadm an outpost to the wi der high road, he | ooked to the northeast. He
could just make out the subtle change in the road surface, a vingt or so
farA-ther out, where the granite paving of the road |eaving Southgate was
repl aced by eternastone stretching as far as he could see to the northeast.
Heat waves danced above the surface of the stone.

In places like Elcien, Ludar, and Faitel, the eternal paving ran w thout
interruption through the town. The sane was true in snaller towns |ike Arwn
and Har A-mony, or small cities like Klamat. Yet, fromwhat he had seen, there
were no roads or buil dings of eternastone in Southgate.

Why was Sout hgate different?

He turned his nmount southwest on the high road, smling wyly, because he
doubt ed that anyone could tell him The fingers of his left hand swept by his
belt, not actually touching the | eather, but close enough that he could feel
in away he still had troubl e describing, the miniature dagger of the ancients
concealed in its special slot.

From his actions, Overcaptain Sturyk had clearly disA-played both fear,
respect, and pity for Mykel 4€”"and all three enotions seened |linked to Mykel's
unasked-for apA-pellation as a dagger of the ancients. Yet Mkel had the
feeling that the enptions associated with the termwere linmted to Dramur and
Sout hgat e.

Mykel reached the outskirts of Southgate, less than half a vingt fromthe
conmpound. The first structure was a tavern, as usual near Cadnmi an outposts,
but the door to the Overfl owi ng Beaker was cl osed, and the wi ndows were stil
shuttered. Beyond that was a two-story narrow house, narrowin front, with a
deep covered porch. The mmin section of the house extended a good twenty yards
back from the hi ghway.

Two wonen wearing little nore than shifts | ounged on battered wooden rocki ng
chairs on the porch. Mke

could feel their eyes on him but neither spoke, either beA-tween thensel ves
or to Mykel, as he rode past the house&€”certainly a brothel in fact, if not
in nane,

For another half vingt, he rode past various establishA-nents designed to
separate Cadnians fromtheir coins. Those farther fromthe compound and cl oser
to the main sections of Southgate seened | ess disreputable and nerged with
more traditional shops, such as a copperA-smith's, a cooperage, and a
fuller's, although the fullerA-ing shop appeared nore dingy than the ones
Mykel had known in Faitel, despite its whitewashed stuccoed plasA-ter outer
wal I s. He saw but a handful of people, nostly ol der wonen, out on the stone

si dewal ks that bordered the high road.

Farther fromthe Cadmi an conpound, the shops gave way to small dwellings, al
wi th few wi ndows | ooki ng out on the high road, and all built around central
courtyards. The courtyards | ooked so small that Mykel wondered how they coul d
of fer much respite fromthe sumer heat, but perhaps the brilliant white
stucco reflected enough of the sun to help. Still, early in the day as it was,



he coul d feel sweat beginning to ooze down his back, and it was still spring.
He rode slowy, letting his eyes range across the houses and occasi onal shops.
Neat and clean as they were, there was sonmething within Southgate that did not
feel right to Mykel. Try as he might, though, he couldn't put a finger on why
he felt that way or what had created that feeling.

As on the ride fromthe port, the closer he rode to the inner ring and the
center of Southgate, the fewer people . he saw, and nost of those he did see
were on horseback or in carriages and far better attired, generally in white.
The few exceptions were young woren, uniformy dressed in light gray tunics
and trousers, with matching gray head scarves that covered their hair and the
| ower part of their faces. They carried baskets, filled with all manner of
items, fromlaundry to produce, even small glazed tiles in string bags in one
case.

He slowed the mount as he neared the inner ring. When he |ooked at the
center of Southgate, with norning sun reflecting off the brilliant white walls
surroundi ng the huge central villasé€”also brilliant whited€” Mykel had to
squint, so intense was the light.

He crossed the inner ring at a measured wal k and conA-tinued to ride southwest
al ong the paved road that |ed beA-tween the walls that surrounded two of the
villas. The road narrowed to a width of ten yards. The space fromthe edge of
the road to the base of the walls neasured perA-haps fifteen yards and was
covered in white gravel. Not a single bit of vegetation appeared to mar the
whi t eness. The sides of the crenelations on die top of the walls showed no
interior stone, just a white surface.

As he neared the end of the walls of the two villas, he could see a second
granite boul evard, one that curved around a central park in the center of

whi ch was some sort of white stone plaza. The street he traversed ended at the
boul evard, and he eased to his right and onto the boul evard. The park to his

left was edged with a low granite wall, no nore than a yard and a half high
Beyond the wall was an expanse of grass, broken by curving stone wal ks, and
hedges no hi gher than the enclosing wall. The park&€”if it were sucha€”was
enpty.

Mykel kept riding. Shortly, on his right, he passed one of the gates to the
encl osed villas. The gates were of iron, but had been painted white with so
many coats of paint that they shimered. Behind the cl osed gates he could only
see a stone drive leading to a covered portico.

Ahead, he saw another street entering fromthe right, again running in the
open space between the walls of two villas. This street continued into the
park. Mykel turned his mount down it, toward the center of the parklike area.
Once nmore, the park was separated fromthe street by the same low granite
wal | .

The street ended in yet another boulevard, if it could be called that, which
circled what appeared to be a raised circular platformof brilliant white
granite a hundred

yards or so across. Directly in front of Mykel was a stele of white stone set
ten yards out into the gray granite of the innernost circul ar boul evard.

Mykel reined up and surveyed the area. Four streets ran through the park, each
radi ating out fromthe white stoned€’or the stelae set at the four cardina

poi nts of the conpass. There were no decorations or statutes rising fromthe
circle of whitenessd€”just the circle itself.

After a noment, Mkel urged his nount the few yards toward the stele before
himso that he coul d nake out what had been carved upon it.

When he was less than a yard fromthe stele, he eased his mount to a halt and
began to study the series of scenes sculpted into the stone. The bottom row
depicted nen at worké&€"raising a wall, constructing a ship, plowing a field,
presumably set outside Southgate. The three i nages above that showed nen
riding, hunting, and fighting anA-other force. There was a single w der inage
above thosed€”it showed thirteen nmen seated at a table, each holding a
scepter. Mykel | ooked nore closely. Standing directly in the center, back of
the seated nen, was a scul pted figure of an al ector&€”although the stone did



not convey the purple eyes or the jet black hair. The al ector stood behind the
center seltyr, the only one who sat on sonething resenbling a throne. The

al ector was not threatening, not carrying a weapon, just there.

Mykel frowned. Except for the images on the stele, there was no sign of
alectors in the construction of South-gate, even in the high roads. He flicked
the reins, riding around the innernmpst boul evard, so that he could see the
three other stelae, but all carried the sanme images.

Slow y, he rode out of the parké&€”or menorial... or cerenpnial plazad€'turning
hi s mount back toward the Cadm an conmpound. As he rode around the boul evard
that circumscribed the central plaza, he noted that all the gates to the

vill as opened onto that boul evard and each gate was set directly in the mddle
of the wall facing the plaza.

As he guided his mount back up the street between two sets of walls, he
realized something else. He'd sensed nothing living in the plaza, except the
stunted grass and short hedge.

29

The next week passed slowy, and Dainyl finally caught up on the back reports.
He al so received a polite note from Al cyna the follow ng Septi, a good ten
days after he had toured Dereka, expressing appreciation for the unexpected
obj ectiveness in his report. He had pushed aside his irritation and showed the
note to Shastylt.

"Better and better." That had been the nmarshal's only real comrent &€”w t hout

el uci dati on.

Whil e Dainyl felt he should have been pl eased that matters were going so well,
the quiet worried himas nuch as adverse reports from across Corns woul d have.
Quiet or not, worries or not, he and Lystrana had enjoyed the warnth of the

| ate spring end-days.

On Londi, he had made an informal inspection of First Company after the
norni ng nmuster. He had returned to his study and reviewed the latest entries
in the master acA-counting |edgers, but found nothing that suggested
irregA-ularities. He had not expected he woul d.

There was a cough, and Dai nyl | ooked up. Col onel Dhenyr stood in the open
doorway, and Dai nyl nodded for himto cone in.

"Sir, here are the latest reports fromthe Cadni ans.'
a sheaf of papers.

"Anything interesting there?"

"Their Fourth Battalion ... you should probably read it yourself, sir.
Dai nyl al ways read the reports in the entiretya€”

sonetimes quickly, but he read themd€”and Dhenyrs i mA-plication that he did
not generated nore irritation. Even though he told hinself he had asked the
colonel, he found he was still irritated. "Thank you. | will."

Rat her than i medi ately seek out the Fourth Battalion section, Dainyl lifted
the thick report, looking at the first page of sunmary regi nental report from
t he Cadmi an headquarters in Elcien, which began with Second Battal A-ion. So
far as Dainyl had been able to discern, there had never been a First

Battalion, and the | owest denoni nated Cadmi an conpany was Ei ghth Conpany in
Second BatA-talion. In a way, that might have made sense, if the |owest
nunbered company had been ninth conpany, since there were eight Myrnidon
conpani es. He pushed away that m nor puzzle and began to read the summary from
Col 0A-nel Herolt.

Second Battalion, Overcaptain Wkeryt, comA-manding [acting], is
under goi ng rebuil ding and reA-training after returning in mdspring after a
year and a hal f deploynent to Ongel ya. Second Battalion was successful in
destroying the | oose confederation of -grassland nomad brigands, but
fatalities and permaA-nently disabling casualties exceeded thirty percent.
Second Battalion will be ready for deployment in early harvest..

Dealing with the grassland nomads had been a Myrm A-don duty. Sending a
battalion of nounted rifles was askA-ing for high casualties. The fact that

t he nunbers had not been hi gher suggested a fair degree of conpetence by
whoever had been conmandi ng the battalion or poorer tactics by the nomads, or

The col onel handed over



sone conbi nati on of both.
Dai nyl kept readi ng.

Third Battalion, Mjer Mykel conmmanding, is currently deployed to the

Sout hgat e Cadmi an comA-pound. Third Battalion is engaged in training two
conpani es, conposed |largely of recruits raised in the southwest area

surroundi ng Sout hgate... scheduled to ride to Hyalt, conducting additiona

training on route, to establish a replacenment comA-pound and to conplete
pacification of the Hyalt area, as per the orders of the Marshal of

Myrmi A-dons. No di screpancies or casualties reported to date on this

depl oyment .

Dai nyl couldn't help but wonder how Majer Mykel would fare in Hyalt. Then he

frowned. The casualty levels for Third Battalion in Dranur had been far
greater than the thirty percent listed for Second Battalion, yet Third
Battali on had been sent out only a nonth after returning to Elcien. Then, who
el se coul d have been sent?

Fourth Battalion, Mjer Hersiod, conmanding, is currently deployed to Iron
Stem based out of the Cadni an conpound. The battalion is providing supA-port
to the local Cadmian forces in mintaining orA-der at the iron and coal nines,
and the iron works. Battalion patrols are al so providing security against
| arge | ocal predators. Casualties reported to date are noderate..

Fifth Battalion, Mjer Druvyr, commanding, reA-nmains deployed to Northport,
wi th conpanies rotatA-ing duties along the northwest high road, with garrisons
in Klamat and Eastice ... engaged in naintaining order between |ongtine
settlers and Reillies recently relocated north of the high road ... Casualties
light, no recent fatalities ..
Sixth Battalion, Mjer Juasyn, commanding, reA-turned froma year's depl oynent
in the Vedra trianA-gle north of Tenpre the second week of spring ... patro
actions agai nst Squawt brigands and settle-

ments established in violation of the Code were sucA-cessful, as detailed in
the commander's report. The surviving Squawts, primarily wonen, children, and
el derly men, were relocated to the Semal area... No new casualties reported

Dai nyl turned to the detailed reports of the battalion comranders, naking his
way through themas well. When he had finished the | ast of them he wal ked to

t he doorway of the marshal's study. . "Ah ... Dainyl... what can | do for
you?" Unlike so many times in recent weeks, the marshal was cheerful and
sm ling.

Dai nyl stepped into the study. "I rnust have missed something, sir. | was

readi ng the reports from Cadm an headquarters, and | came across the report
fromtheir Second Battalion ..."
"Ch ... yes. That. Wat about it?"
"In the past, fromwhat | recall, it was judged nore ef A-fective to use

Myrm dons agai nst the nomads. "
" "Effective’ is the key word, Dainyl. Myrm dons are indeed nore effective.
Unfortunately, it requires days and days of overflights, and heavy use of
skyl ances, which, in turn, result in grassfires. The grasslands are suffering
a severe drought at present..."

Dai nyl understood all too well. "The lifeforce | oss?"
"I"'mgratified that you grasped that so quickly. Your predecessor never did
under st and, poor alector."
"I knew there had to be a reason, but since the depl oyA-nment decision was nade
before | becane submar-shal..." Dainyl paused. "There was one other thing. The
maj er in charge of the Fourth Battalion reported rather |arge wolves of what
appeared to be a new breed. Is that something we should inquire about wth
Asul et or soneA-one in Lyterna?"
"I"d heard sonething about that. How big are they?"
"They're reported to be close to three yards in | ength,

not counting the tail, and it takes several rifle shots to bring one down.
They al so have large crystal fangs." Dainyl alnost missed the slight
stiffening of the marshal at his last words. "The fangs seened unusual . "



"I'd appreciate it if you' d send an inquiry to Lyterna. Regul ar di spatch
shoul d suffice. It may just be a species that the |life-form masters thought
had died out, and, for some reason, has found a predatory niche, but it
woul dn't do to overlook it. Asulet will want to know, one way or the other."
"I"ll take care of that. I'msorry to have bothered you about the shift in
tactics with the nomads, but | appreciate the clarification.”
"What were their casualties?" Shastylt's tone was close to indifferent.
Dai nyl could sense the buried concern
"Over thirty percent."
"I't could have been far worse." Shastylt nodded. "That's better than | feared.
Thank you."
Dai nyl nodded and stepped back
"Cl ose the door, if you would."
After leaving the marshal's study, Dainyl returned to his own desk, closing
his own door as well. He needed to wite the dispatch to Asulet, and to have
Dhenyr draft a short letter acknow edgi ng recei pt of the reports.
Was the lifeforce issue that critical? Basically, the nmarshal 4€”"and t he
Duar chesé€”were sacrificing | anders and indigens to conserve the world's
lifeforce, and they were counting on the higher birth rates and the greater
prom scuity of the indigens to conpensate for the troopA-ers lost dealing with
probl ems handl ed previously by Myrmdons. In turn, that inplied an al npst
desperate need for nore |lifeforce, nore quickly than originally planned.
In addition, despite his apparent indifference, Shastylt had been worried by
the "new' predator. The crystal fangs suggested at |east a partial reliance on
lifeforce for sustenance. To Dainyl, that translated not into a new
predator, but an old one, perhaps one dating back to the tinme of the
ancients. Were the predators making a coneA-back because Acorus was returning
to a wanner climate? O was sonething el se at work?
Slow y, he took out several sheets of paper. He'd need to be careful &€”"very
careful &€”in the way he phrased the notification to Asul et because it was al so
clear that Shas-tylt had not wanted to be the one telling the elder alector
30
Beware of the alector, or especially of the steer, who declares that, because
ethical standards, or val A-ues, or norals are expressed and codified by the
Archon, they are nerely the product of our society and, furtherA-nore, that
each region of a world, if left to itself, would have expressed its own
standards and val ues, and such val ues and standards woul d have validity equa
to those set forth in the Code. This argunent contains within it two
assunptions. One is correct, but the second is false.
The first underlying assunption is that the environA-ment in which individuals
are raised affects their beliefs and values. This is true, and that truth
forms the rationale and necessity for a uniformsystem of education and
unA-derstanding for all alectors so that regional influences can be recognized
and bal anced.
The second assunption is that, since differing geograA-phies and ot her
regional factors give rise to differences in beliefs and practices, each
region's standards can only be judged in the context in which they arose. By
extension, logic then requires the presunption that value systens arising out
of differences in climate and locale are equal in their validity, and that no
val ue systemis intrinsically superior or inferior to another. Early history
has shown, all too clearly, that this assunption is demonstrably and
egregiously false. Wien two sets of values conflict, or are conpared, one set
will prove superior...
Unfortunately, often which set of values is "superior" has been determ ned by
whi ch possessor of values had the greater might and power, rather than upon
the ethical considerations of each. To avoid this, the early Archons
i nvestigated the structural basis of |aws and val ues ..
The bases of any ethical or adm nistrative standard nust rest in fact upon
three determinations. The first deA-term nation is whether such a standard is
correct. Such correctness nust be determ ned by aski ng whether the standard



provi des the greatest good for the greatest numA-ber in all conceivable
circunstances at all tinmes, and conA-versely, and of equal inportance, that it
provides the least harmin all times and circunstances, even unto those who
are powerl ess.
The second determination is whether the standard can be inplemented both so
that it applies practically and yet falls with equal force upon all

regardl ess of their beliefs, their wealth or lack 'thereof, or their physica
characteristics.
The third determination is that the total nunmber of standards shall be the
absol ute m ni rum necessary for the maintenance of order

In oversimplistic terns, a law nust be fair; it nust be practical; and it rnust
be able to be inplemented. The same is true of values. They nust be fair; they
must be practical; they nust be linited in scope to what is necesA-sary for
consensus; and they nust be understood and acA-cepted by the vast majority of
i ndi vi dual s.
Whil e these principles are indeed the basis for sensible governing, they are
far fromaccepted as widely as they should be. As noted earlier, there is a
desire, particularly by steers, to insist that the world or the universe in
which a world exists nust have been created, and that such creation requires a
supra-intelligent creator, a deity, if you will. Fromthis flows the
assunption that the wi sdomof such a deity, as revealed by a prophet, is the
basi s of the standards and values of the believers in that deity, and that any
belief systemrevealed by a deity is superior to any codified by mere nortals.
Yet such believers continue to ignore the fact that die prophet who reveal ed
the wishes or commandA-nents of the deity has always been in fact a nortal..
Vi ews of the Hi ghest

IllTustra
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More than a week had passed since Dainyl had sent off his inquiry to Asulet.
He had not received a response, and so far as he knew, neither had Shastylt.
LitA-tle el se of note had occurred. The past twenty-five days had been as
uneventful as any he could recall in his years at Myrm don headquarters. Even
the weather in Elcien had been warmand mld, and on the previous Decdi, he
and Lystrana had spent the afternoon in the Duarch's Park, just strolling

al ong the stone wal ks, talking, and enA-joying the spring flowers, the
sunl i ght, and each ot her
As he sat in his Myrm don study right after nmorning muster on Tridi, he could
not but feel that, behind all the quiet, sonmething was building. Yet he could
find abA-solutely no concrete evidence of any sort that woul d supA-port his
feeling.

"Sir?"

Dai nyl | ooked up. Hasekyt&€”the duty orderlya€”stood in his doorway.

"Yes?"

"The marshal would like to see you, sir."

Dai nyl rose i medi ately. Wen Shastylt sunmoned anyone through an
internediary, trouble followed. Tyanylt's untinely death was a perfect
exanpl e.

St oppi ng short ot the halt-open doorway to Shastylt's study, Dainyl
reinforced his shields, then entered.

Bef ore Dai nyl had taken two steps into the study, Shastylt burst out |aughing.
"You're the nost observant submarshal in decades, but I'mnot angry with you.
Cl ose the door and sit down."

Dai nyl did, but only rel axed his shields marginally.

"Asul et sent a response to your inquiry about the new predator. It's
singularly unhel pful. He states that it's a matter that needs to be discussed
in Lyternaéd€”at our conveni enced€”and that he'd be happy to see either of us."
"That doesn't sound good." Dainyl had the feeling he was understating matters,
but wanted to hear what the marshal felt.

Shastylt snorted. "The last time he sent a nmessage |ike mat was years back



just before the Vedra fl ooded and wi ped out good portions of Dekhron and

Sal aan. "

"When do you want ne to | eave?"

"Half a glass ago. Matters are quiet here, but they won't stay that way, and
I'"d like you to find out what he'll tell you and get back as soon as you can."
"Yes, sir."

Less than a quarter of a glass later, Dainyl was in the duty coach headed for
the Hall of Justice. He had grabbed his flying jacket, although the day was
war m enough that he woul d not be needing it, except for the Table
translaA-tion. Once at the Hall, largely deserted so early in the norning, he
made his way into the underground warren beneath the public spaces.

One of Zelyert's assistants peered at him quickly, then nodded and returned to
her small study as Dainyl reA-noved the Talent-lock on the outer foyer door.
The i nner chanber was enpty when he entered it and stepped onto the square

bl acki sh silver surface of the Table.

He concentrated. .

letting the blackness rise around him trying to cenA-ter his attention on

the pink | ocator wedge that was Lyterna.

Yet al npst inmediately, he could sense the heavy pinkA-ish purpl enessa€” and
then the purpled arnms reaching for him There was not a single set of arns,

but two; they seenmed to block the translation tube in all directions.

Dai nyl reinforced his shields, feeling the heat build within his body, even as
the chill fromoutside tried to | each away strength and volition

He began to search. . . what about the anber green |lines? Dainyl had sensed
them before, if briefly. As the purple arns drew nearer, he cast out a
Tal ent-probe, tryA-ing to visualize it as anber-green, rather than purple. He
stretched, seeking the anber-green somewhere beyond the translation tube, a
tube that felt endless in all directions, for all that he knew and sensed that
it was not.
The purpled arns drew closer, formng a web contractA-ing around him
A hint of that amber-green he sought appeared someA-where above, and he
grasped for it with all the Talent-strength he possessed. Hi s body convul sed,
as if dozens of bullets had struck himsimultaneously. Then all his beA-ing
felt as though he were being twi sted into convol uted segnments, then stretched
the entire length of the translaA-tion tube.

For a noment, the briefest of instants.. . he was surA-rounded by gol den
green... and a single w nged ancient, even nore hazily present than when he
had | ast beheld one of them studied himw th fine greenish Tal ent-probes.

He thought he sensed a thought....
You have not changed enough

Dai nyl debated not answering, then forced a thought at the ancient. How shoul d
| change?
You nust beconme of the world, not separate fromit.

How di d one becone of the world, besides Iiving and worki ngd€”and | ovi nga€”in
it?

Bef ore Dainyl could formul ate anot her thought, he was back in the darkness and
chill of the translation tube . .. hurtling toward the pink | ocator wedge of
Lyterna. Al too soon the silvered pink barrier appeared and he found

hinsel f flung through it. Silver shattered, and |ines of pain ripped down his
ar ns.

He rolled across the table as though he'd been pitched |like a ball through the
tube, barely getting his arnms out in time to stop hinself fromfalling off the
Tabl e.
The man who stood and gaped at hi m opennout hed was clearly not the recorder
but one of his assistants. Dainyl could sense the residue of purpleness,
suggesting that the younger al ector had been at least partly involved in
trying to trap Dainyl in the translation tube.

Dai nyl quickly regained his feet and strengthened his shields. "Which of
Myenfel's assistants are you?" After he spoke, he realized he did not fee
quite so cold as usual. Bruised, but not cold.



"Ah ..." There was a pause, then a reluctant adm sA-sion. "Choranyt, sir."

"Choranyt." Dainyl nodded. "I'mhere to see Asulet, at his request. Do you
know where he m ght be at the nonent?"

"No, sir. | really don't. He might be ... where he usuA-ally is?"

"The museum ... or his ... ?" Dainyl realized he'd never know what to call the
area where Asul et worked.

"Yes, sir."

"I'"ll find him" The submarshal |eft the Table chanber, trying to recall the
directions back to the nuseum

In time, a good quarter of a glass, he found hinself standing before the
recessed niche that held a pteridon, its lifeforce held in abeyance.
Then he heard steps coming fromhis left, and he turned, his shields at ful
strengt h.
"I must admit | did not expect so pronmpt a response to ny dispatch," offered
the silver-haired Asul et.
"W thought it best to conme inmediately."
"W? O you?"
"The marshal did not dispute ny suggestion."
"If he's wise, he won't,"” replied Asulet. "How was your journey? Sulerya said
that you' ve had sonme difficulties.”

"I had a rather undignified arrival," admtted Dainyl. "I

rolled out of the translation tube."
The silver-haired al ector raised his eyebrows, but said nothing, waiting.
"Someone tried to trap ne when | translated fromEl-cien here. There were two
sets of those purple arnms, one in front of me, and one behind. Wen | arrived
on the Table here, one of Myenfel's assistants was in the Tabl e chanber. He'd
been using the Table for sonething."
"Wi ch assistant?"
" Choranyt . "
"I"d expect something like that fromhim How did you manage to evade the
trap?"
"I"'mnot exactly sure," replied Dainyl. "Except | dodged the arns by slipping
out si de the tube."
"That can be extraordinarily dangerous. Mst alectors who try that end up as
wild translations."
"I had the feeling that, if |I didn't do sonething, |1'd end up dead."
"That was their intent."”
"Whose intent?"
"Paeylt's and Brekylt's. | assune that Sulerya told you about Paeylt."
"Not much, except that he opposes you and has his own supporters here in
Lyterna and el sewhere, and seens to be allied with Brekylt and Al cyna."
"That's all you need to know at the nonment." Asulet turned. "If you would cone
this way?"

Dai nyl followed the el der alector through several narA-row redstone-walled
corridors and through two nore conA-ceal ed stone doorways until they stood in
anot her open space, this one also with niches in the walls.
Asul et gestured to the blue-tinted niche. "Cbserve."

Dai nyl stepped forward and studied the creature frozen in life and time. For
just an instant, he thought it m ght be a huge bl ack-coated shaggy dog, with a
body three yards in length. But the creature's entire posture screaned that it
was a hunter. The snaller teeth in the large jaw were

razor-snarp, ana nme long crystal tangs exuded nenace. So did the greenish
yel l ow eyes. The long I egs and | arge paws suggested a creature at home in
winter chill.
"That's your predator."
"You captured this one?"
Asul et shook his head. "Mjer Hersiod had a carcass sent to us as soon as they
felled one. It arrived in rather poor condition, but the identification was
easy enough to nake. It's an ice-wolf. This one has been here since ... for a
very long tine."



"Then they're native? Fromthe tinme of the ancients?"

"No. Not exactly. Several of them appeared in the early years, but they died
off fromstarvation. None has been seen in nore than a thousand years."
"Maybe there were just too few to be noticed," sugA-gested Dainyl.

"They're not normal predators. They prey on lifeforce.™

"You' re suggesting that the ancients created or bred then®"

"Or preserved themuntil they could survive," added Asul et.

"We're seeing nore ancients. We've |lost pteridons for the first tine, and now
these ... creatures.” Dainyl didn't like the inplications, not at all. "What
can we do, besides kill then®"

"For the nonment, that seenms the best course. But | thought you&€”and Shastylt
and Zel yert 4€”shoul d know. Especially Zelyert."

"Do Brekylt and Al cyna know?"

"They will. There's really no way to keep it quiet for |long. Sooner or |ater
one of the creatures will be obA-served in the col der and hi gher reaches of
the east."

"You think it came fromthe Aerial Plateau?"
"Where else is high and cold near Iron Stenf"

n W]y no\,\/?ll
"I do not know. | could specul ate, but specul ating where the ancients are
concerned has al ways been fraught with danger and inaccuracy. So | wll not."

"I's there anything el se you woul d suggest'/*

"Don't get close to one."

"Are they as dangerous as an ancient?"

"Ch, no. They can be killed by standard weapons. They're a far greater danger
to livestock and herders ... or landers or indigens traveling isolated areas

al one. "

Dai nyl al nost repeated a variation of his question about why the creatures had
reappeared after such a | ong absence, but another | ook at Asul et convinced him
that the el der alector would only say what he had said, and woul d not take
wel | to repeated questioning, especially fromsoneone junior to him

"I's there any other information | should know ... or that you would care to
pass on, sir?" Dainyl finally asked.

"Not at the noment, Subnmarshal. | will escort you back to the Table." Asul et
smled. "It will save both of us tine."

"I"'msure it will." Dainyl offered a sheepish grin. "But | wasn't about to

trust Choranyt."
"A wi se decision."

Dai nyl lost track of the passages and conceal ed doors that Asul et took before
they reached the main corridor outside the Tabl e chanber.
There, the elder alector opened the door, releasing the Talent-locks, and I ed
Dai nyl inside. Dainyl strengthened his shield.
"Excellent,” murnured Asul et.
Choranyt | ooked at the two. His face pal ed.
"Have a good trip, Submarshal." Asulet's tone was fornal

Dai nyl stepped onto the Table, focusing on the darkA-ness beneat h.

He dropped swiftly into the chill blackness, imedi A-ately seeking the
brilliant white locator that was Elcien, and extending a Tal ent-probe.

No purple arns appeared, but for a noment, someA-where "behind" him he sensed
a nonentary bl ack and purple flash.

i nen ne was snaing inougn tne silvered white barrier at Elcien

He stood alone in the Tabl e chanber, and only the briefest hint of frost-fog
lifted off his flying jacket. As he stepped off the Table, his Tal ent

i ndi cated that no one el se was around.
Still he made his way to the private study of the H gh Al ector inmmediately,
recalling Asulet's slight enphasis on the Hi gh Alector's name, but the study
was enpty. Wen he turned to | eave, one of the younger assistants stood in the
ant er oom door way.
"I was | ooking for the Highest."
"He left earlier, Submarshal. He will be in Soupat until early this



afternoon. "

" Soupat ?"

"Yes, sir. He didn't say why."

"Thank you."

Wth that, Dainyl left the Hall of Justice and finally nanaged to hail a
hacker to take himto Myrm don headquarters.

He had barely turned down the corridor to his own study when Undercaptain
Yuasyl t&€"the duty officerd€” called to him

"Submarshal, sir. The marshal was | ooking for you."

"Thank you." Dainyl wal ked past his own study to the marshal's. "I just got
back. "

Shastylt nodded, saying nothing. He did not rise.

Dai nyl wal ked into the study and cl osed the door. He remained standi ng.

"Well... did he have anything useful to tell us?"
"The predator is one that dates back to the time of the ancients. It feeds on
lifeforce..." Dainyl summarized the rest of what Asulet had told him not that

it took long, since Asulet had been brief to the point of being cryptic.
Shastylt frowned. Then he pulled at his chin. "Asulet was telling the truth?"
"Yes, sir. He was worried, and he didn't want the word

spread. He said Brekylt and Al cyna would find out, sooner or later."

"Did he tell you why this was happeni ng now? Does he have any i deas?"

"He m ght have ideas, but he declined to share them Politely, but firmy."

' The ancients are behind this. Do you think that Brekylt has worked out sone
sort of alliance with then®"

Dai nyl didn't know what to say. The idea was preposA-terous, given his
experiences with them But he certainly couldn't share that know edge with the
marshal . After a nonent, he replied. "Brekylt would seek an alliance with
anyone or anything that furthered his anbitions. Fromthe reports 1've
studied, and what little |I've seen, and fromwhat Asulet has told nme, the
ancients see us all as enenies. Besides, how would they even conmuni cate?"
Dai nyl felt much safer phrasing the | ast concept as a question, rather than
stating it as a fact.

"There is that... but those two are inventive."
"I would agree with that, but Al cyna directed her Myrm A-dons to attack them
and the rankers were telling the truth about the attacks. | can't see the

ancients allowing that."

Shastylt pursed his narrow |lips before replying. "No. They would not." After a
time, he focused his eyes diA-rectly on Dainyl. "Wat do you think about it?"
"I think the ancients are planning sonething. W have not seen themin
hundreds of years, not really, and now, within two seasons, they've destroyed
six pteridons, and now there's a |lifeforce predator that no one's seen in a

t housand years. That's not coincidence. It also suggests that they know the
time for the transfer of the Master Scepter is near, or at |least that nore

alectors will be comA-ing to Acorus."

"More al ectors have al ready been translating here. They coul d have noticed
that," mused the marshal. "I want you to watch for any other signs ..
anywhere. Don't report them Just tell ne."

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl returned to his own study, closing the door. He needed tine to think
First, somehow he needed to get word about the giant ice-wolf predator to
Zelyert in a way that wasn't obvious to Shastylt, and before long. He al so
wanted to think about what the ancients had said about hi mnot changing
enough. Had he changed at all? How? WAs that good?

He couldn't help but recall the near-casual way mat the small soaring creature
had used her power to hurl himback into the translation tube. Yet, if they
had the kind of power that he had seen and experienced, why hadn't they just
attacked? Or was it because there still were so few of then? He wi shed he knew
nore&€”or how to find out nore without putting hinmself at the nmercy of
creatures who had shown thensel ves to be powerful and dangerous.

H s eyes drifted to the wi ndow and the clear silver green sky beyond. Not even



a sign of a storm but he knew that the tines and the weather could change
qui ckly.

32

The hired carriage drove through the

open gates of one of the villas in the center of Southgate, carrying Mykel
Overcaptain Sturyk, and the overcap-tain's wife, a brunette a good fifteen
years younger than Sturyk, Mkel judged.

Mykel wore his better uniform clean and with everyA-thing polished, but

Wi ui out his sabre. He had been perA-suaded to acconpany the couple in a rented
carriage, because Sturyk had insisted, telling Mykel, "Arriving on horseback
is just not acceptable, sir."

Mykel hadn't felt like arguing about that. If his taking a carriage nade
Sturyk nore confortable and resulted in better relations between the Cadni ans
and the factors

and hi gh | anders of Southgate, then that was a small price to pay.

"This is Seltyr El baryk's place," offered the overcap-tain. "Every year the
ball is in a different villa. If |I'mcomander |ong enough, Sheranyne and

m ght get to see themall."

"Are all those who own the villas seltyrs? | thought sone were factors."

"Ch ... that's the rank title. Some are factors. Sonme own | ands. Several have
ships, and some of those probaA-bly snuggle goods."

"The sane title is used in Dramur, but all of the seltyrs there are |arge

| andhol ders, " offered Mykel

"Most of the seltyrs here have famly or trade ties to Dranur. They're a

cl ose-knit bunch."

The carriage cane to a halt under a covered, but open portico.

Mykel stepped out of the carriage, onto the mounting block. He would have held
t he door for Sheranyne&€”the overcaptain's w fed€”except that a footnman in
spotless light gray already had opened the carriage door and held it.

"Wl come to Villa El baryk."

"Thank you." Mykel nodded and gl anced westward, where the sky still held a
faint shade of silver fromthe earlier sunset. Only Asterta was visible in the
early-eveA-ning sky, a small green disc high in the eastern sky.

"The ballroomis straight ahead through the main entry and then up the grand
staircase to the left."”

The three wal ked abreast, Mkel to the left of SherA-anyne, Sturyk to the
right. Mounted on every white granA-ite pillar was a brass |lanmp polished to a
fine luster, with light radiating through gl ass panels show ng neither snudges
nor soot. The wal kway was covered with a thick black-carpeted runner, fringed
with white and gold. The spring evening was warm with a hint of flowers, but
also with a touch of dustiness in the air.

The main entry was a vaul ted stone encl osure, w n-dow ess, that soared a good
three stories, lit by an enor-

i uous crystal cnanaener. MyKei wondered it the oil tor each miniature |anp
was fed down through a tube in the heavy links of the tw ned brass chains
supporting the chandelier, or if each |lanp had its own reservoir to be filled.
"Inpressive, is it not?" asked Sturyk.

"Rat her," murmured Mykel. The villa was nore |ike a palace, |ike sonething he
woul d have i magi ned for one of the Duarches.

Two coupl es wal ked up the staircase ahead of them The staircase circled up
and around the side of the entry, its carpeted steps each a good five yards
wi de. One of the wonen half-turned to say sonething to the younger woman
behi nd her. While her gown was cut | ow enough to reveal that she was shapely
and extremely well enA-dowed, it covered her shoul ders and upper arms. The
younger worman's gown | eft her arns and shoul ders bare, although she wore a
filmy silver shaw over them

Mykel suspected that either wonan's gown cost nore than several years of his
pay as a majer, and he didn't want to specul ate about the worm of the jewel ed
choker worn by the ol der woman. "The couple ahead... a seltyr and his w fe?"
"Ch, no. That's Oefyt. He's a cloth factor, one of the l|arger ones, but



certainly not so wealthy as a seltyr. Everyone does wear their best to the
bal I . "

"If they are not seltyrs," added Sheranyne, "their very best."

At the top of the grand staircase was another foyer, only larger than any

of ficer's mess Mykel had ever seen, and on the far side was an archway hung in
deep green velvet, trimed with silver. At one side stood a tall man in a
formal gray shimrersilk tunic who announced, "Ser Oefyt, Madane Orefyt, his
daught er and son."

Did formality in Southgate require everything be linked to the man?

Mykel tried not to be obvious as he squared his shoul A-ders, but he felt as

t hough he headed into a skirm sha€”

wi t hout weapons. As the three of them stepped through the archway, the
functionary in gray shimrersilk tunic bowed, then decl aimed, his deep bass
audi bl e above the strings of the quintet playing on a dais in the |eft-hand
corner of the chanber, "Majer Mykel, Overcaptain Stu-ryk, Mdanme Sturyk."

Mykel coul d sense the eyes upon him even though he did not see anyone | ooki ng
directly at them and the nmass of so many auras and their lifeforce pressed at
hi m

The ballroomwas a good thirty-five yards across, with a doned ceiling that
rose sone ten yards above the center of the chanber. The archways to the
adj oi ni ng anteroons were set off by double columms. The walls and the inside
of the donme were silver-white, the effect dimmed by the lowlight fromthe
brass |lanps set in wall sconces and by the heavy dark green vel vet hangi ngs
trimmed in silver. The floor was conprised of alternating green and sil ver
tiles in the shape of dianonds. About fifty couples were dancing, each pair
careful to remain clear of others, movA-ing not quite sedately to the mnusic.
Mykel let himself be guided by Sturyk toward a short line of four people. Both
men wore tunics and trousers of brilliant white shimrersilk, with white boots
polished to a reflective shine, unlike the others in the ballroom who seened
to be wearing all variety of color. The wives of the two nen wore shimrersilk
gowns of deep green, and stood a half pace back, partly behind their husbands
shoul ders.

Sturyk halted before the first man. "Seltyr Benjyr, ny w fe Sheranyne." Then
he hal f-turned. "My superior, Mjer Mkel, conmander of the Third Battalion."
Mykel bowed slightly. "I am honored." Before he finA-ished his words, he noted
that Sturyk and his wi fe had nodded to the second couple and passed on

| eaving himalone with the four in the receiving line.

"No, Majer," replied the seltyr, a bl ack-haired and al nond-ski nned man al nost

as tall as Mykel, "I amthe one honored. W sel dom see hi gh-ranki ng Cadm ans
nere in aouui gaie, ana u nas Deen years since one nas been able to attend our
ball." Wth a nod slightly nore than polite, he nodded to the next nan.
"Seltyr Elbaryk, this is the distinguished, and, | mght add, deadly, Majer
Mykel . "

"W have heard nuch of you, Majer. It is indeed a pleasure to see you in the
flesh. May you enjoy the ball and the hospitality of my hone."

"I amcertain |l will, and I thank you."

As Mykel stepped away, he could not hel p but hear the words between the two.
"He is young for a dagger "

"But far sharper... best to let himgo his way, for that will serve us best."
Mykel was nore man certain he had been nmeant to hear the | ast words.

Sturyk and Sheranyne stood, slightly apart fromthe others, their attire far
| ess ostentatious than that of those around them

"I take it that Seltyr Benjyr is the first anong equal s?" asked Mykel

"They don't even pretend they're equal," replied StuA-ryk. "He is the Seltyr
of Seltyrs. No one questions him You should be conplinmented. He spent nore
time with you than many of the wealthier factors."

"I hope that's favorable notice." Mykel |aughed. He wasn't about to explain
why he'd received the attention.

"Better that than being ignored. Now all you have to do is enjoy yourself. The
younger worren with the bare shoul ders and shawl s are the ones who are not



married."”
"They'd be very flattered if you asked themto dance," suggested Sheranyne.
"But ask their parent or escort, not them"

Mykel thought he understood why. "I'm not good at dancing."

"It doesn't matter," replied Sheranyne with a gentle [augh. "Sonme will |ike
you for yourself, and the others will use you to nmake their suitors jeal ous.
The parents of

every eligible girl you ask to dance will be grateful as well."

"Because it grants them attention and because they can't possibly marry a
Cadmi an officer?"

"It's unlikely," replied Sheranyne, with a m schievous smle, "but it has
happened. "

Mykel felt |ike swallow ng both boots. He" bowed. "I beg your pardon, Mdane."
She | aughed, good-naturedly, half-turning to Sturyk. "You see, dearest. He
understood with only a smle."

Sturyk | aughed as wel | .

To cover his enbarrassnent, Mykel gazed across the ballroomfor a nonent. He
tried to shut out the welter of personal auras, the feel of so many people,
and just |look at the dancers and those standing around the edge of the
bal | room

"There are refreshnents in the adjoining salons,” said Sturyk, "but it's

consi dered poor manners to retreat there i nmedi ately upon arriving, and
particularly without havA-ing danced at least for a time. | can see several of
t hose I know observing us."

Mykel permitted hinself a wy snmile as he | ooked back at the overcaptain. As
soon as Sturyk had nentioned refreshnents, Mykel had thought about slipping
away.

"I'f you will excuse us." Sturyk and his w fe eased out anmpbng the dancers.

Mykel envied the grace with which they noved. He scanned the, dancers, and
those | anding at the edge of the dance floor. After a time, he found his gaze
being drawn to the far side ot the ballroom to a black-haired woman in a
plain, but flattering, pale green shimrersilk gown. She wore a shawl. He
realized that she was the only young worman he had seen without a male escort
or a parA-ent beside her. There was something ..

Mykel stiffened, standing stock-still. The woman was Rachyla. He woul d have
known her anywhere. What was she doing in Southgate? How could she have gotten
to Southgate so quickly? He feared he al ready knew why.

Finally, he wal ked toward her, stepping around the edge of the dance fl oor
avoi ding the couples nmoving to the nmusic in a step he did not know or even
recall seeing.

She wat ched him neither overtly encouraging nor di sA-couraging him As he
drew nearer, he could sense her auraéd€”al nost totally black, shot through wth
faint traces" of green, unlike any other he had seen. Was that because she was

a seltyr's daughter? No ... none of seltyrs had felt that way.

"Lady Rachyla." He bowed slightly as he stopped a yard short of her. "I cannot
say how surprised | amto see you here."

"Then, | suggest you do not try." She laughed, in the ironic and nusical way
that Mykel could only recall for the instant afterward. "I see you are a majer
now. | had not expected to see you, either, but then |I heard that you would be
here, and I found that | was not surprised.”

"Unlike ne."

"It is good to see you surprised, Majer. | saw that so -sel dont

"How did you cone to Sout hgate?"

"By ship, of course. Is there any other way from Dra-nur?" Her deep green eyes
fixed on him
"I meant

"1 know what you neant, Majer. Have you cone to ask ne to dance? To nake the
obligatory appearance and flatter your ego that you may choose any of the
worren and none will refuse you?"



"I know little of dancing, and | can see that you have changed little."
"I have changed nore than you know, Mjer, and so have you. You were not

afraid to take a dagger of anger . . . yet you fear_to dance with a woman who
has "nothing '"
" Mykel smiled. "I did not say | feared to dance, | said | did not know much

about it, and your feet nmay suffer.”
Rachyl a shook her head, then held out a hand. "Let us dance."

Mykel stepped forward and took her hand. He held her lightly, if firmy,
trying to follow the steps of the others and to keep his boots away from her
slippered feet, as the small orchestra played an unfanmiliar air. He couldn't
hel p wondering how he had ended up dancing with the daughA-ter of a seltyr of
Dranur in Southgate.

"For a man with two right feet, you do not dance badly."

"I just foll ow your |ead."

"Woul d that nore had."

"You have rel atives here?" Mykel finally offered, barely avoiding
stunbl i ngd€” and anot her coupl e.

"You did not know? Elbaryk is a cousin. Hs nother and mne were sisters. He
must bear a certain ... responA-sibility."

"So... your maternal cousin nust assist you, while your paternal cousin takes
everyt hing your father left?"

"Few woul d state it so directly."

"I'ncluding finding a husband?"

"Majer .. . who would wish a wife with no property? O those who woul d, who
would I, or my cousin, find acceptabl e?"
"I would not close off that possibility. | recall your telling ne something

i ke that once."

She | aughed, once. "You would use ny own words."

"Better than mne," he returned.
After a silence, she spoke again, her voice low "You would not have killed ny
father that day."

"No. | would have had himinprisoned."

"You are too honorable to be a Cadnmian, Majer. It will destroy youd€”or you
will destroy all that you now support.”

Mykel didn't have an answer to her comment.

"It is said you are going to Hyalt."

"Yes."

"And you will kill nore who rebel against the evil ones?"

"Only if they shoot at us."

"tiow can tney not wnen you are tne tool ot tne Duarches? Can you not see
t hat ?"

"l can be honorable and see what can be done."

Rachyl a | aughed, yet it was not a nocking expression, but one nore of ironic
sadness.
The nusic stopped with a flourish.

Mykel inclined his head to Rachyla. "Thank you, Lady Rachyla. M ght | havea€""
"If you have the slightest regard for nme, Majer, do not ask ne to dance
again," she rmurnured

Mykel conceal ed a w nce.

"Not until you have danced for at |east several glasses with others. And do
not call me 'Lady,'" she added in an even | ower voice. She inclined her head
to him "Thank you, Mjer." Her thank-you was |ouder and clear to those
near by.

Mykel bowed again. "My thanks and gratitude to you. Mght | escort you ..
"My cousin's wife is there by the double colum."

Mykel offered his arm Rachyla took it, but with the tips of her gloved
fingers barely resting on the forearmof his uniformtunic. They wal ked to the
edge of the dance fl oor

Madame El baryk smiled politely as Mykel bowed once nore, both to her and to
Rachyl a. Then he stepped back and turned.



"Mkel ?"

He | ooked to his left and saw the overcaptain and his wife at the edge of the
dance floor, less than three yards away. He joined them not |ooking back
much as he woul d have |iked to.

"That didn't take you long," observed Sturyk. "Is she some relative of

El bar yk' s?"

"His cousin," Mykel replied.

"She dances well," added Sheranyne.

"She had to. | don't dance well at all." Mykel managed a snmile
The orchestra began to play again.

"T suppose | should find anot her young worman, " Mkel said.

"They'll love you for it."

"Sturyk!"

"We shoul d dance, dear."

Mykel turned and surveyed those standi ng beyond the dancers, but his thoughts
kept goi ng back to Rachyla. Wthout |ooking in her direction, he tried to see
if he could sense the darkness of her aura, but there were so many auras that
hi s head began to ache. He had to close his eyes for a nonment.
Wien he opened them he resigned hinself to followAing Sturyk' sa€”and

Rachyl a' s&€” suggestions. After several nonents, he picked out a thin-faced and
br own- hai red young wonan who stood di sconsol ately, alnost alone, clearly
acconpani ed by a younger brother or cousin. She was neither beautiful nor
unattractive.

He eased up to the pair, then smled, |looking to the youth. "M ght | have a
dance with the young worman?"

She sm | ed, but her eyes warned her escort agai nst declining.

"You mght, Captain," replied the youth, not quite sneering.

"Mpjer," corrected Mykel. "Thank you." He turned to the young woman. "You wil |
excuse me if | amnot an acA-conplished dancer."
"I can nmanage that, Majer. |I'm Quesalya."

They stepped out onto the dance fl oor.
"Were are you fron?" she asked after several noA-nents.
"I was raised in Faitel, but I'mcurrently stationed in Elcien, permanently,
that is. Is your escort your brother?"
"Yes. Carlosyn wi shes he didn't have to be here.”
"He seened | ess than pleased," suggested Mykel. "Do you live in Southgate
itsel f?"
"W live to the northwest. Father's warehouses are in Soungate. Have you been
a Cadmian for a long tinme?"
"Close to eleven years, all told."

mat s along time ..."
Quesal ya was not quite the dancer that Rachyla was, but she was skilled enough
t hat Mykel could read her nmovenents and keep from stepping on her toes or
careerA-ing into other dancers. Wen he escorted her back to her brother, she
gave hima w de smle. "Thank you, Mjer."
"It was my pleasure.” He bowed. As he slipped away, Mkel felt that he had
made soneone happy, or |ess unA-happy.
After that, he asked close to a score of young wonen to dance, choosing those
who seenmed to have been forA-gotten or who | ooked neglected. Al the time, he
felt as though he were being watched, and by nore than a few people. He kept
his eyes open for Rachyla, but without letting his gaze |linger on her. He
never saw her on the dance fl oor.
After a time, he slipped away, sanpled the refreshA-nents, but contented
hinself with a glass of a pale white wine before returning to the ballroom
where he danced with several nore unmarried wonen.

He coul d see that people were beginning to slip away, decided to approach
Rachyl a once nore. She stood well away from Madane El baryk.
"A | ast dance?" He bowed.
"I'f you insist, Mijer."
Was there the faintest hint of a smle in her eyes? Mykel wasn't sure, but he



found that, as on Dranmur, he wasn't that certain about anything concerning
Rachyl a.
Nei t her said anything for several nonents.

"l wat ched you," Rachyl a said.
"A few people did," he replied dryly.
"People will say that you chose your partners to make yourself and the

Cadmi ans | ook good."
"I imagine they will."
"You did not dance with themfor those reasons, | think."
"What do you think?"
"You ask a nere woman?"
"I asked you." Mkel put only the slightest enphasis on the "you."
"You are a dagger of the ancients. You are honest. You would be kind. Your
bl ade has three sharp edges, and you will cut yourself nore deeply than anyone
else. Yet they will die, and you will suffer every death."
"That doesn't sound very prom sing." He offered a | ow chuckle, one he didn't
feel.
"You were the one who asked."
"I did. That's true. Did Madane El baryk say anythi ng about my asking you to
dance?"
"She said you were handsonme and dangerous."
Mykel decided to ganble. "And she also said that you were |ike your nother,
t 0o0?"
Rachyl a stiffened, alnmost stunmbling. "How did ... you were never..." Then she
sm | ed and shook her head. "You are truly the dagger..."
"Was | right?"
"You know you were."
Mykel had the feeling that, while he m ght not have |iked Rachyla' s nother, he
woul d have respected her, and that was very unlike the feelings he had for the
mal e sel-tyrs of either Dranur or Southgate.
"You do not care much for ny cousin."

"How can you say that? Before tonight, | never net him and we exchanged only
a few words."” Mykel was all too conscious of how close she was ... and
still... as Dohark had once said, how dangerous.

"To ne, it is as obvious as the uniformyou wear, Mijer."
"How about to your cousin?"
"Were you not a dagger of the ancients, you would be beneath notice."

"That's good to know. | suppose mat neans that | should not come calling upon
you. "

"That would not be wise. It also would not be possible."

n O,]?Il

Rachyla did not reply. Several |ong nmonents passed before she said,
"Sonetines, late on Novdi afternoons,

just before sunset, I'mallowed to walk in the menorial park to neditate."
"I'"ve been studying the stelae there. If we happened to neet, would that be
taken am ss?"

"Not if it did not happen often.” Her eyes did not neet his.

Yet, Mykel could sense she was neither |ying nor |eadA-ing himon

"Then, it will not happen often.”

"That woul d be for the best."

Shortly, the music died away, and once nore Mykel had to escort Rachyla back
to Madame El baryk. This time, the seltyr's wire's snmle was | ess than

per functory.

Mykel made a point of dancing with several nore young wonen, including a
second dance with three othA-ers, including Quesalya.

It was | ate when he rejoined the overcaptain and his wife and they nade their
way out of the ballroomand down to the porticod€”and the waiting hired
carriage, far plainer than those others |ined up outside.

Mykel gl anced heavenward. Asterta was now in the western sky. Selena, a nere
crescent, hung just above the eastern horizon. He'd danced with Rachyl a under



the warA-rior noon goddess, but did that nmean anything? He doubted it.

Nei t her Sturyk nor Sheranyne said much until the carA-riage was wel |l away from
the villa of Seltyr El baryk and headed around the inner ring road to the

nort heast .

"I thought you said that you coul dn't dance, Mjer?" Sheranyne's words were a
m schi evous accusati on.

"I can't. | just foll owed what everyone seened to be doing, and tried not to
step on anyone's toes."

"That's dancing," said Sturyk.

"You made several of those girls very happy."

"1 did?"

"At |least one will receive an offer of narriage because you asked her to
dance. "
That did surprise Mkel

"You are a handsonme man," she went on, "and there are worse fates than to be
married to a Cadmi an. Far worse. Sonme of the reluctant suitors know that as
well." She grinned. "OF course, it didn't hurt to nmention that you are
unmarried. "

Mykel [ aughed. "She must have been a friend of yours."

"She is, but we won't tell."

Mykel was certain he didn't want to know

He al so knew that, on the next Novdi, he would be at the nenorial park

33

On Quinti, Dainyl was in the Hall of JusA-tice inmediately after norning
nmuster. When he had | eft Myrm don headquarters, Shastylt had been closeted in
his study, preparing for a nmeeting with the High Al ector of Justice later in
the day. Even after three seasons as actA-ing submarshal and submaf shal

Dai nyl found that the marshal seldomif ever reveal ed the subject of the
meet A-i ngs, and never the substance.

None of Zelyert's assistants nore than nodded, after ascertaining his
identity, and Dainyl stepped onto the Table, shields in place, with sone
trepi dation. He conA-centrated, then dropped ..

into the chill darkness, although it did not seemas dark as it once had.
He i medi ately concentrated on finding the purple-rimred bl ack | ocator that
was Bl ackstear. It was nore difficult to discern, but Dainyl still took what

seenmed but a monent to fix upon it.

Even as he Talent-linked to the locator, he was searchA-ing for signs of the
purple arnms and traces of the golden green translation tubesé&€”if they were
i ndeed such.

Bl ackstear flashed toward him

For a nonent he sensed several instances of the gol den greenness, but they
seened nore like indistinct gl obes set in an anorphous black mst. WAs there

some of that mist surrounding the purple chill of the translation tube?
He was still trying to determ ne that when he burst though the silvered-black
barrier.

He' d been so intent on what he'd tried to sense in translation that he had to
take two quick steps to catch his balance and re-formhis shields. Only a hint
of fog and mi st rose fromhis uniformand flying jacket, but part of that had
to be because the Tabl e chanber was far cooler than nost, close to
unconfortably chill.

A tall and angular wonman in the green usually worn by the recorders stood
besi de a bl ack wooden chest, shoul der-high. She smiled, an expression of
anusenment and warnth. "Greetings, Submarshal. | wondered how long it woul d be
before I saw you."

Dai nyl stepped off the Table, keeping his shields in place, although he
doubted the recorder had any unA-friendly intent. "You're Delari?"

"The very sane. You're Dainyl. By the way, give my best to Lystrana. | haven't
seen her in years. That's not surprising. There's little of interest to her

H ghest here. In fact, there's little of interest to anyone here."

"Yet there's a Table here." He paused, recalling some of what he had gat hered



fromAsul et and others. "Only because it nust be for grid stability?"
"That's the sole reason."” Delari notioned toward the hi dden doorway t hat
opened with her gesture. "Wuld you care to join me for sone cider or ale? The
cider's hot."
"I wouldn't want to intrude ..
Del ari |aughed. "Submarshal... you can't be here for any other reason than to
see ne. There are no Myrmi dons here, and the nearest Cadmians are nore than
two hunA-dred vingts south. Sulerya said you' d be here sooner or later."

Dai nyl shook his head. "What can | say?"
"How about that you'd be delighted to join ne?"
"I would indeed." Dainyl found hinmself warning to her cheerful, but
no- nonsense warnth, especially since his Tal ent-senses detected nothing but
what she preA-sented. In the cool chanmber, the warm cider sounded |ike a good
i dea.
"That's better. After we talk, I'lIl show you what there is to see of

Bl ackstear, nostly snow and evergreens."

Dai nyl followed her back to a small chanber with a circular table and three
chairs.
' Take any chair. They're all the sane.™
As he seated hinself, she poured hima nmug of steamhA-ing cider froma heavy
covered pitcher. Then she sat down across the table fromhim "How can | help

you?"
"Unofficially, I"'mtrying to find out what you know about Brekylt and Al cyna,
and to what degree some recorders are backing them... and why?"

"Sulerya told you all that."

"Has anyt hi ng changed?"

"Not much." She gave a crooked smile. "Did you know that Choranyt suffered a
Tabl e m shap?"

Dai nyl had to think for a noment. "Menfel's assisA-tant? What happened?"
"Myenfel doesn't think recorders should get involved with nuch besides the
proper use of the Tables. He inA-forned the other recorders that Choranyt was
attenpting to mani pul ate energies within the translation tubes, and that
resulted in his unfortunate death."

"I see. How do you think the recorders in Norda and Alustre took that
nmessage?"

"Everyone said that they would instruct their assistants&€”once nored€” about
t he dangers."

Dai nyl nodded. "The effect of the warning mght |last a few weeks."

"Unl ess you nake nore unannounced translations to the east. O herwi se,
everything will remain quiet, except

tor the increasing nunber of translations fromlfrynd€” "~ and the

associ ated wild translations."

"Do the mapjority of themgo to Lyterna?"

"No ... I've noticed nore headed to Dul ka and Hyalt, although they can show up
at any Tabl e, even here. Sonme have enough skill to arrive at Ludar or Elcien."
"I's Blackstear's lack of... strategic value why you're recorder?"

"You are direct."

"Sonmetines | can't find the indirect way to ask the question.”

Del ari sipped her cider before replying. "Lysia and Bl ackstear formthe nost

di stant points on the grid, and that's true in terns of geography and energy
lines, which are not always the sane in ternms of distance. Asulet felt that we
woul d provide nore stability, especially in the times approaching. There was
little argument about my becom ng recorder in Blackstear. People would prefer

not to be here. | have but one assistant."
"Why do you think sone of the recorders support Brekylt?"
"Why does anyone do anythi ng? Because diey feel it will benefit them™

"As a recorder, you nust have some feel for the life-forces of Acorus. How do
you feel about the Master Scepter being relocated here, rather than on Efra?"
Del ari took a long, deep breath. "From anyone but you or Asulet, | would not
entertain that question.”



The opening to her answer chilled Dainyl. He didn't know why, but it did.

"I fear that Acorus cannot sustain the Master Scepter |ong enough to rebuild
what nust be rebuilt. Yet... the Archon nust know this. Certainly, the
lifeforce masters on Ifryn should. | suspect that the professed indecision is
to encourage Ifrits there to choose to translate w thout knowi ng the fina
deci sion. That would | eave those who nmerely wish to drink the pleasures of the
Archon's court waiting until it is too late for safe translations."

"Too | ate?"

"Ch, yes. There's a usage factor, and it's especially critical for the |long
transl ati ons between worlds. If there is too little use, the tubes cool and
contract, and only the strongest can safely translate. If there is too nuch,
then they expand and the walls becorme thinner, and wild translations are nore
likely. At the end of the translations fromlnefra to Ifryn, when the Archon
and scepter had left Inefra, and the Tabl es were open to any who would try,
the tube actually spewed al ectors into the darkness, into the deep of the
voi ds between stars.”

Dai nyl nodded slowy. He had no doubts that the ArA-chon would do what he

t hought necessary to reduce those who could contribute little to building
Acorus or Efra.

"You aren't surprised. Dd you know that?" asked De-lari

"No, | didn't, but it doesn't surprise ne. Fromwhat | can tell, nore
lifeforce is required with each world."

"Not exactly. You were born here, weren't you?"

"Yes. So was Lystrana."

"Those of us born here draw |l ess lifeforce. Those born on Ifryn draw nore.
Those born on Inefra, not that there will be that many, will draw four tines
what those born on Ifryn do, and those born on Ifryn will draw four tines nore
than you or | or Lystrana will."'

"You think mat the Archon is trying to reduce the numA-bers translating here
or to Efra?"

"I don't know. It would be wise, for the sake of the world, but how does one
tell his supporters that there is no roomfor those who are not productive,
not if we are to have a future as a peopl e?"

How productive was he, rnused Dainyl. Was keeping order all that productive?
"Why are you telling ne this?"

"You need to know, and you cannot afford to tell anyA-one besides Lystrana,
and | trust her."

Dai nyl finished the cider. "That was good. It is chill here.™

"It is always chill here." Delari |aughed briefly.

"What el se should I know?"

She shrugged. "What do you want to know?"

"There is one other thing.... Have you seen any signs of activities by the
anci ent s?"
"You think that..." Delari broke off her sentence.

"As nore alectors are translating, we've had nore sightings of ancients, and
they' ve destroyed at |east one pteridon." Dainyl felt safe saying that. Wrd
was out in enough places that Delari could have heard about one |ost pteridon
from anyone. "Al so sone skylances are m ssing, taken in the night right before
a pteridon.”

Dai nyl could feel her Talent reading him

"You're not telling nme everything."

"No, but what |'ve said is true, and you could have heard it anywhere."

"l don't know about that here in Blackstear."

Dai nyl waited.

"I"ve sensed flashes of what seemed to be amber-green Talent, to the east,
possibly in the heights of the Black diffs. There are reports that nore

livestock is missing, and some of the Reillies have said hunters have
di sapA-peared just west of the lce Sands. Wether the disappearA-ances are the
weat her... or nurders... or the ancients ... how could you tell?"

"Their Talent is anber-green.”



"You really think something is about to happen?”

"Both the marshal and the Highest are worried. So are Brekylt and Al cyna. She
even issued orders on how her Myrm dons should deal with any ancients they

m ght encounter."

"That... that would not be good."
"Why not ?"
"I can't say. | mean ... | don't know, except that one of the first recorders

i n Dereka, before Jonyst, supposedly encountered an ancient, and all that was
left of either was a crater in solid rock and a Tal ent-dead area around it."
"No one ever mentioned that."

"I"'mnot surprised.”

When he thought about it, neither was Dainyl.

Del ari stood. "Let's go up above. You at |east need to take a quick | ook at

Bl ackstear, such as it is." She pulled a heavy jacket off a wall peg, so bul ky
that it made Dainyl's flying jacket | ook thin.

Dai nyl followed her up a long set of w de stone steps and then back along a
stone-wal | ed corridor. Light flooded in fromhigh clerestory wi ndows, but the
air reA-mained chill.

"Here's the north portico. You can get the best view fromhere." Delari opened
t he heavy oak door.
As soon as he stepped out onto the portico, despite the sunlight, Dainyl
under st ood why Bl ackstear wasn't a popA-ul ar destination. The Tabl e buil ding
stood on a low hill, with the portico facing north. A narrow stone road wound
down fromthe building toward the river to the northwest. Only two piers and a
si ngl e warehouse stood in the small harbor where river and ocean net. Less
than a score of dwellings and shops clustered behind the pier warehouse. To
the east of the Table building a forest of evergreens stretched into the

di stance. The ground under the everA-greens was covered wi th snow that | ooked
to be waist-deep. Directly north of the portico stretched a vingt or so of
open tundra, show ng heaps of snow in places. Beyond that, Dainyl could see
the iron gray waters of the ocean, and farther to the north, a line of white
he supposed was ice. A bitter but light wind bl ew out of the northeast.
Despite the heavy flying jacket, he shivered. "How | ong have you been here?"
"Twenty years." She grinned. "I do use the Table a lot to visit Sulerya. The
warnth in Lysia hel ps, and the translaA-tion tubes aren't any col der than

Bl ackstear in the winter."

"There really isn't much here."

"There wouldn't be anything if the grid stability didn't require a Table
here.”

Dai nyl coul d see that.
After a few nmonents nore, he turned. "I've seen enough."

"You don't want to visit the harbor?"

He didn't miss the glint in her eyes. "No, thank you. Bl ackstear is worth a
short visit, if only to rem nd one of how much we take for granted ... but |
don't need to see the harbor to gain that appreciation."
After Delari closed and seal ed the door, Dainyl fol A-lowed her back down to

t he Tabl e chanber.

He was back in Myrm don headquarters in Elcien by the first glass of the

aft ernoon. Once nore, he | ooked for Zelyert, but the H gh Al ector of Justice
was not in, and Dainyl hurried back to headquarters.

He had only just settled behind his desk and picked up the first of yet

anot her stack of reports when the marshal stood in his doorway.

“Sir?"

"You were gone this nmorning." Shastylt glared.

"You were busy, sir. | took a quick trip to Bl ackstear."

"Why did you go to Bl ackstear? Just to see it?"

"I haven't been there. That's true, but | went to see if the recorder or her
assistants had noted any actions by the ancients."

"I'n Bl ackstear?" Despite Shastylt's dubious tone, the marshal closed the study
door.



"The ancients like cold areasd€”and high ones. The land is rmuch hi gher | eading
up to the Black Ciffs. And it's cold. W can't check places |like the Aerial

Pl ateau, but | thought.it was worth a glass or two to talk to the recorder
there."”

"What did you di scover?"

"There are people and livestock m ssing. Sonme of the Reillies are conplaining.
There' s unexpl ai ned Tal ent use."

Shastylt frowned, then nodded. "It is a |ley node, and high there."

Dai nyl had no idea what he neant by a |l ey node and waited for his superior to
conti nue.

Shastylt did not and | ooked at Dainyl.

"Do you still think they're concentrated somewhere on the Aerial Plateau?"

Dai nyl finally asked.

"There, or high in the Spine of Corus."

"If they do have a redoubt or something up in the AerA-ial Plateau," asked

Dai nyl, "how could we even bring an attack agai nst thenP"

"For the noment, we would have to wait, and attack when they enter our | ands.
As the lifemass on Acorus grows and the air warnms, we can enploy the
road- bui | di ng wagA-ons and cut a highway fromthe south, from say, Deforya,
one by which we can send die Cadm ans agai nst them ™"

"I have my doubts that rifles would be effective." That was as nuch as Dai nyl
could say without revealing his own experiences.

"W woul d have to equip themw th sone variation of lightcutters, and the
casualties woul d be high. Mre trouA-bling is die strategy that it appears

t hey are devel oping."

Dai nyl had an idea, but decided against saying it outA-right. "Using attacks
agai nst Myrmi dons and pteridons to require us to draw nore on the |ifewebs?"
"Exactly. If we are required to draw on the |lifeweb for shields, that wll
reduce the lifeforce available before it can be built into a higher and

sel f-sustai ning capacity."

Left unsaid was the point that too little lifeforce would certainly nmean di at
die Master Scepter would have to be transferred to Efra, rather man Acorus.
"Did you find out anydiing else?"

"No, sir." Dainyl smled wyly. "Except how cold it is in Blackstear."

"Have we had any nore reports fromthe Cadnians about Iron Stem or Hyalt?"
"One nore predator in lron Stem It killed some herders, but die Cadm ans took
care of it. Third Battalion is still training the new troops in Soudi gate."
"I'f anym ng happens, let nme know |'moff to the Hall of Justice." Shastylt
turned, opened die door, and deA-parted |leaving Dainyl to his reportsa€” before
he began reA-viewi ng Dhenyr's first attenpt at a |ogistics projection for ne
conmi ng seasons.

34

In the di mess of dawn, Mykel walked to the mirror in his quarters. He had not
slept all that well, thinking as he had about Rachyl ad€”and about what she had
sai d. Had he changed that much in the season since he had | ast seen her? Had
she? O had his energing abilA-ity to sense the auras of people nerely
reveal ed nore of who and what she was?

He' d never heard of a "dagger of the ancients" before going to Dramur, mnuch

| ess encountered one of die anA-cient soarers. He'd never heard of anyone who
had met one. He had a better idea what the soarer had neant by devel opi ng his
talent, but no real guidance on how he should. The sol e advice on that had
cone from Rachyla, who had told himthat the alectors would destroy himif

t hey ever discovered he was a dagger of the ancients. He'd hal f-dism ssed that
at first. Now, especially after traveling on the alectors' ship and sensing
what lay within it, he had the definite feeling she' d been right, alA-though
he coul dn't have explained why in any |ogical fashion

He al so could not help but wonder how a dagger of the ancients had found its
way to Rachyla's grandsire. From what she had hinted, it had been his undoing
in sone fashion, and she felt the dagger would do the sane to Mykel

Standing in the cool nmorning air, he | ooked at hinsel fé&€”a taller-than-average



| ander, with a broad foreA-head under short and fine blond hair, |ight green
eyes, noderately wi de shoul ders, and short-fingered hands with | arge pal ns.
H s chest still showed a pinkish scar where he'd been shot, a wound that
shoul d have been faA-tal, but had not been

Did tihe mirror show or reflect auras?

He tried to sense what his own aura mght be, but the mrror reveal ed
not hi ng. The only inpression he felt was one of darkness surroundi ng hinmsel f.
Did he have an aura as bl ack as Rachyla's? Or was he inagining things?
Finally, he shrugged. He certainly had no way to tell what his aura was like,
not that was reliable, anyway.

He finished dressing, and stepped outside onto the bal A-cony of the senior

of ficers' quarters. There, for a quarter glass, he stood in the | ong shadows
of sunrise, watching as rankers crossed the paved courtyard, trying to sense
their auras. Wiile he had noted auras in passing, he had not taken the tine to
just watch before. He had difficulty in discerning any aura at all if a ranker
was much nmore than twenty yards away, although there were some few whose auras
were clear fromtw ce that distance. He had watched for only a short tine
before he realized that peoA-ple with black auras had to be rare. He sensed
not a single one anywhere close to as dark as Rachyla's, and only one ranker
whose aura betrayed even a trace of black. None showed the flashes of green

He al so suspected that auras indicated sonething about the | ands where people
were born, because the maA-jority of rankers fromthe Southgate Cadni ans had
auras centered in "color" around a tannish yellow, while the majority of those
fromThird Battalion bore shades of browns, ranging fromreddi sh brown to

gol den brown. He still had not sensed any nore of the pinkish purple shade
shown by the navigator's nate&€”or by Hersiod. Could that coloration result
frombeing close to the alectors? Certainly the mate was, but why woul d
Her si od show such coloration? O could that have been a result fromthe tinme
he and Col onel Herolt had been briefed by the Myrm don officer? Yet the
colonel hadn't carried the pinkish overshade.

Al t hough he woul d have liked to confirmnore of what he had observed, he
needed to eat and prepare for the

| ong day ahead. He wal ked down the narrow steps to the courtyard and hurried
toward the officers' small ness.

Two | ocal Cadnians stiffened as he approached.
"Carry on." Mkel sniled.

"Yes, sir."

Behi nd him he caught a few words.

" Crelyot saw himon the range ... never mssed..."

" doesn't put up with sowshit..."

" Del ast overheard ... majer's lived through wounds'd kill an alector..."

How had that gotten around? Mykel had never said anything, but some of the
rankers from Fifteenth ComA-pany night have. He frowned. Was his hearing
better&€”or was he just nore aware?

When Mykel entered the mess, Rhystan | ooked up from where he sat at one of the
three tables. Loryalt, Dyarth, and Fabrytal were seated in the corner table.
Al'l three avoi ded | ooking at Mykel as he wal ked toward Rhystan

"You mind if | join you?" Mykel knew Rhystan woul dn't and coul dn't object, but
he still felt he should ask

"No, sir."

Mykel sat down on the other side of the small table. Wthin nonents, the

Cadmi an orderly had set a platter and a mug before him Mkel's eyes dropped
to the platterd€’fried goat, sonme slices of a soft white cheese, slices of

qui nce that had been preserved in sonething acidic, and overtoasted bread.

"It gets to you, doesn't it?"

Mykel [aughed. "I manage not to think about it until | get here."

" don't know how he can ..." The nurnur was from Loryalt, but Mykel ignored
it.

"How was that ball the other night?" asked Rhystan

"I was as out of place as a Squawt at a Reillie wedA-ding." Mkel took a



swal | ow of the cider, except that it
was cider cut with the same fruit juice he hadn't recogA-nized fromthe

firstd€”and had decided not to ask about. Still, it was better than ale in the
nmorning. "I think the |least costly gown worn by any of the wonen woul d have
taken nore than a year's pay. Mike that two years' pay. | had to dance with
sone of the unnmarried wonmené€”that's what the customis ..."

"A great trial, I"msure."

"Dancing wasn't, I'Il admit. But you have to ask their parent or their escort.

One little snoté&€”he was the brother of the young wonmanéd€’called nme an
undercaptai n." Mykel had al nost said "captain," but decided the exagA-geration
was nmore politic. "Another young wonan said that one dance was enough.”

Rhystan shook his head. "I was already getting the feeling that they don't

i ke Cadmi ans."

"Ch ... they like us well enough, just so long as we stay in our conpounds and
only appear when called. Like well-trained guards." Mkel took a bite of the
goat. He still didn't like it, but that was what there was to eat.

"That's always the way it is. Wrse here than Dramur, | think."

"Yes and no." Mykel paused. "In Dramur, no one wanted us around. |'m not so

sure that they | ooked down on us so nuch. Here, we're wel come to spend bl ood

and sweat to protect them but not to get too close."

"I't could be." Rhystan sounded doubt f ul

Mykel |ooked to Loryalt. "How is Sacyrt fitting in with Seventeenth Conpany?"

"Sacyrt? Ch ... the one from Second Battalion that you tranferred from
Fourteenth Conpany. He's a cold one, but he's been keeping in line. Keeps to
hi nsel f, C astyn says."

"That's probably for the best." Mykel still worried about the ranker&€”his

dark aura had held such reddi sh ugly streaks&€”but he couldn't do nuch except

suggest that the undercaptain and his squad | eaders keep an eye on the nan.
Loryalt frowned, but didn't reply.

After a noment, Rhystan spoke. "It's too hot here. Be glad when we head out.

Are you still |ooking at next Tridi?"

"I'f we don't get rain or worse."

"Rai n? What's that?" Rhystan snorted.

"It's what falls fromthe clouds in the winter here. That's what they tel

me." Mykel had to force hinself to eat the soft and slinmy cheese. "You're

schedul ed for drills against the First Hyalt this nmorning. Bhoral's worried

that some of the troubl emakers there are getting too high an opinion of

t hensel ves. "

"They probably are. Their last drills were against ThirA-teenth Conpany. You

want us to press then?"

Mykel nodded. "Fifteenth Conpany will do the same agai nst Second Hyalt."

"l suppose tonmorrow, we'll go against Thirteenth?" Rhystan raised his
eyebr ows.
"Seventeenth. Fifteenth will go against Thirteenth."

Mykel coul d sense the unease anobng the undercap-tains, and that was good,
because sonme of them had inA-flated ideas of how well their nmen were

per f or m ng.

Rhystan, his back to the undercaptains, grinned at Mkel.

35

Just past midday on Novdi, |less than a glass after he had returned from

Myrmi don headquarters, Dainyl |ooked out the sunroom wi ndows at the gray skies
and drizzle. Novdi was usually only a half day of duty, and matters had been
so quiet that he'd felt perfectly jusA-tified in |eaving sharply at noon
especially since Lystrana had worked | ate the night before and dropped into
bed exhausteda€”both froma | ast-noment review of

shi pbui | di ng accounts and from an overactive unborn daughter's antics of the
ni ght before. Since Shastylt had | eft headquarters by m dnorning, there was no
point in staying any |onger than nornal.

He turned as he sensed Lystrana's approach. "I'd hoped it would be warm and
sunny. "



"I know. So had I."

Dai nyl gl anced back at the cl ouds.

"Jeluyne's exhibition is this afternoon in the lower hall of the Duarch's
Pal ace," Lystrana ventured. "It's the last day. The quartet will be playing,
too. After that we could have something to eat at Eanthyro's. W could give
the girls the rest of today off, and all of tonorrow "

"Are these her paintings of Elcien and Ludar?" asked Dainyl warily. Jeluyne
was an ol der al ectress who was a friend of his nother.

"They' re supposedly quite good. Khelaryt has sel ected one for his pernmanent
gallery."

"I"'msure that they're excellent. She's an outstanding artist."

"If we see your nother there, we won't have to call on her so soon."

Dai nyl could sense the humor behind his wife's words. "We might as well. |
haven't been to many of the recent social events, and it would be nice to eat
out."

"I'I'l tell the girls, and I1'll be ready in less than a quarA-ter glass."
Lystrana smiled and hurried off.
It was nore like half a glass later, at a tinme when there was a lull in the

rain, when Dainyl stepped outside and put up the banner indicating the desire
for a carriage. Zistele and Sentya had already left, hurrying off to the
eastern market square, the one favored by the younger |anders and indigens.

Dai nyl and Lystrana stood in the foyer, the door ajar so that they could watch
for a carriage.

Since they were going to the Duarch's Palace, if not for a formal event,

Dai nyl wore his blue and gray dress uni A-form Lystrana wore gray shimersilk
trousers with a blue shirt and a dark gray vest, both slightly | ooser than

Dai nyl knew she woul d have preferred, although her chil dbearing status was
not yet that visible.

"It's too quiet," he nused.

"You' ve been saying that for days."

"I have, and | know that Brekylt hasn't stopped what A-ever he's plotting."
"Probably not." Lystrana paused. "Ch, | didn't have a chance to tell you | ast
night. W got a dispatch yesterday that Rensyl suffered a fatal fall froma
pteri don when he was being taken from Fordall to Alustre. His creative
acA-counting is being remedi ed. One other engineer was inA-volved. He was
executed, and a team of experienced engi neers have translated fromlfryn to
repl ace and enA-hance the expertise of the engineering force in the east."
"Conveni ent." Dainyl paused. "Engineers fromlfryn, not from Ludar or Faitel ?"
"I thought that was interesting.”

"It suggests that Brekylt has the support of soneone highly placed there."
"The Archon woul dn't go against the Duarches. | can't see that."

"But he might go around them" suggested Dainyl. "O, if it's his idea, he
could have told Samist. If not, who knows who it could be? What did your

H ghest say?"

"He didn't say anything, but he's worried. He went and saw Khel aryt, but he
didn't |ook any happier when he reA-turned. He did say that Zestafyn had

al ready been sent to Ludar. |'d prepared sone material about it, and I think
he sent it with Zestafyn. That was one of the reasons | was late getting
hore. "

"Khel aryt's worried, then."

"Concer ned, anyway."

At that noment, a covered carriage pulled up outside. Dainyl hurried out

t hrough the drizzle that had resuned and held the carriage door for Lystrana.
He | ooked up at the gray-haired hacker. 'The Duarch's Pal ace. The north
entrance. "

"North entrance, yes, sir."

The hoofs of the carriage horse were louder in the rain, and neither Dainyl
nor Lystrana said anything on the ride. Wen they stepped out of the carriage,
they were the only ones entering the palace, but that m ght have just been
chance. They made their way under the covered portico and through the | ower



archway, past the Duarch's guards, and into the | ower great hall of the

pal ace.

More than a score of al ectors noved anmong the paintA-ings, and Dainyl thought
he saw his nother, but she disapA-peared behind a small group discussing one

of the | arger works.

The hall was floored with the traditional octagonal tiles of green marble,
linked by smaller dianond tiles of gold narble, as were all of the large

formal chambers. The hangA-ings on the side walls, between the gol denstone

col ums, were of dark green velvet, trinmed in gold. Upon the snall dais at

the south end of the hall were seated four nusicians, playing something Dainyl
hal f -recogni zed and shoul d have known. He frowned, trying to recall what it

was.

"It's Chestalyn's Translation Variations,'

"Thank you."

"W mght as well start here," she suggest ed.

Each painting was set upon its own easel, and sepaA-rated fromthe others by

several yards. Dainyl paused beA-fore the first on the east side of the hall

a view of the Duarch's Palace fromout in the bay, clearly just at sunset. The

wal I's shimrered with an unworldly glow, and Jeluyne had caught that transitory

orange twilight illuni A-nation that |lasted but for nonents, but promised a

gl ori A-ous future.

"Not bad,"” he murnured. He couldn't have even done a single brushstroke, but
no al ector would adnmit such in public.

"I like this one," said Lystrana frombefore the second easel

Dai nyl slipped beside her and nurnured in her ear. "I |like you better."
Lystrana flushed ever so slightly, then shook her head. "Wat do you think of

t he painting?"

Dai nyl studied the i mage of an oceangoi ng vessel, spray flying fromthe bow,

with rocky cliffs set behind the ship, probably Ludyn Point. "It's well done,
but | think she does buildings better."

They noved on down the row of paintings.

"I haven't seen Kylana, and she's usually here every chance she gets," nused
Lystrana. "She al ways wants to be seen.”

"Preferably with those in power," nmurmured Dainyl. "Or those who can tell her

the latest intrigues on Ifryn."

"Sone information on that wouldn't hurt,’

Voi ce.

"True."

Most of the inmages were ones recognizable to either Lystrana or Dainyl, if not
both, until they reached the third painting in the second row. The painting

showed a market square, filled with | anders and indigens. Just to one side of

the center was a | ander patroller, wearing the doubl e-scepter badge of the
Duarchy, his finger pointing accusingly at a smashed squash or gourd on the

stone sidewal k before the small produce stand. The seller was an indi gen woman

who was backed up agai nst her small cart, listening. Behind them both, a

sly-l1ooking man was lifting the seller's coin box. None of the others in the

square seemed to notice either the dispute between the patroller and the

wormané€” or the ongoi ng theft.

mur mur ed Lystrana.

Lystrana replied in an even | ower

"Clever," said Dainyl. "I suppose that nust be the eastA-ern market square."
"It could be any market square,” replied his wfe.
"Lystranal!" called a voice Dainyl recognized all too well. "And Dainyl."

The two turned to see Dainyl's nother noving toward them Alyra wore the dark
silver gray that she usually afA-fected, with a shimering silver vest.

"It's so good to see the two of you out." Alyra inmedi A-ately faced Lystrana.
"How are you feeling?"

"I"'mfine. At times, Kytrana makes me unconfortable, but | understand that's
to be expected."

"Ch, it is. Dainyl left me unconfortable nore than sometines.” Alyra frowned
slightly. "I"'mglad to hear that, but that wasn't exactly what | neant. Didn't
you hear? Your colleague Zestafyn was attacked by a wild translation |ast



ni ght just as he was about to translate from Ludar back to Elcien."
Dai nyl coul d sense Lystrana's shock, although his wife only nodded sonmberly as
she asked, "Last night? Just last night? Howis he?"

Al yra shook her head. "It was one of the dangerous ones. There was a Tal ent
expl osi on. "

"Ch ... oh ... I didn't know. Poor Kylana."

"I ndeed... poor child. She was so distraught she nust have found a lightcutter

and turned it on herself. Such a terrible tragedy. So truly awful."

Dai nyl swallowed silently. H's nother scarcely knew Kyl ana and had cared | ess
for her posturing. What Alyra was conveyi ng was not synpathy or gossip, but a
war ni ng.
"She was so devoted to Zestafyn," Lystrana replied, "but | never would have
expected anything like that."
"So unexpected. Such a tragedy. One nonment, you're doing what you're supposed
to be doing, carrying out your duties ... and the next nonent..." Alyra shook
her head. "I suppose anything can happen anynore, even to the nost faithful
adm ni strators and Myrm dons. But... we shouldn't dwell on what we can't
change." She smiled brightly. "I'"'mso glad to see you here. How are you
finding the exhibit? Isn't Jeluyne marvel ous? | so admire her use of col or and
her choi ce of subjects.”

"This one is certainly different,"” Dainyl said.

"One can't ignore the landers and indigens. They have their place. | do prefer
the one of the Duarch's Pal ace, myself..."

Dai nyl had never heard his nother prattle so. She was nore than worried.

He definitely needed to get to see Zelyert, and not just

aoout the growi ng nunber of icewolves. The Hi gh Alec-tor mght well know
that, but Dainyl doubted he knew about why Zestafyn had been killed. Equally
i nportant, Dainyl also needed to di scover what Zelyert knew.

And. .. he and Lystrana needed to maintain their perA-sonal shields far nore
t han they had.
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Late in the afternoon on Novdi, Mkel rode at a neasured pace sout hwest al ong
t he high road, headi ng back toward the center of Southgate. Despite his
earlier worries, the training was going well, and he'd had no problemin
letting the rankers and officers knock off two gl asses earlier

He yawned, then stretched in the saddle. He had to adA-mt that he was tired.
In addition to trying to keep track of each conpany's progress and needs, at

ni ght, he'd been studyi ng maps and whatever he could find about the Hyalt

area. He'd talked to those senior rankers and squad | eadersé€”both in his
battal i on and anong Sturyk's troopsd€”who had any know edge of the roads, the
trade, or the area. He knew nore than when he'd begun, but not nuch.

He'd al so spent nore tinme trying to get a handle on his talent, studying the
auras of various Cadm ans, seeing if the auras indicated how they night act or
react, and their self-possession. He had sone ideas, but how accurate they
were he woul dn't know until Third Battalion saw acA-tion, and he was in no
hurry for that to happen
The road and the side streets were far busier on Novdi afternoon than they had
been on the previous tinmes he'd ridden out fromthe compound. Several tines he
had to rein up or slow down to avoid carts, wagons, or peddlers on foot. He
tried to listen as he rode, and occasionally

caught fragments of conversations, sonme with neani ng and some baffling.

" no need fullering ... sweat it up ..."

" Merysa took in nmore coins after the ball... than all week ... young
swells can't barely touch wonen ... fancy like that... |ooks that good
herself... best one in the house ..."

" m ght well as chisel cork ..."

" fodder's up again ... another copper a quint... suppose have to mx in
fish nmeal..."

For all the traffic in the outer areas, the center of Southgate was as subdued
and quiet as it had been the | ast Decdi he had been here. Mykel saw no one in



the park, but he was earlier than an hour before sunset.
There were no hitching posts as such, but he did find a section of railing not
far fromthe stele he judged to be closest to the villa of Seltyr El baryk. He
tied his nount there and wal ked back to the stele. He had wanted to study the
relief carvings.

For a nonent, he just |ooked at the images in the stone. Fromtheir
appear ance, they had been done recently, but they felt old. Still, the stele
didn't have the feel he had beA-gun to notice with the eternal stone of the
hi gh roads. The other aspect of the stele was that there were absolutely no
words inscribed in the stone beneath or above the relief.

Mykel gl anced around, but saw no one in the nearer section of the nmenori al
park. He slowy wal ked al ong the stone wall to the next stele. It was
identical to the first. He continued to the third, and then the fourth. A
wer e identical

Havi ng established that, Mykel |ooked nore closely at the carving itself,
trying to discern differences between the figures of the seltyrs.
Al most half a glass later, he sensed that someone was coming. He did not turn
i mediately, but it had to be Rachyla. Her aura was unmni stakabl e. Someone was
with her, and fromwhat he could sense, it appeared to be a much ol der wonan.

He continued to | ook at the stele, although he no |onger studied it, but just
wai ted, feeling as though he stood on the edge of a precipice.
"Maj er?" Her voice bore a surprise Mykel knew she did not feel

He turned. "Rachyla ... what are you doi ng here?"
"\What are you doi ng here?"
"Taking sonme tine away fromthe conpound. The park and the stel ae had
interested me, and | thought 1'd | ook at them nore closely. What about you?"
"I amtaking a walk to where | can nmeditate." Rachyla turned to the graying
worman. "This is ny aunt Herisha. She is ny nother's youngest sister."
Al t hough Rachyl a had not said, Mykel gathered the inpression fromHerisha's
gray garments and wi t hdrawn denmeanor that she was not the aunt who was the
not her of the current seltyr.
"And have you found anything startling in your peA-rusal?" Her tone was not
qui t e mocki ng.
"There's a certain oddness about the image. Sone things are obvious, though
The nunber of seltyrs matches the nunber in Southgate, and the nunber of
vilA-las around the nenorial park. That would stand to reaA-son, but behind
themis an alector, and that is a much larger figure. Yet there never has been
an alector in South-gate. There is no regional admnistrator, and there are no
Myrm dons. "
"Perhaps the carving is a warning that, seen or not, there is an al ector
behi nd the seltyrs of Southgate."
"That is possible."
"Wuld you mind, niece, if | went over to the bench and rested?" asked

Heri sha
"I should have suggested it," Rachyla said, "although | will not be |ong. The
majer is nost courteous ... for a Cadm an officer."

Heri sha nodded and turned, |inping her way to a stone bench sone twenty sone
yards away, close enough that the ol der worman coul d see everything, but hear
little.

"It's hard for her to wal k | ong distances," observed Mkel.
"She likes to leave the villa as much as | do, and I would not deprive her."
"You are both prisoners.”
"I have been a prisoner before, Mijer. Have you forA-gotten?"
"No. | never will."
"Neither will I." Surprisingly to Mykel, her tone was matter-of-fact, neither
hard nor cutting.
"How did you cone to be here?"
"My cousin Alarynt offered me the choice of dying in nmy bed or 'visiting'

El baryk. | don't have to spell out ny choice, do I?"
"He couldn't marry you of f?"



"No. If | had sons to another seltyr, even to a junior son, they would have a
claimon Stylan."

Mykel shoul d have guessed that.

"Besides, Alarynt is small-mnded and vicious in a devi A-ous fashion. By
returning ne to El baryk, he places a burden on him |f anything happens to ne,
El baryk will be accused of not honoring his own nother and the wonmen under his
care. Those things do matter to him unlike A arynt."
The nore Mykel |earned of the seltyrs, the less he cared for themand their
customs, and, sonehow, the nmore he cared for Rachyl a.

"Do not pity me, Majer." Those words were cold.

"I have adnired you. | admire you nore, the nore | learn."

"Such a desirable fate, to be admired by a Cadnian of A-ficer and a dagger of
the ancients.”

"And respected, unlike some others who claimthey care."

Rachyl a hal f-turned. "There are no images of the dagA-gers of the ancients."
She nade it as a fiat statement. "Not anywhere."

Mykel wunderstood her change of subject, he feared. "Wy mght that be?"
"Menorials are for those who do great deeds. The few daggers who survived
tried nothing of inmport, and those who attenpted nore were all discovered by
the evil ones and killed."

"Your history is so cheerful," Mykel said dryly. "Do you know any that is nore
encour agi ng?"

"For a Cadnian and a dagger of the ancients? | think not."

"You have such pronising futures for us both," he said gently.

"I cannot change what will be, Mjer. You nust underA-stand that."
Mykel thought she had given the slightest enphasis to the word "I,
not certain.

Rachyl a stepped back. "I must neditate. Herisha nust be able to report that |
did. Good afternoon, Majer."

"Good afternoon, Lady Rachyla."
"I amnot a Lady of Dranur."
"You are, and you always will be." Mykel bowed ever so slightly. To me, if to
no one el se.
She turned and wal ked swiftly toward her chaperone, not ever |ooking back
Mykel watched her for a time, then finally wal ked back to where he had tied
his mount. He had to believe that he would see her again, yet Third Battalion
woul d be riding out well before the next Novdi

He nounted slowy, |ooking toward the nenorial park, but Rachyla was nowhere
to be seen.
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In the end, Dainyl just appeared at the Hall of Justice early on Londi
prepared to wait for Zelyert. He did not have to, because the Hi gh Al ector of
Justice was there and notioned himinto his private study. "And where are you
headed today, Dainyl ?"

"Just to see you, sir."
" Oh?"
"Some information has come to nmy attention. | never know what you nay know,
sir," Dainyl began, "but there are several matters which, by thenselves, would
seem insignificant&a€""
"Dainyl... things are bad enough wi thout your soundA-ing |like Shastylt. Just
tell ne."
"The i cewol ves have reappeared in the Iron Stemarea, and they're lifeforce
predators. Asulet won't speculate, but I'mjudging he believes the ancients
are using themfor some purpose to weaken us. Second, the Duarch's head of
intelligence discovered that one of Brekylt's chief engineers was diverting
significant resources to conA-structing some sort of equipnment in Fordall. It
m ght be mlitary equi pment, perhaps forbidden equiprment. On his return from
reporting to the Hi gh Al ector of Engineering and possibly the Duarch of Ludar
he suffered a Table translation mshap in Ludar with enough power to create a
Tal ent explosion. His wife innmedi atel ya€”apparent|l ya€” killed herself with a

but he was



lightcutter that was never issued to himor her. Third, even before Zestafyn
was killed, the chief engi neer who had been diverting resources died in a
pteridon m shap while being transported to Alustre, and a nunber of

experi enced engineers were translated fromlfryn to Alustre to replace him and
the others involved in the transgression."

Dai nyl coul d sense that Zelyert was not all that surA-prised by the icewol ves,
or by Zestafyn's death. The other occurrences did create a reaction, alnopst

hi dden, but not quite.

"Does Shastylt know of these?"

"He knows about the ice-wolves. He was the one who dispatched me to Lyterna to
talk to Asulet. They kill by taking lifeforce, but rifles are effective

agai nst them"

"And the other matters?" pressed Zelyert.

"They are not properly within Myrm don jurisdiction, and | thought you shoul d
know. "

The High Alector of Justice nodded slowy. "You do not trust your own

mar shal .’

"He is very preoccupi ed these days, sir."

"You are standing over the translation tube to oblivion, figuratively, of
course." Zelyert's deep voice was mld

"Perhaps, sir, but | thought such a translation would be |less likely once the
i nformati on was in your possession, sincea€""

"Since soneone wanted to keep it from nme? Nonsense. Young Zestafyn doubtl ess
wanted to strike sone sort of bargain with those around Sam st. He al ways has
been pl ayi ng both sides."

Those words rang untrue, both in sound and to Dainyl's Tal ent-senses, but he
just nodded slowy.

"Even if he were not, that is the way in which it nust be handl ed. Persona
venal ity must be the cover for now "

Dai nyl doubted that woul d convince nmany, but he wasn't about to argue.

"I't won't convince those that know, " Zelyert continA-ued, "but what it will do
i s suggest that we are not strong enough to open the nmatter to the Duarches or
the Ar-chon." His eyes narrowed. "Wat else have you di scovA-ered?"

"That the ancients have increased activities in the north, not all that far
from Bl ackstear."

' They woul d have to reappear now. Wy do you think that is so?"

"I would judge that they can sense changes in lifeforce and Tal ent and the

i ncreased usage of the Tables for long translations.™

Zelyert stood. "That will do for now. You can send ne a dispatch on any future
devel opnents that affect the Myrm dons or Cadni ans.™
Dai nyl rose as well. "Yes, sir."

Dai nyl was fortunate to find a carriage outside the Hall of Justice and
arrived at Myrnidon headquarters a quarA-ter glass after norning nuster, not
that his presence was usually required, but he'd always felt that senior
officers

who worked shorter glasses undernined their own auA-thority and credibility.
Unfortunately, the calmlasted only until m dnorning, when the marsha
sumoned him this time through the duty messenger

"Why were you in the Hall of Justice?" asked Shastylt before Dainyl had even
cl osed the door to the marshal's study. The senior alector's voice was silky.
"Because the Hi ghest wanted to know about the ice-wolves and how they had

af fected the Cadmians. He al so wanted to know i f we had seen any nore activity
by the ancients."

"l suppose you had to tell hinP"

"Could I have really said no to hinP"

"At times, you would do better to avoid him... if you understand what |
mean. "
Dai nyl did, unhappily. "I have spent little tine in the hall now that ny

i nvestigations of the east and Dereka have been conpleted."
"That's for the best." Shastylt paused. "Do we have any newer reports from



ei t her Sout hgate or Iron Stenf"

"W do, but nothing has changed. The Cadmians in Iron Stemreport killing

anot her of the icewol ves, but matters with the iron works and mines are quiet.
The CadA-nmians will be |eaving Southgate on Tridi to ride to Hyalt with the
new Hyalt conpanies. Third Battalion will be conducting nore training en
route. Also, fromour MrA-nmdons, the recent reports show that we've lost no
nore pteridons or skylances."

"What is Al cyna planni ng?"

"She's only reporting that everything is nornal &€” except that, even with the
nmelting snow, Third Company has had no success in |ocating the mssing Cadm an
conmpany. "

"WIl they find them Submarshal ?"

"I would doubt it, sir."

"So would I." Shastylt |ooked up. "That will be all."
"Yes, sir."
Wth each passing week, Dainyl liked |less and | ess the bal anci ng act he was

attenpting between Shastylt and Zelyert, especially since he trusted neither
Shastylt he trusted | east, because he felt the narshal's anbition was far nore
personal, while whatever Zelyert was attenptA-ing had at |east sone rationale
of a hi gher purpose.

But then, he reflected, either would renove himif it suited the purpose at
hand, and Zelyert was nore to be reA-spected than Shastylt.
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Mykel stood beside the roan in the stable, ensuring that the materials he
woul d present to the Hyalt council were secure. There was a proclamation, a
wor k aut hori zation for the new conpound, and a letter of credit with no
specified linit, although Mkel had been inA-formed that he had best have good
reasons if he drew nore than two hundred golds a nonth. There was also a set
of plans, based on those of the conpound at South-gate, if a smaller version
He fastened the saddl ebag tight, and then checked the saddl e girths before

| eadi ng the gel ding out of the stall.

After wal king his mount out of the stable into the early-nmorning Iight and
nmount i ng, Mykel gl anced around the conpound. Third Battalion was formng up
for the ride to Hyalt in good order, far nore quickly man they had a nonth
before, not that Mykel had enphasized the in-post formations nearly so nuch as
weapons pracA-tice, combat tactics, and field maneuvers. But there was a
definite carryover. The two Hyalt conpanies were slower, but better than he
had expected, if not yet so sharp as he had hoped they woul d be.

He turned die roan, checking the conpound, checking the various conpani es.
Sone of the local Cadnmians were

wat ching as well. The dirt and dust he had noted when he arrived had

vani shed, and the |ocal Cadm ans appeared sharper. He wasn't certain why,
since he'd never said a word to Overcaptain Sturyk. Was it the power of
exanpl e?

He al nost snorted. Mire likely the power of fear

Beyond t he sout hwest corner of the conmpound | ay Southgate, and in the center
of the city were the villas of the seltyrséd€”and Rachyla. He kept thinking
about her&€” and that was foolish. He certainly didn't understand her. She'd
vol unt eered where and when he could find her, and then she'd made it very
clear that her situationd€”and her inclination&€”precluded any future between
them Mkel wasn't interested in nerely bedding her, and he couldn't marry
her, because she wasn't about to marry a nmere Cadmi an. Nor woul d her cousin
want her to marry anyA-one. In any case, a Cadmi an officer had no business
even thinking about marriage until he was senior enough and settled enough to
be a conpound or a reginental comA-nander

Mykel felt a crooked smile cross his lips. Telling himA-self that was all very
good, but he wasn't doing very well at listening to hinself.

Overcaptain Sturyk wal ked fromthe headquarters building toward Mykel, who
wai ted for the older officer

Sturyk stopped several yards from Mykel and | ooked up. "I see you're ready to



nove out."

"Less than a quarter glass, |'d say."

"I just wanted to wi sh you well, Majer."

"Thank you. You've provided solid support for Third Battalion, and | conveyed
that to Colonel Herolt in ny |ast dispatch report.”

Sturyk smiled. "l appreciated the copy, sir."
"Sonetines a record helps, as |'mcertain you ve found."
"Yes, sir. Do you know when you'll be returning? O how long you'll stay on

the return?”

Mykel shook his head. "That all depends on our success in Hyalt and how | ong
it takes. How we return to Elciené€”

that's up to the colonel or the marshal. They may order us somewhere el se,
rat her than back through Southgate."

"You're wel come here, anytime. The best of fortune, Mjer."

"Thank you. And to you." Mkel could see that the batA-talion was formed up,
and he rode the score of yards into position to receive the nuster report from
Bhor al .

"Third Battalion, all present and ready to ride, sir. First and Second Hyalt
Conpani es, present and ready to ride."

"Thank you." He nodded to Bhoral. "Let's go."

"Battalion ... forward, by conpanies ..."

Mykel eased the roan forward. Thirteenth Conpany would | ead for the first
glass, and he'd ride with Under-captain Dyarth.

The sound of hoofs on stone, the occasional squeaking of the supply wagons,
and occasi onal commands were the | oudest sounds that marked Third Battalion's
depar A-ture fromthe conpound. Mykel did not actually join up with Thirteenth
Conpany until just outside the gates.

"Good norning, Dyarth." Mykel nmoved his mount in on the left of die junior

of ficer.

"Good nmorning, sir. Looks like it's going to be a hot ride."

"It probably will be until we get past Zalt. After that the land is higher
and we might get rains in the Coast Range. That'll be a while, though." Even
on the high roads, and carrying their own rations, it would take at |east five
days to reach the way station at Zalt. A full week beyond Zalt |ay Tenpre, and
then another five days to Hyalt. Al that assuned good weat her and no troubles
wi th brigands or the supply wagons.

Mykel doubted that everything would be trouble-free, although he'd had the
wagons inspected and had insisted on spare draft horses.

Nei t her officer spoke, except for orders to the conpany and battalion, unti
they were on the high road. The sun was still lowin the eastern sky, and
Mykel was gl ad that

they were headed northeast, rather than due east and diA-rectly into the sun
"Sir?" ventured Dyarth. "Southgate... the people there ... they were pleasant
enough, but not like in Ar-wyn or Harnmony or even up in Kl amat."

"Are you suggesting that they were nore interested in our rankers' coin than
in their person?" Mykel asked.

"It did seemthat way. Was Dramur |ike that?"

"Wrse, |1'd say. People shot at us there."

"More than the Reillies or Squaw s?"

"Yes. Majer Vacyln lost two entire conpanies to those kinds of attacks." Mkel
wasn't about to take responsibilA-ity for those casualties, not when the late
maj er had i gA-nored his advice.

"What do you think about Hyalt?"

"I don't know. |I've tried to get nore information, but no one seens to have
much." That bot hered Mykel as nuch as anyni ng.

Less than a glass to the northeast of the last dwellings mat coul d be properly
said to be part of Southgate itself, rather man cots or huts&€’or estate
vill as overl ooking the grassl andsd€”the road began to sl ope downward on a
genA-tle but definite grade into a wide and shall ow val |l ey. The grass that
grew, while showing spring green, was defiA-nitely sparse. There were no cots



or huts in the valley, and Mykel did not see any goats or sheepd€’or cattle.
"Poor land," observed Dyarth. "Leastw se, they're not overgrazing it."
"I imagine the alectors would have sonething to say if they did."
"That's true."

Hal f a glass later, Mykel |ooked back. From where he rode, it appeared as if
t he hi gher ground on which South-gate had been built m ght once have been an
i sland or a peninsula, but he hadn't | ooked at the area around the harbor that
closely. Certainly, the lower terrain through which Third Battalion rode was
less fertile than the

hi gher ground, and the opposite was usually the case. He could recall his
cousi ns tal ki ng about how bottom and was so much richeré&€”and how often the
al ectors reA-stricted what they could do with it.

He gl anced at the high road ahead, stretching endl essly ahead, straight as a
rifle barrel
39

Mykel blotted away the danpness fromhis forehead, then shifted his weight in
the saddl e as the roan carried himsouthward on the high road. Beside himrode
Rhystan, since Sixteenth Conpany was riding van for the rest of the norning.
According to the | ast vingt-post, Hyalt was another five vingts ahead. Mykel's
eyes took in the terrain on both sides of the road, |and covered with grass,
thick and with the teal shade of new growii. To his left, grasslands
stretched to die eastern horizon. To his right, the grasslands rose slowy to
a hillcrest less than half a vingt away, then dropped, only to rise into a
slightly higher rolling hill farther west. Perhaps three vingts west of the
road, the grasslands ended, replaced with wooded hills that, in turn, were
repl aced by the | ow nmountains that formed the eastern edge of the Coast Range.
From what Mykel could see, the trees were | ow evergreens, m xed pines and
j uni pers.

In the fewroad cuts, Mykel had noted that die soil was tiiin with reddi sh
sand beneath. That expl ained why he and Third Battalion had seen only
scattered flocks of catA-tle on the grasslands. Farming or heavier grazing
woul d have rui ned the grassy plains.

He turned and | ooked back over his shoulder at the ridersd€”and die supply
wagons diat followed the colum. Over the tiiree weeks it had taken to ride
from Sout hgat ed€”wi di rest stops for nmen and mount s&€” Myke

had worked in as much training as possible. The two new conpani es now i ooked
i ke Cadni ans when they rode.
At the sound of fast-noving hoofs on the road, Mykel turned. He kept riding,
waiting as one of the scouts rode swiftly toward the battalion
"Sir? Wagons ahead! Carrying sonething pretty heavy."
Ahead in the distance, Mykel saw three heavy wagons, each drawn by six dray
horses, and all were heading northward. He could insist that the wagons give
way, but heavy as they were, and with the sandy soil beyond the shoul ders of
the road, there was a good chance that they night get mred or break a wheel
He also didn't like ridA-ing past themin single file or narrow formation
Mykel turned in the saddle, |ooking at Toralt, the duty nessenger. "Pass the
word. At my command, we'll ride, fast trot, to the hillock on the right up
ahead. Formup in battle formation facing the road. Same conpany order as
now. "
"Ride to the hillock, fast trot, formup in battle formaA-tion, sanme conpany
order. Yes, sir." Toralt turned his nount out of formation and headed toward

the rear.
"More practice, sir?" asked Rhystan
"Mostly. | doubt that irregulars would use wagonsa€”or even know we were on

t he waya€”but you never know when you're first arriving somewhere."

Less than a tenth of a glass later, Toralt rode back and reported. "Sir! Al
the officers stand ready."

"Battalion! Forward!"

"Si xteenth Conpany ... forward!"

"Thirteenth Conpany ..."



Before long, the entire force was formed into a line of battle on the hillock
on the west side of the high road.

"Rifles ready!"
The conmand echoed across the battalion.
The wagons were close enough that Mykel knew they posed no threat, but he
want ed the younger Cadnians in particular to get the feel of waiting ... and
waiting ..

with rifles ready. He'd seen too many inexperienced troopers fire too soon
because they were inpatient.

Slow y, the wagons crept northward on the high road, nearing the battalion
Each wagon carried a driver and a guard with a rifle up front, with four
mount ed guards in front and two riding behind. While the wagons didn't creak
or sag, the neasured pace of the team and the faint crunching of sandy soi
that had drifted across the enter-nastone in places and was being flattened by
the heavy iron tires of the wagons were nore than enough to tell Mkel that
they carried ingots of sone sort. The sign on the bl ack-painted side of each
wagon was sinple: m nzt
AND SONS, TEAMSTERS

Mykel could sense the unease on the part of the teamA-sters and even the arned
guards, who kept |ooking back at the Cadmi ans |long after the wagons had passed
the forA-mation on the rise overlooking the high road.

Once Third Battalion was back on the road, Rhystan |ooked at Mykel. "They
didn't do badly."

"No. We'll see how they do against irregularsd€’if there are any."
The captain gestured out at the grasslands to the east. "Doesn't |ook |ike
there's much here. How do they live?"

"There's sonme dryland nut trees to the south, and there's a tin nne to the
sout hwest, and a copper mine to the west. They've got cattle here as well.
Sone of themare sent north and butchered in Tenpre or shipped downA-river to
Faitel and Elcien." He grinned. "That's what the books and everyone | tal ked
to told me, anyway. They've got some clay too, and there's a china works.
Hyalt's smaller than Dramuria, they say."

"Why woul d they have irregul ars out here, then?"

"There's al ways soneone who's not happy with the way things are. Hyalt's far
enough away from places that people think matter that no one pays nuch
attention. If soneone starts yelling about the Duarches or the Cadni A-ans in
Faitel, howlong is it before they get carted away?"

"Aglass, if they're lucky," replied Rhystan

"No one paid any attention here, not until it was too late."
"You think that's the whole story?"
Mykel [aughed. "It never is. W found that out in Dra-nur. | just hope what we

don't know isn't as bad as it was there."

' That makes two of us, Majer."

For all his explanations to Rhystan, and even with his concerns, Mkel stil
felt uneasy.

40

Dai nyl stood at the w ndow of his study, |ooking out into the early afternoon
The sun poured down from a cloudl ess silver-green sky, and the faintest breeze
of early sumer wafted through the partly open wi ndow. For the |ast nonth,
not hi ng untoward had ocA-curred. No pteridons or skylances were mssing. No
Myr A- i don casual ties or accidents. No wild Talents had been reported. Iron
Stem remai ned calm and the Fourth Cad-nmian Battalion had nmanaged to contain

t he handful of icewlves that had appeared, although local Iron Valley herders
had conpl ai ned about a handful of dead sheep and cattle. The Third Cadni an
Battalion was close to arA-riving in Hyalt. Neither Shastylt nor Zelyert had
tasked himwi th any new or thankless tasks. Matters were calm As Submarsha

of Myrm dons, Dainyl should have been pl eased.

He was not.

There were far too many aspects of events that hinted at troubles to cone, yet
about whi ch Dainyl could do nothi ngd€”not wi thout incurring the wath and



di spl easure of the marshal, the H gh Alector of Justice, and the

Duarch of El ci end€”because there was al nost nothing in the way of hard proof
about any of his suspicions. The hints were there.

Sonme were in the small stack of reports on the corner of his desk. There was
the report that Seventh Myrm don Conpany had noved to its new conmpound in

Dul ka, and anot her from Seventh Conpany reporting that Undercap-tain Sl edaryk
had been transferred to Lysia when Under-captain Hasya had requested a stipend
after fifty years of service. Al cyna had pronoted Undercaptain Veluara to
captain and transferred her to take command of Seventh Conpany, rather than
promoting Undercaptain Klynd to replace the late Majer Faerylt.

O hers were scattered bits of information, |ike Majer Noryan's past, the

"repl aced" report about the pteridons lost to the ancients, the resource

di versions by the eastern engineers, and the mysterious deaths associated wth
its discovery.
The shadow of a pteridon crossed the outer courtyarda€”an i ncom ng dispatch
flight, not that there would be anything but routine messages, if recent

di sA-pat ches were any i ndicati on.

Dai nyl was surprised, less than a quarter of a glass later, when the duty
nmessenger rapped on his study door. "A dispatch for you, Subrmarshal."

"Thank you." Dainyl stood and took the envel ope.
After the messenger departed, he checked it. The Tal ent-seal was unbroken, and
when he opened the enveA-lope, he found that the nessage inside was brief.
Submar shal Dai nyl 4€”
At your conveni ence, since you were deputed to handle the matter, | would |ike
to request your presA-ence in Lyterna to discuss additional devel opments
regarding the ice-wlves and simlar predators. These may have a significant

i npact on Cadm an and Myrmi don operations.

The signature was that of Asulet, underneath the title of Alector of

Li feforce

Dai nyl made his way to Shastylt's study, since the marA-shal was in, and his
presence was never sonething Dainyl could count upon

The marshal did not rise frombehind his desk. "You have that worried | ook

Dai nyl. | should say that you | ook nore worried than usual, since you never

| ook unworried anynore."

"Isn't that ny task, sir, to worry about the routine matters so that you can
concentrate upon the others?" Dainyl extended the envelope. "This just arrived
with the dispatches.”

Shastylt took it, read it quickly, and handed it back. "Is there anything
happeni ng now t hat Dhenyr can't handl e?"

"No, sir. Everything else is quiet. For now"

"You worry too nuch, Dainyl." Shastylt chuckled. "Wait to worry until we
actual ly have problens we can address. Just take the duty coach and use the
Table this afternoon. Asulet will be there. He never goes anywhere."

Behi nd the marshal's banter, deep behind, Dainyl could sense nore than a
little worry. "Does he ever |eave Lyterna?"

"He hasn't in years, or if he has, no one knows about it. There are sections
of Lyterna that no one knows about but him" There was a brief pause. "Find
out what he has to say and then let me know If |I'mnot here when you get

back, 1'Il be here in the nmorning."

"Yes, sir." Dainyl nodded and depart ed.

Less than half a glass later, he wal ked down the subterA-ranean corri dor
beneath the Hall of Justice toward the Table chanber. Qutside of a single
assistant, he saw no one in the hidden warrens. Nor did he sense anyone el se.
The Tabl e chanber was al so enpty, and he stepped up onto the Table, his
shi el ds ready for anythi ngd€” he hopedé€”as he concentrated and dropped through
the Tabl e and..

into the chill purple darkness. He inmediately conA-centrated on finding

the pink | ocator wedge that was Lyterna and Talent-linking to it. As he felt
the distant Table noving toward him he continued to be alert for any signs of
troubl ed€”and for anber-green flashes in the deeper blackness beyond the



transl ation tube.

He t hought he sensed one such flash before the silvered-pink barrier at
Lyterna shattered into its insubA-stantial and vani shing Tal ent-shards.
Standi ng on the dark Table, he strengthened his shields. He had not worn his
flying jacket, not with the warnth of the day in Elcien, and the frost boiled
off the shimersilk of his uniformtunic as he stepped off the Table in

El ci en,

Myenfel was the one who waited for Dainyl. "I trust you had no difficulties,
Subnar shal .’

"None at all, thank you. | appreciate your concern."

Myenfel only nodded in response, then gestured. A gray-haired and
frail-1ooking al ector appeared. "Eshart will take you to Asulet. It's likely
to be quicker that way."

"Thank you."

Myenfel offered a brief smle, then nodded to the gray-haired al ector.

Eshart said not a word, but imedi ately headed out of the Table chanber and
down the long light-torch-l1it corA-ridor, then up a narrow staircase, and
along the main gallery east of the so-called Council Hall, and past the grand
pteridon rmural of a scene that never was. It was a scene Dainyl also hoped he
never woul d seed€”and hadn't thought at all possible until the events of the
past season
Anot her series of twists and turns and a narrow hal | waya€” al nost a
tunnel &€” brought Dai nyl out in a w der corridor he recognized, since, to his
left, he could see the niches that held the anci ent exanples of Acoruséa€”and
the spare pteridonsé€”preserved in time against a future need. Eshart turned
right and then stopped at the first door&€” open

"Come in, Dainyl." Asulet's voice issued fromw thin the chanmber. "Pl ease

cl ose the door."

Dai nyl stepped into the room closing the door, and found hinmself in a study
panel ed i n wood of a deep gol den shaded€”or was it oak that had aged
centuries? He took a nonent to survey the chanber, since he'd never been in
Asul et's study before. Bookshel ves conprised one entire wall, and every space
was full. A line of wooden cases was stacked agai nst the back wall, under a
pai nting of Derekad€”or a Dereka that was neant to have been, because the

i mage held twin green towers. The wi de table desk was al so of ancient oak, as
were the two wooden arnchairs before it, and the uphol stered chair beA-hind
it. As with all chanbers w thin.the underground structure, there were the
light-torches, the air ducts and returnséd€”and no w ndows.
Asul et stood at the corner of the desk. "Are you finA-ished catal oguing al
that | have here, Dainyl?"

"l doubt that | ever could, sir. Even if | could, | wouldn't understand a
fraction of it."

"At |east you know that. Sit down."

Dai nyl waited until Asulet eased his gaunt franme into the chair behind the
desk before taking a seat.

"You arrived quickly, as usual."

"Matters are quiet. | doubt that they will remain so, but Shastylt says that |
worry too much.”

"As if he does not." Asulet |eaned forward. "There are two nmatters | would
like to discuss with you, Dainyl. The first one deals with the predators. The
i cewol ves feed on lifeforce, as you know. What you may not know is that there
was another |ifeforce predator, far nmore deadly, that also feeds on I|ifeforce.
Its rough formis that of an indi-gen. Although it appears slightly smaller
it is quite strong, and its skin is rock-hard and tannish. It may sparkle in
the light at tineséa€""

"Do you have one preserved here?"

"No. They are nore intelligent, and very rare. W were

never able to capture one. One fieldmaster insisted that he saw one sink into
the ground instantly, but no one el se saw that happen, and there are no other
records that support the claim There are enough records and ot her evidence to



support the existence of this predator. Like us, when they die, nothing |ong
remai ns, but even without lifeforce-treated shimrersilk, their skin is al nost
i mpervious."

"You think they may be reappearing al so?"

"I think a few have al ways been around, but with the reappearance of the

i cewol ves, there may be nore of them"

"Why woul d they be nore of a problemthan the ice-wlves? O can't they be
killed with standard weapons?"

"It's difficult to stop themwith a standard Cadnmian riA-fle. A skylance or a
l[ightcutter will sufficed€”if one gets a direct blast. |I'd suggested rifles of
| arger caliber in the beginning, but the engineers insisted that was
unnecesA-sary. The Duarches also didn't want rifles with excessive power in

wi despread usage, and they didn't want to create the idea that weapons used by
i ndi gens could conme with larger barrels and cartridges. They felt a single
rifle model would discourage firearns ... invention."

And cannon, Dainyl thought. "So the Cadmi ans shoul d be warned and told that
only concentrated fire is effective?"

"I woul d suggest waiting until there are reports of such creaturesa€’if there

are. They may not reappear. | thought you and the marshal shoul d know about
the possibility."
' Thank you. If they should reappear, we'll have sone idea of how to respond.”

"I woul d hope so. The second matter is a report from Sul erya. The nunber of
transl ati onsd€”and wild transl ati onsd€”has increased to a | evel that we would
not expect for several years, yet there are no reports of these translations.
My own neasurenents show a greater life-force drain.”

"The wild translations ... isn't there quite a range? | heard about
oned€”after it was killed, it didn't disinte-

grate. The body just renmained there |like a lander's. How could sonething |ike
t hat happen?”
Asul et fingered his chin. "That has happened, once or tw ce. My best judgnent
is that the alector panicked and tried to beconme part of Acorus while still in
transl ation."

"I's that possible? Becom ng part of Acorus?"

"Ch, yes. Even you or | could do it, if we didn't try it in a translation
tube, but it wouldn't be a very good idea. It takes an enornous anount of
Talent, and, in the end, we'd be nore |ike Talented | anderséa€”snuall er, weaker,
and possibly even less intelligent.”

"You speak with authority. | assume soneone tried it, then?"

"Poor Turbryt did. So long ago that you don't want to know. He couldn't figure
a way to change back, and he was desperate enough to try the long
translation."” Asul et shook his head. "He ended up as a wild translation on
[fryn, and..."

Dai nyl wi nced. After a nonment of silence, he spoke quickly. "Al'l the
successful translations fromlfryn are goA-ing to Alustre or other Tables in
t he east? Besi des Lysia?"

"That appears to be the case, but not entirely. There are also nore going to
Hyal t."

"They're not being reported to the Duarches?"

"I could not say, but it appears unlikely that Khelaryt knows about them
Zelyert would not, and | would not be anmiss to his know ng, but do not seek
himout. He likes to feel that he is the one discovering and controlling."
That made sense and fit with what Dainyl had observed.

"Ch, Dainyl... | mght add that you' ve becone nore Talented. It won't be |ong
before Zelyert notices, if he hasn't already. Shastylt probably won't notice,
because he tends to shut out things that don't accord with his views, and he
doesn't think people ever change."

"What do you suggest | do?"

"\What ever you canéd€”’like all of us. That's all | had." Asulet's smile was both
warmand wintry. "l assune you can find your way back to the Table."

Dai nyl snmiled. "I think so. Gve ny best to Sulerya, if you see her."



"That | will, and ny best wi shes to Lystrana."

Dai nyl rose, bowed slightly, and departed. It seened strange that he had
travel ed hal fway across Corns for such a short conversati ond€” except mat what
Asul et had said was not sonething that either he or Dainyl would have wanted
in witing.

As he wal ked back, he saw only two ol der nmenial alec-tors in the corridors,
and the Tabl e chanber was enpty.

Once in the chanber, w thout hesitation, he stepped onto the Tabl e and
concentr at ed.

In the darkness of the translation tube, he could sense a web of purple

"ahead" ... sonehow linked to Elcien or the tube pathway between the two. It
felt as though it were looking for him or that whatever lay behind it was
doi ng so.

Coul d he transl ate somewhere el sed€” Bl ackstear&4€”and then make a second
translation? What if he did? Wwuld that stop the webnmaker? O would he find
yet another web "before " him?

He certainly didn't want to try what he had done the last time. Cetting
involved with the ancients was dangerA-ous and likely to get nore so. Yet he

had to do sonething. The chill was seeping into him
He extended a |ine of Tal ent.
The webli ke barrier strained toward him colder even than the chill darkness

around him drawing himtoward it. He could sense that it was designed to suck
out his very lifeforce
Anot her one appeared "behind" him
The ancients had said that he could change. He didn 't want to change,
especially after what Asulet had just told him but the ancient's words
inplied he mght be able to do some things as they did. Wat if he changed
just his Talent-force?
Trying to focus his thoughts and Talent in the enervatA-ing chill, he
concentrated on replicating the sense of
greeni sh Talent he 'd seen fromthe ancients. A line of yell ow appeared.
Dai nyl needed nore green, and he concentrated on anmber and green. Wat
resul ted was sonet hi ng anber-greeni sh I1ying over purple pink. He could barely
t hi nk&€” but he thrust it forward, trying to create a link to the bl ackness
and green outside the purple darkness of the translation tube.
Brilliant purple-pinkness coruscated all around him and, if he could have, he
woul d have cl osed his eyes, but the brilliance seared through him blinding
even his Tal ent - senses.
Hs teeth wanted to chatter, and his body to spasmw th the frigidity around
him but when he could again sense what lay around him the webs had vani shed.
A series of green points flashed around him and then vani shed.
Hs Talent-link with Elcien was shaky, but he firmed it up and then fl ashed
t hrough the white-silver barrier.
H s | egs shook, and he hal f-staggered off the Table, then |eaned against it,
gaspi ng and shudderi ng.
The entire Tabl e chanber darkened, as if the light-torches had di nmed. Dainyl
gl anced at them but the darkness hadn't come fromthem Another wave of
dar kA-ness di mmed the chanber, lasting |longer than the first.
Sul erya had said that using Talent energies in the tubes between Tabl es was
dangerous. Had his defenses caused what was happeni ng?
A third and briefer wave of darkness emanated fromthe Table. Dainyl waited a
time, but there was no nore darkness. Finally, he straightened and made his
way fromthe chanber through the outer foyer and into the outer corridor. He
repl aced the outer Talent-lock and turned, nore than ready to head back to
headquarters, although he felt nore |ike going home and sl eepi ng.
"Travel i ng agai n, Submarshal ? Where?" Zelyert stood several yards down the
corridor, smling, although there was little warnth in the expression
"Lyterna. Asulet had sone informationéd€""
"He's always interesting. You can spare a nonent, can't you?" Zelyert notioned
for Dainyl to follow him



Since the Highest's question was a command, Dainyl entered the small private
study, careful to close the door behind him Since Zelyert remnai ned standing,
so did Dainyl. Tired as he was, he was careful to maintain full shields.
"What did he officially tell you?" asked the Hi gh Alec-tor of Justice.

"He fears that there is another of the lifeforce predaA-tors |loose. It's
likely to become nmore of a problem"”

"Ch... the sander things. |'ve read the reports on them They could be a
problem for the Cadm ans. Their rifles don't have enough inpact power to break
their outer skin. Does he really think they'|ll reappear?"

"He thinks that the icewlves are the first step."

Zelyert nodded. "He's usually right about those things."

"You' ve had nore experience with him sir, but it seens that way to ne."

"Way did he really want you there?"

Dai nyl didn't even debate denying that Asulet had anA-other reason. "He's
worried. He's gotten information that |arge nunbers of wild translations are

t aki ng pl ace. Based on that, he thinks that other successful translations from
Ifryn are taking place. The al ectors who are making the translations aren't
arriving in the places where he or you could track them though."

"I thought it mght be something like that. Did he tell you not to tell ne?"
"No, sir."

"He's |l earned sonething, at |east. Wiat do you intend to do about it?"

"I don't know that it's sonething that is ny task, sir, but |I haven't had tine
to consider it. | don't think transA-lating to Alustre would tell ne
anyt hi ng. "

"It wouldn't, and it would be futile, and dangerous, not to nention that it
doesn't have anything to do with your duties. For the time being, Dainyl,
suggest you deal with Myrm don and Cadmi an matters."

"l have been, sir."
"I know, and | suggest it remain that way, and that it be clear to everyone
that you are doing so."

"Yes, sir."
"And Dai nyl ?"
"Yes, sir?"

"You're very wise not to try to deceive ne."

"I wouldn't even think it, sir."

"That's the mark of a good marshal ... or subnar-shal.
all I wanted to know. "

Dai nyl made his way out and up through the conceal ed stairs and though the
Hal | of Justice. He still had to report on the sander creatures to Shastylt,
and he wasn't at all happy with Zelyert's parting words.

41

"Not exactly the best spot for a comA-pound," observed Cul eyt.

Mykel and the captain had reined up on the low rise overlooking a

rubbl e-strewn set of buildings and a wall roughly fifty yards square. Rather
t he outside dinensions were fifty yards. One section of buildings had
col | apsed. The remai nder had clearly been pillaged, with no w nA-dows, no

gl ass, no doors. Over the too-low wall, Mykel could see dirt-covered paving
stones in the center of the small garrison. Less than fifty yards separated
the ruined garrison fromthe two-yard-hi gh weathered brick walls of the

| oadi ng yard of an abandoned factor's warehouse. Wat renmained of the
war ehouse was little enougha€”

stone cornerposts, a few charred tinbers, and shattered roof tiles. By
conparison, the conpound buildings had fared rel atively better

"No. You coul d heap up earthworks here or even timA-ber barricades and fire
down. They didn't expect anyone to attack them Not when they built it,
anyway. It's nmore |ike an overgrown town patroller station."”

"Looks |ike sormeone |looted it," added Bhoral, fromwhere he had reined up
behind the two officers.

"I"'mcertain they did. We'll canp here until we get things squared away, but
this is no place for a real comA-pound." Mkel turned his nount. "Captain,

Zelyert smled. "That's



Fourteenth Conpany will accompany me. Bhoral, pass the word that the others
are to do what they can here for tenporary quarters. Sixteenth Conpany wil |
stand by, ready to ride, until | get back. I'Il tell Captain Rhystan myself."
Mykel rode farther up the hillside to the low crest. Fromthere he could
survey Hyalt and some of the surA-rounding area. The town |ay east of the rise
on which the garrison had been built, with the high road dividing it so that a
third lay west of the road? and two-thirds to the east. The larger dwellings
inthe towmn were situated on a raised flat stretch of land slightly to the
nort heast of the town square. At the south end of the town, the road turned
eastward, just north of the narrow creek that wound to the southeast. Fromthe
maps, he knew that that stretch of road connected Hyalt and Syan, sonme two
hundred and fifty vingts east.

He turned in the saddle, |ooking out over the hills to the west, covered with
a mxture of grass and junipers, with occasional |ow pines. He frowned as he
noted, farA-ther to the west, a redstone structure apparently carved into the
side of a bluff. A single freestanding redstone building was situated out from
the bluff, and a | ow stone wall set off both structures fromthe surroundi ng
rolling grasslands. A stone road ran fromthere toward Hyalt.
After a nmonment, he nodded. That had to be where the

regi onal al ector was |ocated, but he wondered why the conpound was set so far
fromthe town itself. Then he shrugged. That was probably for the best. He
wasn't cerA-tain he wanted to be close to any al ectors.
At that thought, his fingers brushed his belt, and he could sense the faint
green force emanating fromthe conA-ceal ed dagger of the ancients.

He rode down the slope toward Sixteenth Company and Rhystan
"You find it, sir?" asked Rhystan
"Fi nd what ?" Mkel grinned.
"Whatever it was." Rhystan grinned back
"The al ectors' |ocal headquarters are out to the west. Part of it's tunnel ed
into acliff. Seenms odd. Everywhere else, they're close to the center of
t hi ngs."
"Everyt hing about this place seens strange."
"I"mtaking Fourteenth Conmpany with ne to pay a visit to the council head.
You're in charge. Sixteenth Conpany is on standby, in case soneone's
unfriendly. The others are to do what they can to make the garrison
temporarily usable. W'll need to find a better site for a permanent
conpound. "
"Much better." Rhystan shook his head. "There's no good way to defend this
with just a conpany. It's better than being in the open, but not nuch.”
"That's why we need to get working on building a new conpound first&€”and why
| need you to be on guard.™
"We' || be here." Rhystan nodded.
As Mykel rode back toward Cul eyt, he heard Rhystan's voi ce.
"Si xteenth Conpany! Listen up!..."

Mykel gl anced once nore at the shell of what had been a garrison. He hadn't
ever been certain he'd use what his father had taught himabout building, but
it | ooked like he was going to wish he'd | earned nore.
"Fourteenth Conpany, ready to ride, sir," announced Cul eyt before Mykel had
even finished reining up

"Let's go."
Fortunately, the street into the main section of Hyalt was w de enough to ride
two abreast, and still | eave roomfor the scattered pedestrians and infrequent

carts and wagons. Three |anes farther along, Mykel and the comA-pany turned
south on the high road, which also served as the main boul evard of the town.
A half vingt south, they cane to the town square.

"Company, halt!"

“Sir?"

"That | ooks |ike the council building over there." Mykel pointed to a
one-story redstone building set beA-tween a chandlery and a buil ding w thout
any identifying markings. "If you'd send a scout to inquire ... we're |ooking



for the head of the town council."”
"Yes, sir." Culeyt turned. "Coroden ..
Whil e the scout rode toward the building facing onto the square, Mkel studied
the area. The square itself was a good hundred yards on a side, centered on a
golden marA-ble platform with a statue of the Duarches set on a pedestal in
the mddle. Several yards back fromthe pedestal was a | ow redstone wall. As
in nost towns and cities in Coras, the roofs were tiled. The walls of the
houses and ot her buildings were a m xture of stone and masonry, the ol der
structures being of stone, the newer ones of a sandy red brick. The doors and
trimwere either oiled or painted a dull reddi sh brown.

He coul d sense the eyes of several people on the side porch of the inn | ooking
in the direction of the conpany. A wonan with laundry in a basket on her head
hurried across the edge of the square, turning away fromthe ridA-ers. Mkel
couldn't blane her.

"Sirl" called Coroden. "This is the goldsmth's. The council chanber is off
t he square that way."

"You head there, and we'll follow " replied Mkel
The counci| chanber was only a bl ock away, a redA-stone building |arger than
the goldsmith's, with a roof

conposed of grayish red tiles, and high wi ndows with open shutters rather
t han gl assed panes.

Mykel , Cul eyt, and Fourteenth Conpany waited while Coroden entered the counci
chanmber. He was out of sight only a few nmonents before returning

'The clerk says that the head of the council's not here, sir," reported

Cor oden.

"I imagine that he's not. Find out where he is and how we get there. And his
name. "

"Yes, sir." Coroden went back into the building, energing shortly. "The
council head is Troral, and he's a wool factor. H's place is down two | anes
and over a half block, just off the high road." The scout renounted.
That made sense to Mykel. A factor wanted to be close to either a river or a
hi gh road.
As the company rode back toward the inn and past the square, heading
sout hward, nost of those on the side porch of the inn slipped out of sight.
Only a bent old woman carrying a bucket remai ned. She stared at Mykel

He net her gaze evenly, and after a nmonent, she | ooked away.
Troral's factorage was a nodest structure, no nore than fifteen yards across
the front, and |l ess than that in depth, although Mykel could see a stable down
the side | ane past a battered | oadi ng dock. The factoré&€”a narrow faced and
bal di ng man whose remai ning hair was gray and w spya€”appeared in the front
doorway before Mykel coul d dispatch Coroden. He wore a wi de canvas apron and
sai d not hi ng.
"You're Troral ?"
"Yes." The balding factor's answer was wary.
"I'"'m Maj er Mykel, commandi ng officer of the Third Battalion. W're here to
rebuil d the garrison and reestabA-lish Cadni an conpani es here."
The stocky factor |ooked up at Mykel, then at the comA-pany that filled the
side street. "You've got a lot of troopers here, Mjer. Hyalt doesn't need
that much protection.”

"The garrison that was here obviously wasn't enough,"” Mykel pointed out.
"What can you tell me about what happened?”
"There's not much to say, Majer. |'msure you' ve been told. One night there
was shooting, and the next norning, they were all dead. There were bodies al
over. W sent word to the regional alector, and there were Myrmi dons here in a
few days. "
"No one was shooting at anyone el se?" Mkel had trouble believing Troral's
story. Wiy would they need Cadm ans? Or was it another case where soneone was
afraid of what m ght happen?
"There hasn't been a shot fired here since then."
What bot hered Mykel even nore was the feeling he got that Troral was telling



the truth, at least as he sawit.

"That's why | wouldn't think you'd need so many troopers. Hyalt's not that
well off, but it's peaceable."

"I"'msure it is." Mykel smiled politely. "This is just one conpany. Third
Battalion has five, and there are two Hyalt conpanies that will remain once
we' ve made sure that none of the irregulars or brigands are left and once the
new conpound is conpl eted. ™"

"I see. Regional alector sent a message saying someA-one woul d be coning to
rebuild things. W didn't expect so many troopers. Bad enough that the

al ector's been buying nore provisions in the | ast season. Drives up prices,
and that's hard on fol ks. Wat woul d you be want A-ing of ne?"

"I wanted to let you know why we're here." Mykel paused. "1'd al so hope that
I'd be seeing the heads of the guilds that handle building early tonorrow "
"I"'mnot a guil dnastera€”"

"I understand, but I'mcertain you can get the nessage to them We wll be
payi ng for the construction, once we select the right site.”

"You're not rebuilding..."

"No. That garrison wasn't defensible, and it's too small. W'Il find the site,
and then the owner and the
council will put in a reinbursenent claimwth the reA-gional alector."

"They won't pay enough."

Mykel kept smiling. Fromwhat he'd seen, the alectors weren't spendthrifts,

but they also didn't try to gouge out the | ast copper the way nore than a few
nmerchants and factors he'd seen did.

"l suppose you have to do what you nust," grudged Troral. "W all do, and work
for less coin than we'd like is better than none." A faint snmle crossed his
lips. "You might be wanting sonme bl ankets and other cloth."

"We might at that," Mkel replied. "Once we're getA-ting close to having the
new compound conpleted." He |eaned forward and handed a copy of the

procl amati on and authorization to Troral. "That copy is for the counA-cil."
"It mght be hard to build ..."

"I"'mcertain we'll find a way, and that you'll be of great assistance." Mkel
smiled. "I look forward to seeA-ing the guildmasters. Early tonorrow "

Troral nodded in response. "W'll do what we can, Mjer."

Mykel inclined his head, slightly. "A good day to you." He turned the roan
back northward, letting Cul eyt bring Fourteenth Conmpany behind him Wich
woul d be harder, tracking down insurgents that no one had seend€” or would
tal k about &€”or buil ding a new conpound? He wasn't |ooking forward to either
and, in a way that he couldn't describe, he was nore than a little concerned
with the isolated and senifortified structures of the reA-gional alector. Wth
that |ocation and Myrmi dons, why had they even needed to call in Cadm ans? O
were there nore of the ancient soarers around and the Myrmidons didn't want to
risk pteridons? Until Dramur, Mykel hadn't even realized that the creatures
coul d be destroyed.

He wanted to brush his fingers across his belt, but he knew that the dagger of
the ancients was still there. Was the indestructibl e dagger sonmehow a key to

t he powers

that could destroy a Myrmidon or a pteridoné&€”or just a synmbol of that power?
Rachyl a' s warni ngs seened far nore om nous now that he was in Hyalt than they
had in Dramur or even Sout hgate.

42

On Quattri norning, a good glass and a half before first light, Lystrana stood
just inside the door, holding Dainyl tightly. "Be very careful ."

"I will, but you're in as nuch danger as I am"

"Not so long as I'min the Duarch's Palace." She kissed himon the cheek and
st epped back.

Dai nyl had his doubts about that, but there was little he could do, and
Lystrana was as Talented as he was, if not nore so, and certainly nore
experienced in intrigue. Wth a brief last smle, he stepped out into the

dar kness. In nmonents, he was wal ki ng briskly along the boul evard toward the



Hal | of Justice. The faintest hints of fog swirled off the bay and across the
i sle of Elcien, although they would vanish with the norning sun. Sel ena,
showi ng but a crescent, was low in the darkness of the western sky, and while
the green disc that was Asterta hung just high enough in the east to be
visible over the roofs of Elcien.

Zelyert had effectively ordered Dainyl to confine him\-self to Myrm don and
Cadni an affairs, and Dainyl inA-tended to do so. He just intended to handle
some of those matters in Lysia.

As he had planned, there was only one assistant in the conceal ed | ower
chanmbers of the Hall of Justice, and the young al ector nodded politely at the
submarshal as Dainyl made his way to the Tabl e chanber.

After carefully replacing the Tal ent-1ocks, he stepped onto the Table.

The darkness beneath seenmed | ess black and overpowA-ering, if as chill. Even
as he linked to the orange and yel A-1ow | ocator that was Lysia, Dainyl kept
hi s Tal ent-senses exploring the pure bl ackness beyond the distinct purpled
confines of the translation tube.

The transl ation tubed€”or the space in which he travel eda€” seenmed to curve,
al nost to buck, several tines. That was sonething Dai nyl hadn't experienced

before, but he concentrated on the locator. Still, within his brief transit,
he sensed a half score of the quick green flashes that signified ancients. Wy
so many?

Then the silvered orange and yellow parted away from himnore like m st than
shar ds.

He stood on the Table in Lysia.

As he stepped down, the hidden doorway parted, and Sul erya stepped out. She
had deep circles under her bloodshot eyes, and her short black hair was dul
and di sA-arranged. "Submarshal... it felt like you. | wasn't cerA-tain. |'m
gl ad you nmede it."

"d ad? What happened?" asked Dainyl. "You | ook exhausted."

"Idiots! Brekylt's recorders ... | don't know what they did, but yesterday the
entire grid nearly collapsed. The word is that Kasyst was killed in the
backl ash. "

Kasyst? Wy was the nane fam liar? Dainyl raised his eyebrows. "Kasyst?"
"The recorder at Norda."

"Ch ... him"

"You know hi nP"

"His assistant tried to shoot me as a wild Talent. That was the expl anation

anyway. | couldn't very well accuse himof lying." Especially not then
"What exactly did you have to do with it, Submarshal ? You' re not exactly
surprised. "

Dai nyl shrugged. 'They tried to trap me between TaA-bl es again when | headed
back to Elcien fromLyterna. My shields were adequate.™

"Again? They're greater idiots than | thought possible.

tney a oesiroya€” She broke ott her words. "Wy are you such a danger to

t hen®?"

"I wish | knew. Ohers nust know what | know. You certainly do. So does your
father. Sevasya and Khel aryt have to know sone of what | know and nore

besi des. Shastylt and Zelyert know a great deal. These days, | don't contro
anything, not really."

"Al'l that is true." Sulerya's attenpt at a smle cane out as a tired grimace.
"But | don't see Brekylt and his recorders attacking them"

"When did any of themrecently translate anywhere except to Ludar? Wiy do you
think that Zelyert and Shastylt are sending ne places?"

"Why are you letting dienP"

"I could avoid sone of the translations," Dainyl adnmitA-ted, "but | don't see
any way out of the difficulties except by discovering exactly what Brekylt and
Al cyna have in mndé€”and being able to prove it."

"They rmust think that you could. Can you?"

"Not yet, but that's one reason I'mhere. | need to talk to Sevasya and sone
of her senior officers and rankers."



"She's around this norning. | saw her earlier.’
mnd if | don't escort you this tinme?"

"You're worried about the Table grid?"

"Most of the adjustnments and conpensations have to be made here or in Dereka
That's the way the system was designed. | think we have it stabilized, but..."
"Until you're certain everything is stable, you don't want to be far away,"
Dai nyl fini shed.

She nodded.

"I can find ny way. | hope matters remain calm though."

"So do I|."

Dai nyl nodded, turned, and nade his way out through the doors, stil

unguarded, and up the staircase. The courtyard beyond was bathed in hazy
morning light, and the heat was |ike a steany shower. Even Dainyl blotted his
forehead after a score of steps across the paved court-

yard toward the small stone building that hel d E ghth Conpany headquarters.
"Submarshal, sir! Wl cone back to Lysia." The duty officer was on his feet as
soon as he saw Dai nyl

"I's the captain in?"

"Yes, sir. That way, sir. Second door."

"Thank you." Dainyl had renenbered, but appreciated the directions.

Sevasya was standi ng besi de her desk. A slow smile crossed her w de face.
"Submarshal. Two visits in |less than a season. \Wat can we do for you?"

Dai nyl didn't bother to close the door. Not yet.

"I"'mattenpting to clarify some matters. You didn't take over here until after
Noryan was transferred to Alustre, did you?"

"No. It was a year later." The snile faded.

"I's there anyone still here in the conpany who was? If there are, I'd like to
speak to them™

"I think Undercaptain Juanyl was, but |I'd have to check, and naybe Ai senyt.
You know t hat Submarshal Al cyna has tended to require nore rotation than in

t he west?"

"I'maware of that. |I'malso aware that Ei ghth ComA-pany is nore stable than
the others.”

"For the last five years or so, that's true. If you'd like to follow nme, sir.
Dai nyl followed Sevasya down the corridor two doors to the small file room

Sul erya paused. "You won't

"This will take a nonent." She opened the topnost of the second row of file
cases, flipping through the jackets inside. "Date of service ... arrival..."
Dai nyl smiled and waited.

Less than a quarter glass later, the captain straightened and turned. "I was

right. Juanyl was here then. So far as | can see, he's the only one."

"I's he here this norning?"

"Everyone is. W try not to fly on days that are this hot and danmp, except
very early in the norning, or just be-

fore sunset. His collateral duty is maintenance officer." She repl aced the
dossier and closed the file box. "Do you want to talk to him now?"

"That woul d be best." Dainyl cleared his throat. "After Undercaptain Juanyl,
I'd also like to talk to Undercaptain Sledaryk."

"He's only been here a few weeks."

"I know. It's about what happened in Dulka after | visA-ited there. But, if we
could see Juanyl first..."

"This way." Sevasya turned, and the two wal ked back down the corridor, out the
rear doorway of the headquarA-ters building, and across the courtyard. They
found the undercaptain in a small room |ooking at a set of plans. Juanyl was
a mdsized alector, a half head shorter than Dainyl. H's skin wasn't al abaster
white, but bore a tinge of alnond, perhaps because of the years of flying
servi ce.

"Captain ... Submarshal, sir. | was checking the drain plans. Wth | ast week's
rain, we had some problens ..."

"Juanyl, the submarshal would like a few words with you.'
Dai nyl

Sevasya | ooked to



"There's nothing secret about this, Captain. 1'd hoped you'd stay."

She nodded.

Dai nyl turned to the ol der Myrmidon. "I've been tryA-ing to find Myrmdons who
knew Maj er Noryan before he went to Alustre. | know that was years ago ..."

' Twel ve years, sir, to the season.”

"What can you tell me about his early tines in the Myrm dons?"

"Well, sir... | can tell you this. | never thought he'd be nore than a career
ranker, sir. Maybe not even that. He was the conpany driver for three years.
Good with horses, and shy with people. He was al ways nervous, and thin. Never
said that much, and | ooked sort of strange if anyone told a joke, |ike he
didn't understand. Majer Al -cyna, she was the one who said things would
change, and | guess she was right."

"Were those her words?" asked Dai nyl .

'That was a long tinme back, sir, but as | recall, what she said was that
ti mes were changing and that even Noryan had a role to play. Sort of smled
when she said that."

Dai nyl could i magi ne Al cyna saying that, especially if he happened to be right
about what had happened and was continuing to happen. He coul d sense Sevasya
stiffA-ening inside her relaxed exterior

"I's there anything el se you can renenber? Did he have any special abilities?"

"Except with the horses ... and even the pteridons, | can't say that he did.
Oten wondered if he felt nore confortable with them | don't think he ever
ri sked either animal on anything. Don't think he could have, but... that was
then. ™

"Did he ever have any cl ose friends here?"

"Not that | know. He was a translation orphan, fostered north of here. Wasn't
close to his foster parents, even though they schooled him Both of them died
in an acci A-dent of sone sort, maybe six nonths after he went to Alustre. It
coul d have been | ess."

"How wel | did he speak?"

Juanyl chuckl ed. "Who woul d know? | never heard him say rmuch nmore than ' Yes,
sir' or "No, sir.""

Dai nyl asked a few nore questions, listening carefully to the responses,
bef ore saying, "Thank you. | appreciate your spending the time." He turned.
"Captain ... if we could proceed."

"Yes, sir." Sevasya | ed Dainyl back across the humid courtyard. "For the

nmonent, Undercaptain Sl edaryk has been the one drafting flight and schedul e
rotations for ny approval."

Dai nyl thought he under st ood.
The two wal ked back into headquarters, halting at the first door inside the
bui I di ng.

Sl edaryk junped to his feet. "Submarshal! Captain!”

"The subnmarshal wanted a few words with you, UnderA-captain."”

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl took a nmonent to study Sledaryk, both with eyes and Tal ent. Two thi ngs
were clear. First, Sledaryk was relatively young for an undercaptain, and,
second, he was strongly Talented, if not particularly well trained.

"How | ong did you remain in Dul ka after Captain Veluara took conmand?"

"Two days, sir. Just long enough to gather my gear. | was told that Captain
Sevasya needed an experienced unA-dercaptain because one of hers had put in
for a stipend. | took ny pteridon; it's easier that way. | was told that

UnA- dercaptain Hasya flew hers to Alustre to be transferred to a newa€” anot her
Myrmi don. "

Sevasya nodded. "Hasya was tired of the danp and the heat and wanted to be in
Alustre. She'd found a position with the Highest of the East, with the chief
of trade. It was easier just to transfer one pteridon to a new flyer."

"Did you neet Captain Vel uara?"

"Yes, sir, but only once or twice. She was pretty busy with the new regi ona
alector. That's Quivaryt. Nothing nmuch got done after... after you were there.
Not for a while, anyway."



"I imagine," replied Dainyl dryly. "How would you describe Captain Vel uara?
|'"ve met her, but 1'd |like your inpressions.”
"Ah ... yes, sir." Sledaryk paused. "She |ooks young, sir, but she's a | ot
ol der than she | ooks, you know, the way Majer Faerylt was. She got right on
the business of getA-ting the conpany noved to the new conpounda€” knew where
everyt hing was supposed to be and who was doi ng what. She knew everyone's nane
and background, even."
"Wul d you say that she seenmed very experienced?"
"Yes, sir. Very much so, sir."
"Did she say anything about what woul d happen to the old conmpound?"
"Undercaptain Lyzetta asked about that. Captain Vel uA-ara said that was one of
the things she was working out with the RA, and that the H ghest of the East
had al r eady

made plans for the old conmpound once we'd noved. She didn't say what they
were, just that it was up to the Hi ghest."
"Did anyone in Seventh Conmpany know Captain Velu-ara froman earlier
assi gnment ?"

"I don't think so, sir, but | didn't ask anyone. | was getA-ting ready to

| eave. "

"Did Captain Veluara spend much tine debriefing you?"

"No, sir. | nean, we spent maybe a gl ass where she asked about ny squad, and

the rankers in it, howlong they'd been there, if they were local or from

pl aces like Alustre, whether any were married, just background inA-formtion."
"Did any replacenment for you arrive, or do you know if the captain intended to
pronot e soneone?"

"She said that Submarshal Al cyna would be dispatchA-ing an undercaptain from
Alustre shortly."

Dai nyl nodded slowy. "Thank you, Undercaptain. | think that you'll find

you' ve been extraordinarily fortuA-nate to be transferred to Ei ghth Conpany,
and | do trust you'll appreciate that." He | ooked to Sevasya. "CapA-tain ..
"Il need a few nmoments of your tine."

"OfF course." Sevasya |led the way back to her study.

Nei t her officer said anything until the captain closed the door

"How di d she think she could get away with it?" asked Sevasya. "Except she
did, didn't she?"

"I't nakes sense. Noryan was a translation orphan. No one knew him not really.

Al cyna picked himwhen he was still young and then transferred himto Fourth
Company. "

"How did you figure out that Noryan wasn't Noryan?"

Dai nyl shrugged. "I couldn't say. He didn't feel right, and sone of the

reportsa€”l know one was changed." Al of that was true, although it wasn't
the whol e truth.

"You think Veluara is one, too?"

Dai nyl woul d have wagered that, based on his own earA-lier observations of the
new y pronoted captain and on

what Sl edaryk had said, but he replied, "I don't know. It's clear that she's
part of whatever they're planning."

"What are you going to do? If | might ask, sir?"

"For the monent, nothing. One doesn't accuse two di sA-tinguished officers

wi t hout sonme sort of hard proof."

"And a great deal of support fromone's superiors,"” she added.

"That, too," Dainyl admtted with a laugh. After a noA-ment, he asked, "And
what are you going to do, as a MyrA-nidon captain and daughter of a Duarch?"
"What | cané€”guard Lysia and do ny duty. |I'mbarred fromcontacting him and
he's conditioned against listenA-ing to anything | night say." Sevasya | ooked
squarely at Dainyl. "You have better access to himthan do I."

Dai nyl scarcely had any access. He had enough rank to get perhaps a single
appoi ntnent, and that woul d have to be through Lystrana. That woul d put both
of themd€”and their unborn daughter&€”in even greater danger. What woul d he
say to the Duarch? That he believed the H ghest of the East was conspiring,



perhaps with the Duarch of Ludar, to do ... what? Dainyl still had no idea at
what end all the conspiring was ai med. To gain power and deA-pose the Archon
whil e bringing the Master Scepter to Acorus? To thwart the possibility that
Zelyert mght want to stop the Master Scepter fromcoming to Acorus and thus
support the Archon? What if Khel aryt happened to be subtly encouragi nga€” or
not di scouragi nga€” Zel yert's pl ans, whatever they were? Should the Master
Scepter come to Acorus?

The nore he saw what Brekylt and his allies were doA-ing, the | ess he seened
abl e to deternine why.

"I have sone access, Captain. But without nore know edge, it will not be
useful, except to secure my death."
"Then ... had you best not discover it, Submarshal ?"

Dai nyl smled, wyly. "Like all know edge of value, it is not easy to

di scover, and once discovered, to understand."

In the end, Dainyl wal ked briskly back to the Table

chanmber, his Tal ent-senses alert, even as he recogni zed that Lysia was one of
the few places where he was rel aA-tively safe.

Sul erya was standi ng besi de the Table as he entered the chamnber.

"Are things stabl e?" he asked.

"For now. Probably for a while. At least until the next tine you try a
transl ati on sonewhere.” She tilted her head slightly. "Did you di scover what
you were | ooking for?"

"Yes, but it's not anything | can use to prove what's happening."

"You may never be able to prove anything, Submar-shal. Does that nmean you will
not act for what you see as the best?"

"That is a good question, Recorder. | don't have an anA-swer for it."

"You' d best find one, then."

Dai nyl gl anced at the Table. How safe was it? Did he have any choice?

"Submar shal Dai nyl ?"

"Yes, Sul erya?"

"The Table tracking systens don't seemto be functionA-ing at the nonent." The
hint of a tired smle crossed her nouth. "That won't affect your translation
of course.”

"Thank you." Dainyl stepped onto the Table.
The purpl ed darkness between Tabl es was undi sturbed. Dainyl did not even sense
a single flash of green beyond, and there were no attenpts at inpeding his
progress. The silver-white barrier dissolved away from him

H's uniformwas scarcely chill when he stepped off the Table.

Chastyl stood waiting. The recorder inclined his head to Dainyl. "Wl cone
back, Submarshal. I'mglad to see that you had no trouble with the Tables."
"So am ... and thank you." What puzzled Dai nyl about the greeting was the
genui neness behind the words. Chastyl was clearly pleased to see him although

it was equally clear that the recorder had no special |ikA-ing for him

Dai nyl arrived at Myrm don headquarters |less than a half glass after norning
muster. He was still standing in his study, |ooking at the reports on the side
of his desk, when Shastylt appeared in the study doorway.

"Good norning, sir."

"\Where have you been?"

"I's somet hing wong?" Dainyl reinforced his shields.

"Qutside of having a deputy I can't find? No. That's bad enough.™

Dai nyl wasn't about to argue about half a glass, al A-though Shastylt was often
gone for longer periods. "I've been in Lysiad€""

"Zelyert told nme that he'd strongly suggested you conA-fine your activities to
your duties." Shastylt stepped into the study.

"I was there on Myrm don tasks, sir." Dainyl slipped around his superior and
cl osed the door.

"Such as?"

"I have fairly strong indications that many, if not all, of the officers in
three of the four eastern conpanies are not who we think they are. Noryan is
probably a translated Myrmi don fromlfryn."



"He's fromlfryn. He cane here as an infant. | checked."

"No, sir. The original Noryan did. He was shorter than | am rail-thin, and
nervous. He had no sense of humor, and didn't want to talk to anyone. He |iked
horses and pteridons and had no sense of command at all. Al cyna transferred
him from Ei ghth Conpany just before CapA-tain Sevasya took command. The Noryan
who appeared in Alustre is alnmost as tall as Khelaryt, as muscular as a bull

wi th shoulders to match, with a | owkey sense of huA-nor, and | eadership
skills. He was an undercaptain in |less than two years, a captain in two nore
"That woul d expl ain rmuch."

"You don't seem surprised, sir."

"The only thing surprising is that you're still alive.™
Shastylt |aughed, an edge to his voice that Dainyl had not heard before.
"Why? At this point, | don't have anything that | could bring before the

H ghest or the Duarch. There might be two alectors left alive anywhere who
know firsthand what | just told you, and | doubt either could say absolutely
that Noryan is not Noryan. Besides, the Noryan we know has an out st andi ng
record since he was transferred from Ei ght h Conpany. "

"That wasn't what | nmeant. The Table grid al nost col A-1apsed yesterday, and
stability wasn't restored until this norning. You could have been a wld
transl ati on by now. "

"I was fortunate."

"More than you know, Dainyl." Shastylt stood silent for a nonent. "Do you have
any idea what Brekylt has in m nd?"

"No. Not besides building his own power, that is. It's clear he and Al cyna
essentially have control of Third, Fourth, and Seventh Conpani es, and that
they control the Tables in Alustre, Norda, Dul ka, and Prosp. They're not

pl eased with you or with the H gh Alector of Justice. | was hoping you m ght
be able to tell nme why."

Shastylt fingered his squarish chin, then nodded. After several nonents, he
began to speak, slowy. "Brekylt thought he should have been nanmed Hi gh
Al ector of JusA-tice, and Sam st had pressed for that. Khelaryt thought
differently, and in a difference of opinion between the Duarches, the fina
decision rests with the one who has direct supervision. Khelaryt chose
Zelyert. As Zelyert has hinted, he has great concerns about how lifeforce
growm h is managed. Too rapid and too w despread a growh of manufactories will
i ndeed increase indigen lifeforce, but that spike in lifeforce is foll owed by
a rapid decline in overall world lifeforce because the growh is fueled by the
destruction of things like the forests, too many fields bearing only one crop
and too much killing of nondonmesticated plants and aninmals. Brekylt and Sam st
want to increase indigen |lifeforce and present that

as a reason why Acorus is suited to hold the Master Scepter. Zelyert and

Khel aryt believe that a broader-based lifeforce nass is nore conducive to
supporting the Master Scepter. In effect, die Archon has only said that he
wi Il evaluate bodi Efra and Acorus when the tine cones."
Al of that might well be true, Dainyl noted, but it was far froma conplete
expl anation. "Are they afraid Zelyert and Khelaryt might be able to prove they
are right?"

"I think they fear that they are wong and that Acorus&€”and they&€”will
suffer.”

"How wi | | they suffer? If the Master Scepter does not come here, will they not
remain as they are?"

"No. Khelaryt and Sami st will be judged to have failed, and will be repl aced
by regents of the Archon. Al those serving themw Il be exam ned. Sone nmay
remain. Some certainly will not."

"And if Sami st and Brekylt managed to take total conA-trol of Acorus, what
woul d the Archon do?"

"If they proved it could best support the Master Scepter... nothing. If not,
they would be cast into the long translation tunnel w thout end."

Dai nyl felt a cold shiver go down his spine.



"You tell ne, Submarshal," said Shastylt. "Are they planning such a revolt?"
"I don't know. | would judge that they are planning for that possibility."
"That is what Zelyert has feareda€”and planned for."

"M ght | ask how?"

"You might, but | cannot say, because he has not anA-swered that very sane
question for ne."

That al so was true, Dainyl sensed. It also raised anA-other question. "Can we
do anyt hi ng about Al cynad€”and t hose conpani es?"

"Can you i magi ne anythi ng worse than Myrmi don fighting Myrm don? The drain on
lifeforce fromany proA-1onged battles woul d doom Acorus to being forever
subservienta€”if it didn't plunge the world into i medi ate chaos and
destruction. Your task is much the same as it was in Dramur. We must keep the
Myrmi dons out of the conflict, not because we do not support the Hi ghest and
t he Duarch, but because we do."

"Wwuldn't it just be sinpler for Alcyna or Brekylt to have a nishap of sone
sort?"

"I't would indeed. Do you know anyone who coul d acA-conplish that without
leaving a trail back to usad€”and setA-ting Myrm don agai nst Myrmidon? It's
ironic, but they face exactly the same problem™

"So ... lesser individuals who support thenmd€”or us&€” suffer mishaps ..

until soneone can break the stalemate in a decisive way&€”wi thout ravagi ng the
lifeforce of the world?"

"You have an adnmirable grasp of the situation, Dainyl. Wthin those confines,

we do what we can and we nmust. As always. |'ll leave you to think about it."

After Shastylt departed, Dainyl wal ked back to the wi ndow. The situation was

wor se than he had feared, and in nore ways than he had expected. He al so noted
one other interesting point: Shastylt had given himno orders and no
directives. They had only been inplied.

He al so realized sonething el se. Shastylt had never conmitted to either side,
not really. That surprised Dainyl not at all
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Mykel was up well before dawn on Quinti, checking with his officers. He hadn't
slept all that well, with dreans about the ancient soarersd€’the first he'd

had in some time, but they brought back all too clearly the sense of antiquity
and power that he had felt

so strongly when he had met the soarer above the mne in Dranur.

The battalion had spent the day before returning some senbl ance of order to
the garrison. Mykel had al so made sure that the anmunition wagon had been
unA-1 oaded and the contents stored in the old arnory, underA-ground in the
vaults that hadn't been that damageda€”just mi ssing whatever anmunition m ght
once have been there. He didn't want Third Battalion's amunition out in the
open. The duty guards had seen no signs of irregA-ulars or brigands, but Mkel
hadn't expected they'd apA-pear for a few days, not until word got around,
especially since they seemed only to have targeted the Cadnmi ans.

The garrison roof had remained intact in nost places. That m ght have been
because the roof tiles were cracked and in poor shape and probably woul d have
cone apart if anyone had tried to renove them but Hyalt wasn't known for
heavy rain, and any roof over the troopers was better than none.

Late on Quattri Mkel had visited the chandl ery and several other places and
gotten the names of sone growA-ers. Before long, he'd have to work out
provi si oni ng arrangement sd€”al ong with everythi ng el sed€” because the

provi sions on the wagons, replenished last in Tenpre, would |ast but another
week at best. Then there was the need for fodder for the nobunts. Regul ar

furni shings and equi prrent for the new conpound woul d be sent by wagon from
Tenpre once it was nearing conpletion

Morni ng nuster was barely conmpleted on Quinti when two townsnmen appeared, one
driving a battered cart pulled by a swaybacked horse, and the other sitting
beA-side him The cart creaked to a halt outside the gap in the walls that had
once held a gate, but even the iron hinges had been pulled out of the

bri ckwor k.



Suspecting that the two were the guild heads, Mykel wal ked toward them By the
time he reached the cart, the driver stood beside the horse, holding the
traces | oosely.

He was a squarish indigen, with darker skin, strong blunt features, and brown
hair showi ng streaks of gray. H s broad hands were callused, with a pinkish
welt across the back of his left hand. "Poeldyn, Majer. Building guild. Trora
said you' d like to be seeing us."

"Mykel ," the majer offered. "I did." He | ooked to the second man, ninner
per haps a few years younger, with a full reddish bl ond beard.

"Styndal 4€"crafters. ™

"We're going to be relocating and building a | arger compound.”

"On this hill... shoul da been done long tine back," nuttered Poel dyn.

"What about this hill?"

"Just... unlucky ... always has been." Poeldyn forced a smle. "Wat you be
needi ng?"

"We' || need stoneworkers, nmasons, carpenters, tilers..."

"You got plans ... and sonmeone who knows what they mean?" asked Poel dyn.

"I have the plans, and | know somet hi ng about what they mean." Mkel grinned.
"What | don't, I'msure you two do."

"We don't work for free," added Styndal

"I have some golds, and a letter of credit for the bal A-ance, so nuch to be
drawn every nonth."

"Credits ... aren't good for
"The letter means | can draw golds on it. | assune TroA-ral or one of the
factors has arrangements."

Styndal nodded. "He's got arrangements."

"Bi ggest problem 11 be getting quarrynen," offered Poel dyn.

"The quarries haven't been used |ately?"

"You m ght say as so. That was where all the trouble started ... and for al
their blue-flane |lances, them MyrA-nidons weren't all that good at rooting out
the strange ones.... They'd flame everything, even nmelt some of the facing

stone, and afore long the creatures'd be back."

"Tell me about the strange ones.”

Poel dyn gl anced at Styndal, then finally spoke. "They were fearsone things.
One was half man, fromthe wai st down, and |ike one of those flying creatures
the Myrm A-dons have on the top. Another one was |ike a sandox, exA-cept with
a big triangular horn. There was one big black giant cat with claws sharper' n
knives ..."

"Has anyone seen anything like mat | atel y?"

"No one's wanted to go out to the quarry, not with no one buil ding anything,"
Poel dyn pointed out. "Not since Boreal... anyway."

"Boreal ?' The name nmeant nothing to Mykel, but there was somnething about the
way the crafter had nenA-tioned it.

"He was a squad | eader with the Cadmians ... should have been the
undercaptain, fromwhat everyone said. Real good about getting to where
troubl e was. Funny thing, though. Everyone else got cut up or shot. Looked

i ke he'd been burned. Not nuch blood, either, not for all the slashes.”

Poel dyn shrugged. "Since he got killed, no one wants to work the quarry. Never
any trouble when his squad was out there. Best shot in Hyalt or anywhere
around. "
Those words sent a chill down Mykel's back, but he pushed the feeling away.
"I"ll have a patrol investigate the quarry before anyone returns to work
there." He paused. "Who owns the quarry?"

"It belongs to the regional alector, but anyone in the town has the right to
quarry there now that they finished their building out west."

"What el se should I know?" Mykel kept smiling. "Have the irregulars, the ones
who attacked the garrison, been seen |ately?"
The two craftmasters exchanged gl ances once nore.
This time, Styndal was the one to reply. "No. Fact is, no one rightly knows
who did it. One norning, |ike Poel A-dyn said, everyone was dead. Sone fol ks



heard screanms the ni ght before, and some noise. Sone of the bodies

were shot, and sonme were slashed up, like with bl ades. W never saw
anyt hi ng. "

"Not then, and not since," added Poel dyn. "Troral told the alector, and his
fol ks came and took care of things, and they had the flying creatures.”

That didn't exactly square with all the reports Mykel had gotten. "What
happened to all the anmunition and the supplies, then? And the nounts?"
"Mpjer... sir... Maybe the alector's folk took them If not... Hyalt's not the
weal t hi est of places. Things ... well... who could blane folk if stuff

di sappeared in the dark."

That was even worse, Mykel reflected, because it neant it was |likely that sone
or all of Cadmian rifles and amunition were out anong the | ocal s&€”up to
fifty rifles, with spares, if all the weapons of the two squads that conprised
the garrison had been taken

"And there's been no shooting since?"

"Well... Beznanet got found dead | ast week. No one minded. He'd been stealing
fow for years. Oher'n that... nothing."
Mykel waited.

"WIl the new place be having spaces for the pteri-dons?" Styndal asked,

al nost deferentially.

"Al'l Cadm an conpounds have at |east a few stages for when the alectors fly in
nmessages. The plans call for two. There won't be any pteridons or Myrm dons
here all the time."

"That'l|l be better. Some of the crafters ... well, Mjer, - you know how
sone fol ks can be."

Mykel coul d understand being wary of the pteridons, but not what that had to
do with building a conpound. "Anything el se?"

Poel dyn | aughed. "Let us know when you've got the place and when you want us

to start, and then we'll | ook close-like at the plans, see what changes we
m ght have to nake."
"I'I'l do that. Can | |eave word with Troral ?"

"That you can."
After the two drove off, the cart wheel s&€”or axl esd€” squeaki ng, Mykel wal ked
back through the battered and crunbling gateposts. He had known there had to
have been problenms in Hyalt, but he hadn't expected that he'd have to worry
about creatures around a quarry in addition to insurgents who didn't sound
like any insurgents he'd ever encountered, if they were insurgents at all.
But... if they weren't, who were they? And the comments about the squad | eader
who was a crack shot and who' d been burned ... that sounded |ike an al ector
sidearm and he didn't like the possibility of a rogue al ector wandering
around Hyalt at all.
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There are conparatively few al ectors,

gui di ng hundreds of thousands of other beings. This has al ways been so and
will continue to be so. What is it, then, that distinguishes an alector from
t hose beings, or fromanother alector who is no better than the nmasses? Size
and strength are often cited, but bulls are bigger than alectors, and so are
sandoxen. Intelligence is also cited, but many anong the nmasses have
intelligence close to that of alectors, and in sonme cases, equal to ours. Nor
is Talent enough to claimdistinction and | eadership.

Those who | ead and gui de others must possess not only superior physical and
ment al capabilities, but the personal honor and integrity to assure that their
decisions lead to the best possible lives for those they guide. Each

i ndi vi dual shoul d have the opportunity to enploy his or her abilities to their
greatest possible extent in a benefiA-cial, peaceful, and productive manner

To seek power for its own sake, or wealth, or any other excess is but to con-
firmthat the individual who does so lacks the integrity reA-quired of an

al ector who woul d | ead.
Al respect a crafter who creates an object of quality and beauty, and all are
repul sed by one who would atA-tenpt to pass off an inferior product for the



same price. Yet all too often respect is granted to the |eader or

adm nA-istrator who adnministers in a fashion that favors one group unfairly
over another, but is this not an inferior product of |eadership? Wile

equal ity of ability and acA-conplishnment does not exist in any society, and
any soci A-ety which expects such is dooned, equality of opportunity to exce
within one's field nust be granted to all. Simlarly, respect nust be accorded
to excellence in every trade and service.

Fostering equality of opportunity and respect for honA-est acconplishnent, and
not just for the few who accuA-nul ate masses of gold or power over others,
those are the virtues of worth for an alector, and only so long as those
virtues are held in high esteemw ||l we endure, for personal honor and
integrity are the basis of all that we have acconplished. ..
Vi ews of the Hi ghest
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In the end, Mykel chose Fifteenth ComA-pany to investigate the quarry, partly
because he had deA-cided to acconpany that force and partly because nore than
hal f the company had seen strange creatures in the last battle on Dranur. What
with all the other arrangeA-ments, including getting directions to the quarry,
Mkel

ai mrni eenm conpany man t get away tromtheir temA-porary quarters until md
nmor ni ng on Sexdi

Mykel and Undercaptain Fabrytal rode side by side, with a pair of scouts ahead
by thirty yards, not that they would be nuch help if someone attenpted an
attack froma w ndow of a building in Hyalt. Mykel had not seen anything to
indicate that was likely, not with the streets and | anes hol di ng wonen and
children, and a handful of men. There had been no reports of any vioA-lence in
the town, either, and people didn't |ook fearful, except of himand the
Cadmians. Still, he kept |ooking, and trying to sense if anyone m ght be
targeting them He didn't feel that, and in Dramur that feeling had been
trustwort hy.
Ahead, just short of what |ooked to be a chandlery, he saw a woman, with [ ong
bl onde tresses plaited into a single braid down her back. She had taken one of
the four children with her by the arm Mkel watched and |i stened.

"Garytt! | saw that "

Mykel snmiled. He'd heard words |ike that when his sisA-ter Sesalia had
addressed one of her brood who'd m sbeA-haved. Before |ong, she'd be having
her fifth. Five children? He hadn't even found any one with whom he'd thought
of having childrend€’l et al one five.

He gave a wy |augh under his breath. That wasn't enA-tirely true, but Rachyla
was about as unobtainable for a Cadm an maj er as an ancient mght be for an
alector. He smled nore broadly as he neared the young nother, but at the
sound of the horses, she ushered the four into the chandl ery w thout even

| ooking toward the Cadni ans.

Mykel 's eyes went back to the structures on each side of the high road. Unlike
Sout hgate or Dramuria, the houses and buil dings were of different ages and
styles, al A-though all were built of stone or brick or sone conbinaA-tion of
the two. Sone few ol der houses had split slate roofs, but nost had grayish red
roof tiles. As Fifteenth

Conpany rode southward on the mai n boul evarda€”t he eternastone high

roada€” Mykel observed the side streets and | anes. Roughly every third street
was paved with red-stone, and had redstone sidewal ks, as did the boul evard.
The all eys and | anes between the paved streets were of packed reddi sh sandy
soil and had no sidewal ks.

Except for a few larger structures clearly belonging to factors, the houses
and other buildings were all of one story. The smaller dwellings had few
wi ndows, and that made unfortunate sense because wood for shutters was
tariffed, and glass was not cheap

"Hyalt seens |ike a poor town, doesn't it, sir?" asked Undercaptain Fabrytal



"I haven't seen many poorer, not of its size," Mykel admtted.

"Makes you wonder why they've got alectors here, | mean, with not that many
fol ks or that nuch trade."

"There are some mines to the south and west of the quarry. Tin and copper."”
Near the south end of Hyalt, the high road turned eastA-ward, but Fifteenth
Conpany conti nued headi ng south for another quarter vingt on a ol der road
paved with red-stone bl ocks, nmany of which were cracked and chi pped, and sone
of which were missing, their space filled with packed dirt or clay. After
anot her half vingt, the road split, the paved section turning west-southwest.
"The one to the left!" Mkel called out.

The quarry road had deep ruts that had been weat hered down and filled with
fine reddi sh sand and dirt. There were no recent tracks of either horses or
wagons. Before long the road began to rise and did so for close to half a
vingt before leveling out onto a stretch of scrubby grassA-land that ended at

the foot of a low hill. Froma vingt away, Mykel could see where the hill had
been cut away and the redstone |ayers exposed.
There nmight not be anything at the quarry, but... beA-ing prepared nmade sense,

and if there were not, the exer-

cise wouldn't hurt. Mkel turned in the saddle, |ooking at Fabrytal. "Order a
line abreast, by squads, five across. R A-fles ready."
The faintest hint of a puzzled frown crossed the under-captain's face, but he
pull ed his mount to the side and stood in the stirrups. "Fifteenth Conpany!

Li ne abreast4€” by squads. Five across. Third squad centered on ne. Ri A-fles
ready!"”

Fifteenth Company was re-formed within nmonents, then continued riding across
t he grassl ands.

Less than a hundred yards from where the excavati on began, Mkel |ooked to
Fabrytal again. "Have themhalt here."

"Company! Halt!"

Mykel surveyed the area to the south. He had only seen one quarry before in
his life, and that had been the masA-sive granite quarry to the north of
Faitel, where he had grown up. The quarry at Hyalt was far smaller, less than
half a vingt fromside to side, and extending only fifty or sixty yards into
the hillside, with tiers cut out of the stone, like stair steps up the
redstone. There was a nuddy redA-dish pool |ess than ten yards across in the
sout heastern corner of the |owest |evel
"Just a big hole in the ground," said Fabrytal
"That's what quarries ared€"holes in the ground where peopl e have taken stone
out. This is a small quarry." Mkel surveyed the quarry once nore. Sonething
about it bothered him but he couldn't pinpoint either a specific source or

location. Finally, he turned to Fabrytal. "ForA-ward at a walk. Rifles ready."
"Fifteenth Conpany! Slow wal k! Forward! Rifles ready!"
Mykel had his own rifle out as well, disregarding the unspoken adage that a

conmander shoul d concentrate on tactics, rather than engage in direct conbat.
The conpany had nmoved forward a good thirty yards toward the unused quarry
when a dark shadow appeared just above the base of the quarry, in the western
cor ner

where the stonework ended and the hillside remained rel A-atively untouched.
Mykel blinked. The shadow | ooked bl ack, but it felt Iike an ugly pinkish
purple. Then it was no | onger a shadow, but an enornous catlike creature that
raced toward fifth squad, the westernnost troopers of the conpany.

"Conpany! Halt! Fifth squad! Fire at will!" Mkel snapped. "Fifth squad, fire
at will!"
"Conpany, halt! Fifth squad ..." echoed Fabrytal

Mykel watched intently for a nonment, then scanned the rest of the quarry, but
he neither saw nor sensed anyA-thing else that felt threatening. H s eyes went
back to the giant cat, its body at |east a good two yards in | ength.

Fifth squad's first shots did little good, and the cat creature accel erated
silently toward the troopers. The creature jerked and stunbled as severa
shots ripped into it, but Mykel could see no wounds, although the cat slowed



somewhat. Continual fire poured into the creature as it neared fifth squad.
Less than a handful of yards short of the squad, it fell forward, |egs

twi t chi ng.

"Keep firing!" came the conmand from Vhanyr, the fifth squad' s | eader

More shots struck the wounded creature, and it withed, then slunped onto the
ground, but its body still twitched.

"Hol d the conmpany, rifles ready," Mkel ordered FabA-rytal. "I want to get a
good | ook at that creature.”

"Yes, sir. Conpany hold! R fles ready!"

Mykel rode along the front of the arrayed conpany at a fast wal k.

Vhanyr had ridden out fromhis squad several yards, but reined up short of the

fallen creature, still twitching on the reddi sh sandy ground that sported but
sparse grass. Mykel reined up beside the squad | eader, his own rifle still out
and ready.

"Sir." Vhanyr held his rifle in the general direction of the cat. "W nust
have put fifty bullets into it before it went down."

Mykel woul d have judged far less than that, but he'd seen over a half score

i npact the giant black cat. As he watched, it lifted its head and struggled to
rise, jaws openA-ing and revealing teeth that seemed hal f-crystalline,

hal f-yellow. Was it healing itself? He lifted his own rifle and fired&€”once,
twice, three times, and again. His shots tore away half the creature's head,
and it dropped onto the ground.
The creature had not bled, Mykel realizedd€”unless a purplish blue ichor
staining a clunp of grass was what the creature had for blood. Nor had it made
a sound in the entire span of its attack
"What is it? Do you know, sir?" asked Vhanyr.
"I"ve never seen anything like that," Mkel admitted. He'd never read about
anything that renotely resenbled the black catlike giant.
As he watched, the clunps of grass around the fallen beast shriveled and

bl ackened. The dead creature apA-peared to | ose its shape, disintegrating into
a long pile of a greasy-looking purplish black substance. Then, abruptly,

bl uish red flames burst fromthe disintegrating corpse, the heat so intense
t hat Mykel eased the roan back away fromthe pyre.
"... what the frig!"
" never seen anything like that..."

Mykel wrenched his attention away fromthe bluish flames and studied the
quarry again. He could see or sense nothing. That didn't nean another of the
cat creaA-tures mght not appear again at any tine.
"Fifth squad, reload! Now "
Vhanyr's command rem nded Mykel to do the sane. He did not replace the rifle
inits case, but rested it across his thighs, one-handed.
"Sir?" asked Vhanyr.
"We' || be advancing shortly," Mkel told the squad | eader, then turned his
mount back toward the center of the company. He doubted they woul d see anot her
of the beasts inmediately, but he could definitely understand

why the quarrynmen were leery of the place. That neant at |east two squads on
duty all the tine the stone was being cut and carted away.

He reined in the roan beside Fabrytal's nount. "ForA-ward at a walk."
"Forward..."

Mykel kept studying the quarry, the courses of stone, and the hill that
surrounded them Strange creatures inA-deed.
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Dai nyl and Lystrana sat in the darkness of their bedchanber, Lystrana
reclining on the bed, and Dainyl sitting on the chair beside her
"The quiet in Elcien is disturbing," Dainyl said. "W know that Ifrits, and it
coul d be scores of them are comA-ing through the Tables to the east of Corns.
Zelyert knows as well. It's fairly certain that the engineers of the east are
constructing additional equi prent of sone sort, probably of a mlitary nature.
Three of the four eastern Myrm don conpani es are under Brekylt's and Al cyna's
control, and |I'd wager Second Company in Ludar is aligned as well. If Brekylt



can present his position as supporting the Ar-chon, Samist will agree to
what ever they have in mnd."

"What is your point, dearest?" asked Lystrana.

"Why isn't anything being done from here?"

"It is." She laughed, ironically. "One of the recorders who supported Brekylt
is dead. One Myrnmidon majer and one RA are al so dead. Several engineers are
dead. Modre than a few know that it is dangerous to oppose a subnarsha
directly."

"Yet all that has changed not hing," Dainyl pointed out.

"Way woul d it? Khelaryt cannot act unless he has proof that they are
subverting the goals set by the Ar-

chon. Zelyert and Shastylt will not offer what they know because they cannot
prove what is happening. Voicing the uncertain always risks |osing power.
Nei t her wishes to do that, if for different reasons.”

"What am | supposed to do?"

"What you always do ... what is right. But you cannot do it until you have an
opportunity. | have no doubt that you could go to Alustre and destroy Brekylt
and Al cyna. If Zelyert had been wi se enough to renmove them from power ten
years ago, it would have made a difference. How would that change matters now?
Except to assure that you would have all those who support them opposed to
you, and that you would | ose any support from Zel yert and Khel aryt."

"What little support | do have." Dainyl snorted.

"That is better than no support... or active opposition.”

He knew that she was accurate in that, nuch as he hated to admt it.

"Where do you think all those alectors fromlIfryn are goi ng?" asked Lystrana.
"I'f large nunbers of strange al ectors appeared in Alustre, would there not be
reports, one way or another? You found a nunber still |oyal to Khelaryt there,
such as Kaparyk."

The answer was obvi ous, and Dainyl had felt it all along, even if he had not
voiced it. "They're being sent to Dul ka, and perhaps Hyalt. They've noved
Sevent h ComA-pany wel| away fromthe Table, and there's a perfectly good and
enpty compound adj acent to the structure that houses the RA and the Tabl e.

Al cyna has sent another one of the translated and repl acenent

Myrmi dons&€”that's Vel uaraéd€”there to keep the Myrmidons in Iine and away from
what's happening. Mbst of the undercaptains are juA-nior, and the only one who
voi ced any real insight was transferred to Lysia." He paused. "Sone coul d be
going to other centers where the recorders support Brekylt, places like

Nor da. "

"I woul d suggest isolated centers as well,"'
al ectors can use the Tables ..."

"They can hide anywhere," he finished. That sugA-gested Hyalt night be a
problemin the future as well, as if he weren't worried enough about Mjer
Mykel and his Tal ent.

"What if you conducted an inspection in force there? Wth Myrnidons from

Lysi a?"

"I have the feeling mat sending Myrm dons from Lysia wouldn't be a good i dea.
It might be better to send Fifth Conpany from Dereka. It's nuch farnmer,

she sugA-gested. "If the renegade

but..." Dainyl shook his head. "That's not sonething | could do without
Shastylt's support, or at |east not his opposition.™
"Not now. "

Dai nyl understood. He could certainly plan what needed to be done&€”and

howad€” and suggest to some of the eastern conpanies that some full-conmpany
maneuA-vers might be necessary later in the year. That would filA-ter

eastward, but the vagueness m ght well keep Al cyna off bal ance. Then, he
reflected, it could also force her to act earlier. O she could take it as a
bluff, and that m ght be best of all
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Mykel | ooked across the small nesa-like expanse, a vingt across from northwest
to southeast, and three-quarters of that in depth fromnortheast to
southA-west. It was less than a vingt fromthe outskirts of Hyalt, and it even



had a good spring that fed into the streamrunA-ning al ong the southeastern
edge of the | ower slopes. FarA-ther to the southeast was a flock of sheep
with a single herder and two dogs. The | ate-norning sun shone out of a clear
silver-green sky, and there was but the barest hint of a breeze fromthe
nort hwest .

The incline to the flattened hilltop was nodest, rising only ten yards above
the grasslands to ne south, and the

site was less than half a vingt fromthe high road north to Tenpre. The one
drawback was that there was no road or | ane connecting the site to the high
road, but that could be built since the slope was gentle and the terrain was
not that rugged.

Behi nd Mykel, Seventeenth Company was reined up in formation. Undercaptain
Loryalt was to Mykel's left. For the past several days, Mkel had scouted the
terrain around Hyalt, assigning different conpanies to accomA-pany him
"Take some work, sir, but this site |ooks a |ot better than where the old
garrison is," observed Loryalt.

"It's near the high road and not too close to the town. If the town grows,

there will still be space."” Mykel had his doubts about how rmuch Hyalt woul d
grow, but he wanted to account for that possibility.

"You think it will, sir?"

"You never can tell." Mykel smled, then added, "W've got sone patrolling to
do. W'll ride down to the high road and head north to that first |ane west.

W haven't ridden through that area yet."

"Yes, sir," replied Loryalt.

Mykel took a last look at the site, far superior to the other possibilities he
had vi ewed, before turning the roan down the sl ope, and westward.

"Sevent eent h Conpany! Forward!"

The conpany rode westward. Less than a quarter of a vingt to the north was
anot her flock of sheep, a small one with less than a score of ewes and half as
many | anbs. The herder, an angul ar but short nman with dull gray hair and a
grizzl ed beard, watched the conmpany for a nonent before turning away.

Once at the high road, Mykel and the conpany turned north along a stretch that
hel d no wagons or riders except thenselves. Nor was there any trace of any
recent travel on the |ane that Seventeenth Conpany took westward fromthe high
road. The | ane wound between |ow hills above what m ght have been a creek in
wetter tinmes. Al-

t hough the hillside on the north side of the road was but |ightly wooded,
with scattered junipers and | ow pines, afA-fording relatively good visibility,
Mykel had Loryalt send the scouts ahead of the mmin body of the conpany a good
hal f vingt.

After another quarter glass, the road clinbed over a low ridge. As Mykel rode
to the top of the rise, he |ooked to the south, but could not see the regiona
al ector's comA-plex, although he knew it had to be only a few vingts away. On
the other side of the ridge, the | ane descended into a wide vale filled with
scattered bushes and sparse grass. The tops of the rises on each side of the
vale were only three or four yards above the lane itself.

"Send anot her set of scouts to ride the top of the rises.”

"Yes, sir."

Wil e Mykel had not seen anything, and there was litA-tle cover, he disliked
following a | ow road without sone outriders. In nonments, the two scouts were
on the rises, riding as easily across the open terrain as were the Cad-m ans
bel ow t hem

"There's not nmuch out here, sir," said Loryalt.

"No. Even the grass is sparse." Mykel could see the pair of scouts ahead on a
flat stretch of die |ane.

The silver-green sky, clear as it was, began to darken, yet the white |ight of
the sun did not dim Nor were there cl ouds anywhere. He gl anced toward
Loryalt.

"N ce day," observed the undercaptain. "Not too hot. Not too cold."

Mykel gave a perfunctory nod, his head turning, and his eyes scanning the | ow



rise to his right, then the dale on the left of the dirt lane, men the rise to
the left. He reached for his rifle, taking it fromits case and checki ng once
nmore to make sure it was fully | oaded, although he knew it was.
Crack! The very sound shivered through Mykel, yet it was not a sound, |oud as
it felt to him that the others exA-perienced. Hs eyes fixed on a point in
mdair, a good twenty yards above the road and al nost a hundred to the

west of where he rode, but well behind the scouts. Blue shapes appeared from
nowher e.
"Conpany halt! Rifles ready!" Mykel snapped. "Now! " Shoul d he spread the
conpany? He gl anced to both sides of the road. Spreading the troopers would
likely only make them nore vul nerabl e.
"Conpany halt! Rifles ready!" Loryalt's voice held the slightest trace of
surprise
"Look to the west! Fire on nmy conmand!"
At first, Mykel had thought the score or so of creatures that had appeared
were ravens, but no ravens were that bigé€"or purpled blue. The flying
creatures formed into a wedge that turned eastward, toward Seventeenth

ComA- pany, and the noonday sun glinted off netallic blue beaks. They were

m ni ature versions of the pteridons flown by the Myrm dons.
The flying wedge of creatures dove toward di e Cadmi - ans.

"Fire at will!"

"Fire at will!" echoed Loryalt

Mykel ained at the |ead creature of the wedge and willed his shot honme. As the
bul l et struck, the creature exA-ploded into a ball of blue flane that
splattered down on the road sone forty yards ahead.

Shots rose up around Mykel .

He forced hinself to concentrate on the next flyer. Another ball of flane
splattered, this time into the hillA-side to his right, far closer. By the
tinme he had fired a third and fourth tine, the creatures were alnost on the
conpany.
A mount screamed, and then a trooper.
The miniature pteridons swept past, and Mykel reA-loaded. He could feel the
heat from where one of the downed creatures burned not ten yards fromhim He
turned in the saddle, watching as they circled back toward the conpany, this
time coming in fromthe south, but too far away for the nmoment for a decent
shot .

He raised his rifle, then concentrated, firing once, then

again. Two of the beasts exploded, tunbling fromthe sky. He fired again ..
and then rel oaded, because die creaA-tures had not turned away but were
climbing as if to begin another diving attack
This time three of the creatures all headed toward Mykel. He forced hinself to
fire deliberately, concentratA-ing on one shot after another, ignoring the
shots coming fromothers in the conpany.
When the second wave passed, there were only three of the beasts renaining,
and they flew steadily northA-ward, passing beyond the rise.

"Stand down! Undercaptain, let ne have a report on casualties." Mykel had no
doubts that he had | ost nen and nounts.

"Yes, sir." Loryalt turned his nmount.

Mykel rel oaded, even though he doubted that the flyers would return

i medi ately, and replaced the rifle in its saddle case. He felt shaky in the
saddl e, and sweat ran down his face and the back of his neck. He reached for
his water bottle and drank.

The creatures that had exploded in flanme had burned thensel ves into bl ackened
pil es of ashes, leaving only black greasy splotches on the soil. There were no
charred bones or scales... only the ashy residue of intense fires. Al were
scattered in a rough arc around Mykel. He stood in the stirrups and tried to
see if there were any other bl ackA-ened heaps, but the only others he saw were
two | arger black pyres, |arge enough to have been men and nounts.

He forced the bile down in his throat as he settled back into the saddle. It
took an effort to keep his fingers fromtouching his belt or the hidden dagger



of the ancients.
While he waited for Loryalt to return, he rode forward to the nearest

bl ackened spot on the ground. As with the giant cat, splotches on the grass
around where the creaA-ture had fallen had turned bl ack, even beyond the
burned area. Slowy, he rode back to the head of the conpany, his eyes and
feelings still scanning, trying to see if anything el se mi ght appear

Loryalt reined up short of Mykel. His face was set, slightly pale. "Sir,
Sevent eenth Conpany reports six caA-sualties, all dead."
' Thank you, Undercaptain. Their bodies?"
"Ah ... no, sir. They burned to ashes. There's ... there's nothing left, sir.
Not hing at all."
"I's there anything we can do?"
"No ... no, sir."
"I wish there were." Mykel turned the roan. "I think it's tinme we headed back
to the garrison. W can let fifth squad | ead." He doubted that they would see
any nore creatures, but continuing the patrol would seemfar too callous, and,
for the noment, there was little to be gai ned.
"Sevent eent h Conpany!..."

Mykel and Loryalt rode al ong the shoul der of the road until they reached what
had been the rear of the columm, where Loryalt ordered the conpany forward,
with the rearguard now the forward scouts, and the forner scouts bringing up
the rear.
A quarter of a glass passed before Loryalt spoke. "Sir? What were they?"
"I don't know. They look like snmaller versions of what the Myrmdons fly. 1'd
judge that they were the strange creatures that the crafters tal ked about, but
neither one could tell nme anything about what the creatures they knew about
actual ly | ooked like."
"They were hard to bring down. Sone of the nmen said that they hit themthree
or four tinmes, and nothi ng happened."
"We killed nost of them" Mkel pointed out, "even if it did take the whole
conmpany. |I'd like to find out what they are, though.” Mkel tried to keep the
worry out of his voice. H's Cadmi ans could handl e the giant cats, but the

m niature pteridons? So far as he could tell, only his shots had been
effective.
"Yes, sir." Loryalt was silent for a tine.

Mykel continued to scan the skies and the terrain, wonA-dering how he coul d
possi bly be everywhere, and what

woul d happen if a company ran into the small pteridons when he wasn't around.
Did the Marshal of Mrnidons know about the creatures? If he did, why had
Cadmi ans been di spatched, rather than Myrm dons?

He'd need to report about the creatures quickly, even if no nore showed up,

al t hough that seemned rather unlikely.
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Mykel shifted his weight on the nounting bl ock, where he sat in the center
courtyard of the old garriA-son in the sunlight of late afternoon, his |egs
crossed, bal A-ancing the oblong of wood that served as a witing desk for the
report he needed to submit. At least, he could send it with the sandox coach
that served Hyalt on Duadi and Sexdi

Witing the report was going to be difficult, because he wasn't about to point
out, directly, that there were no inA-surgents or irregulars to speak of, not
that he hadn't had enough difficulty in arranging for the purchase of the |and
and for the beginning of construction on the new Cadm an compound, not to
mention the creatures at the quarry. Thankfully, over the precedi ng week,

t here had been no nore appearances by the miniature pteridons. Not so

t hankfully, he was still having dreans about the soarers, but he could not
renmenmber themwith nore than a vague sense of eventsé€”and a feeling of
unease.

Fodder was nore expensive than he had hoped, beA-cause nost animals around
Hyalt were grazedd€”and that was scarcely practical for the mounts of Third
Battalion. Mitton and | anb were | ess expensive, but he suspected that he and



the rest of the Cadmians would tire of that beA-fore | ong. He had arranged for
a peasant girl to raise chickens for the Cadm ans, but even chickens took a
while to grow. Another problem had been that, according

to the growers, the chandler, and other nerchants, the reA-gional alector had
been purchasing far nore food and supplies over the |ast season or so.

In between those arrangenents, he had to observe and supervise the training of
the new Cadm ans, as well as extra training for his own "repl acenment”

conpani es.

He took a deep breath and forced hinself to concenA-trate on witing the

di spatch before him fram ng each sentence carefully in his mnd before
witing it out. In a proper conpound he would have nade a draft, but, for al
that Hyalt lay outside the eastern walls of the old garriA-son, he might as
wel | have been in the field.

Finally, he | ooked at the key sections and reread them carefully.

Third Battalion has maintai ned regular patrols and sent scouts into al
areas that might harbor irreguA-lars or insurgents. To date, the battalion has
not found any evidence of canps or activity that would clearly suggest recent
i nsurgency. In the course of patrolling, Sixteenth Conpany was successful in
di scovering four brigands to the southeast of Hyalt. Al but one were killed
in attenpting to escape, and the survivor was turned over to the town
justicer. Wiile Third BatA-talion will continue to maintain a vigilant stance
in the course of its patrolling, training of the Hyalt comA-panies, and
rebui | di ng of the Cadmi an compound, thus far it appears as though the
Myrimi dons were exA-trenely effective in dealing with whatever insurgency
previously existed, or in encouraging the insurgents to | eave the area for the
present tinme.

The nore serious threat to the battalion has reA-sulted fromthe need to
protect the quarrymen. PredaA-tors of types unknown locally or in other

regi ons of Corus have attenpted to attack both quarry workers and Cadm ans on
t hree occasions. Local residents have confirned that these predators were of
the sane types dealt with by the Myrm dons earlier....

Fortunately, on both times when Mykel had not been present at the quarry,
Rhystan or Fabrytal had been, and their conpani es had been successful in
killing the beasts w thout additional Cadm an casualties.

The nost comon attacker resenbles a |arge black nountain cougar, but it
is far larger, a good two yards in length. It is extrenely sw ft.
ConcenA-trated rifle fire was required to bring down the three beasts that
have attenpted to attack the Cadmians on quarry duty. Once each was killed,
within a fracA-tion of a glass, the carcass began to snol der, and then burst
into flames. Only ashes were left. The other predators were |large birdlike
creatures, purple-blue, with | ong beaks that appeared crysA-talline. These
appeared from nowhere to attack Seventeenth Conpany as it patrolled northwest
of Hyalt. If these creatures, which resenble mniature pteridons, strike a
Cadmi an, the bird, the Cadmian, and his nount burst into intense flame. In
addi ti on sonme appear to use sonmething like a venomon its beak. One Cadm an
was sl ashed with the beak and died in | ess than a quarter glass fromthe
poi son.

To date, losses to the flying creatures total six Cadmians. There have been no
casualties fromthe attacks of the giant cats...

At the sound of creaking cart wheels and axles, Mykel took a last |ook at the
di spatch before carefully folding it and slipping it into his uniformtunic.
Then he set aside his nmakeshift witing desk and stood to wait for Poel dyn.
The cart creaked to a halt several yards short of Mykel. The swarthy
craftmaster swng off the driver's seat of the cart, still holding the | eads.
"Good afternoon, Craftmaster." Mkel stepped forward.

"Afternoon, Mjer. You know there was anot her one of those cat creatures at
the quarry this norning?"

"I had not heard about this norning. | trust Fourteenth Conpany took care of
it."

"That they did. It was a close thing, though. Makes it hard for the nmen to



concentrate on the work. They say the pay's not enough for that."
"I imagine some would say that, Craftmaster.” Mykel found hinself both
surprised and i nwardly anmused to hear hinself using words his father had said

nmore than once. "Still... diey're getting close to what is paid in the
quarries at Faitel, and | don't know of anyone el se needA-ing stones in
Hyal t."

"Pay doesn't mean nmuch to a man with a stone bed and a coverlet of earth."
"That's true. W both know that quarrying is hard work. That's why the pay is
hi gh al ready. Several men have had injuries fromthe work. But | don't believe
anyA-one has died, or even been injured by the cats. You' re suggesting

addi tional pay for something that hasn't hapA-pened."

"You're a hard man, Majer."

"I'mbeing fair, Craftmaster. The Cadnians are takA-ing the greater risks, and
they get paid far less for a day's work. No one is conpelling the quarrymen to
work the stone. If we weren't building the new comA-pound and protecting the
quarrymen, they'd have no work."

The faintest hint of a hard snile appeared at the corA-ners of Poeldyn's
mout h. "Are you sure you weren't the son of a factor, Majer?"

"El dest son of a crafter. He's a master tiler in Faitel."

"I'I'l trust to that to nake sure all remains fair."

"I'"I'l do my best, Craftmaster." Mykel wasn't pronmi sA-ing anything, but he'd
probably have to come up with golds or something if anything serious did
happen to one of the quarrymen froman attack by a cat or one of the mniature
pteri dons&€” and he needed to add that concern to his dispatch report to

Col onel Herolt.

"I"ve the feeling you just mght, Mjer." Poel dyn nod-

ded. "It's going to be slow for the next few days. The next course of stone
has fractures, won't be good for nuch beA-sides underground bracing of wall
foundations...." Mkel listened intently.
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Dai nyl | ooked at the stack of reports waitA-ing for him riffled through them
and set them back down on the desk. After a noment, his eyes fell on the thin
vol A-ume he had set on the corner of the desk earliera€”Views *"" of the

H ghest. He picked it up and paged through it, not quite idly, finally
stopping at a section he recalled vaguely. He snmled as he read.

When an al ector or an indigen offers a reason for action, or |lack of action,
or when an administrator acts or sets forth a policy, the discerning al ector
must al ways ascerA-tain the structural rationale for such. The structura
rationA-ale is the prinme and accurate support for a decision or policy, and
not usually the reason made public. Anyone who acts, if pressed, will provide
a reason for such action, and the reason will invariably support the action
but a raA-tionalization for public attribution and scrutiny is usually not the
structural rationale that pronpted the action or policy.

Hs lips curled at the last |line. Did anyone above himin the hierarchy ever
lay out the true or structural reason for action? Not often. Wth a snort, he
cl osed the volune and set it aside.

He still needed to go through the reports. He decided to start with the
t hi ckest &€"that of the Cadmian Mounted Rifle reginent. First, he | ooked at the
summaries. Second Battalion was still at Elcien rebuilding and retraining af-

ter extensive losses to the grassland nomads. Third BatA-talion had reached
Hyalt and had begun patrol s agai nst potential insurgents, continued training
the Hyalt Cad-m an conpani es, and had commenced the construction of a new
Cadmi an conpound. Fourth Battalion remained in Iron Stem and was nai ntai ni ng
order and fending off atA-tacks by the icewolves. Fifth Battalion continued
operaA-tions out of Northport, dealing with fractious Reillies.

There was also a brief section pointing out that, if reA-cruiting and training
were begun for replacenents before battalions returned from depl oynents, that
policy would bring the various battalions up to full strength earlier and
allow for greater retraining before redeploying battalions. ** Dainyl decided
to offer a cautious note to the marshal on that point, suggesting that Col one



Herolt had a valid concern

Dai nyl's nmore direct and personal concerns lay with Majer Mykel and Third
Battalion. The |onger before anyA-one discovered the majer's Talent, the

happi erd€”and less likely to be bl aneda€” Dai nyl would be. He turned to the
section of the report containing greater detail about Third Battalion

Third Battalion, Mjer Mykel comranding, is currently deployed in Hyalt

and has comenced buil ding of a new conmpound there while undertakA-ing patrol
actions, in coordination with training the two Hyalt conpanies, to conplete
pacification of the Hyalt area, as per the orders of the Marshal of Myrm dons.
In addition to dealing with brigands and seeking to prevent attacks by
irregulars, Third Battalion has reported several attacks by unidentiA-fied
creatures. Six fatalities have been incurred as of the |latest report from
Third Battalion....

Unidentified creatures? Were they wild translations? In Hyalt? Dainyl turned
to the pages hol ding Majer Mykel's

nore detailed report. His lips tightened as he read about the giant black
cats and the small pteridons.
They had to be wild translations, and that confirned what he had | earned about
a nunber of the unreported translations fromlfryn going to Hyalt. But why
Hyal t ?
After a noment of reflecting on Hyalt, he nodded. Hyalt had been one of the
earlier Tables established, and the Table and a nunber of facilities were
actually built into a large hill or small nountai nd€"well away fromthe town
itself.

Dai nyl set the report down on his desk and hurried back to the file room
Squad | eader Doselt, the adminisA-trative clerk, |ooked up fromwhere he stood
bef ore an open file case.

“Sir?"

"I"'d like to review all the First Conpany reports fromlast sumer to date. If
you' d gather them i mediately."

Doselt | ooked at the submarshal. "Yes, sir. Right away, sir.
"Thank you." Dainyl wal ked back to his study and sat down, thinking. Sulerya
had indicated that the recorder in Hyalt was synpathetic to Brekylt and,
presumabl y, Duarch Samist, and the presence of wild translations sugA-gested
strongly that the sane was true of the local reA-gional alector.

Had Shastylt pulled First Company's second squad out of the Hyalt area because
he knew that and feared that they would be lost if they remained?

"Sir?" Doselt stood in the study doorway with an armA-1oad of reports.

"Put themon the desk. 1'Il let you know when |'mfinA-ished."
"Yes, sir." The Myrmi don placed the reports in two stacks and strai ght ened.
"This stack is sumer and fall. These here are harvest and winter. There

aren't any spring reports in the files yet, sir." v "Thank you. If you'd close
t he door on the way out?"

"Yes, sir."

Even before the door closed, Dainyl reached for the first report in the sumer
st ack.
A glass later, Dainyl finished the last reports filed by Undercaptain Yuasylt
and Captain Ghasylt. There was no nention of strange creatures or wld
transl ati onsa€” only accounts of sniping by indigen and | ander irreguA-lars
and several attenpted anbushes by what appeared to be wild Tal ents, one of
whi ch had killed Insorya, the nost junior nenmber of second squad, but which
had not injured her pteridon. The last report from Captain GhaA-sylt about the
Hyalt m ssion concluded that the wild Tal A-ent had been killed when second
squad spotted an ambush fromthe air and attacked with all five pteridons and
sky | ances.

Dai nyl rose. He opened the study door carefully, beA-cause he was funing, but
wal ked carefully down to the duty desk

Under capt ai n Chel ysta stood i nmedi ately as Dai nyl approached. " Subnarshal

sir?"

"I'd appreciate it if you would find Captain Ghasylt and have himreport to ny



study imredi ately. He should be here somewhere. | saw himearlier."

"Yes, sir."

"Thank you." Dainyl turned and marched back to his study.

He had only gone several steps when he overheard the messenger's conment to
Chel yst a.

" woul dn't want to be in the captain's boots ..
Dai nyl took a deep breath. He needed to cal m down. Whatever had happened
wasn't likely to have been CGha-sylt's doing.

Scarcely had Dainyl reseated hinself behind his desk when the captain appeared
in the doorway of the study.

"You wanted ne, sir."

"Please sit down." Dainyl kept his voice |evel

Ghasylt did not nmeet Dainyl's eyes as he sat in the chair across fromthe
submar shal

"The | atest report fromthe Third Cadnian Battalion nmentions that strange
creatures have reappeared, and that according to the locals, they seemsimlar
to the ones preA-viously handl ed by the Myrnidons."

Ghasylt did not |ook up, nor speak

"I didn't recall anything like that," Dainyl said quietly. "There's nothing in

your reports, or Yuasylt's, about that." ' "No, sir. There's not."

"M ght | ask why?"

CGhasylt swallowed, still not nmeeting Dainyl's eyes. "The marshal told nme not
to report that. | thought he'd told you."

"It may have been an oversight," Dainyl said, striving once nore to keep his
voi ce | evel, "because | was in Dra-mur at the tinme, but since |I did not know,
di scovering that we still have strange creatures in the area around Hyalt took
me by surprise.”

"Yes, sir. | can see that." . "Tell nme about them" Dainyl said nore calny
than he felt.

"Well, sir. One was |like a huge cat, except faster and all black. Another was

sort of like a sandox, except it had a triangular horn, and the | ast

onesa€’t hose were the ones that we saw nost oftenéd€”were like small wld
pteridons. One of those was what got Insorya."

"I take it that skylances were effective against all of them"

"Yes, sir. Yuasylt said that the hardest part was hitting them They just went
up in blue flame then, though.”

"I know there aren't any records, but did Yuasylt say how nany they
encount er ed?"

"There were sonething like thirty of all kinds."

"Were they all there to begin with? Did the nunbers | essen after the squad had
been there a while?"

"They appeared every few days for a season, and then they seemed to di sappear
| mean, no nore showed up. That was when the marshal told me to have second
squad come back here."

Dai nyl nodded, then stood. He'd | earned what he needed to know, and probably
about as much as Chasylt actually knew. "Thank you. That's what | needed to
know. "

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl could sense the captain's relief as he left the study.

Wiile he wanted to talk to Shastylt about it inmedi A-ately, the marshal did
not return to headquarters until late in the afternoon

Dai nyl stepped into the marshal's study and cl osed the door behind hinsel f.
"Yes?" Shastylt raised his eyebrows.

"W have nore wild translations in Hyalt, and fromthe report fromthe Third
Battalion, Cadmian Mounted RiA-fles, |'d judge that the nunber is increasing."
"I don't recall discussing that with you, Dainyl," Shastylt replied mldly.

"I don't believe that you did, sir. That was when | was in Dramur, but it
wasn't too hard to figure it out. The CadA-mian majer is reporting nore
strange creatures, one type looking |ike a giant black cat and the other |ike
a small pteridon. He also notes that the locals say they're the sane as the



ones the Myrm dons handl ed. To ne, that suggests we have a problemw th the
recorder and alector in Hyalt. O that the problemthat you resolved before
has reenerged." Dainyl sniled pleasantly, shields in place, and waited.

In turn, Shastylt snmiled as well. "Wat do you suggest we do, Submarshal ?"
"Before attenpting to come up with any plan, | thought it best to consult wth
you. You have far greater know edge of what has occurred in the past in Hyalt.
For me to proceed w thout that know edge woul d hardly be prudent."
The marshal nodded. "You are al ways prudent, Dainyl. It is one of your better
traits.”

Dai nyl wai t ed. m

Finally, Shastylt continued. "You may not know that Rhelyn is both the
Recorder of Deeds and the local reA-gional alector in Hyalt. In such a lightly
popul ated area, it was felt that one al ector could handle both duties. His
all egiance is to Sami st, but he has always been close to Brekylt. You m ght
al so recall that one of the H ghest's assistants was killed by a wild
translation last winter, and the word was that it was on a translation to
Dereka... ."

Dai nyl recalled that Falyna had nentioned sonethi ng about that, joking that
Dai nyl mi ght want the position
" That was true enough, but what was not said was that he was translating
to Dereka fromthe Table in Hyalt."
"How many ot hers have had mi shaps that way?"
Shastylt shrugged. "I could not say. | do know that very few alectors from

El cien now visit Hyalt." An ironic smle appeared. 'There were few enough
before, but now there are virtually none."
"No one has done anythi ng?" Dai nyl knew the answer, but wanted to judge
Shastylt's reaction
"What woul d one do? And to what end? Hyalt is viewed as too out-of-the-way,
and of little interest to those who do not understand and too dangerous for
too little gain by those who do."
"If Rhelyn is building a force of sone sort, he could send themthrough the
Tabl e to Ludar or Al ustre.”

"If... that is the question, but... would you like to take the Table there to
verify what nmight be happeni ng?"

"Not this nonent," replied Dainyl. "I would consider it as part of a |arger

pl ana€” perhaps if a squad of Myrmi A-dons from Dereka were nearby."

"\Why Der eka?"

"Because | could go to Dereka and dispatch themfromthere. If we sent a squad
fromhere, Rhelyn would know | ong before they arrived."
"You m ght consider devel oping a plan along those |ines, Submarshal. W may

need it." Shastylt stood. "Not now, you understand."

Dai nyl was afraid he did.

50

Mykel blotted his forehead as he stood in the | ate-day shadows of the old
garrison's west wall. Sumrer had indeed cone to Hyalt, and with it,

cl oudA-1ess days where the white sun burned down out of the sky with an
intensity that rem nded Mykel of Dramur, although the air in Hyalt was drier
so dry that unproA-tected skin exposed to the sun for nore than half a glass
burned and cracked. At |east, Mykel's did, and that was one reason he stood in
t he shade. He had another report to wite, and he needed to inspect the

stabl es, such as they were.

Cul eyt stood beside Mykel in the shade. "Hottest day yet."

"They'll get hotter.” Two | ong weeks had passed since Mykel had sent off his
| ast report to the colonel, and he needed to wite and dispatch another, but
little had happeneda€”except for the continual, if internmittent, atA-tacks by
the giant cats at the quarry. So far, none of the Cadmi ans or quarrynen had
been injured, but SevenA-teenth Conpany had |ost one nount in the |ast attack
Mykel had observed and supervised, as necessary, vari A-ous exercises and
drills where the three nore experienced conpani es had worked with the Hyalt
conpanies. He had tried to keep the nore strenuous drills earlier in the day,



when it was generally cool er

"I can hardly wait, sir."

Both turned as a wagon pulled up outside the garrison gate posts. Mykel read
the sign on the sideé&€"troral

factora€”and blotted his forehead once nore before stepA-ping out of the
shade toward the gate.

The council chief stepped down fromthe bench seat on the wagon, then turned
to the driver. "I won't be long."

Mykel wal ked toward the factor and stopped. "Factor Troral."
"Mjer."

"What can | do for you?"

"When you arrived, you talked of insurgents and that sort of thing.'
| ooked hard at Mykel .

"We'd had reports, but we haven't found much," replied the mjer.
"One of my men ... his sister and her husband have a stead out to the

nort hwest. He went out there yesterday night. No one was there. Part of the
roof beans of one of the goat sheds had burned through and brought down part
of the roof, and there were burned patches of ground, but no sign of anyone.

Troral

Strange thing is that nost of the flock was still there, and nothing seened to
be mssing fromthe cellars.™
"That is odd." Mykel didn't like that at all. It sounded like the mniature

pteridons had attacked the stead, but he'd have to see to nake sure. It had
been two days since any conpany had been out northwest. Seven conpanies
sounded |i ke nore than enough to patrol at once, especially if he had reduced
patrols to individual squads, but after the incidents in the quarries and on
the road, he had the feeling that the creatures mght well overrun a

squada€” except for those under Rhystan. Even they woul d have suffered high

| osses, and he didn't like the idea of |osing sone of his nore experienced
troopers to the various creatures.

"When | heard that, | told himl'd tell you."

"That sounds |ike nore than brigands," offered Mykel. "Were is this stead?"
"I'f you go north on the high road, you want to take the first |ane west past
the hilltop with the stone corral s&€” they're the only ones on the west side
of the road. Then you follow the | ane west, oh, a good three vingts until it
forks. You take the south fork, the one on the left...

Mykel concentrated on listening, trying to fix the diA-rections in his nenory.
" and there are two piles of red rocks on each side of the |lane that |eads
to the house. Cerolt's staying there with his eldest for now "

"We'l| head out there in the norning," Mykel promA-ised. "If there's trouble
out there, we'd like to stop it beA-fore it gets worse."

"I"'msure that Gerolt will appreciate that."
Mykel wasn't so sure about that, especially if whatever conpany he assigned
and accomnpani ed found bodies. "W'll do what we can, and | appreciate the

i nformation, councilor."

"M ght as well get some use out of you, Majer." Troral nodded, then turned and
wal ked back to the wagon, where he clinbed up onto the seat beside the driver.
Mykel turned. He had to get back to work, late as it was, especially if he was
going to take a company on paA-trol in the norning.

"You think it's irregulars or insurgents, sir?" asked Cul eyt.

"I hope so." But he had the feeling that what they would find was likely to be
anyt hi ng but insurgents.

In the nmeantinme, he had matters to tend to, although he decided to put off
witing a report to the colonel until after the norrow s patrol. That only
made sense, he told hinmself, as he headed for the stables, blotting his brow
once nore.

51

Early on Tridi norning, Mykel sat astride the roan, surveying the walls of the
new compound, so far as they had progressed. Behind him Fifteenm Conpany was



re-formng, after having watered all the mounts from

t he new stone troughs outside the foundations of the staA-bles that had yet
to be built.

The eastern side wall was conplete except for the final capstone course. The
western and the rear northern wall had but two or three courses of redstone
above the level of the ground, and only die foundations were in place for the
southern front wall and main gate. Wthin the uncomA-pl eted conmpound, the main
barracks was the nearest to conmpletion, with roofers setting the reddi sh gray
tiles in place, although none of the interior walls had been comA-pl eted
beyond the main | oad-beari ng beans and supports. He woul d have liked to have
constructi on ongoing on a paved road to the high road as well, but mat would
have to wait. There were not enough stoneworkers nor enough stone coming from
the quarry.

Still, the compound construction was proceeding in a satisfactory nanner, as
was the training of the two new Cadm an conpani es. Both were working under the
suA-pervi sion of Rhystan and Bhoral at me nonent, paA-trolling and drilling

al ong the south high road that ran east to Syan

Mykel gl anced westward. He had not slept all -mat well, with dreans about the
anci ent soarers, dreans where they were sunmoning himtoward ... somening, but
in those disturbing dreans he never quite got to the point where the soarers
ver e.

He was al so not | ooking forward to investigating what Troral had reported.
Wil e he had thought over the possiA-bilities for a better formation for a
conpany under attack by the small pteridons, the problemwas sinple enough. He
was the only one who seened able to kill the creaA-tures, and that was clearly
a result of whatever talent he had. Yet, too tight a formati on and any of the
beasts woul d take out nore than a single Cadmian if Mykel failed to stop nmem
Too | oose a formati on and Mykel would be less effective. It was al so apparent
that the creaA-tures were not all that intelligent, or nmey woul d have
deA-termined that he was the only real threat.

He turned his mount. "Undercaptain?"

"Yes, sir. Fifteenth Conpany stands ready," replied Fabrytal

"Let's head out."

"Fi fteenth Conpany! Forward!"

Mykel and Fabrytal rode down the gentle slope at the head of the colum, with
scouts riding out nmore quickly to take station nore than two hundred yards
ahead of them There were no flocks on the grasslands nearby, in part because
some of those | ands now bel onged to the Cadmi ans&€”or nore properly, to the
Marshal of Myrmi A-dons, with oversight by the commanding officer of the First
Cadmi an Regi ment, Munted Rifles.

"You think we'll find anything out there?" asked FabA-rytal a quarter glass or
so later, after they had turned north on the high road.
"We' |l find something. | hope it's traces of brigands or insurgents."”

"Yes, sir. That nakes two of us."-

There was the slightest haze high in the sky, turning it nore silvery, and the
sun did not seemquite as intense as it had the past several days. On the
other hand, the air was still, without the slightest hint of a breeze.

Close to a glass later, Mykel reined up short of the two piles of red rocks
that, if Troral's directions had been corA-rect, marked the stead. The |ane
beyond the rocks was not long, only a hundred yards. At the end of the |ane
was a small dwelling, no nore than ten yards across the front and a third of
that in depth. The roof was a patchwork of tiles of differing sizes and
shapes, and the walls were of |arge nud bricks. The outbuil dings were even
nore crudely constructed, w ndow ess and with sections of roof tiles |ayered
and pi eced together along w th odd-shaped wedges of roofing slate.

No one was outside, and Mykel could sense nothing untoward, no auras that

rem nded himof the creatures. He studied the lane itself. There were

hoof prints, nore

than a few, but certainly not a large force. He would have judged ten riders.
"Sir..." offered Jasakyt, one of the scouts.



"Yes?"

"Those aren't any hoofprints |1've seen. Al the shoes are alike, but they're
not Cadmi an shoes. Qurs have the tw n di anonds. "

Organi zed irregulars or insurgents? Mykel didn't like that at all. "Anything
el se?"

"Prints are pretty deep. Deeper 'n ours. Means that they're carrying gear, or
t hey got bigger nmounts or heavA-ier riders, or all three. Can't tell nuch
beyond that, except the prints are nore 'n a day old."

"No newer prints?"

"Just one or two, and the shoes are different."”

"W mght as well see if anyone's here."

"Sir... best | send a scout in to see," suggested Fabry-tal

Mykel had to agree, if reluctantly. Wile he felt that Gerolt would not shoot,
there was no sense in giving a spooked herder that chance. He nodded.

The undercaptain turned in the saddle. "Dyrsak, Sen-glat... ride in and see if
anyone's there. Majer would like to talk to them"
"Yes, sir."

As the two Cadnians rode up the lane, a lean man in brown sauntered out from
one of the outbuildings. He stopped and waited for the riders to reach him
Mykel waited and watched until Senglat raised his hand and waved. "Wait here
with the conpany,” he told Fabrytal. "I1'll ask about watering the nounts after
| talk with him" |If need be, Mkel could insist, but he preA-ferred to ask.
He eased the roan forward, down the narA-row | ane toward the two Cadmi ans and
Gerolt.

As Troral had said, four blackened patches had seared the ground and
structures, especially just beside the front door to the dwelling and at one
corner of an outbuil di ng.

The patches on the ground were long and thin, nore like black streaks or
lines. Mykel |ooked nore closely at the outbuilding. In places, die surface of
the mud bricks had turned shiny, alnost glassy, and above that area the roof
beams had burned through. A third of me roof had col A-lapsed into the snall
bui I di ng.

Mykel reined up short of the man in brown. "I'm Ma-jer Mykel. Troral asked us
to come out."

"Cerolt." The man's face was weathered and |ined, and streaks of gray ran
nrough his I ong hair and short, but ragged beard. Hi s heavily scuffed boots
bore | earner patches of a lighter shade.

"Have you seen any sign of your sister or her husA-band?" asked Mykel

"No. Except he was running fromsonething. H s boot tracks were far apart.
They ended just short of the goat barn there.™

"Mnd if | |ook?"

"Hel p yoursel f."

Mykel rode slowy toward the building with me bl ackA-ened corner and partly
col | apsed roof. As Cerolt had said, there were boot printséd€”and the prints
ended in a larger black spot. Mykel had been afraid of that. He turned to
CGerolt. "Troral said that not much was m ssing."

"Depends on what you nmean. Maybe three, four goats and a |l anb and ewe don't
sound |like much to him They were a lot to Sis.”

"Have you seen anyone el se?"

"Haven't seen anyone, except you. Did see sonething glowi ng over the hills to
the southwest afore it got full dark last night," Gerolt said slowy. "Thought
it mght have been fire. Went away too quick for that. Didn't snell snoke.
Wasn't about to go | ooking."

"You haven't seen any strange tracks?"

"Told you. Haven't seen noming...."

Mykel asked several nore questions, but Gerolt could provide no other

i nformati on, and Mykel had the strong feeling that the man was telling the
truth.

In the end, Mykel secured permssion to water the mounts. After all the
mounts were wat ered, Mykel and Fifteenth Conpany headed back southwest, in the



genA-eral direction where Gerolt had said he'd seen the glow over the hills.
"What do you think, sir?" asked Fabrytal, riding on Mykel's right. "Could it
be those flying things?"

"It's possible." Mykel doubted it. The bl ackened spots |left by the
pteridon-like creatures had all been nore oval or circular, and the fires
hadn't been hot enough to turn particles of sand into gl ass.

"What could it be?"

Mykel shrugged. He had an idea, and he didn't like it at all. "We'Ill have to
see. "

Just past midday, Mykel called for a halt on a flat area to the north of the
second line of hills to the southwest of the stead where he had talked to
Cerolt. Beyond the first line of hills had only been a swale a vingt or so
across filled with the sparse grass that was turning fromthe green of late
spring to the gold of sumeré€’before it dried conpletely in the arid heat of
| ate summer and har A-vest. The second line of hills held scattered junipers
and bushes and rose higher than the first. Beyond the juni pers was another set
of hills, rocky and nore rugged, and those were close to where the regiona

al ector's comA-pound was | ocated, fromwhat M/kel's menory and maps indicat ed.
Mykel had hal ted because nmen and mounts could use the rest. He would have
liked water for the horses, but waA-ter wasn't all that plentiful around
Hyalt. He had also orA-dered a stop because he coul d sense a faint reddish
pur pl eness beyond the juniper-scattered hilltop. That feeling was simlar to
what he associated with alectors&€” or at |east what he had sensed aboard
ship. Wetiier it was emanating fromjust over the hilltop or fromthe nore
di stant regional alector's conmpound he could not tell, but there was no reason
not to look into it.

"Under capt ai n. "

"Sir?"

"Hol d the conpany here. 1'mgoing up the hill to check something. If you'd
detail two men to accompany ne."

"Yes, sir." Fabrytal's crisp response disguised his puzA-zlenent. "Jasakyt,
Afyn ... forward!"

Mykel concealed a snile. Fabrytal had picked Jasakyt because the scout had
wor ked with Mykel before. Afyn was far nore fresh-faced, one of the |atest
repl acenents to Fifteenth Conpany before Third Battalion had |eft Elcien

"We're going to ride up the hill. Ofyn, you'll be staA-tioned hal fway up, and
Jasakyt will take position just short of the top."
"Yes, sir," murnured both rankers.

Mykel eased the roan off the road and started across the grassland. From a

di stance, the ground appeared to be unbroken tan and green, but when Mke

gl anced down, he could see patches of red-sandy soil between the clunps of
grass.
After they had covered a hundred yards and started up the gentle slope, Mkel
gl anced at the ol der scout, whose face bore a | ook of fatalistic resignation
"Jasakyt, why the |ong face?"

"Just thinking, sir."

"Thi nking that you don't want this to be |ike Dramnur?"

"I"d hope not, sir."
Just past the m dway point on the slope, Mykel turned to the younger Cadmni an
"dfyn, you hold here, right over by that tree." He gestured to a juniper that
was little taller than the head of a nmounted Cadni an

"Yes, sir."
Jasakyt and Mykel continued riding up the rise, avoidA-ing the few rocks that
protruded fromthe grass and sandy ground, and turning as necessary to avoid
the scattered | ow brush and infrequent junipers. As they rode, Mykel could
sense the growi ng strength of the purpleness on the far side of the hill.
"Right here." Mkel reined up beside another |arger juA-niper, far enough
bel ow the hillcrest that he could not see

over ita€"or that whoever or whatever was on the other side could not see
him He di smounted and handed the roan's reins to Jasakyt, then took his rifle



fromits case
"Beggi ng your pardon, sir, but shouldn't I...
"Not this tine, Jasakyt. | hope | won't be long."
As Mykel headed up the last part of the hill, he could hear the scout nurnur,
" worse 'n Dranur, maybe."
As he neared the crest, he realized that he could have ridden farther, because
the top was flat and extended anA-other fifty yards before sloping down. Wile
Mykel could see the top of the regional alector's building and upper part of
the structure carved out of the redstone cliff beA-hind it, the width of the
hill bl ocked his view of the nearer valley south of him The feeling of

pur pl eness had grown ever stronger, and he noved nore deliberately, changing
hi s approach to take advantage of the scrub and | ow juni pers.
When he finally reached the south side of the ridge, he settled behind the
trunk of a juniper. For several noA-ments, he just |ooked out. From what he
coul d deternmine, at the base of the ridge was a group of nmen in shimerA-ing
silver uniforms, trimred in black, with black trousers. They stood behind a
cart that held a tripodal framework. Farther to the east, nounts were tethered
to a line fastened between two junipers.
Aline of light flared fromthe tripod and struck the side of an enbankment
carved fromthe |l ower part of the hill by a streamin wetter tines. Mkel
squinted. He wasn't certain if there happened to be a target set before the
embankment. Were they firing the device at sonmeA-thing or just calibrating it?
And who were they?
The feeling of the purpl eness was overwhel mi ng, but he needed to know nore. If
he scuttled away now, what could he say or report? That he thought he'd seen
strange troopers with a strange weapon?

He studied the hillside below, mentally charting a path that would bring him
to a section of the lower ridge that overl ooked the cart and tripod. Then, he
sli pped from be-

hind the juni per and noved downhill and behind some brush, keeping |ow the
entire time. Fromwhat he could tell, none of those bel ow even | ooked up. From
the brush he crept to behind another juniper, and then farther downA-hil
behind nore brush, all the time careful to keep his riA-fle fromhitting the
scattered clunps of grass or open stretches of sandy soil

Mykel paused to catch his breath. From where he was, a good hundred yards

bel ow where he had started, he had a better view of the troopers below Both
his feelings and his eyes confirnmed that the unifornmed figures were al ectors,
and at | east one was a worman. There was not just one target, but a line of
crude man-shaped figures set up before the sandy enbanknent with three

bl ackA- ened pat ches on the enbanknent behind where previous targets had stood.
Purpli sh energy pul sed around the obA-1ong shape at the top of the tripod,
from which proA-truded a short crystalline barrel

SSSSS.... Aline of blue fire seared across the brush above Mykel's head.
He flattened hinself, trying to |l ocate the source of the weapon that reni nded
himof the lightcutter sidearmused by Submarshal Dainyl. In instants, he
coul d see a uni A-fornmed al ector |ess than a hundred yards away, downhill and

to his right. The al ector stood beside a juniper, scarcely bothering to
conceal hinself.
Anot her line of blue fire flared, this tine al nost singeA-ing Mkel's
shoul der, so close that he could feel the heat.

"WIld Talent! O an ancient!"

Mykel wasn't about to have a bunch of strange al ector troops after himor his
conpanyad€”’not with those weapons. He lifted his rifle, turning and aimng for
a head shot. He'd seen what happened when crossbow bolts and bullets struck
the uniforms and shinmering clothes of alectors. He squeezed the trigger
evenly, firmy, concenA-trating and willing the shot hone.
The al ector dropped, his weapon tunbling from his hand.

Several of the other uniformed al ectors turned. Mykel noved sideways, stil
on his stomach, and brought his riA-fle to bear on the tripod, and once nore
ainmed and fired, concentrating and willing the shot home, directing it at the



source of the energy.
Soundl essly, brilliant white light flared across the hillA-side, light so
intense that Mykel was blind for several noA-nents, and his eyes burned and
watered. As his sight returned, first in sections, with gaps in his vision, he
made out an area twenty yards across that had been seared bl ack. The two

remai ning al ector troopers were a pair who had been standi ng beside the
horses, and they clutched at their faces. OF the others there was no sign at
all.

Keepi ng | ow, Mykel scranbled and scuttled back over the hillcrest. Once he was
on the flat top of the ridge, he didn't bother to crouch, but noved at a sl ow
run toward the north side. Just before he reached the point where Jasakyt
could see him he slowed to a swift walk.
"Sir!l You all right?" called Jasakyt.
"I"'mfine." Mykel's eyes burned, and his vision was blurry, but he counted
hinsel f lucky at that. His fingers trenmbled slightly as he stopped to rel oad
the rifle before he sheathed it, and he had to nake an effort to nount.
"Are you sure you're all right, sir? Wat was that |ight?"

"One of those strange creatures exploded,” Mykel replied. "Then sone nore did.
It was bright enough that it was hard to see for a bit. For the tinme, though
we won't have to worry about them" Wat he said wasn't a total lie. There had
been strange creatures and an explosion, and they wouldn't have to worry for
now. \What woul d happen | ater was another question, but he wasn't about to
expl ai n exactly what happened, not until he had a chance to think things
t hrough. He settled hinself in the saddl e and turned the roan downsl ope.

"I'f you don't mind ny saying so, sir," said Jasakyt once he had pulled his
nmount al ongsi de Mykel's, "I'mthinking this could be worse than Dranur."

"It could be, or it mght not. W'll still have to see."

"Yes, sir." Jasakyt's polite response carried a tone of great doubt.

Mykel [ aughed. What el se could he do? "You may be right, Jasakyt, but do they
ever depl oy us for sonething easy?"

"No, sir. But sonetinmes you hope."
When they reached A fyn, the younger scout |ooked to Jasakyt and then Mykel
"More of those creatures,”" Mykel said. "W don't have to worry for now "
The two scouts trailed Mykel, letting himget farther ahead, until dfyn

murmmured to Jasakyt, "Wat... did he do?"
"You don't ask, and you don't tell anyone ... mmjer's saved nore asses by
putting his on the line. Good comA-manders ... hard to come by ..."

Mykel smiled ironically. Just how |long could he keep that reputation?
Especially with alectors in strange uni A-forns and strange weapons appearing?
What was he supA-posed to do? Should he just ignore it? If he did, and the
strange al ector engineers or troopers were part of what had been reported as
an insurgency, then not warning soneone could nean a disastrous attack for
whi ch no one woul d be prepared, with huge |l osses. |If that happened, not only
woul d far too many Cadni ans and others be killed, but his own future would be
problematical, and that was if he even survived. Yet he couldn't report too
much to Col onel Herolt, and by the time the col onel reA-layed the report to
t he Marshal of Mrmnmdons ..

He snorted, then |ooked toward the conmpany, still waitA-ing. Fabrytal rode
toward him neeting hima good score of yards away fromthe head of the

col um.

"Sir?" The undercaptain's voice was polite, but soliciA-tous. "Wre there nore
creatures over the hill?"

"For a time," Mykel lied, adding nmore truthfully, "I wi sh I knew where they
cane fromand how we could handl e them better."

"Yes, sir. It seenms like only some shots bring them down. They nust only be
vul nerable in certain small places."

"Somet hing like that," Mykel agreed. "W've done what we can here. We'll ride
back to Hyalt along the road that swi ngs westward." That route would carry
t hem westward enough that a |ine of higher rocky hills would separate them
fromthe regional alector's comA-pound. The conpany woul d al so cover somne



roads not patrolled before and reenter Hyalt fromthe southwest. He hoped that
t hey woul d not encounter nore of the strange creatures, but the nore he knew
about the terA-rain, the better.

As he rode, he tried not to think about the report he would have to

wited€ and where and how to send it.
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| mredi ately after norning muster on

Tridi, Dainyl was headed to the Hall of Justice in the duty coach. He was | ess
than pleased with having to use the Table so conparatively soon after the | ast
attenpts to trap him Still, he needed information, and the only one who could
supply ité€’that he could trusté€”was Sul erya. Delari was probably
trustworthy, but Sul erya knew nore, and for the risk involved, he night as

well go to the nmore know edgeabl e.

If Hyalt had been designed any other way, Dainyl's efA-forts to develop a
tactical plan to deal with Rhelyn woul d have been far easier, but then
Hyalt's strengths and isoA-lation were doubtless why Brekylt had nmade it the
initial staging point in the west. One possibility was that Patronyl, the
recorder in Tenpre, was not fully trusted by Brekylt and the Duarch Sam st,
since Tenpre woul d have been far nore convenient. Another was that forces
could not be concealed as easily in Tenpre, but that Tempre would foll ow
Hyalt if nothing were done to stop the infiltration

The coach halted outside the Hall of Justice, and Dainyl stepped out under the
hot and hazy day, one withA-out a hint of a breeze.

"Do you want ne to wait, sir?"

"No. | don't know howlong I'll be."

"As you wish, sir."

Dai nyl turned and wal ked up the wi de stone steps and through the col utms at

the top, crossing the entry foyer, and then the main audi ence hall, where
petitioners were already gathering. He made his way to the conceal ed enA-try,

screened hinsel f, and opened the hi dden doorway to the chambers below |If

someone saw him so nuch the better, because he woul d have vani shed in plain

sight, and that could only reinforce the nystique about the powers of

al ectors.

At the bottom of the stone-walled staircase, he turned down the corridor

toward the Tabl e chanber.

"Cadmi an busi ness, Subnarshal ?" asked Zel yert, stepA-ping out of his study,
not quite blocking Dainyl's way.

Dai nyl stopped. "Yes, sir. | should be back before too Iong."
The High Al ector of Justice nodded, politely. "You deA-fine that rather
| oosely, Dainyl, but since it's clear there's no duplicity involved, | won't

press. Not too nuch." Zel A-yert sniled.

"There are some irregularities involving some Cadm -ans on depl oynent, sir,
and | need to clarify exactly what they may be facing." That was absolutely
true, if inconplete.

"You'd prefer not to be nore explicit?"

"When |'mgathering information, sir, | hesitate to specul ate, because, if |I'm
wrong, |'ve given you incorrect information, and | end up | ooking foolish. I'd
be happy to provide you the details of what | know so far."

"In a sentence, if you would."

"The Cadmians in Hyalt have reported sone strange occurrences. | need to find
out nore in order to deterni ne whether we should send back a Myrm don squad."
If not an entire conpany, with a few additional neasures, if such are even
possi bl e.
"Hyal t ?" Zelyert shook his head. "Best be careful there, Submarshal."
"I intend to." But not quite in the way you think
The High Al ector stepped back, |ooking very thoughtA-ful, but said nothing
further.

Dai nyl woul d have preferred not to have nentioned Hyalt at all, but there was
no avoiding it. Wile he could have held even tighter shields, that woul d have
alerted Zelyert that his shields were in fact stronger than the High Al ector



realized and that Dainyl was hiding someA-thing. Dainyl just hoped that his
reputation for caution would cover his unwillingness to be too specific.
Chastyl stood at one end of the Table chanber as Dainyl entered. "Good
nmor ni ng, Submarshal . "

"Good norning, Chastyl." Dainyl gestured toward the Table. "You are not
travel i ng?"

"No. | amjust nonitoring the Table. There have been nore odd energies, but
not hing |Ii ke what happened | ast week."
Qdd energi es? Dainyl liked that not at all. Still, he smled and stepped onto

the Tabl e, concentrating on the bl ackness beneath ..
| mredi ately, he dropped into the depths beneath the Tabl e, depths that now
seened nore |ike a blackened purA-ple haze. Sinultaneously, he was aware of
the purpled confines of the translation tube and that it rested, or seened to,
upon a wider area of bl ackness.
He pushed that perception away and focused on the orange-yell ow of Lysia,
i nking hinmself there.
He thought he sensed a green flash and a | onger purA-pled presence, but he
sl i pped through the orange-yell ow

barrieréd€”nore like a curtain of m st than the obstacle it had once been..

and found hinself once nore in Lysia. There was not even a trace of fog

rising fromhis uniform which only carried the faintest chill.
Sul erya stood in the opening to the hidden chanbers, watching him "I thought
it might be you. That was a quick translation. | doubt if any of the
recorders, unless they were |ooking closely, even noticed." She smled. "Wat
are you here for?"
"I"msure you know. To talk to you."
"Not Sevasya?"
"Not this time."
"Then, cone join ne. C ose the door behind you.'
hi dden passage.
Dai nyl found the Talent |ock and closed the stone beA-hind him
Sul erya sat in one of the three, chairs. Dainyl took die third chair, |eaving
one between them but he turned the chair so mat he faced her nore directly.
"You | ook quite serious, Subnmarshal." The faintest hint of a smle lifted the
corners of her narrow nmouth, but the incongruous green eyes showed no
anmusenent .
"I am |1'mhere for advice and advi senent."
"From a nere recorder?"
Dai nyl snorted. "You are no mere recorder." He had his suspicions, but nere
was no point in declaring them 'That is not why |I'm here."
' Then why?"
"Can any Table be isolated fromthe others? From outA-side the particul ar
Tabl e, that is?" asked Dainyl .
"No." Sulerya frowned. "Not unless enough Tabl es were shut down to destroy the
entire grid, but you' d have nothing then, except perhaps a tfiin direct |ink
to Ifryn. Each Table was designed to be brought on the grid i ndeA-pendently."
"Then, they can be shut down."
<JS: -

"It has happened. Cccasionally, a crystal or sonething has failed. It's not
really a problem The grid will operate with as few as ten Tabl es, but that
risks instability. It iniAtially operated with sonething |ike seven, but the
transl aA-tion vol unes were far |less. Supposedly, it could operate with six,
perhaps five, but | wouldn't want to try to transA-late under those
conditions."

"How did they translate in the beginning, then?" "Wth great difficulty."

Sul erya | aughed. "It would have taken nore Talent, and probably the help of
recorders at each Table. I'monly guessing, though." "Could you teach ne how
to shut one down?" Dainyl could sense the recorder tightening wthin

her A-sel f. She did not reply.

"You could, then. The question is whether you can trust me with that

She turned and wal ked up the



know edge. "

"You are asking a great deal, and it is know edge that is not to be trifled
with. It is also supposed to be retained only by the recorders and a few

engi neers." Dainyl waited. "Wy do you want it?"

"Because it may be necessary to prevent a greater evil."

"That's a very convenient reply." Her tone was dry. "Then | will ask of you
what you asked of me. Until and unless you can verify independently what | am
about to tell you, will you keep the information to yourself?" "Even if | do
not agree to instruct you?" "Especially if you do not agree to instruct ne."
"I knew you were trouble when you first appeared here." "Then why did you and
your father help me?" "As many have said throughout history, the alternative
was worse. Besides," she added with a harsh but soft chuckle, "you are
honorabl e, and so few are these days. You're al so good | ooking, and | don't
see many al ectors who are both." After a nonent, she said, "You were goA-ing
to tell me why | should help you."

"W believe that Rhelyn is building some type of force in Hyalt. W believe
it is part of Brekylt's plans against Khelaryt."

"There have been a nunmber of translations there," Sulerya affirned. "Although
it is hard to determ ne for certain, nmany appear to be coming fromAl ustre,
and. sone from Dul ka."

"The force may well consist of alectors fromlfryn. W may have to isolate
Hyalt, but how can we do that if they can send equi pnrent and al ectors through
t he Tabl e?"

" Equi prent ?"

"Conmponent s of road-buil ding equi pnent configured to act |ike skylances."
"You know this?"

"We know that strange things are happening in Hyalt. We know that significant
engi neeri ng resources have been diverted in Alustre and Fordall, and that the
engi A-neers involved suffered fatal mshaps before they could be questioned by
the Hi gh Alector of Justice. If we wait to make plans until everything is
clear..."

"You're not planning sonething i mredi at e?"

"Not without nmore evidence," Dainyl admitted. "I can't plan, though, until I
know nore about Hyalt and TaA-bles. That's why |'d like to know how a Tabl e
can be turned off."

"I will teach you on one condition. That you prom se never to reveal the
technique or to discuss it with anyone who does not already know "

"That's recorders and Tabl e engi neers?"

"Master Tabl e engineers.”

"I agree. | hope | do not have to use it."
She smled sadly. "That you, of all Mrnidons, have to ask, is a neasure of
how desperate tines indeed are." She stood. "We'll go back to the Table."

Dai nyl followed Sulerya, letting her reopen the hidden door. He noted that she
added a second Tal ent-lock to the outer door

"It won't stop the nost Tal enteda€”!i ke youd€”but there's no one around here
that Tal ented."”

Dai nyl opened his nmouth to protest.

"Don't say a word, Submarshal. You're nore Talented than nost Hi gh Al ectors.”
"I had very little Talent, so little that | was barely acA-cepted into the
Myrm dons. "

"That's one of the secrets about Talent. The truly great Talents develop |late.
It's why it's easy for those in control to hold it. Those who m ght chall enge
t hem can be di sA-covered before their abilities are fully mature. You were
fortunate to spend so nuch time in the Myrm dons, where no one | ooked. You
woul d have been di scovered years ago if you'd been an assistant."

Dai nyl wondered if his nmomer had known that&€”or if she'd just been

di sappoi nted that he had showed so little Talent early on

"The Tabl e | ooks solid," Sulerya began. "It is not. The surface is mrrorlike,
but it is conposed of thousands and thousands of identical tiny crystals that
hol d and store energy. The genius of their design is that they are stable when



charged. They draw their energy fromthe world's very lifeforce. That is why
t here can never be many..."

Dai nyl listened, intently.

" the controls are within the Table itself and, after the Table is first
activated, can only be controlled by Talent..."

"I's there a special key or code?" asked Dai nyl .

"No. The key is the conbination of know edge and Tal ent. A recorder also has
t he advant age of knowi ng how to operate the Table."

"Your father is effectively a recorder, then."

"Yes. Now ... follow nme with your Talent, carefully please."

Dai nyl created the narrowest of Talent-probes to follow the one Sul erya had
gener at ed.

"Do you feel the octagonal crystal there? Don't touch it, even with Talent."

"I do." . "There's a brighter octagon, tiny, really, on the underA-side. If
you pul se Tal ent through that small octagon, the Table will go into an inert
state. It will retain power, but it cannot operate until a second, and

stronger pulse is sent. Remenber, it takes a nonent or two before the Table
powers down."

"That's it?"

"Wul d you have known even to | ook?"

Dai nyl |aughed. "No."

"Very few al ectors have the control you have. Fewer still have the power, and
wi t hout knowl edge, power, and control, nothing would happen."

"What woul d happen if | pulsed a lot of Talent into that octagon?"

Sul erya was silent.

"I take it that nmeans the crystal would shatter, or soneA-thing. Is it hard to
repl ace?"

She shrugged, wearily. "It takes time. The Table has to be bled of residua
energy, or it will explode. The recorder can do it, or a Table engineer, but
it would be several days. Too much energy, and the majority of the crystals
woul d go, and anyone nearby or trying to trans-. late as well."

"In short, don't do it."

"It's a good way for nbst alectors to conmit suicide.”

Dai nyl understood. "Wat about using the Table to creA-ate Tal ent-force,
either here or in the translation tubes?"

"I don't recall that being a problemfor you."

Dai nyl waited.

"Look for the paired pink octagons. If you focus your Tal ent through them
they draw on the power of the tubes thenselves. That's why . . ."

"Using them can upset the grid?"

"That's right."

"Wuld you mind if I try?"

"Cently please.”

Dai nyl concentrated, thinking about the arnms he had seen in Norda. |nmmediately
a pair rose fromthe center of the Table. He'd pictured an alector's arns, but
those risA-ing woul d have fit on a figure twice the size of the Duarch
Quickly, he imagined a child' s arns, and those before him shrank to the size
of a full-grown alector. He smled wyly and di sengaged his Tal ent probe from
the paired crystals. Something about the crystals ... he felt unclean. He
shook himsel f.

"Very effective, Submarshal."

"The crystals feel... sliny."

"I"'ve felt that, at times, especially if I've used themfor nore than a few
monents. | don't know why, though. Neither does Father."

"What about using the Table to view events?"

"Try the red dianondli ke crystal and visualize a place. Not an al ector,
because we don't register unless we're near a Table. It was designed not to
pi ck up Tal A-ented individuals."

Dai nyl had considered trying to | ocate Majer Mykel, but thought again. Sul erya
m ght catch that. Instead, he focused on Hyalt, the town square, trying to



recall what it had | ooked like in years past when he had overflown it.

The mirror surface of the Table clouded, then filled with a swirled crinson
purple mst, before | ooking down on a golden narble platformset in the niddle
of lowwalls, less than a yard hi gh, running a hundred yards on a side, Dainyl
judged. Beyond the walls on one side ran an enternastone road, sparkling in
the mirror with silver....

"The silver neans there's sone Talent there, the high road in this case,"
expl ai ned Sul erya.

On the other sides were sinple redstone-paved streets. The platformheld the
usual statue of the two Duarches, side by side on a pedestal. The space

bet ween the | ow red-stone wall surroundi ng the pedestal and the outer wall
flanking the streets was paved as well, but with bricks, rather than stone,
and even fromthe hei ght displayed by

the Table, Dainyl could tell that nmore than a few of those bricks were
m ssi ng.

He rel eased the imge, then decided to try for a view of the outside of

Rhel yn' s headquarters.

This time, the image showed just buildings, the sepaA-rate headquarters
bui |l di ng of redstone, standing on the flat before a sheer redstone cliff face,
from whi ch had been carved an ornate entryway. A single cart of a small and
square design stood al one just outside a second door A-way carved out of the
cliff. On the cart was a tripod and a device that | ooked sonmehow i nconpl et e,
ending in a silA-ver haze. No alectors were visible, except in two places,
where ot her faint hazes of silver appeared.

"They can't be very Talented,"” Sul erya observed. "The Table doesn't show
anything if they really are. That deA-vice on the carta€”it's showing
Talent... or lifeforce."

The equi pnent | ooked fam liar. Dainyl swallowed. Fromwhat he recalled, it was
a mniature version of the road-building equiprment he had viewed in Al ustre.
He eased his Talent fromthe crystal, and the imge vani shed, the Table
surface returning to its mrror finish

"You may need to act sooner than you thought, Sub-narshal.”

"I't could be," he admitted. "But we don't know for cerA-tain what that was,
and | don't think that..." He shrugged.

Sulerya's brows knit in puzzlenment. Then she nodded slowy. "You're going
beyond, aren't you?"

"Looki ng beyond, 1'd say. |'ve been given orders to deA-velop a plan, but not
to inplement it without the orders of the Marshal."

"You' re standing on the edge of the long translation, Submarshal."

Dai nyl was well aware of mat.

"By the way, you did that well, for a first tinme."

"I just followed your directions."

"You realize one other thing, don't you?"

Dai nyl had no i dea what she neant.

"You know as much as nobst new recorders."” She |laughed ironically. "My father
m ght coopt you to beA-conme recorder in Lyterna, should anything happen to
Myenfel . "

In spite of hinself, Dainyl winced. The thought of spending his life behind
and under all that stone was apA-palling.

Sul erya | aughed. "I was afraid you had no fears at all."

Dai nyl didn't want to think about it. "Wiy were you so willing to teach ne?"
"Because you have enough Talent to destroy a Table if you went at it wong,
and you' re stubborn enough to do whatever you have to. This way ... there

m ght be a Table |left when you' re done dealing with Rhelyn."
"That's if we have to, and if |'m successful."

"If you have to, if you're not successful, it won't matA-ter,’
quietly.

There was definitely nore than one meaning to those words.

"I need to get back to Elcien." He stretched.

"You probably do."

she replied



Dai nyl stepped onto the Table.
The purpl e-black m st below was all around him but he focused on the
brilliant white of Elcien. He sensed a long green flash, and felt as though he
wer e being obA-served, somehow, even though the translation felt
near -i nst antaneous. The chill silver-white veil vanished, and..
he stood once nore in Elcien
"That was quick," observed Chastyl. "I didn't even sense you."
"I"d guess some translations take less tine." Dainyl shrugged and stepped off
the Tabl e.
"They do vary," replied the recorder
Dai nyl woul d have liked to have investigated the Table in light of his
newf ound know edge, but was not about to with Chastyl standing there.
I nst ead, he nodded politely and departed. Thankfully,

Zelyertwas not in the |ower chanbers of the Hall of JusA-tice, or, if he
happened to be, he did not seek out Dainyl. For that, Dainyl was grateful. He
had no intention of reA-vealing what he had | earned from Sul erya. But then
exA-cept in a general sense, he had yet to deternine how he coul d best apply
t hat know edge, because, if he merely translated into Hyalt and froze the
Tabl e, he would be trapped there am d scores, if not hundreds, of alectors not
exactly friendly to him
Qut side, the haze had lifted, and the |ate mi dnorning sun beat down on Dai nyl .
He needed to get back to headA-quarters and try to figure out sone way to
neutralize Rhe-lyn. From what he'd seen, he didn't have that nuch tine.
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Late on Tridi afternoon, under a sky that had gotten progressively nore hazy
over the course of the day, Mykel rode into Hyalt, south past the square and
then to Troral's factorage, where he reined up, disA-nmounted, and tied the
roan to one of the posts in front of the narrow porch.

The factor stepped out of the doorway just as Mykel took the first step onto
t he porch, wi ping his hands on a cl ean canvas apron

"What did you find, Majer?"

"There were signs of brigands," Mykel replied, "but someone or something must
have scared themoff. They left w thout taking anything, but some of the
livestock wandered off. Gerolt wasn't happy about that, but it didn't appear
t hat whoever attacked themwent after the goats and sheep. There were al so
traces of sone of the strange creatures.”

"Aye. Cerolt said he feared such."” Troral paused, then

| ooked directly at the majer. "Can you do aught about then®"

"We did. W destroyed them but that won't bring back Gerolt's sister. W
stopped on the way back and told himwe'd killed them 1 can't say that there
won't be nore, beA-cause | don't know where they're comng from"

"That's sonet hi ng none know." The factor shrugged, tiredly. "Fol ks have

deci ded you're here for the better. There are coins, and you keep your nen
under control."

Mykel understood what Troral wasn't sayingéd€”that all of that coul d change.
"W do what we can. How long Third Battalion will be here isn't up to nme. The
two Hyalt conpanies and the conpound will stay, and that will mean a few nore
coins for everyone, what with food and forage." He grinned. "And they will
need bl anA-kets."

"It will help." The factor's voice was al nost gl um

Mykel wondered if the nan ever sounded cheerful. But then, would anyone,
living in Hyalt? "Were there any of the creatures prow ing around before | ast
sunmer ?"

The factor shook his head. "None that anyone tal ked about. | couldn't say that
there m ght not have been one or two. Every so often soneone did di sappear
but who could tell whether it was brigands or if they just wal ked off or took
a coach and didn't tell anyone? They weren't the kind to be missed, if you
under stand what | nean."”

Mykel did.

"How | ong before the conpound is finished, do you think, Mjer?"



Mykel alnost snmiled. Troral was really asking how | ong the town woul d be
getting the coins that flowed in with the building. "I'd judge another three
or four weeks to finish the walls. Longer than that for the stables. The
crafters are just starting on the inside of the barracks, and nothing s been
done on the headquarters building itself." The order of building had been
Mykel's choice. "So ... it could be harvest, or later." He shrugged. "I don't
want

to rush things so the work's not done right, but I don't want it to drag on
either."”

"Till harvest or later..." Troral nodded solemmly. "Not too bad." He | ooked at
Mykel with an expression just short of a smile. "You sure that you don't need
nore than bl ankets, Mjer?"

"I didn't say we did or we didn't." Mykel grinned in reA-sponse. "I have to
see what we can afford on the draw |'ve been assigned. Building conmes first."
"I can see that. Poel dyn says you're a careful man."

"As careful as | can be." Being careful did tilt the odds, but sonmetines it
wasn't enough, as Mykel well knew.

"Al'l any of us can do." Troral glanced westward al ong the short street that
led to the high road, then back at Mkel.

"There's truth to that. Have you heard anything el se? Any other reports of

bri gands, insurgents or strange creatures?"

"You' re asking ne? Thought mat was your job."

'The nmore eyes that are | ooking, the better we can do mat job," Mykel pointed
out .

"Suppose that's so.'
Gerolt."

"If you do hear anything, 1'd appreciate it if you' d let us know "

"Cuess | can do that."

Mykel snmiled politely. "Thank you. | need to be getA-ting back to the
garrison. | just wanted to |l et you know what we found."
Troral nodded.
After a noment of silence, Mykel stepped down fromthe porch, untied the roan
and remounted. He turned the gel ding back norm toward the old garrison

Troral shook his head. "No one's told ne anythi ng except

He still had to wite his report about the day's events, and that neant two
reportsé€”one to Col onel Herolt and one mat would go directly to Submarsha
Dai nyl . The second report wasn't being careful at all, but Mykel had a

definite feeling that being careful wasn't going to be

enough, and he'd learned long before not to ignore feel A-ings that strong.
The nore he | earned, the nore worried he was getting. Supposedly, insurgents
had killed the local garrison, but the regional alector and his staff had

cl eaned up the garrisond€”or covered up what had happened | ong before Mykel
had arrivedad€”and no one had nentioned that one squad | eader with talents
simlar to Mykel's had not been shot, but burned. Had the unfortunate Borea
di scovered the al ector troops and been able to escape without nmeir being able
to identify who he was so that the entire garri A-son had to be elininated? Or
had he discovered someA-thing el se?

But if that were the case, why had the marshal of MrA-m dons sent the

Cadmi ans back to build a new garrison? And if the al ector troops near the
regi onal alector's comA-pound weren't known to the Myrmidons, to whomdid they
bel ong?

Mykel could only hope to avoid the |ocal alectors and trust his nessages
reached Submarshal Dainyl... and nore inportant, that the submarshal was not

i nvol ved with what was happening in Hyalt.

For the noment, what else could he do, except be very careful ?
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Dai nyl wal ked down the corridor in

Myrmi don headquarters, glad that he wasn't outside in the early sumer
downpour that drenched Elcien. Since it was only just past md-norning, there
was a good chance it woul d pass before he was off duty and coul d head hone to
Lystrana. After several days of fretting and plotting, he had a plan for



Hyalt. Whether it would work was another question. \Wether he would survive it
was

even nmore problematical, but even Lystrana had not been able to help himcone
up with something better
Ahead of himat the end of the corridor, Shastylt stepped out of the doorway
to his study. "Submarshal ?"

"Yes, sir?"

"A nmonment, if you will."

Dai nyl followed the marshal into his superior's study, closing the door behind
him He stood and waited, sensA-ing Shastylt's concern, but knowi ng that it
was not di A-rected at him

The senior Myrm don renmai ned standing. He tilted his head, then frowned,
before clearing his throat and speakA-ing. "The Highest has just received a
report that a wild |anA-der Tal ent has appeareda€” or reappeareda€’ north of
Hyalt. This Tal ent appears strong enough to have killed one of the junior
menbers of the Table staff there. The alectors there feel that the presence of
the Cadmians and their own abiliA-ties will suffice, but they did wish to
informus."

Dai nyl nodded slowy. Clearly, the recorder did not want Myrmi dons in Hyalt.
After his view of Hyalt from Sulerya's Table, inconplete as it had been, he
had no doubts as to why. "How do they know that it is a lander wild Talent, as
opposed to a wild translation?"

"Rhel yn did not bother to convey that information." Shastylt's voice was dry.
"Doubtl| ess, he felt we did not need to know that."

"He doesn't want Myrm dons down there. But if he doesn't, why report that at
al | ?"

"Wy i ndeed?"

Dai nyl al nost swal |l owed as the thought struck him but he managed a smile

i nstead. "Because he doesn't want us to actually see what this wild Talent is.
O find out fromthe Cadmi ans there exactly how many there have been?"

"Those are the nost likely probabilities. He could be trying to delay any
reaction on our part. O he could be trying the exact opposite, draw ng us
into investigating and setting some sort of trap."

Dai nyl could see both as possibilities.

"How i s your plan for Hyalt com ng?" asked Shastylt.

"I can set it into notion any tinme. Do you want neé€""

"No. Not yet. If Rhelyn and Brekylt are setting a trap, they' Il expect an

i medi ate reaction. If they're stalling, we can still give thema little
tinme."

Dai nyl had to admt that Shastylt's analysis made sense, but only if they
didn't wait too long, and he had no idea just how | ong too | ong night be.
Then, he might cone up with sonething better, if he had nore tinead€” although
he had his doubts about that.

"Have you told anyone about it?"

"No, sir. There are a few who m ght suspect | am pl anA-ni ng sonet hi ng, because
| needed information, but I have not provided information that would indicate
much. " Dai nyl hoped that was true, and doubted that Sul erya would reveal even
what he had found out fromher. "The fewer who know, the less risk to the
Myrm dons invol ved. "

"You're still a field commander at heart, Dainyl." Shastylt |aughed. "Don't

I et that col or your judgnent too rmuch. Sonetines, casualties are necessary."
"Yes, sir, but |I prefer that they occur to the other side."

"That's fine .. ."if we can determne exactly who is the other side."

"It appears that Rhelyn supports Brekylt. That woul d suggest he's not exactly
one to trust, especially now"

"He never has been. His allegiance is to Duarch Sanmist. Such as his allegiance
is."

Dai nyl doubted that many of the senior alectors had firm all egi ances, not
after what he had been | earning. InA-stead of replying, he nerely nodded.
"Have you heard about any nore appearances of the ancients?"



"No, sir. But... | only heard of those |I reported when | visited various
locales. It's not something that anyone reports.”

"There's a great deal that no one reports. That is why we nust act with
caution.”

"Yes, sir."

"Il let you know when you need to put your plan for Hyalt into action. It
won't be for several days, if not longer." The marshal gl anced toward die
wi ndow. "Rain or no rain, the H ghest and | have to brief the other high

al ectors and Duarch Khel aryt."

"The best of fortune, sir."

"That woul d be useful." Shastylt paused. "Are all die preparations made for
the adm nistration of justice on Quinti?"
"The mace and garnents are ready, and fourth squad will handl e the prisoner."

"Good." Shastylt half-turned, signifying that the neet A-ing was over.

Dai nyl stepped out of the study, closing it behind him He disliked
adm ni stering justice, even if the condemed al ector had nurdered an indi gen
wi t hout cause.
As he wal ked back to his own study, he al so considered Shastylt's words about
casualties. They made a sort of sense, but there weren't that many al ectors on
Acorus, not so many that |arge nunbers of casualties were that good an idea,
at least not in Dainyl's judgnment. And too many casualties anong | anders and

i ndi gens just reduced the toA-tal lifeforce of Acorus, which wasn't exacdy
desirabl e ei A-ther, not when the Duarch wanted nore |ifeforce. Mre inportant
personally, he really did not wish to be one of those casualties. That was
anot her reason why he'd quietly requisitioned two nore |lightcutter
si dearnsa€”for "operaA-tional purposes."
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Mykel | ooked up through the darkness at the ancient ceiling. H s quarters were
a small roomin the corner of the garrison fromwhich the doors and w nA- dows
had vani shed, as had all doors and w ndows, doubt -

| ess looted after the slaughter of the garrison. Only the intermttent hint
of a night breeze occasionally wafted over him
Sonmewher e beyond his vision, sonewhere out in the darkness, he could sense
shi meri ng anber-green, and this time he was certain he was not dreani ng about
t he beckoni ng nature of that sense. He shifted his weight on his bedroll,
feeling what seenmed to be every grain of sand under the makeshift pallet. The
back of his neck and his shoul ders were danp, and a thin filmof sweat covered
his forehead. He w shed that he could have sent off the report to the
submarshal, but it was still two days before the sandox coach nade its next
appearance in Hyalt, and the coach would be far faster man any nessenger he
coul d send.

He finally sat up on the bedroll and glanced toward his uniform hung on two
makeshi ft pegs on the wall. A definite glow enanated fromhis belté&€” fromthe
conA-ceal ed slit that held the dagger of the ancients. Yet it was not a gl ow
t hat any other Cadm an woul d have seen. That he al so knew.
Shoul d he foll ow the summons?
Slowy, he got to his feet and pulled on his uniformand then his boots. He'd
seen enough in Dramur to know that, if the ancients wanted hi mdead, they
didn't have to enA-tice him Besides, he had the feeling that he wasn't going
to get much uninterrupted sleep until he went out to see what was happeni ng.
It could be just his imagination

He checked his rifle, assuring hinself that the magaA-zine was full, and then
strapped on the extra anmmunition belt that he'd carried for years and sel dom
worn. He'd al A-nost left it behind, trying to persuade hinself that majers had
no business carrying extra amunition, but, in the end, he'd brought it.

He noved through the di mess, still surprised at the clarity of his vision in
t he darkness, but glad to have that acuity. Mykel could see the guard by the
gate fromwell inside the courtyard. There were also two other wall

guards, but they were stationed at the rear corners. He struggled to recal
the ranker's nanme before finally comA-ing up with it.



"Vaetyr ... Mjer Mkel here.”

“Sir?"

"It's me." Mykel noved slowly forward, his rifle held with the barrel |ow
"Ah ... what can | do for you, sir?"

"I"'mgoing out. | just didn't want to alarmyou." Mkel |aughed softly. "O
get shot when | return. | don't think I'Il be long. |I'"mgoing up the hillside

to take a | ook at things when people usually don't.’
slightly m sl eading.

"Yes, sir." Vaetyr sounded nmore than a little unsure.

"Just keep alert. | shouldn't be that |ong."

"Yes, sir."

Mykel stepped out through the gate posts. He'd seen no reason to spend tine
repl aci ng the gates when the old garrison was indefensible against a |arge
force and when an attack by anything el se was unlikely. He did circle well to
the north because he wanted to stay out of view and earshot of the guard on
the northwest rear corner post.

Once he was a good fifty yards north of the north wall, he stopped and | ooked
back at the town. It was dark, without a single lanmp or torch lit. Then he
turned and studied the hillside to the west. Perhaps two hundred yards up the
sl ope, on the broken redstone that formed an ill-defined hillcrest, was a

gl owd€” anber - gr een

Mykel took a deep breath and resumed wal ki ng, pickA-ing his way carefully
around the | ow scrub and the occaA-sional juniper, his eyes, ears, and senses
alert for any sounds or indication of brigands or other less than saA-vory
possibilities, such as the giant cats. The only sounds were those of insects,
t he occasional call of a brush ow, and the nuted crunching of his own boots
on the sandy soil.
As he wal ked, he wondered why no one had built higher on the hillside. The
garrison coul d have been de-

%

fended far nore easily. There was no sign of any other structure. Hadn't

Poel dyn started to say sonething about it?

He kept noving until he neared the small junble of rocks that nmarked the
hillcrest. Wile he neither sensed nor saw nor heard anyone or anything, he
didn't like the idea of going farther. He stopped, |ooking around. The gl ow
had been where he stood&€”or somewhere cl ose.
Abruptly, he was surrounded by a haze of green.

The soarer was nore beautiful 4€”and | ess humand€” than he recall ed. Hovering
there before him slightly more than half the size of an adult woman, she had
green eyes that took himin and | ooked through him Her hair was gol den green
but he could not tell howlong it was because it nmerged with the hal o of power
around her. For all the apparent |light she created, he could see no shadows,
and the air around her was cool, despite the warnth of the night.

She sai d not hi ng.

"You sunmoned me ... or suggested | should cone here," Mkel finally said, his
voi ce | ow, barely above a murmur. Yet his words seened to boom out.

You ignored that call alnpbst too |ong.

"I didn't know what it was. At first, | thought | was just dreamng."

W are not dreams. |If you would survive and prosper, you would do well to
understand the difference between what you sense and what you i magi ne.

"Way did you call me?"

Mykel gained an inpression of |aughter.

Why not? Qur interests are the sane, although you do not know that. Wy that
is so we leave to you, but you will not learn that unless you | earn nore about
your tal A-ent. There was a pause. How did you know to come to this spot?

"I followed the green glow"

You gl ow far more brightly than do we, for any who would | ook. You rnust |earn
to cloak what you are.

"A dagger of the ancients?" .

That is only a nane. The invaders, the ones you call alectors, will kill you

That was true enough, if



if they sense what you are. They wish no rivals to their ability. They think
of you as wild and untrained, a wild talent.

Mykel started to retort, then swallowed. The |ast phrase had been the very
words used by the alector who had tried to kill him

"But... why?"
You have seen how we and ours must feed. W take but a small portion of what
they require. They will bleed the world dry long before its tine.

Mykel wanted to protest, but decided against it.

You Cadm ans are their herding dogs, to keep order anong the steers.

"Why are you telling ne this?"

Way not? If you learn to conceal what you are and watch and listen, you will

understand. |If you do not, you will die at their hands and weapons, as did the
other. W would prefer to help those who will preserve the world, rather than
destroy it.

"How am | supposed to conceal what | am and how is one person supposed to do
all that?"

Conceal nent is nerely making sure that you do not send forth the energy of
your being. One does not have to shout to the world that one exists. Just

exi st.

"One person?" pronpted Mykel

One person? In tinme you nust find another like yourA-self. . .. If not, what
will be. . . wll be.

The gl ow and the soarer vani shed, and Mykel found hinself standing alone in

t he darknessé&€”except he could see that there was another glow. It came from
him Had it always been there? Had he just not recognized it? O had the
soarer done sonething to nake himaware of it?

What coul d he do? Wiy did he have to do anythi ng? Because he had no choice.
Boreal had done nothing and di edd€"that was the inplication of what the soarer
had

told him Wat "other" could there have been? But why did the alectors hate
| anders |i ke himand Boreal ?

They did. That was certain. He still recalled the imge of fear and hatred on
the face of the alector who had found him
Agrimsmle crossed his |ips as he began to wal k slowy downhill. How coul d

he just exist"? How could he danp a gl ow when he didn't even know what caused
it?
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At a quarter past the second glass of the af A-ternoon on Quinti, Dainyl |eft
his study, wearing on his upper left sleeve the crinson arnband that signified
al ecA-tor msconduct or blood wongly shed, or both. The adA-ministration of
justice was scheduled to begin at the third glass. As often before, the

mar shal had left Dainyl fully in charge of the proceeding.

Captain Ghasylt was waiting by the duty desk, where he was talking to

Under captain Yuasylt. He stopped, straightened his crinson arnband, and
stiffened. "Sub-marshal, sir."

"At ease, Captain. |Is fourth squad ready to escort the prisoner?"

"Yes, sir. They all have their sidearns and arnbands. The prisoner was brought
intw glasses ago. He's in the holding cell. The duty coach is standing by at
the Hall of Justice. One of the Highest's assistants will be standing in for
him"

Dainyl didn't like that at all, because the assistants weren't as Tal ented as
the Adm nistrator of Justice, and that would drag out the agony of the
proceeding. Still, he nodded to Ghasylt. "Stand-ins all the way around."
"You're taking the marshal's position, sir?"

"Today." Wth a smile he hoped wasn't too ironic, Dainyl wal ked down toward
the north end of the building to check the holding cell and fourth squad.
Finally, at a quarter before the third glass, Dainyl stepped out into the
courtyard behind the headquarters buil ding under high clouds that had kept the
summer day from being as hot as usual. The breeze off the bay made the
courtyard al most too cool. Fourth squad woul d be esA-corting the prisoner, but



the three remai ni ng squads of First Conpany and their pteridonsd€’l ess the
Myrmi dons flying di spatcheséd€”had begun to formup south of the flight stage.
Dai nyl studied the flight stage, a circular gray stone platformin the center
of the courtyard behind headquarA-ters. It stood a yard and a hal f above the
paved courtyard and al so doubled, if infrequently, as the site for the

admi nA-istration of justice to alectors. The top of the platformwas enpty,
except for the justice standd€”a crossbar affixed atop a single posté€’set in
pl ace for what was to cone.
After several nonents, Dainyl turned to face south and the three squads of
Myrmi dons, ranked as closely as possible. Even so, each squad took a square
thirty yards on a side, with the five Myrm dons lined up before their

pt eri dons, blue wi ngs fol ded back

"First Conpany stands ready, sir." CGhasylt's eyes net Dainyl's.

"It won't be long." Dainyl took a |ast survey of First Conmpany. The pteridons
of fourth squad were ranked at the back, without their riders, since fourth
squad woul d be undertaking prisoner escort duty. The area on the north side of
the I anding stage had filled with reluctant alectors from across El cien, and
at one side were diree aides to the Duarch, doing their duty of noting al
t hose al ectors who were present&€”or nore precisely, those who were not.
Among t hose present was Lystrana. Dainyl was |ess than pleased to see her. He
worri ed about the inmpact on

Kytrana, but Lystrana wasn't far enough along in her pregnancy to be excused.
Anot her four or five weeks, and she wouldn't have to view any adm ni stration
of justice until Kytrana was a year ol d.

He | ooked at his wife, and, from across the courtyard, she returned his | ook
with a smle. He couldn't help smlA-ing as well, if but for a noment.
Finally, Dainyl turned. "Mrnidons, ready!"

"First Conpany, present and ready!" declai ned CapA-tain Ghasylt.
After receiving the official report, Dainyl turned, standing at attention
A last group of alectors hurried into the courtyard just before the third

gl ass of the afternoon. Al in all, Dainyl judged close to a hundred and
thirty alectorsd€”in addition to the Myrm donsé€”filled the area north of the
flight stage, waiting.
Three deep chines issued fromthe headquarters buil dA-ing, and the silence
dropped across the courtyard.
The senior assistant of the Hi gh Al ector of Justice stepped fromthe
headquarters building. Acting in place of the H gh Al ector as Adm nistrator of
Justice, he wore both purple tunic and trousers, with the black trim
reA-quired for administration of justice. His upper left sleeve bore a crinson
arnband identical to the ones worn by the Myrm dons. Across his chest was a

bl ack sash. Behind himwere two assistants, attired in a simlar fashion
exA-cept without the sash. The first, an alectress, carried the lash, its
black tendrils tipped with razor-sharp barbs. The younger al ector who foll owed
hel d the Mace of Justi ce.
The Adm nistrator of Justice wal ked deliberately up the steps and onto the
stone stage, setting hinmself three yards behind the enpty justice stand.
"Bring forth the malefactor!” The Adm nistrator's voice, barely a baritone,
was nearly lost in the vastness of the courtyard, but the rear doors of the
headquarters buil di ng opened. Undercaptain Chel ysta energed, two

Myrm dons i mredi ately behind her. A barefooted alec-tor in shapel ess dark red
trousers and shirt wal ked behind them his hands manacl ed behind his back. Two
nore Myrnidons foll owed the mal ef act or

Not a single nmurnur disturbed the courtyard as the Myrni dons escorted the
mal ef actor onto the stage up to the justice form
The Adm nistrator of Justice watched intently as the Myrm dons unshackl ed the
prisoner. Wile the Highest's assistant had considerable Talent, it was
nowhere near the i mense presence of Zelyert hinself, but it was doubtA-less
enough to deal with the malefactor, if necessary. The mal efactor seened
volitionless as his wists were clanped to the frame. Then, Chelysta placed
the red hood over his head. The Myrm dons stepped back behind the threesone



about to adm nister justice.

The Adm nistrator took three steps forward and to the side, facing the
prisoner. "W are here to do justice. You are here to see justice done. So be
it." He addressed the alector strapped to the frame: "Sukylt of Elcien, you
have abused nose who trusted you. You have betrayed the trust placed in you by
the Archon and the Duarches. You have deceived, and you have cheated all who
live upon Acorus by your acts. For your crines, you have been sentenced to
die."
Al most without pausing, the Adnministrator turned to accept the lash fromthe
assistant, who then stepped back. The other assistant brought forward the Mace
of Justice, raising and then lowering it.

"Justice will be done." The Administrator of Justice raised the |ash, and
struck.

The barbs on the lash were sharp enough to shred norA-mal cloth and flesh with
one stroke. The lash was symA-bolic as nuch as physical because, as the |ash
struck, the Adm nistrator used his Talent and the crystals concealed within
the Mace to rip lifeforce fromthe malefactor, fun-neling it toward the
pteridons forned up in the courtyard.

The direction of that lifeforce was sl oppy, Dainyl

sensed, in a fashion that the H ghest woul d not have apA-preciated, but

Dai nyl was not about to report that.

The Adm nistrator needed a good ten strokes of the | ashd€”tw ce what the

H ghest had ever requireda€”before the figure in the T-frame slunped forward.
Bl ood was splattered not only across his back and over the shredded remants
of the red garments, but across the stones of the stage as well.

Dai nyl had stayed hinself against the agony radi ated across the courtyard, and
still found hinself close to retchA-ing. He could sense Lystrana's disconfort
as well, and nore than a half score of watching al ectors had col |l apsed.

One | ast stroke of the lash foll owed before Dainyl sensed the enptiness that
signified death, a relief after the extended fl oggi ng.

"Justice has been done." The Administrator nodded to the assistant with the
Mace.

The assistant stepped forward and directed the Mace at the figure in the
frame. Pinkish purple flowed over the dead al ector, who was already turning to
dust &€” anot her bit of sloppiness. A flash of light followed, and only the
enpty frame remained.

| mredi ately, the Administrator wal ked off the flight stage, followed by the
pair of assistants. Chelysta and the Myrm dons waited a | ong nonment before
fol | ow ng.

Dai nyl turned to face Captain Ghastylt. "First ComA-pany, disnissed to
quarters.”

"Yes, sir. First Company stands dismssed to quarters.™

Dai nyl turned and wal ked toward headquarters.

Most of the al ectors who had watched the dreadful cerA-enony had left, but
Lystrana renai ned, standi ng beside the courtyard doors to the headquarters
bui | ding. Her face was as pale as it was possible for the face of an al ecA-tor
or alectress. Dainyl noved toward his wife slowy, so that they were nearly

al one by the tine he reached her. The Myrmi dons had all returned to quarters
or the pteri-don squares with their pteridons.

"Are you all right?" asked Dainyl .

"I will be." She paused, then added, "That... was terA-rible. You could have
done a far better job."

"I don't know that |'d ever want to."

"If it has to be done, it should be quicker." . "Maybe the Hi ghest doesn't
want it that way," replied Dainyl in a low voice. "He may well want it done in
a terA-rible fashion upon occasion. People don't always underA-stand if things
are too easy or painless."”

Lystrana nodded sl owly. Some of the color had reA-turned to her face. "If he
dragged out the administration of justice, he'd seeminconpetent or willfully
cruel and sadistic."”



"I had that thought," adnitted Dainyl.

"It still bothers me."

Dai nyl ' s stomach renmai ned knotted, but there was little point in saying so.
Lystrana could sense that. "WII| you be |late tonight?"

"Not that | know. M highest is in Ludar. They all are, even Khelaryt."

Dai nyl frowned.

"I know. It doesn't seem wi se, but perhaps he feels that it is a way of
showi ng strength."

"Or he's doing it now because it would be nore danA-gerous later. That way, he
can request the next neeting of all the H gh Alectors and Duarches be in
Elcien.”

"If Samist- refuses then ... it might erode some supA-port."

"It mght." As he spoke Dainyl doubted that he would ever be able to calcul ate
such intricacies of position and power&€”or want to do so.

"I need to go, dearest." Lystrana extended her hand.

Dai nyl took it, then offered his arm They wal ked around t he headquarters

buil ding and toward the front gate.

"You'll be all right wal ki ng back?" he asked when they reached the gate.

"The walk will do ne good." Wth a smle, she stepped back, but not before
squeezi ng hi s hand.
He stood and watched her still-lithe formfor a time as she wal ked al ong the

boul evard back toward the Pal ace of the Duarch. Then he turned. He hoped that
the rest of the operations reports had arrived with the |atest dispatches,
al t hough whether they would tell him anything of value was probl emati cal
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Three | ong days had passed since Mykel had met the soarer in the darkness near
the hilltop to the west of the old garrison. The days had been quiet, with no
sign of strange creatures in the quarry for nearly a week. The new compound
was coning al ong well enough, with the major work near conpletion on the
barracks. Mykel had even designed and drawn an enblem for the two Hyalt
conpani es, one that both captains did not dislike.

For all that, Mkel renmained uneasy.

In thinking over what had happened with the ancient soarer, he had realized
just exactly what Poel dyn had not said on the day Mykel had first net the two
craftmasters. Poeldyn had said that the hilltop was unlucky. Cl ose as it was
to Hyalt, with a view of both the town and the hills farther to the west, and
even of the | ow nmountain above and behind the regional alector's conpound,
Mykel should have realized earlier that nore than ill chance was associ at ed
with the hill. Fromwhat he could tell, the soarers generally appeared in the
hei ghts. Al though the hilltop behind the old garrison was not all that high

it was the highest point near Hyalt on a gentle ridge that exA-tended in both
directions, gently sloping back under the town to the east and into the
rolling hills to the west. As

he reflected, Mykel realized it was really the only hill or ridge that ran
east to west, another fact he should have considered and hadn't, probably
because it did not stand out in height or ruggedness.
The ot her probl em Mykel had was what the soarer had suggesteda€”that Mykel had
the same interests as the anA-cients, and that his own interests woul d not be
served by the alectors. How could he trust that? Yet... after having been
attacked by the strange al ectors, and after Rachyla's warnings, and after what
he had seen in Dranur about how the al ectors nanipul ated | anders and seltyrs,
how coul d he not be wary of alectors, even those in the MyrA-mdons? Yet... it
was |ikely that Submarshal Dainyl had saved hi m not once, but tw ce.

In the end, one thing was clear. The soarer had been correct about his tal ent
bef ore he had recognized it for what it was, and her advice about conceal nent
made sense, no matter what el se happened. The only problemwas that after
three nights Mykel had made little progress in discovering howto danp the
greeni sh gl ow that enmanated fromhim The night before he had wal ked back up
the hill, but there had beefi no sign of the soareréd€”only the faintest hint
of her amber-green and all too nuch of his own deeper and brighter shade of



green.
He was nore than a little worried, because there was no telling when he m ght
next encounter an al ector, and because of the strange creatures, the
battalion's conpaA-nies had to continue their patrols, although he had told
his captains to give a wider berth to the area around the reA-gional alector's
conmpound, on the grounds that the RA had the ability to protect his own area
and that Third BatA-talion had been dispatched to protect Hyalt specifically.
Even so, that would only purchase sone tine.

In the darkness of his tenporary quarters, Mkel held the dagger of the
ancients in his hand. Perhaps, if he could find a way to danp the gl ow of the
m ni at ure anA-ci ent weapon, he could apply that technique in some

fashion to hinsel f. The dagger was only netal, and yet it held an anber-green
feeling, alnost as if it were alive, with an obvious gl ow emanating fromit,
if only to his senses.

Except it had not been obvious just to him Rachyla had been able to feel it
as well. Did that nmean that she had a talent simlar to his? Surely, she
shoul d have known that. He shook his head. She mi ght, and she m ght not. That
could wait. Wth nore and nore al ectors around Hyalt, he needed to concentrate
on the task at hand.

First, he concentrated on sensing the dagger, what it was, and what it was
not. It felt like steel, in a fashion, and yet it felt partly alive, and the
sense of green issued fromwhatever about it generated the feeling of life.
That realization, too, was nore of a feeling that anything he could have
descri bed.

Next, he closed his eyes and focused his sense of feel A-ing on hinself, and
what he was.

There was a greater anplitude, far greater, of the green, and no sense of the
metal lic, confirming his underA-standing that the green was tied to life. Had
the soarers inmbued the knife with the force of life itself?

From that, questions cascaded though this mind, and he pushed them asi de for
the monent, bringing his conA-centration back to the dagger and to hinself.
How coul d one danp out the very force of life itself?

One couldn't, not w thout danping out life itself. That meant either changing
the color he emanated fromgreen to the colors that radiated from nost others
or finding some way to bl ock&€”or shiel da€”the energy. Wul d changi ng his
color linmt his talent? If so, he cerA-tainly didn't w sh that. He was havi ng
enough trouble surviving with his abilities. Trying to do so w thout them was
somet hing he wanted to try only as a very last resort.

But how coul d he create a shield?

What about something that turned back the glow? He tried to visualize such a
barrier and then | ooked down.

The greenish light that he sensed but did not see renanined.

Coul d he conbine the green with a darkness, a bl ackA-ness, that resenbled the
aura of nmost men? This time, he attenpted to weave together the black and
green. He | ooked down, nen chuckled softly. Way was he | ooki ng down? He wasn't
really "seeing" the glow, but sensing it. Yet his mnd was interpreting the
sensation as if he were, and what he sensed was nore |ike a sieve of blackness
di rough which streamed rays of green

What about using the blackness to turn the green back?

That didn't work, either

For a time he stood in the darkness, once nore thinkA-ing. The green was far
stronger than anytfiing black, and that neant it was the key. \What about
maki ng the black a framework, but tw sting the green back inward and weavA-ing
it together?

As he concentrated once nore, he tried not to dwell on the manifestly
illogical inpossibility of what he was doA-ing. After all, it was inpossible
for men to radiate a greenish glow that only alectors and a few nmen could
sense.

H s forehead beaded with pinpoints of sweat, and he felt warmall over, but

t he greenish gl ow was gone. He could sense it, but it was contained within



hinsel f, not raA-diating beyond him He could also tell that it took a
cerA-tain effort to maintain that shield.

He rel eased the shield with a sl ow deep breath.

After several deep breaths and a tine of resting, he reA-built it. Doing so

was easier the second tinme, and easier still the third time he did so. On the
ot her hand, he was beginning to feel |ight-headed. He let go of the shield and
sat down on the bedroll, his back against the rough and stained plaster of the
wal | .

He' d need practice&€”much nore practicead€”before he felt confortable with the
shield. Still... he had figured out a way to keep hinself from being noticed

for a short period of tinmed€”at |least froma distance. He had his

doubts as to whether his shield would bear scrutiny if an alector were in the
sanme chanber w th him

He felt tired, and sleepy. He had barely stretched out on the bedroll before
his eyes closed. H s last thought was that he hoped he didn't have to rely on
the gl owshield any time soon

58

Despite his exhaustion fromhis efforts with the gl ow shield, Mkel had sl ept
uneasily and conA-ceal ed a yawn as he rode beside Rhystan, out toward die new
conmpound. Rhystan and Sixteenth Conpany woul d be working for a glass or so
with die Hyalt conmpanies in me area to the north of die conmpound before
Rhystan took the Second Hyalt on patrol to ne east later in nme nmorning. Mkel
woul d take die First Hyalt on patrol normon the high road. He wasn't about to
t ake mem anyA-where to the west. Seventeenth Conpany was on quarry duty, while
Thirteenth Conpany was on patrol duty at ne new conmpound. Fifteenth Conpany
was patrolling me high road to me soutii and east of Hyalt. Fourteenm

ComA- pany had |ight dutya€”at the old garrison. "Been quiet lately," observed
Rhystan. "lI'd like it to stay that way." "You're looking too worried for that,
sir."™ "l probably am" adnitted Mykel, wondering once nore if he really should
be a battalion commander. "There are too many mings mat no one can explain."
"Suoryt said you sent off two dispatches |ast week, at the same tine, and you
gave one of nemto nme al ector on the sandox personally."

"Can't keep secrets ampong Cadm ans." Mykel smiled wyly. "I sent a copy of ny
report about the missing

hol ders to the Subnmarshal of Myrmni dons. There were sone things at that stead
mat bot hered ne. "

Rhyst an wai t ed.
"Sone of the burn marks were the sanme as the ones 'hen the submarshal took out
Vacl yn." Mykel kept his voice |low "Those lightcutter sidearns are only issued
to col onels and above, |'ve heard."
"Coul d they have been pteridon skyl ances?"
"The angles were wong."
"I was afraid you' d say sonething like mat, sir. You think the creatures have
weapons? O that we have rogue Myrm dons | oose?"
"I don't think it's either," Mkel replied. "That's why | wanted the
submarshal to know. "
"And why we have four guards on duty in a town that doesn't have a lanp lit
much after two gl asses past sunset.”
"Something killed the last garrison, and |I'd prefer not to gi ve whoever or
what ever it is another chance. |I'll be happier once we have the walls and
gates finished in the new conpoundd€”and the piping fromthe spring."
"How | ong do you think that will be?"
"The water systemis done, and so are the walls, except for the capstones. The
gates can't go up until the paving stones are in place, and we're waiting for
nore stone fromthe quarry for that."

"The mounts will tear up the courtyard if it's not paved."

"Poel dyn says they can pave it by sections, and we won't nove in until one
section is done. W'll set up tielines and tenporary corrals on a paved
section.”

"That should work. Wouldn't be any worse than what we've got in the old



garrison."
"We'| | al so have nore space," Mykel replied. The conmpound would still be
crowded, because it was only designed for four conpani esd€”tw ce the pernmanent
conpl ement 4€” but that was an i nprovenent over an anA-cient garrison built for
two comnpani es.
As he and Rhystan rode up the packed dirt trail that

nm ght soneday be the road to the compound, if Poeldyn's quarrymen ever cut
enough stone, Mykel surveyed the south walls and die gate area. The heavy iron
hi nges for the gates had been set in place, and then reinforced and nortared,
but it would be at |east several days before they could bear the weight of the
gates. Still, it would far longer than that before the area around the gates
could be paved and the gates installed, but he definitely wanted to be able to
cl ose the compound gates.
As he shifted his weight in the saddl e, Mykel swal A-1owed another yawn. He did
need a better night's sleepd€” for about a week&€”but doubted he was going to
get it any time soon. He turned to Rhystan. "lI'mgoing to talk to the
craftmasters. Go ahead with your training. I'Il join you when |I'm done."
"Yes, sir. Cood |uck."
"Thank you." Mykel continued onward. Behind him Rhystan ordered the three
conpani es westward and around the conpound walls.
Thirteenth Conpany's second squad was depl oyed on the flat just bel ow the
southern wal Il s of the compound.
"Mpjer, sir!" called Jovanyt, the grizzled squad | eader
"Just headed in to talk to the craftmaster. \Were's Un-dercaptain DyarnP"
"He's out on the east side, across the stream wth fourth and fifth squads.
Herder was trying to graze his flock too close to the walls."
"I'I'l see himlater."
"Yes, sir"
Once he was through the gate-gap in the walls, Mykel rode toward the barracks,
then di smounted and tied the roan to the tenporary railing where the single
cart horse was tethered. He wal ked across the sandy soil that held deep ruts.
Rhystan was definitely right about the need for paving the courtyard, and
t hey' d probably need broken stone and sand packed down as a base under the
pavi ng stones. He'd have to explain that in a progress report, beA-cause the
plans didn't call for anything like that. Even in

buil ding a conpound, matters didn't turn out exactly as pl anned.

Styndal stood back fromthe main doorway to the barA-racks. He was talking to
a crafter, a carpenter fromthe tool belt. wal | pegs have to be oak ..."
Mykel waited until the crafter departed before apA-proaching the craftnaster.
"Good norning. "

"Such as it is, Majer. What can | do for you?"

"I's there a tiler here in Hyalt?"

"Atiler?"

"One who can do decorative npbsaics, one that can be set in the wall above the
main door to the barracks there.”

" Choshyn could do that, so long as it's not too conpliA-cated."

Mykel extracted the hand-drawn design fromhis uniA-formtunic. 'This is the
design."

Styndal took it. "Don't see a problemwi th mat, Majer. Another gold, naybe
two. Good thing you told ne now. Another day or so, and it would be costing
nore."

"How | ong before the barracks are ready?"

"The end of next week... if your men don't mind sleeping on the floor. Bunks
wi Il be another week past that. Could be two."

"They're sleeping on the floor where they are," Mykel pointed out. "What about
the stabl es?"

"Wall s are barely past the foundations. It won't take as |long as the barracks.
There's less finish work. 1'd say anA-other nonth, what with everything el se
goi ng on. Could be into harvest."
That didn't surprise Mykel. "Renmenber, there will still be work after that."



Styndal grinned. "You'd not be getting matters done this fast were there not."
"I had that feeling, Craftmaster."

"You still want the stone squares done |last? And in the back?"

Mykel noted that the craftmaster had never used the

word ' ptendon," or even alluded to the creatures. "Yes. Pteridons don't
visit Cadm ans often, and I'd rather not have themtoo close to the barracks
or the headquarters building."

"Pretty small for headquarters."

"This is a small outpost for Cadnians."

Styndal just nodded.

After finishing with Styndal, Mykel made a sl ow and careful inspection of the
conpound, starting with the new barracks, and winding up with the outside
wal I s. Everything | ookedéd€”and feltéd€”as it should. He returned to the roan
and led the gelding to the water trough and let himdrink before he finally
nount ed.

He'd just ridden out the gap in the walls that would be the smaller north gate
when he saw Undercaptain Dyarth riding toward him He glanced farther north,
where Rhystan and the two Hyalt captains were practicing full-conmpany
maneuvers, then back to Dyarth, who was turnA-ing his nount to ride al ongside
Mykel .

"Herders!" Dyarm snorted. "Begging your pardon, Majer. He clainmed that he'd
al ways grazed here. He didn't see why he couldn't now. W weren't using the
grass, and he hated to see good grass go to waste. There's so little of it."
"He's right about mat. Around here, anyway," Mykel pointed out. "What did you
tell hinP"

"Just what you told us. That the land for a half vingt out fromthe conmpound
wal I s belongs to the Cadm ans and the Marshal of Myrm dons and that the grass
is for our mounts. He didn't like it, but he understood the busi A-ness about
the mounts.”

"How are your nen taking to guard duty here at night?"

"Most of themprefer it. They say that they can get nore sl eep&€”those not on

duty, | mean, and it's cool er here."
"Good." Mykel nodded. "I'mgoing to be taking the First Hyalt out on road
patrol. You'll be in charge here

once Captain Rhystan | eaves.
it.

"Yes, sir." Dyarth's head bobbed up and down, before he abruptly caught

hi nsel f, and grinned sheepi shly.
Wth a smle, Mkel turned the roan back northward toward the flat where the
t hree conpanies were fornming up into road order

Captain Cisnyr rode forward to neet Mykel. The capA-tain had the olive skin
t hat distingui shed many of those born and raised in the warmer south of
Acorus, along with dark brown hair and eyes. His aura, Mykel noted to hinself,
was a rich browni sh-yell ow

"Mpj er, First Conpany stands ready."

Mykel replied with a nod. "W're going to take* the high road north for about
five vingts, to the farmroad that heads eastward ..." He'd briefed G snyr
earlier, but he'd found that it always hel ped to reconfirmsuch details. "
the patrol has several purposes. First, it's to establish the Cadnmi an presence
here and to pick up any brigands we mght run across. It's also part of naking
sure you and your nmen are fanmiliar with all the lanes and roads&€”or at |east
as many as we can find before you're on your own... and to do it with a |large
force until we have a better handl e on what areas require nore nmen and what
require fewer."

"Yes, sir."

"Let's head out."

"First Conpany! Scouts forward!"

Mykel rode beside G snyr, observing as the captain ordered the conpany
westward to the high road and t hen northward.
They had been riding the high road for a quarter glass when a | arge wagon

That was obvi ous, but Mykel wanted to reinforce



appeared on the road horizon, nmore than a vingt ahead of the scouts. One of
the scouts rode back toward the company, pulling his nmount around to ride

besi de the captain.

"Spirit wagon, sirs. Wde enough to take nore than half the road."

Mykel said nothing, waiting.

Ci snmyr surveyed the road, then nodded. "We'll pull the conpany off the road on
that |l ow rise ahead. The men won't mind a breather. The nobunts won't either."
He | ooked to Mykel. "Unl ess you have anot her idea, sir?"

"No. It's usually better not to string a conpany out in single file, and you
won't have nmuch support fromdie nerchants and locals if you force their
wagons off the road for routine patrols." Mkel had seen Majer Vaclyn do that
a few tines, and he'd never seen the reasoning beA-hind it. But then, that was
just anot her exanple of one of the reasons why Vacl yn was dead.
After the company reached the low rise and drew up in formation, Mykel eased
the roan to the higher side of the rise, fromwhere he could get a better view
of the surA-rounding terrain. The captain followed his exanple.

Despite the high and hazy silver clouds, the norning was already hot, and
Mykel was sweating enough that his uniformwas sticking to his shoul ders and
upper back. He blotted his forehead and then took a swallow fromone of his
two water bottles. Dranmur had taught hi mthat one wasn't enough
Across the high road, to the west, were rolling hills, each Iine of hills
getting higher and drier until they nerged witii the reddish rocks of the
foothills to the east side of the Coast Range. Behind him to the east, the
hills were nmore like gentle rises, with slightly nore grass than those to the
west. There were no huts or steads in sight anywhere to the north, suggesting
mat the regional alector had prohibited them and all owed only seasona
grazi ng.

He | ooked back to the high road and the approachi ng wagon, drawn by four draft
horses. As it neared, Mykel noted that the entire high-sided and covered wagon
body was painted a rich brown. On the side panel, painted in yellow, were the
words Spyltyr & Sons, Spirits.
"They can't have mat many buyers in Hyalt, can they?" asked the captain.
"Probably not, but they are noving quickly, and the

horses aren't |l athered. The wagon's close to enpty. They're probably
returning to Syan to buy brandy and wine there, and they're carrying just

enough to sell to the inns and taverns in Hyalt, |I'd guess. They'll travel the
ot her side of the square when they're full, from Syan to Wan and t hen Krost,
and then either to Tenpre or up north to the towns on the Vedra. They mi ght be
carrying other goods south as well, maybe spices or shinmrersilk, things that
are |light but valuable."

" Dr eandust ?"

Mykel [ aughed. "Who could pay for that here? Or even in Syan?"

"Filthy stuff, but they must make thousands of golds on it."

Mykel had no idea what the profits on the drug m ght be, only that people
seened to pay far nore for spirits and drugs than for food and cl ot hing. Somne
peopl e, anyway.

Before long, First Conmpany was back on the road headi ng north.

They didn't reach the target road until late md-norning. The narrow road,

unli ke nost farmroads, ran along the flat top of the gentle rise that angl ed
east-northeast. The sl opes on each side were so gentle and gradual that it was
easy to overl ook the fact that the rise was really a long ridge that separated
t he grasslands south of it fromthe even nore arid plains to the north. The
irA-regul ar surface was barely w de enough for two Cadni-ans abreast," riding

slow y.
Wil e there was one set of recent cart wheel ruts on the road, there were no
signs of riders or boots on the sandy soil. The road had been used, but where

did it |ead? Mykel |ooked eastward, where, in the distance, there nmght be a
ham et at the base of the ridge to the north, just west of what |ooked to be a
smal | forest.

Mykel wasn't certain, but, every so often, he thought he felt something, a



bl ackness of sone kind, but it seened to be beneath the road. Was he just
imagining it? Ever since Dramur, he'd been asking that question of hinself
nore and nore, yet all too much of what he woul d have once call ed i magi nation
had turned out to be all too real 8€”if in ways he once never could have

pr edi ct ed.

He blinked. Had the day gotten darker? He gl anced toward the sun, not | ooking

at it directly, but trying to gauge if the clouds around it had thickened.

They had not.

"Rifles ready," Mykel ordered, |ooking at Captain C s-myr, then unsheat hing

and checking his own rifle.

"First Conpany! Rifles ready!" The captain | ooked at Mykel, not quite

qui zzical ly.

Mykel tried to sense fromwhere the attack m ght coneéd€”if it cane at all.

" Crack! Although the sound/feeling jarred Mykel, he could tell no one else
heard or felt a thing.

He gl anced back over his shoulder. There, in the westA-ern sky, less than a
hundred yards behind the |last squad of First Conmpany, were three flying

creatures. They were unlike anything he had ever seend€”even those around the

quarries or the mniature pteridons that had attacked SevA-enteenth Conpany

earlier. Each had the snout of a miniaA-ture sandox, except with a

silver-purple horn that gleaned in the sunlight, and a | ong and narrow body
like that of a snake, but a snhake with two sets of wings sinmlar to those of

the miniature pteridons.

"Conpany! Halt! To the rear! Full turn! Fire at will!" After the briefest
hesitation, Mykel added, "In the sky above the road!"

"Conpany! Halt!" echoed the captain.

The wi nged snake-oxen dived toward First Comnpany.

Al t hough he hated firing over the company, Mykel ained at the |ead creature,

concentrating on it, willing his shot hone.

The creature exploded into a blue and purple fireball and tunbled fromthe sky
into one of the thicker patches of grass on the south side of the road. Blush

flames flared skyward, along with grayish snoke.

The rankers began to fire, if belatedly. Several shots struck the other

creatures, seemingly wthout effect.

Concentrating on the second creature, Mkel fired, and it, too, dropped from
the silver-green sky, striking the road within two or three yards of the
rearguard that had beconme the vanguard with the conpany's reversal of
direction.

Mykel's third shot was true enough, but the creature burst into bluish flane
and pi nwheel ed si deways before bursting into die same bluish flame and
slamming into U e nmount of a Cadm an ranker in fourth squad. Before either
Mykel or Cismyr could issue an order, his mate tried to help the ranker from
hi s doormed nount .

The two were far too slow, and both nmend€”and both mountsa€’flared into

i ntense oily bluish flane.

Mykel stood in the stirrups. "Keep clear of the blue flanme! Keep clear of the
bl ue flane."

"Frigging creatures!" Ci snmyr swore under his breath.

Mykel rode back along die side of the narrow road, knowing nere was little he
could do, but also knowi ng that the nen needed die gesture. As he rode, he
rel oaded, al diough his senses told himthat mere were no nore creatures

near by.

The two officers reined up short of the burning pyre.

M/kel swallowed hard, trying to keep the bile fromrisA-ing in his nroat,
forcing hinmself to get past ne reaction fromthe odor of burning flesh.
Several of the troopers had not been able to, and odiers | ooked yell ow sh
green.

As before, not even ashes remmi ned when the fires burned out, just black

pat ches of ground where nothi ng grewd€”and where not hing would for sone tine,
Mykel suspected.



"Sir?" asked G snyr.

"There's noming we can do for them" Should he finish me patrol? He coul dn't
break of f every patrol whenever ne strange creatures appeared. |In sone ways,
he regretA-ted mat he had witii Seventeenth Conpany after the atA-tack of

m ni ature pteridons. That had been a bad exanple. "W have a patrol to
finish."

| f
"Yes, sir.'
For war d! "
The two officers rode on the shoul der past the rankers until they were once
nore at the head of the colum, if behind the scouts. They rode silently for a
good hal f glass. Mykel surveyed the grasslands, and the sky, but saw and
sensed not hi ngéd€”except a few scattered fl ocks of sheep and the snall hamni et
ahead.

"It was a good thing there were only three," Cisnyr fiA-nally said.

"Yes," Mkel agreed. "Seventeenth Conpany faced sonething |ike half a score.”
"Hal f a score?"

Mykel nodded. "You can ask Undercaptain Loryalt about it when you get a
chance." He didn't want to say nuch nore, particularly since he had a very
uneasy feel A-ing about what had just happened.

The strange creatures at the quarry could be killed by anyone&€” provi ded
enough bullets struck them But only Mykel's shots seemed to be able to bring
down the flying nonsters. Yet the ones that flew had only attacked conpaA-nies
Mykel had acconpani ed. At |east, so far.
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On Decdi, Mykel had given all the conpaA-nies, with the exception of the duty
squads and conpanies, a full stand-down day and town | eave in Hyalt for those
not on dutya€”and the adnonition that anyone who abused mat | eave or caused
troubl e woul d answer to himpersonally. CQutside of three rankers who passed
out and missed nuster on Londi and then had to be carted back, there were no
reports of trouble. Mykel sent all three to the quarry to serve as |aborers
for the stone-cutters for a week.

Londi turned out rmuch the same as any other day, if slightly cool er, because
of heavy | ow clouds that promA-ised rain ... and did not provide any. The
intermttent breezes swirled dust into the air everywhere, and at tinmes, Mkel
could only see a few vingts, even fromthe knoll A-1ike mesa of the new
conpound.

Dyarth and Thirteenth Conpany had quarry duty&€”and reported no sign of any of

the cat creatures, nor did any of the road patrols encounter either brigands

or flying creatures. Troral sent a note to Mykel to informhimthat the two

hundred ten bl ankets for the Hyalt conpanies would be arriving on the Sexdi a

week hencea€”wel |l beA-fore the bunks and mattresses woul d be ready.

After returning to the old garrison with Fourteenth Conpany slightly before

sunset, Mykel and his nen ate |ocal produce and nmutton scarcely better than

field raA-tions. After supper, Mykel received evening reports.

Later, after drafting his own daily report, he inspected the garrison and the

ni ght guards two gl asses after sunset, and then retired to his chanber. There,

he pulled off his boots, but did not disrobe. Sitting on his bedroll, he

| eaned back agai nst the rough-plastered bricks. Wien would his dispatch with

the information about the strange al ectors reach the submarshal ? Mre

i nportant, what, if anything, would the submarshal do? And if the Myrm dons

did nothA-ing, what should Mykel do? What could he do? Just avoid the

northwest close to the regional alector's conmpound? But what if the regiona

al ector requested his presence?

He' d been practicing trying to conceal his aura, but even with what he'd

managed, he doubted that conceal A-ment woul d be that effective in close

quarters.

A flash of anber-green appeared from somewhere. Danger. .. danger approaches
After those few words, any sense of the anber-green vani shed.

Mykel bolted upright. That had been a cl ear nmessage fromthe soarer, or one of

The captain swallowed. "First Conpany! To the rear, full turn



them but he had no sense of a continuing ancient presence, and that was as

di sturbing as the brief nmessage itself. He pulled on his boots and then

took out his rifle. After hesitating a nonent, he pulled on the anmmunition
bel t.

Then he slipped out of his doorless space and al ong t he darkened inner wall of
the garrison courtyard. The night was quiet, with only the sounds of various

i nsects, and occasional |ow voices fromthe far side of the courtyard where
several rankers crouched in the corner playing boneséd€’the circle lit by the
smal | est of | anps. Even though ganbling in quarters was technically forbidden
Mykel had all owed snall ganmes for | ow stakes by the sinple expedi ent of
showi ng up any tine he sensed | arge wagers and confi scating the w nnings. He'd
turned the wi nnings over to Bhoral, who as battalion senior squad | eader was
effectively quartermaster as well, with inA-structions to use themfor dried
fruit and other itens of which the troops sel domgot as nmuch as they woul d
have |i ked.

Mykel paused. Somewhere on the slope to the northA-west, he could sense two

al ectors. The pinkish-purple auras were unm st akabl e.

He crossed the courtyard, letting his boots sound on the stone. "It's about
tinme to turn in, | think."

The Iight vani shed, amd | ow munbl es.

"Just get a twin single ... nake the point... Majer shows up ..."

" don't complain ... could have taken the coins ... sometines he's so quiet

you don't even hear him...
"Yes, sir!" called out one of the Cadm an rankers.

Mykel couldn't help snmiling, but that lasted only a noA-nent as he wal ked
toward the small west gate. He needed to get outside the walls. It could be
that the pair were only scouting, but he doubted that, not with a warning from
the soarer. Still... he wanted to see what they had in nmind before he acted.
"Sir?" The gate guard was Sal uft, from Si xteenth Company, as were all the
guards that night, but Saluft was one of the few troopers from Soupat .
"I"mgoing out. Keep a sharp eye." Mykel did his best

to cloak his aura before he stepped through the brick archway that had once
held an iron grate-gate.

"Yes, sir."
As Mykel stood beside the brick wall on the west end of the garrison, from
whi ch all too nmuch plaster had peel ed away, from what he had earlier seen, the
two alec-tors were still a good hundred yards away, noving slowy, but
steadily, toward the garrison fromthe north. He slipped westward through the
dar kness.

" somet hing out here ..." Low as they had been murrured, the words carried
to Mkel. He couldn't beA-lieve that the two were tal king, even in whispers.

" rat her take out the whole garrison ..

" can't do that... just find the one. A few others won't matter... but not
any nore ..."

Mykel kept moving until he was actually to the southA-west of the pair and
close to sone of the junbled boul A-ders near the hill crest. Then he rel eased

the aura shi el d.

" there he goes! Mist have sensed us ..
The pair turned back westward, noving up the slope.

Mykel dropped behind a | arge boul der and rebuilt the shield, such as it was.
"Where did he go?"

"He nmust be sonmewhere here, hiding behind someA-thing."

Holding his rifle, Mykel held the shields, waiting, wanting themto get a
little closer.

" know a little sonething, like the |last one, and they get cocky ... think
they're better than they are ..."

" just better steers ... There!"

Mykel ducked, just before brilliant blue Iight slamed into the stone above

him H's back was sprayed with a rain of fire that burned through his tunic.
For a nonent, he just froze, before forcing hinself into a firing position



ai m ng, and concentrating, willing the two shots homed€” as head shots.
A flare of blue so quick that it couldn't have been seen

unl ess he'd been | ooking was the only response, but the pinkish-purple auras
faded ... and then vani shed.

Li nes of fire cascaded down Mykel's back as he strai ghtened and began to wal k
toward where the two al ectors had been
"Mpjer! Sir? Are you all right?"
"Just hold your post, Saluft," Mkel called back. Even speaking was an effort.
He kept wal ki ng. Al though he was convinced that the pair of strange al ectors
were dead, he still could sense sonething remaining.
To cross the fifty yards between the nelted rock and the dead alectors felt
like it took a good glass, although it was probably only a fraction of that.
In the darkness, despite his night vision ... he could see nothing except two
piles of clothes, and a pair of weapons that |ooked simlar to the lightcutter
t hat Subrmarshal Dai nyl had used on Majer Vaclyn.
The uniforms were the source of the faint aura. Mykel squatted. He had the
feeling mat bending would intensify the pain in his back. A shock ran through
his fingers as he picked up the black tunic that shimered with its own |ight
in the dark. The material was |ike the dagger of the ancientsé&€”inbued with
life, although it felt as if it had been di pped or tw sted through

pi nki sh-purple. Was that why knives and bullets didn't penetrate their
uni f or ns?

H s back felt like it had been flayed, but he forced himA-self to fold the
uniforms into a bulky bundle, with the lightcutters inside. He slipped the
bundl e inside the front of his tunic, wincing as the fabric of his tunic
ti ghtened across his back
That |eft boots and belts.
“Sir?"
“I'I'l be back in a noment, Saluft."”

Mykel picked up one pair of boots and carried them far enough toward the rocks
that he could throw t hem&€” under handed&€”into the junble of stones. He
repeated the process with the second pair, and then with the belts.

By then his back was an even greater mass of fire.

He turned and trudged toward the west gate.
"Sir," offered the sentry as Mykel approached. "There was a blue flash. Wat
was it?"
"Lightning, |I think." Mykel had to force the words out. "It nelted sonme of the
rocks and burned nme... ny back.” He held the rifle before himto conceal the
bul ges in the front of his tunic.
Sal uft stepped back, and Mykel nade his way through the archway.

He was hal fway across the courtyard when Rhystan appeared.
"Mpj er? The sentries alerted ne ..."

"I heard something ... think I got my back burned with lightning... nelted
some rock there. I'll need someone to dress ny back. If you would have t hem
come to ny quarters ..."

"Lightning ... it is cloudy, but I thought | heard shots, not thunder."

"Sal uft saw the flash," Mykel said. "The sounds you heard nust have been the
crack of the lightning."

"Il get Systryn. He's as good as we've got. |'Il be right back."

Mykel forced hinself to his small space, where he knelt and managed to get the
uniforms and the lightcutters hidden under his bedroll. He managed to get die
amuni A-tion belt off, but couldn't lift his arms quite high enough to strip
off his tunic. So he Iit the small |anp and waited.

The two arrived w thin noments.

"I"mgoing to need sone help getting the tunic off."

Mykel al nost passed out as Rhystan and Systryn peeled off the tunic.

"You'd better sit down, sir," suggested Rhystan

Mykel knelt on the bedroll. Sitting cross-1legged woul d have just added to his
di sconfort.

"There are lunps of stone here, sir,

of fered the ranker. "They're ..



nelted... and part of the uniformis charred. There's only one deep burn,
t hough. "
"Just clean things up and dress the wounds," Mykel said dryly.
The cl eaning and dressing took nmore than half a glass, and was one of the |ess
pl easant experi ences Mykel had undergone&€”if not nearly so bad as bei ng shot
and nearly dying in Dranur.
Rhystan said nothing until Systryn had left. Then he | ooked at Mykel. "I
t hought you weren't going to scout things out by yourself."
"I didn't think getting sone air was scouting. | had ny rifle." *,
"Mykel ... can you tell ne what is really going on? Sir?"
Coul d he? What could he tell Rhystan? Finally, he cleared his throat. "You
know t he strange creatures?"
"I think we're all famliar with them sir."
"There are other creatures |like them and sone of them | ook |like nen froma

di stance. | haven't wanted to say nuch because the last thing | want is for
the men to be shooting at anything that |looks like a man. That's all we'd need
here. | have to wonder if something |like that was what got the garrison here.

That's why |'ve ordered so many sentries at night."

"What does that have to do with your back?"

"I wish 1l could tell you. All | know was that | had the feeling mat something
m ght be outside. | went out to see, and there was a flash of light, as bright
as lightning, and the rock beside ne nelted."

"I's that the official explanation?"

"It's also the only explanation so far," Mkel replied with an ironic |augh
Rhyst an shook his head. "Only you, sir. You start out your career by getting
shot in the ass, then get knifed by your own conmander, and burned by
[ightning outside your own garrison. I'mnot so certain that it's not safer
for you to be in real conbat."
"Sonetines | wonder."

"CGet sone sleep, sir, if you can.'
smle, and then departed.

As Mykel lay face down on his bedroll, too tired to move, and in too nmuch
pain to sleep, he thought over the situation. He had no illusions about what
had happened. Rhystan knew that nore was involved, but he'd make sure everyone
knew the "official" version. If someone found the boots and belts... if it
happened to be scroungers fromthe town, no one would even connect ne
incidents. If sone ranker did, the odds were that he'd try to sell themin
town and nake a few coppers and keep it quiet. There m ght be barracks talk,
but there was al ways barracks tal k.

That was the | east of Mykel's problens. He could only hope that it wouldn't be
too I ong before the submarshal got his nessage and did sonediing. Then

despite what the soarer had said, Mykel didn't believe that all alectors were
out agai nst him and the Cadmi ans, but nost of them mi ght well be out after him
if they discovered he had the sane kind of talent as the alectors did.

He just didn't know what nmore he could do not to be discovered, short of
deserting, and, if he did that, what protection would his nen have if nore of
the flying creaA-tures appeared? Deserting woul d al so have everyone | ooki ng
for him including the Myrm dons, and trying to escape from pteridons wasn't
exactly recomrended. Still... he'd best be ready to | eave at a nonment's notice
if it looked |ike there was no other option. But he didn't |ike the idea.
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Mykel forced hinself to get up at his norA-mal time. Getting his undertunic
and tunic on was al nost inpossible, but he managed, although he had to bl ot
his forehead when he finished. He had just about finished his

breakfast of too-dry nutton and eggs that were brown from overcooki ng when
Rhyst an appear ed.

Rhyst an stepped back, offered a concerned

"Mpjer, sir... how are you feeling this norning?"
"Sore and stiff, Rhystan, but better than last night." AcA-tually, Mke
wasn't sure that he was. Wiile his back didn't feel like a fiery nmass of pain,

it throbbed, and he had not slept well at all.



"I was wondering if you wouldn't mnd taking a short walk with ne, sir. | was
up earlier, and | discovered a fewthings...."

Mykel managed a polite smle. He had" no doubts what Rhystan had di scovered.
"Then we should take a walk, while it's still early and cool. Up the sl ope,
you t hi nk?"

"That m ght be best, sir." Rhystan's voice was cool, cold even.

The two officers wal ked across the courtyard and then out through the west
gate. The sentry, whose nane Mykel didn't recall inmediately, stepped back
wordl essly. Mykel let Rhystan |ead the way up the gentle sl ope.

Finally, the captain stopped and pointed to the |arge chunk of sandstone with
a glassy surface. "The stone nelted on the side. Lightning doesn't strike

si deways, fromwhat | know " He gestured toward the |arger junmble of stone
upsl ope and west. "I found two pairs of boots in the rocks there."

"That coul d happen. They m ght have been left there fromwhen the garrison was
taken," Mykel said mldly.

"Those boots weren't Cadmian issue, sir."

"No, they weren't." Mkel half-sat, half-1leaned on the edge of one of the

i rregul ar chunks of reddi sh sandstone, glad that the day was hazy enough that
the sun wasn't glaring out of the east.

"They | ooked |ike alector boots, and that's a different question entirely,

Maj er." Rhystan's voice was polite, but hard. "And that nelted stone | ooks
like the ground | ooked in Dranur when the subnmarshal took out Vaclyn."

Mykel could feel the tension in the other officer. He

took a long breath. "It's not what it seens or you think. |I've been trying to
keep all this quiet. |I was hoping that nothing would happen before Submarsha
Dai nyl got ny |ast dispatch.”

Rhyst an nodded slowy, but he was still tense. "Was that the report that went

on the sandox coach?"

"I sent the regular report to Colonel Herolt and a copy directly to the
submar shal . When we go back, you can read the copy | kept. The sane kind of
burns and nelting had happened at that stead to the northwest. Fabrytal took
my word that they were fromthe flying creatures. W fol A-lowed the traces,
and | did go scout alone. You can ask himif you want. | didn't find
creatures. What | found was al ectors wearing strange uniformsé€”bl ack and
silver&€” practicing with weapons like the lightcutters, except they were
mounted on carts and tripods, and they were nore powerful ."

"They coul d be another alector force, one we don't know about."

"They could be, but they weren't. Not one that reports to the Marshal of
Myrmidons. If they did, why did they kill the two hol ders?" Mykel had anot her
guestion, one he wasn't about to utter, and that was why the Myrnidons, if
they did have the vaunted Tables, didn't know about the rebel alectors. "And
then there was the squad | eader in the garrison here. Poeldyn or Styndal said
that he got burned up, but the others got shot or stabbed, but he was the one
who had a talent for hitting what he ainmed at."

Rhystan stood there silently.

"The other thing is that Troral was telling ne that the regional alector has
been purchasing a great deal nore in the way of supplies in the | ast season or
so. Now ... if this alector force happens to be on our side, with those kinds
of weapons, why are we here?"

"You' re suggesting an alector rebellion. That's ..
"Unt hi nkabl e?" Mkel | aughed, harshly. "Then take the other alternative. It's
not a rebellion. If it's not a reA-bellion, why was the garrison sl aughtered?
And by

whon? We haven't found a trace of any force that coul d have possibly done
it."

"I'"d rather not consider what you're suggesting, sir."

"I don't care what you'd rather not consider," Mkel struggled to keep from
snapping. "The fact is that we've got a strange alector force that probably
killed the first garrison, and definitely killed the two holders. If they're
friendly, what were two of them doing scouting the garri A-son here, and firing



at me? Have | ever done anything that wasn't in the best interests of the
Cadni ans?"

After a noment, Rhystan shook his head. "No... you've risked nore than any
officer I know. But why ... ?"

Mykel woul d have liked to have shrugged. It would have hurt too nuch. "I don't
know. I wish | did. That's why | sent a special dispatch to the submarshal. |

don't want us caught between two groups of alectors.”
"Do you think he'll do anything?"
"They don't like to waste things, and they don't want Cadm ans shooting at

al ectors. |1've seen enough to know that, especially. Even if we're
di spensable, | don't think the marshal would knowi ngly put us in a situation
where we mght have to fire at alectors. Gven that, | don't think they know "

"That makes the nost sense of what you' ve said. What do we do now?"

"We keep doi ng what we have been. Keeping the paA-trols away from where those
al ectors are practicing, avoiding the regional alector, and trying to get the
new compound fi ni shed as fast as possible.” And hopi ng that Submarshal Dainyl
will act sooner rather than later. .. before it's too |ate.

Mykel rose carefully. "Unless you have anything else, let's wal k back. You
need to read the dispatch I sent. Right now, I'd prefer that you keep this to
yoursel f. UnA-1ess sonet hing happens to nme, and then tell Culeyt."

"I can see why ... but the men are talking ..." Rhys-tan paused. "They've

al ways tal ked, though, about one thing and another."

"Poel dyn said that this hill was unlucky, that strange things happened here.
Let that get out. Suggest that it's anA-other reason why we're relocating to
t he new conpound. "

"That would work, if nothing el se happens. Maybe, even if it does."

Mykel gl anced sout hward. "There shoul d have been nounts, or sonething. |
didn't see or hear any last night."

' There were tracks. Four nounts."

"Frig...." Mykel shook his head. "That just proves it."

"My thought as well, sir." Rhystan paused. "Wy didn't they send nore nmen?"
"They don't have that many nount s&€” probably just the ones they stole fromthe
garrison.” Mykel wanted to shake his head. O course.... that was why they'd
at A-tacked the garrison. In an isolated town like Hyalt, where el se would they
get horses without it being noticed? Blame it on the strange creatures or

| ocal | ooters. Who woul d ever suspect the regional alector?

"Makes sense." Rhystan offered a grimchuckle. "How do we get into these
situations.”

"Easy ... we're Cadnians."

As they neared the west gate, Rhystan |ooked at Mykel. "You al nbost passed out
last night, didn't you?"

"Why do you say that?" asked Mykel

"You woul d have gotten rid of the boots and belts betA-ter, otherw se."
Rhyst an | aughed.

So did Mykel .
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Dai nyl sat on the stone bench in the Duarch's Public Gardens, half-facing
Lystrana and half | ooking westward in the general direction of Myrm don
headquarters. A warm breeze wafted around them and the scents of summer
flowers came and went with the caprices

of the light wind. For a noment, he closed his eyes, inhal A-ing die bouquet
of fragrances and savoring the warm softA-ness of ne air.

"It is a pleasant afternoon,” she said. "It's the kind mat makes nme want to
cone back every afternoon.”
"I thought you sonetinmes did. It's only a short walk fromthe pal ace.™

"I't's not the same during the mdweek. |I'm always thinking about what's
waiting when | return, and whet her Chenbryt needs another anal ysis or
briefing."

Dai nyl nodded. He understood that.
"Everything is so peaceful on Decdi, nore so even than on Novdi afternoons."



"I've always liked the gardens," he replied, "espeA-cially in sumer, when
everything is green and bloomA-ing. It's hard to believe so few take advantage
of them" Above the trees to his right, the green spire of the Hall of Justice
soared into the sky, shimering in the Iight, highlighted agai nst one of the
few scattered white cunuA-|us clouds.

"I"'mglad to see you enjoying the sumrer. You've been on edge for days."

"It's hard not to be. | feel like I'mwaiting for someA-thing to happen."

"Is it Brekylt and Al cyna?"

"I"'mmnore worried about Hyalt. | should have seen it earlier. You told ne
about extra supplies and expenditures for Dulka, Hyalt... and Tenmpre ... nore
than a season ago. After going to Dul ka and finding out about what happened
there, | should have seen that the same thing was possible in Hyalt. But Hyalt
is so isolated, wi thout any Myrm dons nearby."

"Dulka is isolated as well, and they noved the Myrm A-dons. Do you know what's

happened there |l atel y?"

"Qutside of a new RA who's doubtl ess nore effective than Kel bryt was? Qui varyt
is probably just as committed to Brekylt. Let's see. Alcyna transferred

Vel uara there to command Seventh Conpany, and she's anoner one of

those sneaked in fromlIfyrn." Dainyl snorted. "Shastylt just tells me to

| eave it alone. That's easy enough for himto say."

"Do you really think matters are that bad in Hyalt?" Lystrana spoke slowy,
reluctantly.

Dai nyl felt she hadn't really wanted to ask the quesA-tion, but hoped he would
talk about it and then return to appreciating the afternoon

"They could be. They m ght even be worse. Or | could be worrying about
not hi ng. "

"I don't think you' re worrying about nothing."

"Wy not?" He chuckled. "You're supposed to be di A-verting me, cheering nme up
telling me not to worry that nuch.”

"Because Sami st put through increases in the supply accounts for Dul ka, Hyalt,
Tenpre, and Norda. The engi A-neering sections in Hyalt and Fordall have been

i ncreased agai nd€”with engineers translated fromlfyrn."

"And your Highest and Khel aryt and Zel yert have done not hi ng?"

"What coul d they do? Send you back with two conpaA-nies of Myrm dons? Do we
really want a battle between al ectors?"

"The way matters are devel oping, that may not be a choice. The only choice my
be when and where that batA-tle takes place."

"It's all so senseless." Lystrana's words held a hint of bitterness. "lIt's a
wonderful world, and they're all squabA-bling over who can tell whom what to
do. The | owest al ector here on Acorus has enough for the best of lives. But it
isn't enough. Nothing's never enough. They'll ruin everything. Khelaryt is
trying so hard.. . and no one seens to care. | want Kytrana to be born into a
world Iike this garden, and she could be. Wiy won't they | eave well enough

al one?"

"Because soneone always wants nore," Dainyl replied. "Still, for all of his
schenming, | think Zelyert feels that way&€”at |east sonme of the tinme. From
what |

can tell, although he's never said a word about it in nonths, he's afraid

that bringing the Master Scepter here will just encourage nore of the schemn ng
and plotting."

"He's right. Al of the plotting on Ifryn, and the atA-tenpted coups, and the
infightingd€”l wouldn't be surA-prised if they're not one of the reasons why
lifeforce declined there faster than anyone had thought."

"Maybe that's why Shastylt and Zelyert don't want ne to use the pteridons
unless it's absolutely necessary. Wen we use skylances, we burn lifeforce. A
little is all right. It does regenerate, but for battles ..."

"Can we tal k about sonething else, dearest? Please? It's a beautifu

afternoon, and we can't do anything about any of it right now "

Dai nyl reached out and took her hand. "lI'msorry. | shouldn't have even
brought it up." He offered a smle, only slightly forced. "Do you think



Kytrana will have blue eyes or violet eyes?"
"She's an active child, already." Lystrana placed the fingertips of her free

hand on her abdonen. "You were very active, your nother says. So she'll have
bl ue eyes."

"Violet, like yours," Dainyl replied.
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On Duadi norning, after concluding a

| ess than satisfactory neeting with Col onel Dhenyr about the use of operations
reports as a neans to forecast mai nA-tenance requirenments, Dainyl had just
settled back into his chair for a noment of recovery when the duty mesA-senger
appeared in his study door

"Submarshal ... this arrived by sandox coach." The duty nessenger handed an
envel ope to Dainyl.

He took it. On the outside was witten: Submarshal of Myrm dons Dainyl,

Myrm don Headquarters, Elcien

The handwiting | ooked famliar, yet he did not recognize it. Abruptly, he

| ooked up. "Thank you."

"Yes, sir." The messenger closed the study door on the way out, although

Dai nyl had not requested it.

He opened the envel ope, took out the sheets inside, and began to read. He read
only a few lines before realizing that the report was not only froma Cadm an
Battal i on commander, but from Maj er Mykel. He read quickly through the short
report, frowning as he did Wien he finA-ished, he went back to the key
section, reading it nore carefully:

On Tridi..
Al most a week ago, Dainyl thought. But the najer has no faster way to send
reports fromHyalt, not that he would dare trust. He conti nued.
Fifteenth Conpany undertook a routine patrol of the roads to the west and

nort hwest of Hyalt after a | ocal factor reported unusual activities and die

di sA-appearance of a relative froma stead in the area. BeA-cause of die loca
concerns, | acconpani ed Undercaptain Fabrytal and Fifteenth Conpany. W
verified that two hol ders had vani shed fromtheir stead. Unusual burn marks
appeared on the ground around the stead and upon several buildings. Wile the
| ocal s had vani shed, the stead had not been robbed, although sone |ivestock
had escaped.

Fifteenth Conmpany made a thorough patrol of the area, but did not find any
sign of the nmissing holder and his wife. In the course of die patrol, while
conA-ducting reconnai ssance, | observed what appeared to be a squad of
troopers. They wore uniforms of brilliant silver and black and were practicing
with unfam |iar weapons. Because of the distance, it was not possible to

di scern the features of the troopers. The weapons they employed in their
practice ap-

peared to be simlar to the skylances used by MyrA-nidons, but there were no
pteridons in evidence, and the weapons were nounted on tripods on small ?

wagons.
These matters may al ready be known to the MarA-shal of Myrnidons, and if it
is, | apologize for inA-cluding these details ..

Dai nyl read it again. Why had the majer sent it to him rather than the

mar shal directly? Because he knew Dainyl would read it, and he was worried
about the time it would take for Colonel Herolt to forward it. That was the
obvi ous answer, but Dainyl had the feeling that there was far nore there.

Maj er Mykel had to have known that the "troopers" were alectors, and the speed
of the report suggested strongly he al so knew they were not supposed to be
near Hyalté&€”and that nmeant the nmjer could becone an even bigger problem

Dai nyl shook his head. Once nore, the majer could wait... would have to wait,
because Brekylt was a far greater danger. Not only was he building a force,
but that force was using weapons forbidden by the duarches. And ... once

agai n, Lystrana had been right.
Report in hand, he wal ked down the corridor to the marshal's study.
"Now what ?" asked Shastylt, even before Dainyl had taken nore than two steps



into his study. "You have that | ook, the one that tells ne I'mnot going to
i ke what you're about to tell nme. Wat is it?"
"Brekylt is training troops, probably alectors, in the use of lifeforce
weapons at Hyalt." Dainyl left it at that.
"Precisely how did you discover that?"
"Areport fromthe Cadmi ans." Dainyl held it up. "The majer didn't claimthat.
He was very cautious. He only noted that troopers in shimrering black and
silver uni A-fornms were practicing with weapons on tripods that worked |ike
skyl ances, and he apol ogi zed for reporting it if it were something of which
you were aware. He al so

noted that two hol ders vani shed, and strange bl ack marks had burned parts of
t heir hol di ng, but nothing had been taken."
Shastylt's jaw tightened. His left eye twitched, sone-tiiing Dainyl had seen
but once or twice in years.
"Sir," Dainyl offered deferentially, "it may al so be that Rhelyn can enpl oy
t hose weapons in places or at times where skylances cannot be used."

"You'll have to see that he doesn't."
"Il will do nmy best."
Shastylt paused. "l've ordered the weapons artisans at Faitel to devel op

somet hing for use against the ancients. It was designed to be used where
pteridons cannot fly. It won't be ready for some months, but..."
4— Dainyl wasn't quite certain howto read the marshal's words. Wre they a
vei |l ed suggestion not to be too rash in dealing with Rhelyn, or a veiled
threat that the device could be used in place of Dainyl if he failed to be
ef fecA-tive?
"I'f I mght read that report..."

Dai nyl extended it.
The marshal read through ité&€”quickl ya€”and handed it back. "It's witten as a
copy. The original probably went to Herolt. Wrse luck, but we can't blame the
maj er for that. You make two copies of that personally, and give themto ne.
Keep the original copy | ocked away."
"Yes, sir." Dainyl had no doubts that there were at |east two nore
copi eséd€”the one that had gone to the colonel and the one for the majer's
personal files.
"Forbi dden |ifeforce weapons, Brekylt's colors, and where steers can observe.
That is provocation enough." Shastylt sniled coldly. "Submarshal, you have ny
| eave to inplement your plan for Hyalt inmediately. | will, of course, forward
copies of the report to Zelyert and Khe-laryt."
The use of the Duarch's nane without a title was anA-other indication that
Shastylt was angry, not just conA-cerned.

"There is one other thing you should consider, sir.
Shastylt raised his jet black eyebrows.

"The majer sent that copy of the report directly to ne."

"Did he say why?"

"No, sir. As you noted, it was a copy of the report to his colonel. | would
judge that he felt we needed to know faster than the normal reporting
channel s. "

"Or that he doesn't trust his colonel." Shastylt frowned. "Wy to you?"

"He was one of the company commanders in Dranur. He knows he is going outside
channel s. | suspect that he wanted a better chance for the report to be read
qui ckly."

"I's he the one that was nearly killed by the battalion commander for trying to
carry out his assigned tasks?"

"Yes, sir."

"That makes it even worse. If he's worried enough ..
"That's why | thought you shoul d know. "

"Can you | eave as soon as you meke those copies?"
"Yes, sir. I'll stop by my house for my gear, if that's satisfactory."
"Of course.”

Dai nyl inclined his head, then turned and depart ed.



Once back in his study, Dainyl began to copy the reA-port inmmediately.
Thankfully, it was short. He made three copies, despite the extra tine it cost
him and then handed two of themto the marshal before he took the duty coach
home and had it wait for him

Lystrana was not hone, but he left a note on the bed for her, saying very
little except that he was on an urgent mssion and didn't know when he woul d
be back. KnowA-ing his wife, he had the feeling she might understand where he
was headed, and possibly why, but those were not matters he wi shed to place in
witing to anyone. He took one of the spare sidearmholsters, and added it and
t he weapon to his belt.
The third sidearmwent in the small kit bag he packed

For a | ong nonent, he stood in the bedchanber. He could snell the faint and
lingering fragrance of Lystrana,

and he recal |l ed what she had said in the Duarch's garA-dens ... about Acorus
being a wonderful world, if people just wouldn't ruin it. Wuld what he was
about to begin preserve the goodness, or was it a nere reaction that would

| ead to the same rui nous end?

Finally, he picked up the bag and his flying jacket, and &4€¢ headed back out
to the waiting coach. Wiile it was too warmto wear the jacket in Elcien, he
had no doubts that he would need it for at least the first part of the flight
from Dereka to Hyalt.
Zelyert was not in the Hall of Justice, and the duty asA-sistant barely |ooked
at Dainyl as he wal ked past her and into the Tabl e chanber. Chastyl remained
out of sight, alA-though Dainyl sensed another presence somewhere nearby.
Since the recorder was clearly avoiding him Dainyl donned the flying jacket,
then stepped up onto the Table, and concentrated on the darkness beneath. He
dropped into the darkness ..

a purpl ed bl ackness than seened neither so dark as it once had, although
it was certainly not any less chill. He focused on the crinson-gold | ocator
that both represent edda€” and waséa€” Der eka.

Around himin the darkness that was the translation tube, he not only sensed
his destination nearing him but also that many others had used the tube
lately, and all with a deeper purple tinge. Wre those remants an indi A-cator
of stepped-up long translations fromlfyrn? O of wild translations? Both?
Behi nd and beyond the darkness, he was once nore aware of a deeper black, and
of traces of greenish gold. Wiy were the ancients nore active? Because of the
greater nunber of long translations? O because of whatever Brekylt and Sam st
were inplenmenting in Hyalt?
Bef ore he coul d speculate further, a faint shower of crinson-gold flew away
fromhim and.
he was standing on the Table in Dereka. Barely the slightest trace of

foggy m st wafted away from himas he stepped down onto the stone fl oor

"That was a very snooth translation, Submarshal. Only the slightest hint of

the cold fog." Recorder Jonyst was waiting in the doorway at the foot of the
staircase to the upper level library.

"Good afternoon, Jonyst."

"Good afternoon, Submarshal. 1'd hoped | wouldn't be seeing you this soon
again."

Dai nyl raised his eyebrows as he carried his kit toward the recorder

"Where you travel, trouble always has foll owed."

"Mere coincidence." Dainyl laughed, if slightly unA-easily.

"Coi nci dence inplies a randomess | have not seen around you."

"What trouble do you foresee this tinme?"

"If | knew that, Submarshal, | nmight not be so worA-ried." Jonyst offered an
ironic smle. "Most likely, I'd be nmore worried." H's eyes dropped to Dainyl's
belt, clearly taking in the two sidearm hol sters.

"I's Yadaryst up to sonething?"

"The honorabl e regional alector left for Ludar this norning. He has not yet
returned, but | expect he will be back shortly. He sel domremnains overnight in
Ludar."



"He doesn't trust his cousin?"

"Whul d you?" Jonyst's voice dripped irony.

Dai nyl shrugged. The gesture seened safer. "Wat else should | know?"

"Littl e has happened in Dereka since you were |ast hereéd€”except for the
col l apse of a section of the aqueduct. The city was without water for two
days. A stone support in the mountains collapsed. How eternastone could
col A-1 apse was not made clear to ne, but it happened."
The ancients? O one of Brekylt's weapons? As nuch as anythi ng made sense, the
ancients testing the alectors seemed nore likely to Dainyl. Certainly, wthout
wat er, Dereka woul d be uninhabitable for long with its current popul ation

"M ght | ask why you are here?"

"To look in on young Captain Fhentyl. As | can, | do try to keep in touch
wi th those conpany comanders who mi ght need ny presence.”

'The captain needs it less than many, fromwhat |'ve heard."

"He may need little supervision, indeed," replied Dainyl, "but submarshals
need to feel that their presence is salutatory."

Jonyst | aughed. "Guersa is down below. |'mcertain she'll be pleased to take
you wherever you need to go."

"Thank you."

The recorder only acconpani ed Dainyl so far as the upper level library, but

Dai nyl could feel Jonyst's eyes and Tal ent follow ng him

Guersa waited with the coach in the covered space just beyond the | ower door
She was renoving a fodder bag from one of the horses as he stepped out of the
ar chway.

"Submarshal, sir!" The driver smled warmy and quickly stowed the bag in the
space under the driver's, bench. "Do you need help with your gear?"

"No, thank you, Guersa." Dainyl had to wonder at her warnth. Landers were
usual |y reserved around al ectors. Was that because she had worked closely with
Jonyst? The young bl onde certainly had no Talent, except for the ability to
put people at ease, an ability Dainyl did not have instinctively and often had
wi shed he had. "To the MyrA-mdons." He paused. "How have things been for
you?"

Al t hough Guersa still smled, Dainyl could sense that his pleasantry had
surprised her.

"Except for the time two weeks back when we didn't have water, it's been a
good spring and sumer, sir."

"Anyt hi ng happen out of the ordinary?"

"Not having water wasn't ordinary, but it didn't take that long for the
engineers to get matters fixed. That could be because there were a | ot of
them™

A lot of engineers? In Dereka? Dainyl didn't like that. "It's good that they
could fix it quickly."
"Yes, sir."

He clinbed into the coach and set his kit on the seat across fromhim
cl osing the coach door. The small w nA-dows were down.
As Cuersa turned the coach southward on the main boul evard, Dainyl |ooked out
at the city. The sun hung barely above the peaks of the Upper Spine
Mountains," to the west, bearing just a trace of gold against the silver-green
sky. Asterta was at its zenith, but Selena had not yet risen

He surveyed the streets and shops as the coach carried hi msouthward, but he
coul d neither see nor sense anyA-thing unusual. That bothered him Ws he too
late? But... too late for what?

He shook his head and continued to watch the city as he passed through it, but
there were no nore guards than usual outside the RA' s pal acel i ke buil di ng.
When Dai nyl stepped out of the coach outside the gate to the Myrm don
conpound, he turned to the driver. "Thank you."
"WIl you be needing a ride back, sir?"
"Not tonight. | can send a messenger if | need you toA-norrow, can't |?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good." Dainyl smiled, then lifted his kit, turned, and wal ked t hrough the



gate.

Captai n Fhentyl was waiting when Dainyl wal ked into the Fifth Conpany
headquarters buil di ngd€”al t hough the captain was breathing rapidly.
"CGood afternoon, Captain."

"Sir ... we didn't expect..."

"Sonetines, it happens that way." Dainyl snmiled. "A monment, if you would,
Captain."

"Ch, yes, sir. This way, sir." The tall captain turned and led the way to his
st udy.

Dai nyl let Fhentyl enter first, then followed, and closed the study door
behi nd hi nsel f.

Fhentyl shifted his weight fromboot to boot. "Sir... is there ... a problenP"
After a nonment, Dainyl smiled politely. "Not mat |
know of. We'll see tonorrow. |I'll be conducting a full kit inspection for al

of Fifth Conpany, Captain. First thing tonorrow norning at nuster. The entire
conpany, with all depl oynent weapons and gear."
"Yes, sir." Fhentyl wasn't experienced enough to hide his consternation and
curiosity. "Yes, sir." He looked as if he wanted to ask why, but did not dare.
"Every so often, it's necessary. Your Myrm dons need to understand that they
must be ready to fly at a noment's notice. By giving you a little warning, |I'm
hopi ng that the next time won't be as much of a shock. | expect everyA-thing
to be ready at norning nuster."
"Yes, sir." The captain paused. "There are runors that sonmething is happening
in the east."”
"There are always runors." Dainyl |aughed. "Few are anywhere near the truth.”
These days, the runors are |less disturbing than the truth is proving to be.

He woul d have liked to have said nmore, but while he trusted Fhentyl, he didn't
trust nmuch of anything else in Dereka, except perhaps Jonyst, and
surprisingly, his driver. So far as Dainyl could tell, even the walls m ght
report to someone. "After | drop ny kit in quarters, I'll be wal king through
t he compound. "
"Yes, sir." Fhentyl |ooked concerned, but Dainyl gathA-ered no sense of guilt.
That in itself was sonmewhat reassuring to Dainyl, but not enough to change his
resol ve about keeping his plans to hinself until the |ast possible nonent.
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Wearing his flying jacket and carrying his own gear, Dainyl stepped out into
the cool norning air that still filled the Myrm don conpound. Al though the sky
was a cloudl ess and bright silver-green, the sun had

not yet cleared the higher peaks of the barrier range to the east of the
conpound, and the courtyard remai ned shadowed.

He had barely left the senior officers' quarters before Captain Fhentyl
appr oached.
"Good nmorning, sir." Fhentyl inclined his head. "Is there anything ... ?"
"There is." Dainyl smled. "Fit one of the pteridons in first squad with a
second saddl e. "
"Yes, sir." Fhentyl's eyes dropped to the gear bag Dainyl carried. "Wuld you
like that stowed on that pteridon?"

Dai nyl couldn't help grinning. "That woul d be hel pful. Has anyone el se figured
it out?"

"No, sir. Well... if they have, no one's saying." Fhentyl took the gear bag.

" Good. "

"Sir? Can you tell nme ... ?"

"Not yet. We still have an inspection to carry out. After the inspection, hold
everyone in formation, and |I'Il brief you and the squad | eaders. Then we'll
[ift off."

"Ri ght then?"

Dai nyl nodded. "W have a very difficult situation facA-ing us.'
"Do you have any trai nees who m ght becone riders?"

"Just one, sir, that would be ready for a pteridon.™

"Better bring him too."

He paused.



"Her. Her name is Brytra."
"I hope we won't need her, but it's possible.”
"Let ne take care of your gear and the two extra sadA-dles, then, sir.
Fhentyl turned toward one of the support alectors and gestured.
Dai nyl turned away and wal ked al ong the | ow pteridon squares, taking in the
activity as the Myrm dons readied for nmuster. He |listened as well as watched.
"... full gear inspection ..."
"... don't like that... means trouble ... especially with a submarshal..."
"Especially this submarshal ..."
Dai nyl forced hinself to keep wal ki ng.
pteridon he was flying got destroyed and he fell onto a pile of rock and

survived. ..’
" he got rid of two commanders ..
"Careful. That's himover there."

It seened that no matter how nmuch Dainyl had tried to keep matters quiet,
things still filtered out, and usually inA-accurately. He turned and wal ked
briskly back to join Fhentyl at the front of the assenbl ed conpany.
"Stand by for inspection!" FhentyFs voice carried across the conpound, and the
few nurnurs died away.
The conpany conmmander turned to Dainyl. "Submar-shal, Fifth Conpany stands
ready for inspection."
"Thank you, Captain." Dainyl nodded and wal ked toward the first squad.
The inspection took only about a glass. Fhentyl had clearly passed the word,
because Dai nyl found no di screpanci esd€”and he usually did. He'd been a ranker
| ong enough to know where the fliers m ght cut corners, but fromwhat he could
tell, no one had.
After Dainyl conpleted surveying the last pteridon in the fourth squad, the
two officers wal ked back to the front of the formation
"I"ve sel dom seen a conpany this well prepared on such short notice. \Wat
exactly did you tell thenP"

Fhentyl smiled faintly. "Well, sir, | just said that | was a relatively new
conmander, but that you'd spent soneA-thing like forty years as a ranker and
had forgotten nore tricks than | ever knew and that you |liked to see things
done right."

Dai nyl didn't doubt Fhentyl's words. He al so susA-pected Fhentyl hadn't told
hi m everyt hing he'd passed on to his squad | eaders. "Call up your squad

| eaders. "
"Yes, sir." The captain turned. "Squad |eaders, forA-ward!"
Once the officers arrived, Dainyl surveyed the four undercaptai nséd€”three nen,
one worman. He coul d sense the experience, probably nore experience than
Fhent yl

had, but the captain held a certain charism, as well as forethought. Dainyl
had gathered that fromhis previous neeting with Fhentyl, and fromthe
captain's reports to headquarters.
After a noment, he spoke. "Captain, Undercaptains, Fifth Conpany is flying out

this very monent. 1'Il be diA-recting the flight. | will announce our
destination at the first rest break. | realize that ms is an unusua
procedure, but we face unusual circunmstances. These will becone clear as we

near our objective."
Fhentyl swall owed, ever so slightly.
"Any questions? Ot her than our destination, that is."

"Can you tell us how long we'll be gone?" asked Fhentyl.
"No. What happens in the next few days will determine that. It could be a very
short depl oynent or one far longer. A great deal will be asked of you and your

MrA-midons, and | think it's fair to say that you were selected for this
because you are the only conpany that could posA-sibly acconplish what needs
to be done."

"Can we | et anyone know?"

"Not at present. Surprise is inportant. Later, yes. |'mnot taking you off
somewhere, never to be heard from again." Dainyl |aughed. "Remenber, I'mwth



you, and | also have a wife who's expecting a child."
He could sense a certain | essening of tension after his |last remarks.

"Once you return to your squads, we'll lift off inmediA-ately. 1'll be flying
| ead and point for the first leg."
"No one | eaves the courtyard," Fhentyl added. He turned to Dainyl. "Is there

anyt hing el se, sir?"
"Not at the noment."
"Di sm ssed to squads. Prepare to lift off."

"Yes, sir."
As the squad | eaders headed back to their squads, Fhentyl cleared his throat.
"Sir, | have you flying with Galya in squad one. She's one of the younger

fliers, but very skilled."
Dai nyl recalled the Myrm don, because she had been the only woman in first

squada€”and petite for an alec-tress. "And because she's small... and |ess
| oad on the pteridon?"
"Yes, sir."

"That's fine." The other reason was unspoken. Fhentyl understood that whatever
Dai nyl had in mind was dangerA-ous, and he didn't want two officers on the
same pteridon.

Dai nyl wal ked across the courtyard toward first squad. According to the maps,
and what he recalled fromhis own flying, there was a | ake on the east side of
t he Upper Spine Muntains that woul d make a good restagi ng and briefing point.
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Mykel felt belter on Tridi &€” except when he nmoved suddenl ya€”and ri di ng out
fromthe old garrison was al nbost a pleasure in the cool breeze fromthe

nort hA-east. The cool er weather was a wel come change fromthe hot dry air that
had bl anketed Hyalt for the past week.

He rode beside Cul eyt, since Fourteenth Conpany would be relieving Thirteenth
Conpany at the new comA-pound. He woul d have preferred to have had all seven
conpani es in one placeé€”the new compoundéd€”but it woul d be weeks at best
before that was possible, given the mess inside the walls. He'd hoped to be
able to nove the battalion sooner, but, as always, everything took |longer than
pl anned.
As they rode east fromthe high road along the dirt track that Third
Battalion's mounts had turned into a rough road, Cul eyt cleared his throat.
"Sir? Where do you think all the strange creatures are coming fron®"

"That's a good question,"” Mkel replied. "I wish | knew. "

"Never seen anything Iike them and no one else has, either."

Mykel had the feeling that wasn't quite true. "Unless the al ectors have. Maybe
that's why they have pteridons."

"If that's so, sir, why aren't they here?"

"Maybe they will be, once the Marshal of Myrm dons gets ny reports. In the
nmeantime, Captain, they're our problem™

"Yes, sir." CQuleyt was silent for a time, then cleared his throat again.
"Doesn't it seemsort of funny, sir? | nean, the Myrm dons have their

pteri dons and skylances, and all we have is rifles and horses, but we're here,
and they're not."

"They were here," Mkel pointed out, although he'd asked hinmself the sane sort
of questions nore than a few tines.
"But they didn't stay."
"No, they didn't. The only thing | can figure is that mere aren't that nany of
mem There's nothing in the organi zaA-tional charts that says how many

Myrm dons there are.”
"There isn't?" Cul eyt sounded surprised.
"No. |'ve done sone figuring and listening, and 1'd be surprised if there are
nore than ten conpani es of them Their conpanies are nuch smaller man ours,
maybe only twenty-five pteridons to a conpany. | heard somewhere that they
have five to a squad. There's a conpany in El-cien, and one in Ludar, and a
couple in Alustre, and one in Dereka. That's five. I'msure nere are others,
but | haven't seen anything on them Now ... how many comA-pani es do we have



just in HE cien?"

"Four battalions ... twenty comnpanies ..
"And there are four battalions out of Alustre alone. We're training two nore
conpani es here, and Majer Do-hark is building up to a battalion in Dramur.”
Cul eyt nodded slowy. "You're saying that they only

handl e the worst of things because they have so nuch to cover."

"I'"mjust guessing, but nothing el se nakes nmuch sense.™

"They travel faster than a nount."

"That's true, but it takes two days for one of their pteri-dons to fly from
Elcien to Dranmur. That would nmean that it would take a full day to fly here
fromEl cien and al nost that from Ludar. And they use them for urgent

di spatches as well."

Cul eyt laughed. "So ... it's the sanme as always. W get |left scraping out the
barrel with a short spoon.™

"Pretty much," returned Mykel

"Why did you join the Cadmians, sir, if | mght ask?"

"I didn't want to be a tiler or a crafter, and ny hands don't work that way.
I'mnot smart enough to be an engi A-neer, and the idea of grubbing coins in
trade didn't appeal nuch either. | couldn't see spending ny whole life in

Fai -tel. \What el se was there?"

"Thi nk you woul d have done it different if you knew what you know now?"

Mykel laughed. "That's a fool's question, Captain. W don't get that choice.
Anyway, all of us could learn fromour mstakes, but who's to say that we just
woul dn't make different ones?" There were so many deci sions he'd nade that had
been unwi se, yet would he have | earned what he had if he'd al ways made the
"prudent” decision? And even when he had made the "prudent" decision, as in
the case of finding Rachyla with a rifle in her cart, that pruA-dence had
gotten himinto nore difficulties man inpruA-dence ever woul d have

"There is that, sir."

Mykel just nodded. A mané&€”particularly a Cadm an officeré€”-could go crazy
second- guessi ng hinsel f. He | ooked ahead toward the walls of the new conpound,
risA-ing fromthe flat knoll just ahead. As the roan carried himup the gentle
south slope to the front gate aread€”where the gates had yet to be
instal | eda€”he could see that the

stable walls were nearly conplete, and that another group of crafters was
begi nning to hoist the roof timbers into place on the end of the building
where the walls had been conpl et ed.

"Captain . . . I'"'mgoing to check on the crafters. Send a nessenger to report
to me when you' ve relieved ThirA-teenth Conpany."
"Yes, sir."

Mykel rode through the unfinished gates, surveying the conpound. Wile the
bui | di ng work was progressing, the ground inside the walls was a churned and
rutted ness. An area against the western well |ess than twenty yards square
was all that had been paved. Rather than di snmount, he had his mount pick his
way across and around the piles of building stone and the stacks of tinbers
that were set, seemingly at random throughout the unpaved courtyard.

Styndal stood just to the west of the unfinished south doorway to the stables,
tal king to several nen.

Mykel reined up and waited.

Styndal finally finished and then turned. "Morning, Mjer. Wiat can | do for
you?"

Mykel gestured toward the rutted ground. "How | ong before you finish the
stabl e? | thought you said you could pave sone of the courtyard as you went. |
checked with Poel dyn. He said there was enough of the stone for paving..."
"There is indeed, Majer." Styndal gestured to his right. "It's stacked there
in the northwest corner. Wiat we don't have are the wagons to bring in the
gravel and crushed rock to go under it. The ground here was pasture. Seens
hard enough, but even a little water and it turns to a squishy clay. Can't set
stone on that."

Mykel nodded. It was just as he'd suspected and feared. "You can only do what



you can do. How | ong beA-fore you can get gravel and rock?"

"W can get sonme nore in two-three days. The teanmsters can haul nore of the
dressed stone than Poel dyn's stone-workers can cut and dress. So we've been
alternating."”

"And the stabl es?"

"A week, maybe two. That's for the building and roof. Stalls and doors and
inside walls, three weeks after that. Could be |onger."

From what Mykel could tell, he wasn't about to have di e conmpound anywhere
close to being finished until |ate harvest, nmaybe even nmidfall after that&€”or
early winter if things went really wong. No matter what he had pl anned,
somet hing was m ssing or overl ooked or scarce ... or took nore tine.

"Be a lot longer, Mjer, except that tines aren't that good in Hyalt."

"The flocks and herds | ook heal thy enough," ventured Mkel.

"The herders are losing nore animals than they usuA-ally do, and it's drier
Doesn't count the ones that get carA-ried off by poachers and ... other
t hi ngs."

"Strange creatures?"

"Who knows? I'd be thinking it's poachers, nyself, but there aren't any signs
of brigands, and no nore dried nutton and beef is showing up in the markets in
the cities of the square, and none here. If nore were, prices'd be com ng
down, and not going up. Can't see where the neat woul d be going."

Mykel nodded. He had an idea where it was goi ngd€” the sane pl ace where the

m ssi ng horses had gone. That suggested even nore that the regional alector
was doi ng somet hing that wasn't approved by the Marshal of Myrm dons&€”or by
t he Duarches. "You can only do what you can, but the sooner the compound is

finished, and opA-erating, the happier everyone is likely to be." He grinned.
"I know. There won't be as many coins for building, but there will be two
conpani es here, instead of one, and that will help everyone."

"I can see that, Mjer." Styndal glanced toward the far end of the stable. "If

you don't need me further..."

"The stable comes first." Mykel gestured to suggest the craftnmaster get on
wi th what had caught his eye.

Styndal turned, took several steps, and bellowed, "Set it down! Now The far
edge is alnost off the stone!"

Mykel watched as the triangular frane of tinbers was |owered gently back down
and as Styndal cornered the crane foreman.

" do that again, and you'll be lucky to be gathering gravel in the quarry
The majer hid a wy snmile. It didn't seemto matter. There was al ways someone
cutting corners. He guided the roan toward the small paved area of the
conmpound, then reined up short. Fromhis closer vantage point, he could see
where the ground had been dug away at the edges and where a crushed rock base
had been placed, filled with sand and finer gravel, and then tanped down.
The sound of a wagon rose above the sounds of conA-struction. Mykel turned his
mount and rode toward the south gate. He waited for Troral to reach him

"Mpjer," began Troral, once the factor had halted his cart. "I thought I'd
find you out here. | got word that your blankets'll be here next week."
"You'll have to hold themuntil the barracks are ready," Mkel replied.

"I"ll have to pay the factors in Dekhron," Troral said, "or send them back."
Mykel refrained fromsighing. "I told you mat we coul dn't use themuntil the
barracks were ready."

"I couldn't guarantee delivery without a firmdate beA-fore harvest. | told
you that."

"Hal f when they get here, half when the barracks are done."
"You're a hard man, Majer."

"You're a far better factor than | am Troral." Mykel laughed. "I'mliving in
a single roomw thout wi ndows or doors, and you've got a far nicer place, 1'd
say."

"Six parts out of ten," pressed the factor
"I can only draw so nuch. You know that. If | can't draw enough to keep



construction going, it will be even

| onger before I'll need the bl anketsd€”and you'll |ose on that end."
"Then | will have to trust to your good faith, Majer." The factor offered a
dol eful smle.
"W both do what we can."
"That would be true." Troral stepped away fromthe cart and extended a heavy
parchnent envel ope to Mykel. "You have acquai ntances in high places, it
seens. "

Mykel tried not to frown as he | eaned forward and took the envel ope. The heavy
paper &€” or parchnment &€"was stiff in his fingers. The outer envel ope bore an
ornate seal above the name: Seltyr El baryk.

Mykel felt a cold chill, despite the warnth of the norning. Wiy would the
seltyr be sending hima mesA-sage? Had sonet hi ng happened to Rachyl a? O was
she being married off to someone somewhere to get her out of the way?
"Mpjer... are you one ... ?" Troral broke off the words abruptly.

Mykel understood. At tinmes, the younger sons of those with wealth were sent to
t he Cadm ans&€”but generally to a conpany on the far side of Corus fromtheir
famly. "No. I'mnot, but |I've had sonme dealings with the seltyr's famly."
Not all of them pl easant.
Troral eyed Mykel specul atively.
"And not in the matter of coins, Factor Troral."
Troral | ooked away, but did not nove.
The second envel ope held his name and assi gnnent: Majer Mykel, Conmmandi ng,
Third Battalion, Cadnian Munted Rifles.

The outside of the third envel ope was bl ank. Mykel . opened it.
This is to informyou that Rachyla, a favored cousin of the Seltyr El baryk,
and Herisha, the highly honA-ored sister of her nother, will be serving in

Tenpre as the seltyr's resident chatelaines for Herisha' s nephew Amaryk.
Amaryk is the seltyr's factoring

representative in Tenpre for the famly's new factorA-age there...
There was no signature, but the handwiting was el eA-gant. It was Rachyla's.
The announcenent was a nessage. There was no doubt of that, or of the |less
than veiled sarcasmin the wording. Mykel wasn't quite sure what that message
m ght be. Was it merely an announcenent? A veil ed suggestion that he m ght be
wel cone to call on her in Tenpre? The last time they had tal ked, in Southgate,
her tone had been anythi ng but encouragi ng.
"How did this come to you?" Mykel asked.
"Wth the post and the nessages from other factors.™

Rachyl a doubt| ess had slipped the mssive in with other announcenent s&€” or
Heri sha had. The inpersonal nature of the words suggested that she was not
sure it would not be found or read by others, although Mykel had the sense
that the seal had not been broken or altered when he had received it.
"Seltyr Elbaryk is a powerful factor, Mjer," Troral announced.
"I discovered that in Southgate, Troral. His palace is rather ... inpressive."
Mykel offered a smle. "Thank you for delivering the message. Do | owe you for
it?"
“Ah..."
"A half silver?"
"That's usual ," adnitted the factor

Mykel sensed the reluctant honesty. He fished out the coin and extended it.
"Thank you." Troral inclined his head. "I need to see Styndal as well."

Mykel noved the roan into the shadow on the west end of the newly conpl eted
wal | . There he read the short anA-nouncenent again. The words meant little
more than they had the first time. He remained in the saddle, still thinkA-ing
about why Rachyl a had sent such a nessage.

Less than a tenth of a gl ass passed before the sound of

hoofs distracted him A Cadmian in uniformwas riding quickly up the sl ope,
nmoving at a quick trot.
"Mpjer! Sir!" The rider reined up | ess than two yards from Mykel
"What is it?"



"Undercaptain Loryalt, sir, thought you mght like to know ..." The Cadm an
paused to cough and clear his throat. "One of the nen off-duty, he got into
real trouble in Hyalt."

Sacyrt, Mykel thought, but he refrained from asking. "Wat sort of trouble?"
"He took a fancy to a tavern wench |ast night and nade off with her. Her man
di scovered it and went after him He killed him"

"Who killed whonP" asked Mykel

"Ch, it was Sacyrt, and he killed the local. Took half the duty squad to bring
hi m back. He broke Siliast's arm"

"Wait here for ne. 1'll be right back."

Mykel found Troral and Styndal next to the north wall. He thought they were
argui ng, but both stopped and turned as he rode up

Mykel reined up and addressed Troral. "W have a problem | wanted to inform
you, as head of the council, that one of ny rankers apparently murdered a man
in Hyalt. I"'mreturning to find out what happened. W will be conducting a
court-martial, probably tonorrow or the next day."

"Mpjer... told you that you brought too many nen."

"That wasn't ny decision, Factor Troral. | have to fol A-low ny orders. |If ny
man is guilty, he will pay, and there will be reconpense.” M/kel's words cane
out like ice. "I wanted you to hear it fromne, and to know that | do not take
this lightly."

"I thank you, Majer." Troral's words were as cold as Mykel's.
Mykel turned the roan.

"... told him I did ..." That was Troral

"You heard him Majer has to foll ow orders. You hear

the way he tal ked? That fellow s guilty ... wouldn't want to be in his boots
"Maybe not... shouldn't have been here. Didn't need all those Cadmi ans ..."

Mykel kept riding toward the north gate. He needed to tell Culeyt before he
headed back to Hyalt. As he rode toward the captain, Mkel reflected that it
was too bad Sacyrt couldn't have been one of those killed when the mniature
pteridons had attacked Seventeenth Conpany, but it seemed |like that sort of
t hi ng never happened to the troubl emakers. Mykel kept a wy grin to

hi nsel f &€” Mpaj er Vacl yn had doubtl ess thought the sanme about Mykel. Soneti nes,
it was all a matter of viewpoint.

Early as the day was, he wasn't |ooking forward to what he had to dod€”and he
had nmore than a season | eft before the conpound woul d be conpl eted, and who
knew what troubles would cone of the strange creatures and al ectors?
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The Fifth Myrm don Conpany flew al A-nost due west from Dereka follow ng the
pass created by the ancient high road that eventually |l ed to Dekhron. Dainyl
called a halt at m dnorning, when he sighted the snmall lake in the hills to
the west of the nore rugged sl opes, an oval of gray-blue, with a long fl at
stone ridge on its west side, the natural damthat had created the | ake.

Bet ween the ridge and the nmeadow to the southwest, there was enough flat space
for the full conpany, al A-though the wildflowers and grass woul d take sone
punA-i shnment from so many pteridons and Myrmi dons.

Once the conpany was down, Dainyl drew Fhentyl aside.

"Captain, Fifth Conmpany has been chosen for a diffiA-cult task."

"l had that idea, sir."

"The regional alector in Hyalt has been building a force of renegade al ectors,
and sonme are arned with sky-lances powered, not by pteridons, but by special
carts."

"There have been runors ... but those were about the east..."

"There seens to be a connection,” Dainyl admtted. "In any event, we'll be
setting down toni ght about twenty vingts north of Hyalt. There's a way station
there. TonorA-row norning, 1'Il need two pteridons to fly to Hyalt early to
nmeet with the Cadmian majer there. On my return, first squad will acconpany ne
to the regional alector's comA-pound, as if on a normal inspection. The

remai nder of the conmpany will follow, with a separation of several vingts,



flying as | ow as possible to remain out of sight."

"Then what ?"

"We' || have to see. There are several possibilities. First, they could attenpt
to attack the pteridons. Or they could attenpt to invite ne in for sone
treachery. Or they could hole up in their redoubt."

"Redoubt ?" questi oned the Myrni don capt ain.

"Much of the regional alector's space is actually carved into a nountai nside.
| believe it is one of the earA-lier Table locations. That may be why the
rebel s picked this locale.™

"You don't expect themto surrender?"

"That is rather unlikely. The kind of weaponry that they have devel oped is
forbi dden. The creation of an adA-ditional armed force without the pernission
of the duarches is a crinme against themand the Archon. Mst likely, they wll
refuse us entry, or seemto grant it and nen attenpt some form of treachery.
If that is the case, then you and three squads of Fifth Conpany, as well as
part of the Cadmian Battalion, will have to contain themwhile | undertake

ot her actions."”

Fhentyl nodded, |ess than happily.

"Al so, the renegades will likely be wearing uniforns of silver and bl ack."

"Li ke those in the east?"

"The colors are the sanme. | don't know about the design. Now... if those
weapons are brought out, your Myrmdons will need to aimat the carts. That's
where the power supA-plies are. W'll go over all of this tonight, and again
tomorA-row, after | neet with the Cadmian majer." Dainyl paused, then
gestured. "If you'd gather the officers, Fhentyl."

"Yes, sir."
As Fhentyl hurried off, Dainyl considered what he had said. Too little

i nformation, and subordi nates didn't know enough to act effectively. Too much,
and nost were conA-fused. Deciding how nuch was al ways the probl em

Wthin monents, Fhentyl returned with the undercap-tains.

"Captain... Undercaptains,"” Dainyl began, "we're headed for an operation in
Hyalt. We'll be stopping short of Hyalt tonight. There appears to be a group
of rebel alec-tors who have taken over the regional alector's headquarA-ters
in Hyalt, and we will have to handle this with both force and delicacy. W
don't believe that they're aware that we yet know the situation, but if we
appear in force, that will certainly show that. That's why we won't fly al
the way to Hyalt today, and why we will have a two-part plan tonorrow " He
paused, letting his words sink in. "I'Il brief you in nore detail tonight, but
| wanted to let you know what you're facing." He smiled, wyly. "Especially
since | promised to tell you at the first stop after |eaving Dereka. As soon
as you tell your squads, we'll be lifting off again."

"Yes, sir," replied all five officers in unison

"Let's go."

Dai nyl |et Undercaptain Hyksant tell first squad before he headed back to
rejoin Galya and her pteridon

"Submarshal, sir..."

"Yes, Galya?" Dainyl stopped short of her and the pteridon

'These rebels ... they're really al ectors?"

"We don't know if all of themare alectors, but nost are. The Marshal of

Myrm dons has been aware t hat

somet hi ng was happening for a time, but until we had firmreports of
for bi dden weapons, he felt he needed to defer action."

"Sir... if I mght ask ..." ventured the petite alec-tress. "Forbidden
weapons?"

"Li ke your skylance, without a pteridon. They're forA-bidden because they
deplete lifeforce."

The Myrni don nodded.

"Mount up!" ordered Undercaptai n Hyksant.

Dai nyl slipped into the saddle, far nmore stiffly man the lithe Galya. He'd be
sore, very sore, by the time they reached Hyalt, yet once he had fl own day



after day. But being sore was going to be the least of his difficulties. O
that he had no doubt.
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, It took Mykel alnost a glass to ride back to the conmpound. He had barely

di smount ed and blotted his forehead when he saw Undercaptain Loryalt headi ng
across the courtyard toward him Despite the cooler air and the breeze, the
ri de back had been hot, and parts of his back stung where sweat had gotten to
the burns, deA-spite the dressings.

"Sir? 1'll take your mount." One of the Seventeenth Company

ranker s&€” Ei sent &4€” appear ed.

"Thank you." Mykel handed over the roan's reins.

Undercaptain Loryalt continued to cross the dusty courtyard toward Mykel . The
maj er waited.

Loryalt stopped. "Sir."

"Under capt ai n. What happened?”

"I't was Sacyrt, sir. He was off-duty, and he slipped out sonetine [ast night.
He net one of the tavern wenches and took her off. He'd even paid for a room
in one of the... houses."

"What passes for the local brothel? O one of then"

"Ah ... yes, sir."

"Then what ?"

"Her mand€”we don't know i f he was actually her husbandéd€”he foll owed them and
surprised them He deA-nmanded coins."

Mykel shook his head. "That's an old trick."

"Sacyrt thought so, too. He |laughed at the fellow"

" And?"
"The idiot pulled a knife. There was a fight. Not nmuch of one. Sacyrt killed
himand then ... he had his way with the woman. She didn't |ike that nuch. He

beat her some, and the woren in the house called for the patrollers. Sacyrt
barred the door. They cane down here ..."

"Wait a monent," Mykel said. "He left last night. | didn't hear anything when
| left this norning."

"No, sir. He checked in last night, then slipped back out He didn't meet her
until maybe two-three hours before dawn. They were drinking some in the room
Probably wasn't until close to dawn when all this happened. The patrollers
took their time. They decided he was crazy, and they waited. They didn't know,
not then, that he'd killed the other nman. The body was in the room The
patrollers got to the conpound just after you and Fourteenth Conpany left. |
didn't know Sacyrt had killed anyone then."

Mykel nodded. He didn't like it, but the tim ng nade nore sense. "I heard
there were some injuries in the duty squad."

Loryalt did not quite neet Mykel's eyes. "Yes, sir. They had to break into the
room Sacyrt tried to take Sil-iast's weapon. Siliast didn't want to shoot.
Sonehow, Sacyrt broke his arm The squad | eader clubbed Sacyrt, and they tied
hi m up and brought hi m back. W've got himin the gaol below It took sone
doing to get himtied up there. The patrollers took care of the locals."
"Were they sure Sacyrt killed the man?"

"Yes, sir. Dartyl made sure of that. Stabbed right through the eye. The body
was cold."

"Well have to deal with this quickly. We'll hold the

court-martial in the town square tomorrow norning,- beA-ginning a glass after
nmuster." Mykel |ooked squarely at Loryalt. "You are responsible for making
sure all witA-nesses are there, and that Sacyrt is there as well. Under no

ci rcunmst ances nmust he escape. |If you have trouble with the patrollers or
anyone, let me know i nmedi ately."

"I'n the town square?"

"I want every person in town to be aware of what hapA-pens."

"You sound like you think it's all his fault, sir."

Even knowi ng what he had felt about Sacyrt, Mykel wasn't all that certain. He
forced a pained snmile. "There are two possibilities, Undercaptain. He is



guilty, or he is not. If he is not guilty, everyone in Hyalt nust know that
and nust understand why. Do you see why?"

"Yes, sir."

"If we hold a private court-nmartial here, and he is not guilty, what do you
think will happen? Do you want your nen going into town alone or |ate?"
"No, sir."

"The sane is true if he is guilty. The townspeople nmust see that we will
puni sh our own."

"Yes, sir." Loryalt nodded reluctantly. "You'll preside?"

"Yes, but 1'd like you to request that the town justicer sit beside ne."
"Yes, sir."

Mykel coul d sense the undercaptain's confusion. "It's a gesture of respect. It
doesn't change anything. Now ... you have a great deal to do."
"Yes, sir." Loryalt nodded, then turned.

Mykel wal ked slowy toward his quarters. In a way, he w shed that Sacyrt had
just knifed someone in the tavern, but like everything el se, neither the
court-martial nor the situation with the locals was going to be sinple. But
t he sooner he addressed it, the better. Things could only get uglier and

wor se.
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The way station was hardly adequate, but it had a spring, and enough shelter
under roof for the twenty-three Myrnmidons. Still, Dainyl was stiff when he

rose on Quattri. Even stretching and bending didn't help that nuch. It had
been years since he'd slept on a way-station pallet, and he hadn't nissed that
experience in the slightest. He also did not enjoy the field rations that
much, but since the plan was his, he had no one else to blane. Before eating,
he studied the maps a last tine to refresh his menmory of the area.
After eating, he turned to Fhentyl. "I'Il be taking Galya and one other flier
to pay a call on Majer Mkel."
"Just two pteridons, sir? You think that's safe?"
"Two. W& won't be going anywhere near the RA's reA-doubt. Not until | confer
with the majer. There's also a fairly high line of hills just to the north and
east of the conmpound. Directly north, the hills are too rugged. The conmpound
is at least five vingts west of the town."
"Strange, that is."

Dai nyl silently agreed, but that was the way it was and had been for hundreds,
if not thousands, of years. "Wen | get back, we'll nmeet with the

under capt ai ns and go over what comes next." He paused. "If... just in case, |
don't come back, take the entire conpany and find Majer Mykel and |earn
everything you can. Leave the RA alone. Then take the entire conpany straight
to Elcien.”
"Not back to Dereka?"
"No. To Elcien, and report directly to the marshal ."
"Yes, sir."
"Who el se woul d you suggest acconpany Gal ya and ne?"
"Under capt ai n Hyksant has suggested Dyrmant, sir. He's quite good with the
lance. So is Galya."

Dai nyl nodded and went in search of Galya and Dyr-

mant. Not surprisingly, they were ready, their pteridons away fromthe
others, to the north of the waystation, facA-ing into the |ight breeze from
the west.
"Submarshal, sir."
"Ready to fly?"

"Yes, sir."
"We're heading south to Hyalt. I'd like you to fly fairly low, no nore than a
hundred yards above the high road. Just followit to the town, and we'll set

down in the old garrison or as close as you can."

Bot h Myrm dons nodded.

Gal ya mounted, and Dainyl followed, after cinching his flying jacket closed,
taking the silvery saddl e behind hers and checki ng the harness and strappi ng



in.
The pteridon leapt into the light wind, its |eathery blue w ngs spreadi ng.

Dai nyl could sense the burst of Talent . energy required as the pteridon
clinbed, turning southA-ward in a slow arc before steadying on a course just
to the east of and parallel to the high road that led into Hyalt.

Bel ow, the grass appeared greener fromthe air than it had nerely underfoot. A
fai nt haze clouded the southern horizon, suggesting warner air night soon be
approachA-ing. There were few huts or steads on the rolling hills to the north
of Hyalt, but alnost i mediately, they passed over a ridge that held a narrow
road that hugged the ridge and headed eastward.

Dai nyl followed the road with his eyes and noted that it ended in a small

ham et bel ow a nodest wood on the north side of the ridge. After a tine, he

| ooked forward again.

Ahead was Hyalt, | ooking froma distance nore |ike a hodgepodge of reddi sh and
brown buil di ngs clustered randomy around the high road. Bel ow, Dainyl could
see clearly the walls and buildings of the new Cadm an comA- pound on a knol
just to the normof the town and east of the high road. Mjer Mykel had
definitely picked a spot that was designed for defense, and fromthe stream on
the east side, one with water as well. That didn't surprise Dainyl, not where
t he maj er was concer ned.

Because of what he had seen in the Table at Lysia, Dainyl could pick out the
town square. He frowned. There were a goodly nunber of Cadmi ans, nounted and
in ranks, on one side of the square, as well as townspeoA-ple. Should he |and
t here?

He decided against it. He had no idea where the majer was, and it was probably
better to start with the garrison
"That must be the garrison there, on that rise to the west.'

Gal ya gestured

"I't"ll be tight setting down there."
"Set down in the road outside, then."
"Yes, sir."

Dyrmant continued to circle, skylance out, as Gal ya brought her pteridon down
into a flare. The long wings barely mssed the walls of the garrison

As Dai nyl disnounted, he could see that Galya al so held her skylance at the
ready. "Just wait here."

Gal ya nodded.
Dai nyl took a score of steps toward the gateless entry.
"Sir... Marshal ?" stuttered the sentry.

"Submarshal Dainyl. Where's Majer Mkel ?"

"Sir, he's not here...."

"Submarshal, sir!" called a stronger voice.

Dai nyl saw a fanmiliar captain's face, but had to search for the man's nanme for
a nonent. "Captain Rhystan."

"Yes, sir." Rhystan cane to a halt short of the submarA-shal and stiffened
slightly. "You' re | ooking for Majer Mykel? He is holding a court-martial. One
of the rankers killed a |ocal who was trying to get coins fromhim The mgjer
felt the |ocals should see the process.”

Dai nyl gl anced nrough the gap where the gates had once been into the
near-rui ned courtyard beyond.

"The court-martial is in the town square, sir," continA-ued Rhystan. "The
majer felt that hol ding the proceedi ng here woul d not have been appropriate,
for a nunber of reasons."

"l can see that. I'll ride down there, then. 1'll need a nount."

"I"ll send a squad with you, sir." The captain gestured to

the sentry. "Tell Wolent to nount second squad and reA-port here with a
spare nount for the Submarshal. On the double.”

"Yes, sir!"

Dai nyl surveyed the captain. Unlike Mykel, he clearly had no Talent, and he
seened slightly older than the ma-jer. "How have nmatters been goi ng here,
Capt ai n?"

"Did you receive the magjer's dispatch to you, sir? | wouldn't want to cover



what you know. "

"His report is one of the reasons |I'mhere. H's wording was cautious, but he
seened to suggest that matters were anything but what m ght be expected."
"Submarshal, sir, that is a fair statement. The mmjer has often been known for
his directness. Wen he is not... so direct, that is always for a reason."
"What mi ght that reason be, Captain?"

Dai nyl coul d sense Rhystan's disconfort, but he | ooked down at the Cadni an
officer, waiting patiently.

"There have been strange creatures in the quarry," Rhystan finally went on
"and the flying beasts |ike small pteridons. In addition, at |east one nenber
of the former garrison here may have been killed with a weapon resemA-bling
your sidearms, sir. Wth that, and with what the maA-jer saw of the troopers
in strange unifornms and weapons simlar to the skylances, he was npst
concerned. "

Dai nyl nodded slowy. There had been nothing about a death in the garrison
with a lightcutter, but his best guess was that soneone, perhaps the Cadm an
killed with the Iightcutter, had observed and recogni zed the rebel alec-tors,
and enough of the garrison had seen the killing that all had to be sil enced.
"He and you were right to be conA-cerned. There are rebel forces, and they may
have control of the Regional Alector's conmpound." He | ooked up at the sound of
hoofs on the pavenent of the courtyard. The captain rmust have had a squad on
ready standby.

"I"l'l need to check with the majer." Dainyl wal ked over to the spare horse and
nount ed.

"Yes, sir."

As he rode past the pteridon, |oom ng above even the nounted Cadm ans, Dai nyl
| ooked at the grounded pteri A-don and its flyer. "Just hold here."

"Yes, sir."

The street down to the high road and the high road itA-self were nearly enpty,
al t hough several indigens stared openly at the alector riding with a squad of
Cadmi ans. Wen they neared the square, Dainyl surveyed the area. Two ful

Cadmi an mount ed conpani es were drawn up&€” one on the east side of the square,
one on the west side.

Dai nyl rode slowy up the west side, behind the ranked Cadm ans, until he was
abreast of the center of the square. There he di smounted and handed the reins
to one of the Cadmi ans. He made his way through a gap in the mounted riders,

t hen st opped.

In the space south of the statue of the duarches was a snall table. Behind it
sat the majer and a gray-haired | oA-cal. The local was slightly to one side,
in a position sugA-gesting that he was nerely advising the ngjer.

Three benches were set facing the table. On the single bench to the east sat a
| one Cadnian, his wists bound beA-fore him with five Cadm ans standing
behi nd the bench, but facing the majer. On one of the other benches on the
west side sat a woman with a bandaged and brui sed face, and two ot her wonen.
On the other bench sat two nmen in patroller's tunics, and a Cadm an with a
heavily bound armin a sling.

Dai nyl had to use his Talent to hear the proceedi ngs.

One of the patrollers had just stepped forward. "Conner, sir.
" what you saw on Quattri norning?"
well, at first, wasn't much at all to see. The girls in Wirlua's pl ace,
one of 'emcame running to the post, said there was a crazy Cadm an in one of
the roons ..."

Dai nyl listened as first one patroller and then the other told his story. Next
cane the ol der woman, whose hair shoul d have been white, but was an orangi sh
bl onde.

" seermed nice enough ... polite ... two coppers
for the roomfor the whole night &€” cane in with Fylena... she don't usually
go with fellows, but you don't know ... Didn't see it, but heard steps later

heavy ones, and it was Oskart, fellow who's usually with Fyl ena. Went upstairs
in a hurry. Heard some |oud tal kA-ing. Soneone |aughed. There was a | ot of



nmovi ng around, and then everything got real quiet. Didn't hear nothing, not at
al | ag""
"No cries? No screanms?" asked the majer
"None that | heard. Not until later. Must have been a glass later. Fylena
screamed her head off... things like "Killer!" Qther things, too...."
After the ol der womand€” Wirl ua, Dai nyl gat hered&€” the next w tness was

Fyl ena, the battered wonman.
" asked me to neet himat Wirlua's for a drink. Gave nme a half silver."
"Way did you go?" asked the majer
' Tavern cl oses after mdnight... he said he had to check in, but that he'd be
back, and that he had a bottle and a roomat Wirlua's ... seened nice enough

prom sed nme another half silver... anyway, he net me outside Fu-sot's

pl ace, two gl asses past nidnight, sonmething like that... went up the back
way... he had sone nore of die brandy ... so did Il... he started to take off
my clothes ... told himl wasn't that kind of woman... thought he just wanted
conpany ..." The worman shuddered, then went on. "l screaned, but | guess no
one heard...."

"How | oudly did you screanP?" asked the majer

"Loud, sir. | did. OGskart heard me, and he came through the door. The trooper
there, didn't even give hima chance, just took his dagger and ran in through
his eye. Then, he barred the door, and gagged me ... and ... he ... well... he
did what he wanted ... nore than once ... it was." She shuddered again. "When
| could get a hand free ... got the gag off... that was when | really
screaned...."

Dai nyl nodded, wondering how the majer woul d hanA-dl e the evasi ons and

m sst at ement s.

4€¢ "Coul d you explain why no one in the house heard you, but a man who was
out si de coul d?"

"He did, sir. He did, and he killed him"
The maj er asked several nore questions, enough that it was clear to Dainyl
t hat he knew the worman was |ying.
Then came the Cadnian on trial. Dainyl could sense an ugliness of aura about
the man and wondered if Mykel could as well.

" wasn't like mat at all, sir.... Me and the girl were talking at the
tavern. | told her mat | had to go to the barA-racks and check in, but | could
get back and spend sonme tine with her, if you know what | nean, and she asked
what | meant. | gave her half a silver and said I'd |like to enjoy her, and
that she could have another later. Now, that's as clear as you can get, sir,
and she said | could get a roomat Wirlua's.... Wen | canme back... she had
the bottle I'd bought, and we went up the stairs. | was in no hurry, figured

had three-four glasses, and she was a pretty thing...
Dai nyl frowned. So far, fromwhat he could tell, the Cadm an had been telling
me truth, at least as he sawit.

" she starts taking off her apron, and then her skirt, and hangs 'emon the

peg on the back of the door... must have slipped the bolt on the door..

well... she's not bad-Iooking, wearing just a shift... but the door busts open
and this fellow s there with a dagger. He asks what |'m doing with his woman.
Frig! | been set up. You expect that in Northa, but not in a sowtown |ike
Hyalt. | just laughed at him told himto get lost... he said he nightéa€"if |

left first and handed over ny purse, seeing as it was his girl. No
sheepl over's going to do that to ne. Told himthat, and he came after me with

the knife.... Didn't know how to use it... | took it away fromhim... woul da
just tossed himout, except he kneed ne in the balls ... stabbed him...
didn't have nuch choice ... went into his eye ..."

Dai nyl sensed all was true, except for the Cadnian not having the choi ce about
killing the bravo.

" didn't want the woman to scream and | trussed her up and gagged her."
The Cadmi an shrugged. "Figured | was done for ... so | had a drink and ... got
what |'d paid for. Later she got the gag off and started screanming. Patrollers
showed up ..."



Dai nyl wanted to shake his head. Wy were sonme indi-gens so stupid and so
ruled by lust? He forced hinmself to listen to the rest of the w tnesses, but
their testinmony only fleshed out the basic story.
The maj er called back several of the w tnesses, and asked more questions,
mai nl y, Dainyl suspected, to nake certain points to the townspeople who were

[ i stening.
A good two gl asses later, rmuch later than Dai nyl would have preferred, but he
didn't see that it mattered that nmuch, since he hadn't actually begun his own
operaA-tion, the majer sunmoned the prisoner up before the table.

"Sacyrt... the counts against you are as follows. Count one, you were absent
fromyour appointed place of duty. Count two, you killed a man of Hyalt. Count
three, you assaulted a wonan of Hyalt. Count four, you resisted the | awf ul
authority of the Cadm an forces. Count five, you assaulted and injured a

Cadm an in the course of his duties."

Sacyrt |ooked inpassively at the majer, but said nothA-ing.

"This court-martial finds you guilty on charges one, three, four, and five. It
finds you not guilty of charge two. Wen |lethal force is used agai nst a man,
he has the right to defend hinself wth whatever neans are at hand." The mgjer
paused.
The square was silent.

"You are hereby sentenced to be flogged, five lashes for count one, ten | ashes
for count three, five lashes for count four, and ten | ashes for count five.
This sentence will be carried out i mediately. Upon conpletion of the
sentence, you are imedi ately discharged fromthe CadA-nian Munted Rifles,
with loss of all pay and al |l owances,

and any and all privileges arising fromprevious service."

"Thirty lashes ... near-on kill a man ..." muttered one of the locals, |oud
enough to hear.

"Fair's fair," countered an ol der woman. "Fylena won't work none for a |ong
time. Never look the sane, either. Pretty enough, she was, too."

"Filthy mouth, though ..."
The murmurs stopped as the majer stood from where he had been seated behind
the small table and wal ked over to the prisoner. He held something in his
hands, what |ooked to be a small dagger. The prisoner's eyes fixed on the
dagger, and he turned pale, but the officer nerely cut away all the insignia
from Sacyrt's uniform Then he stepped back and made a half turn
An undercaptain took two steps forward and reported, "Seventeenth Company
stands ready, sir!"

"Thank you, Undercaptain. Carry out your duties." Mjer Mykel about-faced, so
that he | ooked directly at the statue of the duarches.

"Second squad detail, forward!"
The five-man detail of second squad marched the prisA-oner over to the stone
railing around the statue of the duarches. Dainyl noted that they never untied
hi s hands, even as they forced himto his knees, bound himto the stone

rai ling, and gagged him Then, the five Cadmi an esA-corts turned as one and
marched to the east of the railing, where they about-faced and canme to
attention.
The maj er, wearing the crinmson arnband of bl ood wongfully shed, stepped
forward. From somewhere, he had gai ned a whip, not the execution whip, with
razor-sharp barbs, but a standard Cadm an fl oggi ng whip.

Maj er Mykel stepped forward. Hi s voice was clear. "You have created pain and
suffering, and for that you will receive pain and suffering. May each | ash
rem nd you of your deeds. Wth each lash may you regret the evils that you
have created." He stepped back and lifted the whip.
The first lash cut lines in the cloth of his tunic; the sec-

ond cut even deeper lines in both tunic and undertunic. The third drew bl ood.
Sacyrt tw sted against his bonds, but the gag muffled any noi se he m ght have
made. The nmajer nethodically continued to | ash the convicted nman, each stroke
identical to the one before.

Dai nyl coul d sense what ampbunted to three separate feelings of agonya€”yet two



cane fromthe mgjer.

Finally, the majer straightened. "Justice has been done."

Dai nyl coul d sense the strain and the fatigue held inA-side the Cadnian
officer. He frowned. He didn't sense much Tal ent, not nearly what he had

recal l ed Majer Mykel showi ng in Dranur.

"Cut himloose, and | eave himthere," ordered the ngjer.

The five nenbers of the duty detail stepped forward and cut Sacyrt's bonds,
and ungagged him |owered his unconscious formon the ground before the
railing.

"Cadm ans. Dismissed to your conmander. Return to quarters,” Mkel stated
flatly, handing the bl oody whip to the undercaptain.

"Yes, sir." The undercaptain turned. "Duty detail, break dowh and return al
borrowed equi pent. Al othA-ers, formup."

The majer half-turned, facing toward Dainyl. Hs face showed no surprise at
seei ng the Subnmarshal. He began to wal k toward Dai nyl, who had renmained to the
side afA-ter the small crowd had di spersed. The Cadmi an comA-pany on the west
side of the square also remmined, as did the squad that had acconpani ed

Dai nyl

"Submarshal, sir." Mkel stiffened.

Dai nyl studied the najer. He refrained fromnoddi ng. From a di stance the ngjer
showed no Tal ent, but upon close inspection his shields were obvious. That was
a matter of even greater concernd€”a |lander with shields, but that aspect

woul d have to wait. Dainyl mght well need that Talent. "I received your
report on Duadi. It was very carefully worded."
"Yes, sir. | only reported what | could absolutely verify."

"Was it your inpression that the unknown troopers were al ectors?"

"That was ny inpression, sir. One was, for certain. The others were nmuch
farther away, but they | ooked to be the same size and wore the sane uniforns."
The absolute certainty of the majer's words, while exA-pected, still gave
Dainyl a chill within.

"What have you done since&€”about those troopers?”

"I"ve had all patrols avoid that area. | wasn't certain whemer they were a new
force or sonething else. If they are hostile, their weapons would inflict
consi der abl e danage on ny battalion."

"How consi derabl e, Mjer?"

"Consi der abl e enough that a nounted attack woul d be suicide. From cover, that
nm ght be another story. | wouldn't wish to try such an attack unless no
alternative is possible.”

"I wouldn't, either, not with horses." Dainyl |aughed. "Dependi ng on what
happens later today, | may need you to ride to Tenpre with three conpanies for
a flanking acA-tion. |s Captain Rhystan capable of comanding the reA-maining
four conpani es?"

"Yes, sir. He's very capable. He would nake a good overcaptain or majer. At
the appropriate time, | would recomrend that he be pronoted.”

"In the neantine, | would like you to take up a posiA-tion behind the hills

i mediately to the north and east of the regional alector's conmpound.” Dainyl
studied the maA-jer. "Was that fromwhere you observed the rebel s?"
"Cenerally. The ground was rougher to the west. There were several |ow bluffs
there."”

"That's the line of hills."

"Wth how great a force?"

"What woul d you suggest, Majer?"

"That depends on what you want fromus."

"Perhaps nothing. At nost, | would need your nen to pick off anyone fleeing
north and east. It nay not cone

to that today, but if it does, |I'd rather not have anyone escaping."

"Six conpanies," replied Mykel. "Just over the crest of the hill. I'd |eave
one for existing duties, and to serve as reserves."

"That will do. Howlong will it take for you to get in position?"

"A glass and a half fromnow. Two, if you want cerA-tainty. W'll ride out the



hi gh road and then head west on the first dirt road west past the hilltop with
the stone corA-rals. You should be able to see that fromthe air."
"Two gl asses fromwhen | |eave the garrison. 1I'll ride back with you."
"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl sensed that the majer was | ess than perfectly pleased with the idea,

pl easant as his acqui escence had been

For the first few yards, neither officer spoke, and the only sounds were those
of the hoofs of the squad precedA-ing them and the conpany followi ng. Dainyl
realized somet hing el se disturbingd€’the maj er was studying him observing his
shields and Talent. Dainyl wasn't quite cerA-tain if Mykel was |earning nuch,
but the thought of a lanA-der having that understanding and Tal ent was
chilling. For the first tine, he truly understood why Zelyert was concerned
about Talented |anders. Yet... for his own self-preservation, for now, he
needed the nmjer.
"Maj er, what haven't you told nme?" Dainyl finally asked.

Mykel [aughed, ironically. "A great deal, Submarshal, but rmuch of it consists
of the rather boring details of atA-tenpting to train sem-trained recruits
and build a true conmpound in a town where the principal concern seens to be
how many gol ds the craftmasters can mlk fromthe Marshal of Myrnidons. 1've
told you nost of what has happened, either now or in the reports. The only
thing af A-fecting the Cadmians that | haven't nentioned is that one conpany
was attacked by a different set of flying

nonst ersd€”a cross between m ni ature sandoxes with horns and small pteridons.
There were only three, but we lost nmen."
"Where did this take place?"
"On the ridge road to the closest ham et nearby. It heads east off the high
road, sone ten vingts normof Hyalt."
"I's that the only other attack by flying creatures?"
"Besides those | already reported? Yes."
"Have you had any messages or contact fromthe reA-gional alector?"
"No, sir. Not a message. Not a word."
"How | ong before the new conpound will be comhA-plete?"

Mykel shook his head. "If all goes well, sonetinme in harvest. If it goes as
expect, by mid-fall."

Dai nyl al nost | aughed at the young majer's realistic atA-titude, far nore |ike
that of a Myrmidon than of a Cad-m an. Ahead, he could see the gatel ess
opening to the ruined garrison, and beyond, nen and nounts. He still needed to
brief the majer on what he expected fromthe Third Battalion
68
Al t hough his face held a polite smle, Mkel watched warily as Submarsha

Dai nyl swung into the second saddle on the pteridon, behind the snaller
Myrmidon flyer. What the submarshal had in mind for Third Battaliond€”even if
a full Myrm don conpany woul d be handling any direct attackséd€’was likely to
creA-ate nore than a few casualties, especially if the rebel alectors had nmany
of the firel ance weapons.

He had not wished so close a neeting with any al ecA-tor, not that he had had

any choice at all. Still, he had used the cl oseness to observe the alector's
shi el ds. Had
t he submarshal noted that? In all likelihood, he had, but how el se could

Mykel | eanf? The submarshal already knew what talents Mykel had, and he had a
need for Mykel &€"for now. That need woul d not | ast, and Mykel had best be

pr epar eda€” sonehowd€” bef ore he was no | onger necessary.

At the same tinme, he had been di sconcerted by the alector's showing up in the
m ddl e of the court-martial. Mykel could only hope he had handl ed the
situation well, but knowi ng how evil Sacyrt was at heart had nmade it

dif A-ficult. The ranker had enjoyed killing the local bravo and assaulting the
womanéd€”yet the bravo woul d have killed Sacyrt. If only the idiot had left it
at that, or just taken his pleasure with the wonan w t hout hurting her or
resisting the patrollers and his own mates ..

The pteridon spread its wi ngsad€”then suddenly was in the air, and climnbing



away to the northeast.

Mykel had sensed a burst of purple fromthe creature, energy of sonme sort, as
it had launched itself. Was that how the creatures flew? Yet how did they
channel that force into flying? Was it something |like the way the anA-cients
soar ed?

"Maj er?" Rhystan's voice was | ow, deferential

"Ch ... sorry. | was thinking."

"Can you tell me what the submarshal wants, sir?" asked Rhystan. "I didn't
wish to intrude...."

"I appreciate that." Mykel straightened. "W need to get all conpanies ready,
except Seventeenth. We'll ride out immediately, to take a position to the
north of the ReA-gional Al ector's conpound. W're to provide a perineter
guard." He sensed Rhystan's concern and expl ai ned, "The submarshal confirnmed
that there are rebel forces&a€”"

"He told me that while the squad was forming up to esA-cort himdown to the
square. He didn't say who they were."

"\Whoever it is that holds the regional alector's comA-pound is rebelling. The
submarshal woul dn't admit they're alectors, either, but we know that they are,
and he's brought an entire conpany of Myrm dons."

"He didn't want to say because it's a matter of pride, you think?" asked
Rhyst an.

"Probably. Alectors are supposed to be perfect."

Rhyst an shook his head slowy. "So they're going to attack?"

"That's how it |ooks. Now ... Seventeenth Conpany will have to take over guard
duties at both the conmpound and the quarry. Cul eyt and Fourteenth Conpany wil |
have to turn quarry duty to two squads of Seventeenth Conpany and join us as
they can. We'll pick up the Hyalt conpanies and Thirteenth Conpany on the way.
"Il ride with you and brief you on sone other possibilities."

"Yes, sir."

Mykel turned his mount into the courtyard. The last thing he wanted to do was
provi de a picket-line guard against alectors armed with the equival ent of
skyl ances, but he couldn't very well refuse a direct conmand fromthe
submar shal of Myrm dons. He took a deep breath. Just get things nmoving. You
can think about the details on the ride.
"Officers! Forward!"

In less than a quarter glass, Third Battalion&€” except for Seventeenth
Conpanyéa€”had begun to ride out fromthe old garrison
Once the colum was on the high road, riding northA-ward beyond the outskirts
of Hyalt in good order, Mykel and Rhystan rode just behind the vanguard squad.
Shortly before, Thirteenth Conpany and First and Second Hyalt Conpani es had
joined themfromthe compound.

Mykel had fol ded the extra amrunition belt into his saddl ebags, but had
deci ded against wearing it for now He hoped he wouldn't need it at all
After a time, he turned to the captain. "For all that the submarshal told ne,
there's a lot there that he didn't."
"We discovered that in Dramur, sir."

Mykel frowned. Twi nges of pain ran down his back, and he shifted in the
saddl e, trying to |lessen the comnbination of stiffness and di sconfort. Handling
t he fl oggi ng hinsel f

had taken nore energy than he'd realized. "He was worA-ried. He didn't say a
single word about the court-martial."
"Sounds like he is worried. He was interested in the one in Dranur. Wy woul d
any al ector rebel ? They' ve got everything they need."
"They may be alectors,” replied Mykel, "but they're not all equal, and there's
al ways someone who's not satisA-fied or who wants nore power, or who thinks he
can do it better. | don't think alectors are any different about things |like
that. They seemto be nore interested in power than golds. So maybe that's
anot her reason.”
"They don't need golds."
"l suppose not, but |I've seen the seltyrs and factors who have nore gold than



they'd ever need scrabbling for nore.™

"Different faults," Rhystan replied dryly. "Neither's admrable."

Mykel had to agree with that.

"Besides providing a covering fire or flank support, or whatever it is, what
el se does the submarshal want? Did he say?"

Mykel nodded. Ahead he could see the hilltop witii the stone corrals. "He's

dunki ng about splitting the battalion. You may have to decide who will take
conmand of SixA-teenth Conpany. |f he does, the submarshal will put you in
charge of the force remaining here. | suggested you be pronoted to

overcaptain. He | ooked |like he m ght agree, but he didn't say."

"There's a lot he isn't saying."

"I's that any different from Dranur?" Mkel's tone was ironic.

"Where are the rest of his pteridons? He can't handle all those alectors witii

just two."

"He has an entire conpany sonewhere nearby. He didn't want to alert the
rebels. We're to take up positions along that road north of where | discovered

them The hill there offers conceal ment and cover against their weapons. W
may not have to do anything inmediately, but that's the plan for today."
"Wirse than Dranur,"” affirned Rhystan glumy.

"I't could be." Mykel shruggedd€”and wi shed he hadn't as his back protested.
"I't mght not be."

"By the way, sir... what happened with the court-martial ?"

"Sacyrt was guilty of abandonnment of duty, assaulting the woman, resisting
authority, and assaulting a Cadm an. Thirty |ashes and i nmedi ate di smi ssal . "
"Not rmurder?"

"The man tried to extort coins and then attacked himwith a knife."

"Sacyrt will renember. He's not the type to forget."

"When he recovers, and if he lives." Mkel's voice was bl eak

"Where is he?"

"I left himin the dust in the square. |nmediate di sA-nissal means inmediate."

"The locals will kill him"

Mykel shook his head. 'They might take pity on him Soneone m ght, anyway."

"You can be hard, sir."

"The woman will never | ook the same, and Siliast may never recover ful

strength in that arm The men need to know that sort of behavior isn't

acceptable to nme." He paused. "Someone always tries the new commander, and

even if they don't deliberately, everyone watches to see ho.w he reacts."

"You admi nistered the | ashes?"

"Who el se?"

Rhyst an nodded slowy. "You could."

Mykel thought that an odd comment, but did not purA-sue it. Was Rhystan saying

that Mykel could wield the | ash because he had led fromthe front? O because
he was a new battalion conmander? O both?

"What sort of spacing would you suggest?" he finally asked Rhystan

"You said that they had weapons |ike skylances. |1'd have them on the ground,
just out of sight, over the crest
of the hill, until we know whet her we're needed. Then put themin prone

position, a little less than two yards apart, every other man three yards
back. You'd have two |lines, then, and one could keep firing, while the other
advanced or retreated."”

"That's a thin line, and we'd only be covering about a vingt," nused Mykel
"Still, we're supposed to be pickA-ing up stragglers, not facing an attack.
There's a bit of a gully bel ow on the southeast side, and that woul d give us
time to reform They don't have that many nmounts and no pteridons."” He nodded.
"Maybe a little tighterd€”’a yard and a half. That still will give us a front
of half a vingt."

"Do you know what the submarshaPs going to do?"

"He's going in as if it's a normal visit, or whatever he does. Bait...

t hi nk."

"Thought Cadm ans were the only ones who did that."



"I"'mnot sure he's a typical alector."” But then, how would I know? Myke

| ooked ahead. "Left on the | ane heading west, past the corrals! Pass it up!"
"Left ahead!..."
As the columm turned onto the | ane, Mykel gl anced back into the sky to the
northeast. So far, no sign of the pteridons, but he didn't expect themfor
anot her gl ass. He watched the road, but the sandy soil was heavy enough that
what dust there was rose less than a yard, just enough to coat the nounts'
fetl ocks and | ower | egs and Cadni ans' boots.

Slightly less than two gl asses after the battalion had left the old garrison
a gl ass past mdday, the six conpaA-nies were stationed on the back side of
the uneven hills to the north and east of the regional alector's conmpound.
They were gathered in squads, resting in whatever shade there was unti
ordered into firing positions.

Mykel had di smounted and nmade his way across the flatter crest of the hill in
the center of his line of conpaA-nies. He lay just beyond the crest on the
sout hern side, stretched behind an irregul arly shaped juni per, surveying the
hillside below and the terrain between the hill and the Regional Alector's
conpound. He had left the anmuni -

tion belt behind, with the fourth squad of Fifteenth ComA-pany, the group
that would be flanking himin the center of the line.

The wi nd had switched, and intermttent hot gusts of dry air out of the south
lifted and swirled sand and fragA-nments of dried vegetation, then dropped them
random y. The | ow hazi ness that had hugged the southern horizon had cli nmbed
steadily toward the zenith as the day had warnmed, until the entire southern
hal f of the sky held a faint whitish silver cast. The | ater afternoon would be
hot, a true sunmer day in Hyalt.

Reddi sh ground and scattered grass, now nostly sumA-ner tan, stretched from
the base of the hill to the comA-pound a vingt or so southeast of the base of
the hill. Unlike before, there were no signs of any troopers. Mkel coul dn't
even see any sentries posted outside either the entrance to the freestandi ng
stone building or to the archA-way carved into the redstone cliff.

Mykel could feel a grow ng purpl eness somewhere beA-hind him After a nonent
he turned his head. There; to the northeast, flying in a staggered V
formation, with each trailing pteridon higher than the one before it, were
five Myrm dons, arrowing toward the regional alector's conpound.

Rifle in hand, Mykel made his way back to the waiting squads, using what cover
there was, mainly scrub bushes, |ow junipers and a few small pines.

"Third Battalion! Sguads to standby positions! Squads to standby positions."
Dravidyl, the squad | eader for fourth squad, appeared and handed Mykel the
ammuni tion belt. "Thought you mi ght want this, Mijer."

"Thank you." Mykel nodded and took the belt, draping it over his right

shoul der, the one less sore, before turning and heading back to his vantage
position to wait and watch what was about to happen between the Myrni dons and
t hose al ectors who seened to hold the conmpound to the south.

69

Fhentyl was waiting when Dainyl reA-turned to the way station, standing on the
flat grassy area to the north of the structures. Dainyl settled the pteridon
and then wal ked toward the captain.

"Sir? | was getting somewhat concerned."

"The majer was in the mddle of Hyalt presiding over a court-martial. It would
have been worse to interrupt himthan to let it play out."

"Yes, sir."

"Extortion, nurder, rape, abandonment of duty, and assault on | awful
superiorsé€’all in one court-martial and from one bad Cadni an," Dainyl added.

"You can see why draggi ng hi maway woul dn't have been advi sabl e, not when a
glass or two probably won't nake that much difA-ference now. Later, yes, but
not now. "

"Ah ... what happened?"

"The majer handled it like a Myrm don officer, fairly and effectively. It was
a pleasure to see conpetence." Dainyl hadn't seen that nuch exenplary ability



anong the Cadm ans, although he had the definite inpression that Mykel was
rewardi ng and building it anbng his own battalion officers. The |ate Mjer
Vacl yn had never recA-onmended officers or commended them but Mijer Mke
clearly had decided on who could replace himand had no hesitation in saying
Sso.

Maj er Mykel al so had greater control of his Talent than nany al ectors, and yet
Dai nyl had the feeling that the maA-jer was truly unaware of the extent of the
power he posA-sessed. In a way, Dainyl alnost hoped that the majer didn't
di scover it, because there were so few | anders or indigens with the anbition
and intelligence the majer possessed. Still, by ordering the Cadm ans to
provi de secondary fl anki ng support and placing the majer where

he had, Dainyl hoped that the majer could use his limted Tal ent agai nst
Brekylt's and Rhelyn's forces.
"Now what, sir?"
"As we planned, first squad will escort me. Three will remain circling, while
| land with two pteridons. You will followw th the rest of the conpany, but
remai n | ow enough to stay out of view fromthe conmpound, but where you can see
if any of the circling Myrm dons use their lances or are attacked. In either
case, you will immedi A-ately join us. If they should attack, our inmediate
task is to destroy everything in open view and then w thdraw, except for a
smal |l patrol on a continuing basis to keep themwi thin their walls."

Fhentyl's brow furrowed.
"The single outbuilding is stone. The Table and npbst of the support structures
are carved into the stone of a small mountain. We'll only waste the skyl ances
firing against solid rock. Once they understand that they are confined, we'll
keep themthere while | undertake the second part of the strategy."
The captain nodded. "Tenpre?" After a nonment, he added, "You haven't indicated
why you wi sh to take the adm nistrative center there."
"Partly because it's the only place fromwhich they could easily obtain
supplies and partly for other reasons. First, let us see how wel coni ng al ector

Rhel yn is."
"Sir ... aren't you exposing yourself undul y?"
Dai nyl shook his head. "I don't think so. Wether RheA-lyn is behind this or

someone else is, a direct attack on a subnmarshal is a provocation that the
duarches are unA-likely to take lightly. Resistance by denying access will
gain themnore tine. If they don't know the rest of Fifth Conpany is near by,
they're less likely to be overtly agA-gressive, at least if they know word
woul d get back."

"That's, why you want the other three circling. But won't they see that?"
"I"'mcertain that they will. To them that will convey

weakness and unwi I lingness and inability to act directly." Dainyl gestured
for Fhentyl to follow himas he crossed the space between where the two

pteri dons had set down and the remmi nder of first squad.

Under capt ai n Hyksant stiffened as Dai nyl approached. "Submarshal."

Dai nyl | ooked to the undercaptain. "As | told you earA-lier, Galya and Dyrmant
will land at the conpound with me. They'll have their skylances at the ready.
You and the other two Myrmdons will circle. You'll also have your |ances out.
If you see any sort of cart or any tripodlike deA-vice, destroy it
instantlya€”even if there's soneone standA-ing beside it. Keep, alert for
someone pointing one of themfromw ndows in the buildings or on the roofs."
"What are the tripods?"

"Road-cutting equi pment nodified to act |ike a sky-lance," replied Dainyl.
"They don't draw lifeforce fromdirectly around them but fromcrysta

storage. That's why they need carts or sonething simlar."

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl ignored the appall ed gl ances that Fhentyl and Hyksant exchanged.
"That's it. Let's Iift off."

As if to punctuate his words, a gust of warmair swept across the way station
swirling eddies of sandy dust, then died away. Dainyl wal ked back to Galya and
her pteridon and clinbed into the second saddl e.



In noments, first squad was airborne, with Galya's pteridon |eading the
formati on. Despite the inmportance of the flight, Dainyl enjoyed the air on his
face, the sun all around him and the | ands spread out beneath the pteri-don's
wi ngs. For several nonents, he savored flying, even as a passenger. Then he
began to survey the terrain ahead and bel ow.

As they neared the regional alector's conpound, Dainyl studied the hills,
noting that Third Battalion was noving into positiond€”presumably after
observing the pteridons. He nodded. The mmjer had kept his nmen in nore
confortA-abl e and | ess exposed positions until necessary.

Dai nyl only saw a handful of figures out in the opend€” between the single
stone building and the carved archway to the underground conpl ex. One pointed
toward the pteridon squad, and all hurried out of sight into the archA-way.
That strongly suggested guilt and fear
By the time Galya's pteridon folded its wings and setA-tled onto the flat
paved area before the single freestanding stone structure, there was no one
left in the open. Dainyl noted that all the windows in the building had been
modA-ified into slits, so that the structure resenbled a fortress, rather than
the regional adm nistrative center it had been originally built to be. He
di smount ed, one hand on the butt of a sidearm his shields at full strength.
The main door opened, and a tall alector stepped out into the hot and hazy
afternoon sunlight. He stopped |ess than two steps fromthe door, which
remai ned aj ar.

"M ght | ask your reason for being here?"

Dai nyl ignored the insolent tone and sniled politely. "Submarshal Dainyl of
the Myrm dons, here to pay a courtesy call on Rhelyn."

"The regional alector regrets that he is tied up with some pressing concerns,
Subnar shal .’

Dai nyl studied the alector who confronted him not only with his eyes, but his
Tal ent. The darker purpled aura was an indication that he had transl ated
recently fromlfryn.

"I do hope that the regional alector is in good health,"” countered Dainyl.
"And who m ght you be? | cannot say that | recognize you."

"I am but a hunble assistant to the honored Rhelyn." A wave of Tal ent extended
toward Dainyl, nearly as powerA-ful as that projected by H gh Al ector Zelyert.
You will do as | say . . . do as | say. .

Dai nyl s shields held, and he ignored the command. "Then | suggest you hunbl e
yoursel f and allow me a moA-nent with him"

"As | said, he is engaged in nore pressing efforts...." Do as | say ...

Dai nyl could sense a concentration of force rising within the structure, and

his Tal ent focused. "Galya! The top slit wi ndow on the right! Fire!"

Even before he finished the sentence, Galya's skylance flared.

A soundl ess flash of white light flared fromthe slit w ndow, and the narrower
redstone bl ocks nore recently added to reinforce and narrow the w ndow

expl oded out A-war d.

Dainyl's lightcutter was in his hand. The blue beam flared toward the
unidentified al ector, spraying around his shields. "Dyrmant! The other upper
wi ndow "

A welter of lightbeanms flashed across the open paved area.

Dai nyl pulled the second lightcutter and ained itéd€"as well as the firsta€”
toward the al ector, who had stepped back, trying to hold shields and retreat
at the sanme tinme. Dainyl followed with a Tal ent-probe

Galya's skylance arrowed at the insolent alector

Abruptly, the alector vanished in a purplish haze. Three bl ui sh beans flashed
t hrough where he had stood and struck the now cl osed wooden door, then sprayed
i nto rai nbows. The door was untouchedé€’clearly inbued with lifeforce as a
protecti on.

Dai nyl gl anced back. Dyrmant's pteridon was riderA-less, the skylance |ying on
the sand, and his uniformbeA-side it. The subnmarshal turned and sprinted to
the riderless pteridon, first jamm ng the lightcutters into their hol sters,

t hen grabbi ng the skylance and hal f-vaulting, half-clinmbing into the saddle.



Lift! He sent the command. The pteridon did not even hesitate at his beconing
its flier and began to spread its w ngs.
"Lift off!" Dainyl ordered Gal ya.
Both pteridons were airborne near-instantly.
Left! Stay |low. Dainyl wanted to minimze the chances of the rebels being able
to use one of the light-cannon against the pteridonsd€”and their far nore vul -
nerable fliers. As always, the pteridon sensed the thoughts behind the
conmand. Less than fifty yards sepA-arated pteridon and flier fromthe highest
of the scrub junipers.
Only when he was a good vingt to the east of the comA-pound did Dainyl begin
to clinb, followed by the four other Myrm dons of first squad. Just to the
north circled the other three squads of Fifth Conpany. One of the pteridons
separated fromthe conpany and turned toward the approachi ng squad.
Shortly, Fhentyl's pteridon drew abreast of Dainyl's, higher and to the left,
so that wing-tip vortices did not afA-fect either pteridon. "Sir? Wat do you
require?"
"Di spatch one squad at a time to keep constant surveil A-lance. They're to
fl ame anyone and anyt hing that appears in the open."
"Yes, sirl!"
"I"mgoing to give orders to the Cadm ans to | eave one conpany on patrol, both
to keep any supplies fromnear-ing the conpound and to nmake sure no one
| eaves, in case there are tunnels or the like. Don't have any of our
pteri A-dons land, no matter what! Once | finish there, I'lIl return to the
wayst ati on and nmeet you there."
Fhentyl raised a hand in acknow edgnent before he banked away from Dai nyl .
The submarshal turned north, circling back toward the hills where the Cadm ans
remai ned drawn up. He | ooked over his shoul der. Galya was flying w ng, above
and to his left.
"Circle while | land!" he call ed.
"We'l | cover you."
Dai nyl doubted he'd need that nuch cover, but it couldn't hurt. The air felt
good streanmi ng past his face. He had m ssed flying, but wouldn't have wanted
to return to it because a Myrm don died carrying out his plans. If he'd had
nore tinme, he would have clinbed behind Galya and l et Dyrmant's pteridon
foll ow, because, sooner or later, he'd have to go through the |aborious
busi ness of
transferring the pteridon to young Brytra, far harder when the previous flier
was still alive.
Approaching the Cadm an position fromthe east, he took a nmonent to reorient
hi nsel f, then settled on a point on the ridge just behind the mddle of the
Cadmi an | i ne.
Down ... on the ridge . . . below the tall juniper
The pteridon glided in, flared, and settled onto the grassy area on the
northern edge of the flatter section of the ridge.
Before long, Majer Mykel hurried toward the pteridon. "Submarshal, sir?"
"Yes, Majer." Dainyl swng down fromthe pteridon. Belatedly realizing that he
still held the skylance, he slipped it into its hol der before wal ki ng toward
the CadA-mian officer.
"No rebels or intruders sighted, sir.
" Good. "
"We did note skylances and weapons fromboth the cliff and the structure."
Dai nyl hadn't realized soneone had fired fromthe cliff. He'd need to nention
that to Fhentyl. "How |l arge a force would you reconmend to keep a patro
around this area and to keep anyone from sendi ng supplies into the conmpound?”
"You're besieging the regional alector's compound?”
"I't's no longer his," Dainyl replied. "It is in the hands of those who oppose
the Duarch, and they're not to reA-ceive supplies."
Mykel frowned.
Dai nyl sensed a change in the majer's lifeforce, someA-how, behind the
shields, but then, Talented or not, the maA-jer was only a |ander



"I"d judge a conpany in this area," the mgjer replied, "and two squads from
anot her conpany to patrol the roads with access to the conmpound.™

"The reason for the patrol of the roads, Majer, is to protect those who m ght
supply the conmpound. Anyone or anything nearing the conpound will be destroyed

by
those pteridons.” Dainyl pointed to the south, where five pteridons circled.
"You can also tell your men that those who remain here will not be used in any

direct attack. That would be foolish and a waste. Later, they may have to dea
with stragglers and survivors, and those coul d be dangerous. Watever you and
your officers do, do not let any of the rebels approach closer than fifty
yards. |If you cannot stop them at that distance, pull back. Make sure that
Captain Rhystan is clear on that as well. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir." The mpjer's eyes never |left Dainyl, another trait rare in a
| ander.
"As | told you earlier, 1'll need three conpanies to ride north to Tenpre

under your conmand," Dainyl conA-tinued. "There is a possibility that the
rebel s may have synpathizers in the adm nistrative center there. You're
confident in Captain Rhystan's ability to command the remaini ng conpani es?"
"Yes, sir." There was the slightest hesitation. "He's very cool headed and
shoul d have been an overcaptain before now. "

Dai nyl wondered about the hesitation, yet he could sense no equivocation about
the maj er's endorsenent of Rhystan. Sonething else was at issue. "You stil
have concerns, Mjer?"

"Qur rifles have not proved adequate agai nst sone of the strange flying
creatures, | have to admt."

Dai nyl understood that. Some Tal ent creatures were barely susceptible to

skyl ances. "There will not be many of those. There may not be any, but if
there are, the caA-sualties will be light, so long as your men are spread
sonewhat . "

"That's what we did before, but... with | arge nunbers..."

"They're far nmore likely to go for the pteridons and Myrm dons," Dainyl added.
"They would tend to be drawn to them"
The nmaj er nodded.

How much did Mykel understand? Too much, Dainyl feared, yet he mght well
need die majer in Tenpred€”or even later. For mat reason alone, it would be
better for the majer to undertake the Tenpre mission. If he remained in Hyalt,

Fhentyl would certainly notice. "Oh... if you would tell Captain Rhystan
Myrmi don Captain Fhentyl will be in conmand of the Myrmi dons remaining here."
"Yes, sir."

"How soon can you have your conpanies on the road to Tenpre?"

"In three glasses, sir, but 1'd prefer to | eave at dawn toA-norrow. That will
all ow men and nmounts sone rest and better organization of supplies, and
duties.”

"Dawn tomorrow, Majer. | will be in touch with you before you reach Tenpre,
with nmore detailed instrucA-tions. If, by sonme chance, | do not, stop at the
| ast way station outside Tenpre on the high road and wait for furA-ther
orders. Do you have any questions?"

"How | ong should we plan to be away from sources of supply?"

"The ride to Tenpre and four days beyond."

"Ammuni tion. Should we split what we have evenly between conpanies? O wll
one force require nore?"

"An even split." Dainyl suspected he could get resup-plies to Tenpre far
faster than to Hyalt.

"I's nere anym ng out of the ordinary that we should know?"

"I suspect you already know, but any forces in black and silver'are not to be
trusted, nor allowed to approach."

"I had thought so, sir, but | appreciate the clarification."

After a noment of silence, Dainyl was the one to nod. "CGood fortune, Majer."
He turned and wal ked back to the waiting pteridon, nounting quickly.
Liftoff..



The pteridon was airborne, circling up to rejoin first squad. Dainyl glanced
to the soumrest. Still five pteri-dons circling, and no sense of building
lifeforce that sugA-gested nore |ightcannon use.
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Mykel watched the pteridon rise into the | ate-nidafternoon sky. Two things had
caught his attenA-tion. First, for the first time since he had known the
sub-marshal, the Myrnmidon was riding a pteridon as the flier. Mkel wasn't
certain what that neant, but he had the feeling it wasn't good. Second, one
phrase used by the submarshal had caught his attenti ond€”that the conmpound was
hel d by rebel s who opposed "the Duarch." Duarch&€” singular. Was there a war
bet ween Duar ches erupting? Wth weapons |ike |ightcannon and skyl ances, he
sinA-cerely hoped not, that it was only a mnor rebellion, the equival ent of
unruly Reillies or Squawt sé€”or, at the worst, like the arrogant seltyrs of
Dranur. Unfortunately, he was getting the feeling it was worse than that.

He turned slowy, looking for Bhoral and finally spotA-ting the battalion

seni or squad | eader. "Have all the comA-panies re-formon this side of the

ri dge and renount, and the officers report to ne."

"Yes, sir."
A quarter of a glass passed before Mykel |ooked across the faces of the
officers. Only Loryalt was missing, because Seventeenth Conpany had taken the
quarry and new conpound duties. "W've been given new orders, diA-rectly from
t he Submarshal of Myrmidons. Third Battal A-ion and the two Hyalt conpanies
will be re-formed into two forces. | will be in charge of one, and Captain
Rhys-tan the other...." He went on to provide an outline of the situation
concluding with, "Since we will be rotating conpanies on the picket line, for
t he remai nder of today, and until relieved at Captain Rhystan's discretion
ThirA-teenth Conpany will assume the picket and interdiction responsibilities.
You wi Il send nessengers to report reguA-larly. Are you clear on your duties,
Under capt ai n Dyarth?"

"Yes, sir."

"The remai ni ng conpani es of Third Battalion and the two Hyalt comnpanies wll
formup and return to the garri A-son. Sixteenth Conpany will |ead. Oficers,
di sm ssed to your comnpanies."

"Yes, sir."
Whi | e Rhystan nustered Sixteenth Conmpany, Mykel recovered both his nount and
the amunition belt that, he suspected, he would need far nore in Tenpre than
he had thus far in Hyalt.

Less than half a glass later, with the sun well past md-afternoon, three
conpani es of Third Battalion and the two Hyalt conpani es rode back toward the
hi gh road on then-way back to the garrison. Mykel rode beside Rhystan

"I't's a war between alectors, isn't it, sir?" the captain asked after a tine.
"The submarshal hasn't said, only that there are rebels, but that's what it

| ooks Iike."

"We coul d get squeezed badly if both sides have weapons |ike those skyl ances, "
Rhyst an poi nted out.

"That's true." Mkel shifted his weight in the saddle. H s back remained sore,
wi th occasional jolts of pain through it.

"Do you have any idea which side is to be preferred?" asked the captain.

"Not really. Al | know is that the submarshal is in charge of putting down
this group and that he's been foursquare and honorabl ed€”and that he had had
enough sense to put Dohark in charge in Dramur and that he saved ny ass when
Vacl yn wanted to do ne in." Not to mention saving nme froma wound that should
have killed ne.

"Funny when an alector is better to you than your own superiors. It nakes ne
wonder what he wants."

"I"ve asked nyself that question nore than once, Rhystan. | still don't have a
good answer. One thing is clear. The submarshal doesn't suffer fools or
deception. He can look right through you and tell if you're |eaving

somet hing out or deceiving him Don't even think about trying it."
"I appreciate that word of wi sdom" Rhystan's chuckle was close to grim



"There's sonething el se. The submarshal enphasi zed that we were not to allow
the rebel alectors to approach closer than fifty yards under any
circunstances, and that if we could not kill themor drive themoff, we were
to withA-draw. He wanted ne to nake that point directly to you."

"You've made it. They nust have sone sort of weapon or power that is deadly
that close. Good thing to know, | guess."

"How good, | wonder."

"Do you know what you'll be doing in Tenpre? O how |long you'll be there?"
"Not really. He said that he wanted to cut off any posA-sibility of supplies
fromthere."

"We could just block the roads without sending conpaA-nies up there."

"I't's where the closest other regional alector is," Mykel said. "I'm wondering
if he's talking nore about things |like those |ightcannon. W couldn't stop
those on the road.”

"He wants to get control of them before they get into action?" Rhystan
frowned. "But if those are around, why haven't we seen them before?"

Mykel was silent for several moments, thinking. The submarshal had been flying
a pteridon al one when he had returned fromthe brief fight or skirnmish, and he
had been carrying the skyl ance.

"Sir?"
"I don't think | ever told you, Rhystan," Mykel began slowly, trying to gather
his thoughts. "Last harvest, beA-fore we got sent to Dranur, | was taking the

sandox coach back from Faitel to Northa. One of the ancienteers appeared and
fired a crossbow bolt at an alector. The bolt bounced off his clothesa€"the
shiny ones they all wear, at

| east in publicé&€”but he was staggered. In Dramur, the submarshal broke sone
bones when he fell off the pteri-don, but the other two Myrnmi dons were killed.
The other thing was that Dohark told me about an officer he once knew who used
a barrel of gunpowder to bl ow up some Squawts&€”1l think it was Squaw s&€” and
he got accidenA-tally flamed by a Myrimidon ..."
"Acci dental | y?"
"Dohark didn't think it was an accident, either. Now ... on quarry duty, it
took combined fire to bring down those strange creatures ..."
"I don't think I see where you're going."
"Wy don't we have rifles with larger barrels and bi gA-ger shells? Wy are the
only really powerful weapons on Corus linked to the pteridons?"
"Frig!" The expletive was | ow and nuttered.
"You see? The Myrm dons have the only weapons that can kill an al ector&€”or
they did until soneone invented or took those |ightcannon out of storage.”
"They' ve been hiding that for years."
"And 1'd suggest you don't say nuch about it, or we mght suffer the sane fate
as that Captain Dohark told me about."
"This is getting much worse than Dranur."
"I"'mnot so sure,"” countered Mykel. "W haven't | ost nearly so many nmen or
officers."
"No yet, but Dramur didn't start out that badly, either."

Rhystan was right about that, Mykel had to admt.
"There's one other thing," Mkel ventured.

"Just one?"
"The new conpound. You'll have to keep watch on Troral and the nastercrafters.
And don't let Troral deliver those blankets. He'll try as soon as |'m gone."

"He's the kind that gives factors a bad nane."
"I"d rather deal with himthan the seltyrs. So would you."

"That's like deciding between Reillies and Squawts. "
Mykel gl anced ahead. The high road was still a good vingt ahead to the east.
"Whi ch conpanies will you take, sir?"

"I'Il l|eave you Fourteenth Conpany, Thirteenth ComA-pany, and First Hyalt.

Cul eyt and Fourteenth Company and your Sixteenth Conpany are solid. Bhora

will stay with you as battalion senior squad |eader. |1'll take FifA-teenth,
Sevent eenth, and the Second Hyalt."



"You're certain?"

"I can do sone training on the way," Mykel replied. "If anything happens here,
you'll need two solid conpanies. Csmyr isn't bad, and Dyarth will follow any
orders you give. Just nmake themclear."

Rhyst an | aughed.

"We'||l | eave at dawn tonorrow. It will take that long to sort out the

provi sions and the amunition. W will take nost of the wagons, and you'l

have to arrange with Troral for nore supplies. I'll have to wite up sone sort
of authorization for you to draw against the letters of credit, and we'll have
to go over that later, before |I |eave."

There were nore than a few matters that had to be reA-solved. M/kel was just
glad that he'd nade efforts to keep Rhystan informed. At the nonent, he w shed
he' d done nore. He al so had to wonder about two other nagA-ging matters. Wy
did the submarshal insist on Mykel's being the one to command the force going
to Tenpre? Because he knew Mykel was effective against alectors? O for sone
reason even |less favorable to Mkel ?
And why was Rachyla in Tenpre? Was that coinci A-dence?

Mykel didn't believe in coincidence, especially since nbst coincidences he'd
encountered turned out for the worse. But he didn't have a better answer...
not yet.
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Mykel had tried to |ie down and rest once he'd worked out the arrangenents for
splitting Third BatA-talion. By then, it was a good three gl asses past sunset.
For all the strain of the past several days and his own | ack of sleep, with
the pain in his back, he couldn't even doze. He'd never slept all that well on
his stomach, and he couldn't help worrying about the days to come. Just what
exactly did the submarshal want from himand the Cadm -ans? Wiy was he having
themride away fromwhere the rebels were? Or was there yet another rebe
force in Tempre? Finally, he pulled his boots back on and picked up his
rifle.

The courtyard was quiet, and Mykel avoided the quiet bones ganme in the

sout hwest corner, making his way through the darkness to the west gate.

"Sir?"

"I'mgoing out." Mkel walked out past the sentry staA-tioned in the archway
of the west gate of the old garrison and started up the slope to the junble of
redstone and rock. The only sounds were those of his boots and the
inA-termittent sounds of insects. The full green disc of Asterta shone down
fromal nost directly overhead, while Sel ena showed but the thinnest crescent
in the eastern sky, barely above the horizon

Mykel appreciated the cooler night airé€’cooler only in conparison to the
stifling heat of the late afternoond€”but his eyes strayed to the west,

al t hough he could see no lights. Still, at sunset a squad of pteridons had
still been circling the area around the regional alector's conpound.

He cane to a halt short of the nmpst rugged section of the hilltop, then

hal f-sat, half-leaned on a redstone boul A-der that still retained some warnth
He set the rifle across the stone. Letting his thoughts and senses drift, he
at -

tenpted to gather sone feeling as to whether one of the soarers might be
nearby. All he could sense was a distant bl ackness, something that |ay beneath
the hillside, with apparently |ess substance than mst, yet which radi ated
east and west deep beneath the surface of the hill.

There was no sign of one of the ancients.

H s fingers dropped to his belt. After a nonent, he renoved the dagger of the
ancients, both fromhis belt and fromits sheath. He considered it, both with
his eyes and with his expanded senses. The anber-green "feel" was nore gol den
than the aura he knew he radi ated. Could he enulate that feel, use it to cal
an ancient soarer? Did he want to? Mre to the point, could he af A-ford not
to?

He concentrated on creating a point of light, one that was indeed anber-green
Not hi ng happened.



He studied the dagger once nore and tried agai nd€” with no success.

Coul d he strengthen the aura around the dagger? Wuld that work?
This time, he tried to extend his aura to the dagger. That failed as well.
What woul d work? For a tine, he thought. He had been successful in willing his
shots to strike their targets. What if he nerely willedd€”in the sane
waya€'t he dagger to gl ow?

Drawi ng on the feelings he had when he used a rifle, he willed the dagger to
glow, to send a pul se of green
A momentary, brilliant, flash appearedd€”’one that he sensed, but did not see.
Mykel tried to relax, to capture the sense of what he had done. He tried once
nore. This tine the pulse was slightly |onger

How di d one sunmon an anci ent ?
The soarer appeared so abruptly that he barely manA-aged not to junp or grab
for the rifle. She hovered in the

air between himand the garrison, suspended in an anber-green spherical haze,
her wings iridescent, and barely nmoving. Yet bright as that haze seened to
Mykel , he knew the sentry saw not hi ng.

You do not need the dagger.

"You might not. | seemto."
It is a mterial. .. talisman. Nothing nore. You would do better to work
wi thin yoursel f. The dagger will beA-come ... a crutch now. Wat did you
intend with your... signal?

'To seek information."

The soarer did not reply.

"Do you know what those creatures are that have at A-tacked us? The flying
ones?"

They are inconpl ete and damaged beings fleeing the dying world of the Ifrits.
Their being is not strong enough to survive the |long journey between worl ds.
The feeling behind the unspoken words was cl ose to dism ssive.

Mykel noistened his lips. "Ifrits? What are Ifrits? Are all the alectors
[frits?"

There are Ifrits and Ifrits. There are those born here, and those who were
not. As they are now, none bel ong here. They believe they do.

The al ectors came from another worl d? "How did they get here? Wiy don't they
bel ong?"

Qbserve them You wll see.

"You said | didn't need a talisman. How can | do what you do?"

You cannot. You can only do what you can. That should suffice. A clear sense
of a laugh foll owed the words.

"But how?" Mykel's sense of frustration filled the two words.

In turn, the soarer conveyed wordl ess puzzl enent.

" How?"
You do not see.

"No! | can only see ny own aura, ny own being, and the auras of others, if |
amclose, and | can, | think, place a little of nmyself in the bullets of ny
rifle.”

That will kill the creatures and the Ifrits. Using too much will Kkill you.

Lifeforce rmust rebuild unless you draw fromthe web.

"The web?" Every tinme he thought he had an answer, or a piece of one,

somet hing el se cane up that he didn't understand.

The soarer extended a delicate hand, not quite touchA-ing his shoul der.
Abruptly, Mkel was surrounded by lines of color&€” thin lines, faint |ines,
strong lines, all sonmehow separate and yet tied together. The brightest&€”thin
and gol dend€” ran fromthe soarer into the hillside itself, to the darkness he
had sensed bel ow

oserve yoursel f.

From his own body extended a deep but glow ng green thread, nore like a cord
conpared to the soarer's thread, that arched into the sky to the northeast.
Your cord could link to the world anywhere, but you have not |earned how That
is what you rmust master. If not, the Ifrits will destroy you.



"You and the alectorsd€’the Ifritséd€”are enemes, aren't you?"

So are you their eneny. Al who would preserve this world are their enenies.
"What did you have to do with Rachyl a?"

Anot her expression of puzzl enent.

"The wonman who m ght be |ike ne."

W did nothing. If she is like you, the forces within you will deterni ne what
will be.

"What forces?"

Enough. You asked, and we have answered. Do not seek us again until you have
mast ered yoursel f and beA-cone one linked to the world where you are, and not
where you were born.

The ni ght around Mykel was dark agai nd€”except for the faint glow fromthe
dagger, and the stronger glow from hinself. The threads had all vani shed.

The daggeréa€”a talisman. Merely a synbol or a charn?

No, it was nmore than that. Perhaps a reminder or a hint... or a crutch in the
begi nni ng, and one he needed to do wi thout according to her. And Rachyl a..
the soarer had no answers there, either.

Where the soarer had been clearer, in a way, was when she "spoke" of the web.
That web had to be the web of all living things. He concentrated on what his
own |lifethread/lifecord had been. This time, he could indeed sense it, arching
fromhiminto the distance. Yet the soarer had been linked to the darkness
bel ow.

Mykel considered. Should he? He did not want to sever his cord. That was
death. Even without any warnA-ing fromthe soarer, he knew that. How coul d he
link to the bl ackness beneath? An additional thread? He began to visualize a
new thread, an additional |ifethread, growA-ing fromhim seeking nourishnent
fromthe darkness beneath.

The stars above spun around him and Asterta seenmed to smile coldly down upon
hi m nockingl ya€”or was it another soarer? His legs trenbled, and he put his
head down to keep from passing out. The dizzi ness passed, and he raised his
head.

Was it lighter? Had he been unconscious for glasses, until just before dawn?
He glanced up to find Asterta, |ooking nore into the western sky, but the noon
of the warrior goddess had not noved fromthe zenith. He | ooked toward the
garrison, making out the sentry, obviA-ously squinting into the darkness in
Mykel 's direction.

Good as Mykel's night vision had been before, now, in the deepness of night,
he was seeing as if he | ooked through the earliest of twilight, or even a

cl oudy afterA-noon. Whien he had first begun to uncover his talents, his night
vi sion had inmproved markedly, but it had still been night vision. He paused.
Was he really "seeing" now? It was nore a conbi nati on of vision and sensing
the life-forces of everything around him

He al nost dared not to | ook, but he forced hinself to sense his own
l'ifethread.

It was a deeper green, and it no longer arced into the sky, but ran to the
bl ackness beneath the hillside.

Mykel shivered, although the night was far fromcold. Slowy, he stood. He
repl aced the dagger of the ancients in its sheath and then the dagger and
sheathe in the hi dA-den belt slot. Then he reached out and lifted the rifle
of f the stone.

For the noment, he did not wish to think too deeply about what had happened,
and what he thought he had done. Instead, as he wal ked back toward the
conmpound, he reflected on what el se he had | earned. Rachyla had been right.
The al ectors did not belong. But how had she and the seltyrs known? Because
her grandsire had | earned what Mykel was |earning and had given away the
dagger &€"the tal i smand€” when he no |l onger needed it? O had he given it away
in frustration?

The soarer had been cl ear enough. The alectors were fleeing and had been
fleeing a world that was dying, and they and the soarers were enem es. The
soarer had not said that Mykel was the enenmyd€’or friend&€”of either, but that



the al ectors would destroy him and Rachyla had said that as well. Yet

Submar shal Dai nyl had saved himtw ce. Wy? Because he was a useful too

agai nst the rebel s? How | ong could Mykel trust the submarshal ?
What could he do to protect hinself?

He had just reached the garrison wall when he realized that his back no | onger
pai ned hi m
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Dai nyl slept |ess than well, and not beA-cause of the way-station pallets, or
the field rations, or even the lack of privacy. Twi ce during the evening he
had sensed fl ashes of green Talent, but so nonentary that he had no idea as to
their source. The mgjer? O one of the

ancients? In addition to that concern, he worried about what he had pl anned.
He al so worried about what night be happening with Shastylt and Zelyert in his
absence, neither of whomhe trusted fully. Yet he could see no other rea

al ternatives, not ones wi thout even nore.dire repercussions.

He was up at dawn on Quinti, checking the pteridon he had acquired and getting
reports fromthe individual nmenbers of the squads that had patrolled the area
around the regional alector's compound during the night. None had seen any
visible activity.
Then he gathered Fhentyl and the undercaptai nsd€” except for Undercaptain
Jirana, who was flying in comA-nmand of fourth squad.

"The rebels are going to try to wait us out. For the next few days, we'll nake
occasi onal passes over the building and the entrance to the cavern tunnels and
chanmbers. That is only after the squad | eader assesses the situation. Wen
t hose passes are nade, each Myrmidon is to fire at one of the slitséa€”or

openi ngs. "

Fhentyl raised his thin black eyebrows.

"First, it will keep them from stationing those |ightcan-non directly behind
the slits. Second, eventually we'll nelt the openings shut."

"But... they still have a Table there," Fhentyl obA-served.

"That's true,"” Dainyl agreed, "but it limts their ability to use those

i ghtcannon against us. 1'll be here for the next few days to establish what
we need to do, but it's inmportant that you keep up those efforts while | dea
with Tenpre."

Fhentyl nodded slowy. "What if... others ... come fromthe east?"

"The cl osest Myrmi don conmpany fromthe east is in Dulka. Wth the terrain,

t hey cannot reach here in |less than three days, and that would be if they
lifted off this nmorning. | don't see that happening. Those inside the conpound
can't do that much, even with a Table. Not that many al ectors can use a Table
on a continuing basis."

"Sir... alectors against alectors? | had never thought to see this." Fhentyl
shut his nouth quickly, as if he'd reA-gretted the words before he had
finished uttering them
"Most of the rebels are dissidents fromlfryn. They've taken Hyalt because
it's isolated. How they got here, no one seenms to know, but how it occurred
isn't our problem Keeping the situation fromgetting out of hand is. If we
don't stop them they'll build nore of those Iightcannon. That will put a
greater strain on the world' s lifeforce, not that they seemto care, and we'l
face a | onger and harder struggle.” Not that we won't anyway.

Dai nyl al so chose not to nmention that at |east the nmain door to the

out bui I di ng had been arnored with lifeforce. Were the |ightcannon and such
def ensi ve neasures as the door a synptom of why |ifeforce growth was slow on
Acorus? Mirre likely it was appearing that lifeforce growmh hadn't been that
slow, but that sone of that growh had been bled off and diverteda€”and nost
likely in nore places than Hyalt. Wo knew or suspected such, and why weren't
t hey sayi ng anyt hi ng?

"How coul d they get away with that?" asked Under-captain Hyksant.

"If someone bribes a corrupt recorder on Ifryn, and an al ector vanishes from
Illustra, is anyone there going to try a long translation to Acorus to report
it or track the mal eA-factor down? Ifryn won't last that many nore years."



Dai nyl could say that, so long as he didn't nmention just how critical the
lifeforce dimnution was on Ifryn. "It's a hope for those who fear that they
won't be granted a chanced€”or those who think they'll have a nmuch better
chance by trying a long translation early. They can claimthat they want to
hel p somewhere, and if they believe that, seldomw ||l a recorder go beyond
that inconplete truth&€”not given the dangers with making a | ong
transl aA-ti on. W have few enough al ectors here that there's al A-ways sone job
to be done.”
"But how ...
Dai nyl didn't see who offered the sotto voce commrent.

"From our point of view, that doesn't matter. Qur probA-lemis sinple. W
have a rebel group that is clearly bent on squandering lifeforce. W have to
stop thembefore it gets worse." After the briefest of pauses, he added, "For

the next few days, I'Il be flying with first squad."

"Sir?" asked Fhentyl, his tone somewhere between quizzical and aghast.

"If | don't, that will put extra work on the others. BeA-sides, | can't do
anything up north until the Cadm ans reach Tenpre. Al so, | need to see exactly
what's happenA-ing. |'d be out there as a passenger if | weren't flying."

"Yes, sir." Fhentyl's voice was gl um

"Try not to worry about it," Dainyl said, although he realized that no conmpany
conmander could avoid worryA-ing about his superior being exposed to fire.
"It's my deA-cision, and you can't do anything about it."
"I'"d rather not have to explain that, sir." Fhentyl's tone was al nost dol ef ul
Dai nyl |aughed, then turned to Hyksant. "I apol ogi ze, Undercaptain, but | will
take command of first squad for the interim"
"Yes, sir." Hyksant sounded far |ess unhappy than Fhentyl had.

Less than a glass later, Dainyl led first squad west-sout hwest toward the

regi onal alector's conpound, early enough in the norning that the | owflying
pteri dons cast |ong shadows, often agai nst west-facing shaded slopes. As first
squad neared the conpound, fourth squad turned fromits circular patro
pattern and banked back toward the way-station base.

Dai nyl made a conplete circuit of the area, then reA-versed his path, heading
to fly wing on Hyksant.

"I"'mgoing in closer. Watch and offer cover if anyone fires."

"Yes, sir!" the undercaptain called back

Dai nyl decided on a flight path that would offer mni A-mal exposure. By comi ng
over the |l ow mountains to the northwest, barely above the tops of the
scattered junipers,

and then turning south, he could get a view of any deA-fenses hidden in the
rocks, as well as the back side of the single stone structure. The one cl ear
advant age offered by the skyl ances over the |ightcannon was afforded by the
pteri dons thensel ves, who functioned not only as flight platforms, but as
lifeforce conduits that recharged the | ances al nost instantaneously. Since
both the skylances and the Iightcannon had to be based on the sane
mechaA-ni sns, they both required sunlight for continued operaA-tion, although
they were probably good for a handful of discharges in darkness.
The difference between the weapons nmeant, Dainyl hoped, that during the day
the Iightcannon could not be used as often as the skylances, particularly if
t he comA- pound renmmined | argely seal ed behind stone. For that reaA-son, anong
others, he wanted to make a flight pass over the area before too rmuch ful
sunlight fell on the conpound.

Down . . . down and right. . . into the turn ... lower... just above the
trees. Now Hard right and due sout h!

Hol di ng his skylance at the ready, Dainyl drew on what |ifeforce he could, and
strengt hened his personal shields just before he swept over the last of the
trees and into the open air just above the cliffs. As he had suspected, a

| i ght A-cannon had been set up anmid the rocks to the north of the conplex under
the mountain. Two al ectors turned, trying to swivel their weapon to bring it
to bear on him

He triggered his | ance. The blue-white flanme flashed true toward the



[ i ght cannon.
A wave of white energy flared skyward, but Dainyl and his pteridon had al ready
passed over where the |ightcanA-non had been

Suddenly, light blazed around him so rmuch that he could not see or sense, and
his shields barely held.
U . . . left.. . tight turn .

The angle of the turn carried Dainyl and his pteridon far enough west that the
hi gher and rocky sections of the cliffs bl ocked the second blast fromthe
[ i ght cannon.

Still, he was shaking fromthe effort of holding lifeforce shields, and he
et the pteridon continue a gentle clinb westward, releasing his shields and
trying to recover sone strength. A few nonents nore under attack, and he and
probably the pteridon would have been dust sifting down through the hazy sky.
He gl anced back, noting that the remaining circling pteridons of first squad
had returned fire. He squinted. One pteridon was circling higher, grasping a
skyl ance in one claw. The pteridon was flyeriess.

Dai nyl needed to make anot her attack, for the sinple reason that he was one of
the few Myrmdons with perA-sonal shields strong enough even to get close to
the Iight-cannon near the clifftop. Fromwhat he'd sensed, it was far nore
powerful than the others, and he didn't want any nore casualties anong the
M/rm dons than necessary.

To nmake anot her attack run, he needed even | ess expoA-sure, and to fire his
skyl ance first. Fromwhat he could tell, the weapon was nmounted directly above
the cliffside entrance, conceal ed somewhere in the redstone boul ders. He had
concentrated on the first site he had seen, and he shoul d have been | ooki ng
farther ahead. That had been stupid.

Then agai n, when had any Myrni dons fought agai nst |ightcannon? He shook his
head, both at his stupidity, and to clear his eyes.

Right... and | ower.
The pteridon made a descendi ng right-hand turn, and Dai nyl straightened on a
course fixed directly on the ocA-casional light blasts that flashed skyward

fromthe top of the cliff section of the conmpound. He edged his course |ine
slightly right, so that he would clear the edge of the cliff just slightly to
the south of where the |ightcannon was positioned.

Lower.. . barely above the trees... just past the edge and hard left.

Dai nyl had the skylance ready once nore. He triggered it as the pteridon dived
clear of the rocky |edge, adjusting

his aimtoward the concentration of energy that nmarked the Iightcannon hidden
behi nd an aperture a yard w de.
The skyl ance beam sl ashed into the hal f-hi dden weapon.

Hard left... up . .. just above the trees.

St ones and stone fragments expl oded skyward, and nore stones and boul ders
cascaded down fromthe cliff.

Despite the cool air flow ng past him Dainyl was danp all over. Inside his
flying gloves, his hands were wet. He replaced the skylance in its sheath for
a noment, and al A-1owed hinself a brief nonent to stretch slightly while the
pteridon began a clinmbing right-hand turn skyward. Then he lifted one hand and
then the other, turning each hand into me wind to let the cool air help dry
them Then he reA-clained the skyl ance.
As he gained altitude, he could see that a thinning cloud of rock dust rose
fromwhere there had been what anounted to a |ightcannon port.
As he circl ed back, Dainyl surveyed the area once nore, |ooking for other
possi bl y hi dden weapons. He coul d sense no other energy concentration, but he
didn't doubt that there would be others before too |ong.

Hs eyes lifted to the flyerless pteridon. The creature would foll ow the squad
back, indeed, follow the squad until another rider was assigned.

Dai nyl frowned. He'd lost two Myrm dons in as many days, and that was nore
than he'd lost in all the years that he'd been a conpany comander
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Mykel awoke slightly before dawn on



Quinti, surprised that he did not feel any pain in his back, only a snall
amount of stiffness. Fromwhat he could tell, whatever el se the soarer had
done, she had speeded the

healing. O had his linking nore directly to the world done that? O both?
Why the soarer mght heal him if she had, was another question, but he wasn't
about to turn down such a gift. He dressed quickly, packing his gear and
carrying it out to his nount in the half-ruined stable. After checking with
t he conpany commanders of his command, the one heading out to Tenpre, he made
his way to the long roomthat served as a communal ness, where he had cheese,
hard bread, and dried nutton, washed down with the | ocal watered w ne, which
was weak and close to vinegar. As always, of late, he reA-mained al one.
As Mykel left and headed for the courtyard, Rhystan appeared. "You | ook better
this nmorning, sir."

"I feel better. A good night's sleep helps.”" Mykel had to admt that he felt
better&€” physically, at least. Using his inproved senses, he studied the
captain. Rhystan's aura was darker than that of nost people, a deeper brown.
Mykel suspected that, in tine, he mght even be able to tell where peopl e had
been born. If he had that tinme to learn

"You' re about ready to head out?"

"They're form ng up now," Mkel replied.

"I wish you well in Tenpre, sir."

"The sane to you, here." Mkel shook his head, then went on. "If you have to
deal with the rebels, there are a fewthings to keep in mnd. First, as | told
you |l ast night, those shiny uniforms are a formof arnor that stops bul A-lets,
but multiple inmpacts will bruise them sonetines badly, 1'd judge. Still, up
cl ose, head shots are nore ef A-fective. Second, the tripod weapons need power
fromthe carts. I'd try concentrated fire against the carts. |If they expl ode,
they' Il take out any rebels nearby."

Rhystan cleared his throat, gently. "I don't believe you nentioned how to take
out the tripod weapons, sir."
"It could be that | didn't. The carts do explode if enough bullets hit them"
Mykel wasn't certain how he knew that, but he felt he was right.
"You didn't nention that to the submarshal, did you?"

"I did nention the weapons. | thought he would know their capabilities.”
"For so direct an officer, sir, you ..." Rhystan broke off and shook his head
"Now it's your turn, Rhystan. Never tell an untruth. Never conceal what a
superior already knows. But choose carefully when and how you | et hi mknow
what he doesn't know and doesn't want to." Mkel |aughed, briefly, and not
quite harshly. "As you know, | can speak directly to the dangers of telling
seni or officers what they don't wish to hear."

Rhystan smiled, faintly.
"You'll do what you think best. We all do. Events decide whether our judgnents
were accurate, and sonetimes, acA-curate judgments are nore fatal than

i naccurate ones."
"You're rather cynical this norning."
"I't comes with inmproving health." Mkel smiled. "I need to be riding out. |
did recommend you get promoted. | hope it happens. | also hope you have an
unevent ful picket duty."
"So do I, sir. Good fortune in Tenpe."
"Thank you. We'll need it." We'll need nore than that. Mykel turned and headed
back to the courtyard and his nount.

Undercaptain Fabrytal rode up to within a yard of Mykel al nost as soon as the
maj er appeared in the courtA-yard. "Fifteenth Conpany stands ready to ride,
sir."
"Clear the courtyard, then, and formup outside the gate."
"Yes, sir." The undercaptain turned his nount. "FifA-teenth Conpany, forward.
Re-form beyond the gates."

Mykel mounted quickly and rejoined Fabrytal outside the garrison, as he waited
for reports fromLoryalt and Matorak
"How long a ride to Tenpre, sir?" asked Fabrytal



"Four days, |'d judge, but it could be nore if we ride into bad weather."
"What's Tenpre |ike?"

"lI've never been there. I've seen it fromthe north side of the Vedra. It's a
trading city. It's smaller than Elcien or Faitel, but it's got two of the
green towers and a river port. There's no Cadm an conpound there. W' ve got
two conpanies in Krost. Those are the closest that | know about."

"Do you know why we're being sent there, when all the action's here?"

Mykel grinned at the undercaptain. "No... | don't know exactly why we're being
di spatched to Tenpre. W'Ill get orders once we're near nere. | have the
feeling we won't lack for action, though." Unfortunately.

"You think the Squawt s have crossed the river... or they mght?"

"That's unlikely, but we'll find out around Novdi or Decdi."

Loryalt rode up, followed by Matorak

"Sevent eent h Conpany, ready to ride."

"Second Conpany, ready to ride. Wagons ready to roll."

"Thank you." Mykel nodded to Fabrytal. "Fifteenth Conpany, |ead the way. You
have the scouts."

"Yes, sir." The undercaptain stood in the stirrups. "Scouts out! Fifteenm
Conpany! Forward!"

As his three conpanies rode along the high road northA-ward out of Hyalt,

Mykel kept looking to the west. He could not see ne First Hyalt, on picket
duty, but he did see five pteridons headed southwest, presumably to relieve
those circling around the regional alector's conpound.

Wil e he knew in his thoughts that all beings struggled for power and control
he couldn't help but wonder what sort of power was involved with the alectors
rebellion. They certainly controlled the world, and they lived well. His |ips
qui rked, and he shook his head.

He' d have to use the time on the ride north, both to conA-tinue training and
sharpening the skills of the three comA-panies, but also putting into practice

what he'd learned from the anci ent soarer and from observing t he
submar shal 4€” assunmi ng that he coul d. He pushed the doubts away. |If those two
could master greater control of the forces that suffused the world, surely he
could gain sone better control

Once they were well clear of Hyalt, Mykel dropped back to ride with
Undercaptain Matorak. He'd spent less tine than he probably should have with

t he undercaptain and what tinme he had spent had been largely devoted to
training and instruction.

Mat or ak was one of the darker-skinned Cadnian officers, and a good ten years
ol der than Mykel, a forner ranker who had been squad | eader, and then a senior
squad | eader, beA-fore being pronoted to undercaptain. His |ifethread was
sandy gol den brown and stretched to the southeast.

"Can you tell me any nore about this deploynent, sir?"

"There's a problemin Tenpre. Once we near the city, we'll be joined by sone
of the Myrnmidons and given nore detailed orders."” Mykel smiled pleasantly.
"The submar A-shal hasn't chosen to provide nore informtion yet."

Mat or ak nodded sl ow y, not questioning.

"Why did you join ne Cadnians?" asked Mykel

"As a boy, | decided I did not wish to grow desert nuts and work in the
quarries draggi ng out the golden marble. When | could, | wal ked to Soupat and
waited for the CadA-mian recruiter. The Cadmi ans from Sout hgate come once a
year."

"I's growing me nuts that difficult?"

"One must make sure that nothing grows near the nut tree. Even the slightest
sprig of green in the soil will atA-tract me giant crickets, and they will
strip ne trees. The apprentice growers must sleep in the groves every night in
the spring. They nust sleep lightiy and wake when the crickets hum M brother
killed a hundred crickets one night. He was beaten because he m ssed two of
them and they ate the flowers on one tree. | thought | would rather work in
the quarries until ny cousin's |l eg was crushed between two sl abs of narble. M
father said that | was ungrateful, and that | would die alone in a far



country."

Mat or ak | aughed. "I said nothing, but | thought that was better than dying
young in ny own |and."
"I can see why you becane a Cadm an," Mykel said. "Wat is the desert |ike
near Soupat ?"
"In the day, it is like the ovens ny nother used to bake bread. Everyone
sleeps in the late afternoon. W ate late in the evening, and slept for four
gl asses so that we could get up and work just before dawn."
"Ni ght watches weren't a problemfor you, then?"
"No, sir. | like the night. So do you, do you not?"
"At times." Had Matorak seen Mykel with the soarer?
"They say you are a dagger of the ancients, sir." Ma-torak's eyes were
politely expressionless.
"What is said and what is are often two different things," Mykel replied.
"Even when they are the sane, the words do not convey the reality." He really
didn't want to admit or deny the appellation

"In the desert, words are a waste of water. In the ocean, speech will drown
one."

Mykel | aughed.
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On Decdi norning, like every other nmorning since arriving in Hyalt, Dainyl was

up before dawn. After he had dressed and eaten, he slipped out of the way
station, carrying his small bag of personal gear. As the sky lightened from
purpl e-green to green-tinged silver, he looked to the north and the waiting
pteridons, and then at the sky. A cooler breeze blew fromthe northA-east,
carrying behind it clouds, |ower than he would have |iked, but high enough for
first squad to follow the high road north to Tenpre.
The previous days of patrols over the rebel conpound had proved far |ess
eventful than the first day, since it had

become clear to the besieged rebels that any use of a lightcannon resulted in
its destruction. Still, the first day had cost Fifth Conmpany two Myrmidons, in
addition to Dyrnmant's death. Wile Dainyl should have anticipated it, the
Tal ent strength of the al ector who had met hi moutA-side the regional conpound
had shocked him Not that soneone had that |evel of Talent, but that an
al ector of that ability could be so easily spared.
O had the dead al ector just been arrogant, thinking that no nere Myrnidon
possessed equal or stronger Tal A-ent? Either way, Dainyl reflected, it meant
that he would have to deal with either great arrogance anong Brekylt's and
Rhelyn's rebels or great Talent&€”if not both.

It was for the best, although he had not planned it that way, that he had not

i mediately attenpted to transfer Dyrmant's pteridon to Brytra, who was now
flying with first squad. Definitely a fiery introduction for the young

al ectress in becoming a flier
After that first day, the compound had shown little overt activity, except for
occasi onal quick light-blasts, designed nore to keep the Myrm dons from
venturing too close. In return, Fifth Conpany had used skylances to seal nore
of the slit ports, and in response, the rebels creA-ated nore, if slowy.

Dai nyl turned as Fhentyl approached.

"Good norni ng, Submarshal ."

"Good nmorning. We'll be lifting off shortly."

"WIl one squad be enough, sir?" asked Fhentyl. "Thi ngs have been nore quiet
here.”
"For now," agreed Dainyl. "That worries ne."

"You think that the rebels are planni ng sonething."

Dai nyl nodded. He was certain of that, but exactly what they m ght do he had
no i dea, except that it was likely to be deadly. He just w shed he hadn't had
to wait so long for the Cadm ans to reach Tenpre, but he needed ground forces
to get into the administrative center&€”and the Tabl e chanber&€”in Tenpre.
From what Lystrana had been able to discover, even nore resources had been di-
verted, including some to Tenpre. Tenpre was a | ess isoA-lated locale for



al ectors, and that m ght nean that there were no |ightcannon thered€”or fewer.
That al so meant that Majer Mykel might face nore of a locally raised and
trained armed force than Dainyl had originally planned, which was another
reason why Dainyl had finally deci ded on sending three compani es and the

maj er, rather than two under Captain Rhystan, as he had first considered.
"They might try sone form of shielded vehicle," he said slowy to Fhentyl,

"l'i ke a small sandox coach, for the lightcannon. Aimfor the wheels, that
happens. |If they do sonmething like that, have the Cadm ans retreat. They can't
stand agai nst those weapons. One way or another," Dainyl continued, "the
rebels will attenpt to break out, probably tonorrow or the next day. Be ready
for it. Don't accept any surrenders. They have the equival ent of high alectors
in there, and if any of you get close to them you'll end up either doing what
t hey want or dead."

"Sir?" Fhentyl stiffened.

"You heard me, Captain. |I'mthinking of your health and survival. They'll do
about anything to gain control of the pteridons, and that includes treachery
and nmurder. That's why you are not to |and there under any circumA-stances."
Dai nyl paused. "Why do you think I'mhere in person, and why | had to be the
one to attenpt to see the regional alector?"
The captain relaxed slightly, but not all the way.

Dai nyl didn't blanme him

"I never thought..."

"Neither did any of us," Dainyl replied gently. "But we're the ones who have
to deal with it. Now ... | need to be going. Best of fortune, Captain."

"Thank you, sir."

Dai nyl offered a snmle and lifted the gear bag he carA-ried, then strode
across the tranpled grass and dirt north of the way station toward first
squad.

Under capt ai n Hyksant stood waiting by his pteridon as Dainyl approached.
"First squad, ready to fly, sir."

"Thank you, Undercaptain. Stand by." Dainyl slipped his gear into the harness
bag behi nd the saddl e and swung up onto the pteridon

"Lift off!"™ Lift off... straight north, gentle clinb to two hundred yards
The pteridon conplied, as did the odier four, one bearA-ing the newest
Myrmidon flier.
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Mykel and his three conpani es reached the way station south of Tenpre |ate on
Novdi, just after sunset. Al along the road, he'd nade an effort to

repli A-cate the sort of shield that he'd sensed with Submarshal Dainyl. He

t hought he was doing better at it, but how would he know? Still, he had to do

somet hing before he outlived his useful ness to the submarshal. That was cl ear
fromwhat both Rachyla and the soarer had told him

The station was |ocated on the north-south high road a good five vingts north
of the intersection between the north-south high road fromHyalt to Tenpre and
the east-west high road that ran fromHafin on the west coast all the way

t hrough the South Pass of the Spine of Corus to Flyr in Lustrea. A low hil
behind the station to the east rose less than fifteen yards above the top of
the waysta-tion roof. As befitted a major way station, there was a spring, a
stable, a corral, and a main building. None were adequate to deal with close
to three hundred Cadmians and their mounts, but it was the best to be had.
Because Mykel had felt uneasy about his position, esA-pecially wthout orders
fromthe submarshal, he had posted scouts several vingts away fromthe

wayst ation along the high road in both directions, with reliefs schedA-ul ed as
part of the watch rotation

Vel | before dawn on Decdi, he was awakened.

"Sir..." reported Jasakyt, "There are two, maybe three, conpanies of troopers
riding this way from Tem pre. They're not Cadmi ans." His lips crinkled into a
smle. "Hard to tell in the dark, but it |ooks Iike fancy unifornms, too."

Mykel was already pulling on his boots and his tunic. "Just troopers? No
wagons? Carts? Baggage?"



"No, sir."
"How far were they, and how fast were they riding?"
"Three vingts when | left. They weren't pushing it. |I'd say a quarter to a
hal f gl ass before they get here."
"Battalion! Formup! To horse!"™ Mykel turned to Jasakyt. "Head back out. No
more than half a vingt. ReA-port back when you see them"
Jasakyt nodded and headed off.
"Fabrytal! Here!"
"Sir?" The undercaptain appeared, still pulling on his tunic.
"Formup Fifteenth Conmpany by squads, staggered firA-ing lines, rifles ready.
On the flat east of the road, just north of the waystation."
"Sir?" asked Fabrytal
"How likely is it that three conpanies of strange troopA-ers woul d decide to
take a leisurely ride before dawn on a Decdi norning?"
"When you put it that way ..."
"Go! Formup Fifteenth Conpany as ordered.”

Fabrytal left at close to a run
"Loryalt! Matorak! To ne."

Loryalt appeared first, followed by the Hyal tan underA-capt ai n.
"Loryalt, we've got nounted troopers headed this way. | want Seventeenth
Conmpany formed up, ready to ride, on the back of the north side of the hil
behind the way staA-tion. Keep out of sight, but have a scout in position to
obA-serve. Once the firing starts, you're to sweep out to the north and cut
off any retreat. G ve yourself enough space so that you can ride out, stagger
the conpany into a firing

line and rake themwith at |east two volleys before you go after themw th
sabres. Three volleys or nore, if they don't react. Pass the orders to your
squad | eaders once you formup so they know the plan."

"Yes, sir."
"Head out now. You've got the farthest to go." Mkel turned in the dimmess to
Matorak. "I want you to set up your conpany on the south side of the way

station. Keep them close together and station them so that no one can be seen
by anyone coming south on the high road. Once the firing starts, you're to use
the sane tactics as SevenA-teenth Conpany. Charge out straight, hold the road
on the south side. Come to a firing line and rake them Two vol A-1eys. Keep
firing at themuntil they | ook Iike they' |l charged€”or until | order a
charge. O Undercaptain Fab-rytal does. And tell your squad | eaders/'

"Yes, sir."

In the di mess, Mkel could see the unspoken quesA-tions in Matorak's face.
"They're not Cadmians, and they only think they've been trained. They can't
have been in nuch of a fight, and they have no idea of what our volleys wll
do to them They'll break."

Mat orak hurried off, and Mykel followed al nost at a run. Even so, he was
mount ed and beside Fabrytal as FifA-teenth Conpany formed up on the flat area
on the east side of the road just north of the way station. In the east, the
sky was just beginning to |ighten.

"Sir? Where are the ot her conpani es goi ng?"

"Seventeenth is headed a bit north behind the hill. Second will be conceal ed
behi nd the waystation. | want them cl ose, but out of sight." Wat Mkel wasn't
sayA-ing was that he was counting on the strange troopers to assume that he
would not fire first. He wouldn't&€”not until he had a sign that the troopers
were hostile, al A-though he couldn't inagine otherwi se on an end-day norning.
If the troopers cane in firing, that was anA-other question, but Fifteenth
Conpany was drawn up in firing order

There were ot her questions as well. Wo had created three conpani es of
nmount ed troopers, and how had they known Mykel was there? Who was sendi ng them
agai nst Cadmi ans and why? Had somet hi ng happened to the sub-marshal ? O was
the information about Mykel's Cadm A-ans sonet hing di scovered by the
nmyst eri ous Tabl es?

Mykel shook his head. None of that really mattered for the noment. Wat



mattered was how he handled the troopers. Still, as he sat on the roan
wai ting, he concenA-trated on trying to strengthen the shiel d/ conceal nent
around hinsel f.
The sky had lightened into a dark greenish gray when the first ranks of the
oncom ng troopers appeared on the high road, the click of hoofs on stone
echoi ng t hrough the di nmess.

Mykel could sense a certain surprise from sonewhere.
Then the colum halted, still on the road, a good fifty yards to the north of
Fi ft eent h Conpany.

Mykel smiled, grimy, then called out? "Who goes there?"

"Who are you?" A figure rode out a few yards fromthe five-man vanguard, al
too close to the main body.

"Fifteenth Company, Third Battalion, Cadmi an Mounted Rifles," Mkel replied,
letting his voice carry. "Wo are you?"

"The Alector's Guard of Tenpred€” charged with mai nA-taining order in and
around Tenpre."

Mykel waited, studying the officer with both eyes and senses.

"There is no need for a Cadmi an presence near Tenpre. Regional Al ector Fahylt
has everything under control."

"Captain," Mykel stated, "that is not what our orders stated.”

"Mpjer, Majer Kersyd. I'mafraid that you nust be m staken, Captain."

Mykel ignored the snub. "I'ma little confused. The Cadmi an Mounted Rifles are
charged wi th maintaining order and subdui ng rebels and insurrections. W have
t he

freedom of the roads as necessary. Exactly what is the Al ector's Guard?"
"There are no Cadm ans here. There have never been any, and with the grow ng
Squawt threat to the north, the regional alector formed the CGuarda€""

"Has the CGuard ever fought the Squawts?"

"The GQuard is here to prevent that necessity."

Mykel sensed the growi ng unease of the magjer. "I see. And what if we insist on
proceedi ng to Tenpre?"

"I amafraid we cannot allow that."

"Cannot all ow?" questioned Mykel. "You would stop a Cadm an comand under the
orders of the Marshal of Myrm dons?" Wth cold certainty, he could sense
someA-one aiming at him

He jerked aside in the saddle, but even so, sonething half-tw sted him al nost
yanking himoff the roan. He straightened, and his own rifle came up in a

singl e movenent, and he fired, willing the shot home. The Guard majer did not
even have the chance to | ook surA-prised
"Fifteenth Conpany! Fire at will!" Mykel ordered.

The Cadmi ans got off three volleys before even scatA-tered rifle shots were
offered by the Alector's Guard. Fromboth the north and south, Mkel could
sense and hear the hoof beats of the horses of the other two conpaA-nies.

Fol lowing their orders, if slightly later than Mykel woul d have li ked,
Sevent eent h Conpany swept up the road fromthe south, while Second Conpany
swung out and swept down fromthe north.

Mykel dropped two squad | eaders, and an undercap-tain. Mre shots, if
scattered, began to fly around him He kept firing, then rel oaded.

"Sevent eenth Conpany! Fire at will!"

"Second Conpany! Fire at will!l"

Shots poured into the tightly massed body of the guard troopers fromthree
sides. Mykel watched, seeing that the rear ranks of the Guard were begi nni ng
to turn their nounts.

"Fifteenth Conpany, rifles away!" ordered Mykel. "Sabres ready! Forward!"
Wil e he began the charge, he let Fabrytal |ead FifA-teenth Conpany agai nst
the center of the so-called Alec-tor's Cuard.

The ot her two conpani es foll owed.

Mykel remained on the road, noting wyly that FabryA-tal had ordered five
troopers to cover and support him That was probably for the best, since he
felt exhausted&€” and shoul dn't have. He glanced at his shoul der and upper



chest, both of which were sore, but there were no holes or marks on his
uniformtunic. He wasn't certain he beA-lieved it, but the only conclusion he
could come to was that his efforts in holding the shields to conceal his
abiliA-ties had diffused the inpact of a bullet. The corollary was that doing
so took a great deal of strength, and that meant he still was vulnerable in a
firefight, if |less so.

He straightened in the saddl e, sheathed the sabre, then eased the roan forward
to keep abreast of Fifteenth ComA-pany, taking his rifle out once nore.

In less than a glass, the remmants of the Guard had scattered westward, across
the fiel ds of gol den wheat, |eaving paths of bent and broken grai nd€” and
bodi es and nore bodies. The sun had risen, casting | ong shadows across the
carnage. From what Mykel could see, well close to two hundred Guard troopers

| ay around the high road and in the nearby sections of the fields.

Anot her hal f gl ass passed before the three conpanies had returned and
re-formed before the way station

"Report!" ordered Mykel.

"Fifteenth Conpany. Two dead, five wounded."

"Sevent eent h Conpany. Four dead, eight wounded."

"Second Conpany. Five dead, four wounded."

Mykel surveyed the conpany comanders. "This was the easy part. It will get
harder. |I'mcertain that the sub-marshal has something else in mind as well.
Now. .. each of you detail a squad to recover rifles and ammuni A-tion fromthe
dead and wounded. Disarmthe wounded

and bring theminto the way station. Fabrytal... you send scouts north, three
vingts. Loryalt to the south. Ma-torak, your scouts go on die back side of the
hill behind us and another set on that ridge to die west beyond the fields...

Once everything is set up, stand down, and get the nounts watered and fed and
your men rested."”

"Sir ... do we have any orders?"

"W just executed the orders we had. W were to take and hold this way
station, and wait for the submarshal to arrive with further orders.” That nuch
was essentially true. Mykel just wi shed he knew for certain what cane next,
although it was likely to be sone sort of attack on Tenpre and, based on the
fact that there had been an unauthorized nounted force, one on the regiona

al ector's conpound was |ikely. "Dismissed to your conpanies."

Later, after the conpanies had conpl eted the body detail s&€"for the nonent,
all two hundred and three were laid out behind the stabl ed€” Mykel rode to the
top of the hill behind the way station. He reined up in the knee high grass
and slowy studied the fields and well-tended woods in all directions. There
were close to twenty small steads, but, not surprisingly, no one was out in
the fields. He saw no fl ocks near by.

He had the sinking feeling that die massacre had been a setup, except he had
no i dea why, except to undermne the noral aunority of the Cadm ans. Yet the
dead mmj er had been ready to order an attack. Al the Guard troopers had been
fully armed, and all riflesé&€”identical to the Cad-m an piecesé€’clearly used
or ready for use.

That neant, at least to him mat nme outcone didn't matter to whoever had set
it up. If he and his conpani es had been defeated, that woul d have underm ned
the CadA-nmians in one way. By his effectiveness in ruthlessly atA-tacking,
he' d undernmi ned the Cadmi ans in anot her
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As his pteridon swept in toward the way station south of Tenpre, in the late
aft ernoon' s shadowed sunlight, Dainyl could make out the signs of a battle,
even without the sense of lost lifeforce that pervaded the area. The wheat
fields to the west of the high road had been tranpled, and several |ocations,
even fromthe air, showed where nen and nounts had fallen

"North of the way station, on the flat!" Dainyl called back to Hyksant.
North... to the side of the road..

The pteridon swng west and then descended into the wind, flaring and settling
onto the ground already scarred by horses, then folding its long blue |eathery



wings. In turn, the other four pteridons | anded, each farther fromthe way
station.

Maj er Mykel had hurried out of the way station even before Dainyl's pteridon
touched down, and stood waitA-ing, |ess than fifteen yards away.

Dai nyl di smounted and stretched. His | egs ached. He still wasn't used to
flying all day, and wondered if he'd ever regain that ability. He doubted it,
since, once he finished the Hyalt-Tenpre canpai gnd€’or it finished hima€"the
pteri don woul d be taken over by another Myrnidon, and he woul d go back to
headquarters in Elcien. He studied the majer. For better or worse, the |ander
had tighter shields than before, much tighter. To Dainyl, he alnost felt |ike
a dimnutive al ector, except his shiel ded Tal ent was gray-green, rather than
grayish purple. Still. . . froma distance, nost alectors nmight not know.
Finally, Dainyl stepped toward the nmajer, |eaving his gear on the pteridon
"You had a battle here.”
"Yes, sir. Three conpanies of something called the Al ector's Guard appeared at
dawn this norning. They opened fire first."

Dai nyl sensed Mykel's grimace as nmuch as he saw t he expression
"It was a slaughter, or close to it. W took out about two-thirds of their
men. The others scattered. |'ve had scouts out as far as seven vingts, just
short of the outskirts of Tenpre. We haven't seen any sign of other forces. W
haven't seen any traffic on the high road south from TemA-pre. There have been
some spirit nmerchants from VWan and Krost heading into Tenpre, but no others
on this secA-tion of the high road."
"You said they opened fire first. Did they have rifles?"
"Yes, sir. We collected all the rifles and anmunition fromthe wounded and the
fallen. The rifles are Cadmi an issue, but they don't have serial nunbers. The
ammuni A-tion's the sane, too."

First Dramur and now Tenpre&€”Dai nyl couldn't hel p asking hinself just how
many unaut hori zed rifles had been manufactured and where they all had ended
up. "Have you found out anything fromthe wounded?"
"Not nuch. The officers were either killed or fled. The rankers were told [ ast
ni ght that they would be riding out after Squawts in Cadmi an unifornms who had
crossed the Vedra and were threatening Tenpre. According to the ma-jer in
conmmand, this Alector's Guard was formed to offset the threat of the Squawts."
Mykel | aughed harshly. "That was hard to believe, since the Cadmi ans pretty
much wi ped themout in the southern Westerhills. The majer said we had no
busi ness entering Tenpre. | rem nded himthat the Cadm ans had the freedom of
t he roads anywhere in Corus. H s answer was to start shooting."
"How many nen did you | ose, Majer?
" Twel ve dead, sixteen wounded. Two of the wounded are having a hard tinme of
it. W lost one earlier. W counted sonmething |ike two hundred six bodies, and
we' ve got thirteen wounded captives lefté€”all rankers.™
Dai nyl found hinself both amazed and appal | ed.
"Sir... this was a setup. W were set to |lose either way."

After a noment, Dainyl understood. "Either you Cad-m ans are ineffective or
bl oodt hirsty tools of the Duarches?"
"That's my guess, sir."
Unfortunately, the majer's assessment made all too nuch sense. "Then, we m ght
as well be bloodthirsty for a reason. Let ne get things settled with the

Myrmi dons, and then |'Il be back, and we'll go over the plans for toA-norrow s
attack. Qur objective is to take total control of the admi nistrative center of
Tenpre."

"Yes, sir. You want ne to wait here?"

Dai nyl |aughed. "No. Get sonething to drink. Is there a table in the way
station where we can spread out sone maps?"

"There are several. One's better."

"Wait for me there.”

Mykel nodded and stepped back, then turned and wal ked briskly toward the way
station.

Dai nyl watched him He was fairly certain that die nma-jer had told the truth,



but it was getting harder to read the | ander, much harder. He shook his head,
then started back toward the pteridon for the maps.

As Dai nyl neared the pteridons, Hyksant approached. "Sir... the mjer..
perhaps |I'm m staken, but | thought | sensed Talent there. Wth the majer, |
mean. "

"He has some untrained Talent," Dainyl replied. "LanA-ders occasionally do.
Wiile it isn't sonething that we enA-courage, or would normally accept, it is
to our benefit." He paused. "For now. Only for now. That is another reaA-son
why |'ve been given this mssion.”

Hyksant nodded slowy. "I had wondered."
"He was the first to discover the rebels. Had he not..."
"Ah ... yes, sir. Landers can be useful."

"In their place, Undercaptain. In their place." Wat is their place? Wuat is
ours? As he considered those quesA-tions, he realized that |ess than a year
bef ore he woul d never even have entertai ned such self-inquiries.
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Mykel stepped out into the darkness, this time on the south side of the way
station, since the MirA-nidons and their pteridons had taken the hillside to
the north, leaving the way station and stables to Mykel and his Cadm ans. In
t he darkness above, both Sel ena and Asterta shone brightly, and as close
toget her as he had ever seen them near the zenith. The night wind fromthe
west was light, still warm and carried the m xed odors of ripening wheat and
death. To the north, he could sense the Myrm dons and their pinkish purple
energi es, and the gray cloudi ness over those energies that represented the
submarshal ' s shi el ds.
The submarshal's plan to take Tenpre was straightforA-ward enough. Basically,
Mykel's three conpanies would ride north on the high road, and the five

pteri dons would use their skylances to clear any large forces or barricades.
The Cadmi ans woul d have to deal with snipers or indi A-viduals hidden where die
skyl ances woul d not reach. Once the courtyard around the conmpound was secured
t he submarshal and one other al ector would use the skyA-lances to blast open
the mai n doora€”assuning that the reA-gional alector did not surrender. Then
two al ectors and a squad under Mykel's direct commmand woul d begin taking the
structure, corridor by corridor. The submarshal had been very directa€” Mykel
woul d I ead the force designated to subdue the interior of the conplex.
According to the submarshal, there were roughly twenty alectors, half of whom
were Myrm don foot guards. The others, including the regional alector, were
functionari es who supervised and directed the tasks of regiona
adnmi ni stration. The Cadni ans were not to apA-proach any al ectors closely, but
they had | eave to fire on any who did not imediately surrender

Mykel paused. That wasn't quite what the submarshal had said. He'd said that
Mykel had leave to fire on them as did any Cadm an. The inplication was clear
enough ... and boded ill for Mykel's future. Yet he still had the feel A-ing
that deserting would be far worse ... so far
Submar shal Dai nyl wanted control of the regional alector's conpound. But why?
It had something to do with Hyalt. That nuch was certain, but Mykel didn't
beA-l1ieve for a noment that the purpose was nerely to interA-dict supplies to
Hyal t &€” or that such was even the primary reason. Wiatever it was, it was
clearly vital, because sub-marshals didn't run conpany-|evel operations, even
in the Myrm dons&€”unl ess a great deal was at stake.

Mykel turned and | ooked to the northwest, toward Tenpre. After receiving die
announcement of Rachyla's nove to Tenpre as the resident chatel aine for young
Amar yk, what ever a resident chatel ai ne m ght be, Mykel had thought about how
he mght visit Rachyla, but CadA-mian majers just didn't ride close to two
hundred vingts for a visit to soneone who mght well not even wi sh to see
them Yet when he had asked the soarer about that "coincidence," the ancient
had cryptically nmentioned "forces within" Mykel and refused to say nore.
Were there forces widiin Rachyla as well?

He shook his head. The nore he di scovered, the nore questions he had.

He' d once believed that, when he attained nore rank and responsibility, he



woul d have nore |latitude and freeA-dom but fromwhat he'd seen since
Dranur, he had less. O was it that now, as he | earned nore, he saw how few
true choices of any wi sdom were open? O was he just del uding hinself, being
afraid to step outside the strucA-ture of the Cadm ans?

After a time, he turned and wal ked slowy back toward the way station. He
needed sone sl eepd€”or rest, if he couldn't sleep
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Less than a glass after sunrise, Mykel's three conpanies were already five
vingts north of the way station and within two or three vingts of the
outskirts of Tenpre. The terrain had beconme slightly nore hilly with each
vingt they had ridden, and the fields and nmeadows had gi ven way to orchards.
The trees | ooked to be pears and apples, although Mykel was no grower. In
smal l er fenced fields between the orchards were occasional flocks of sheep
smal l er than those Mykel had seen in the northlands and fatter than those near
Hyal t .

For the last two vingts, the high road had risen ever so slightly to clinb a

| arge and gradual ridge. At the top of die ridge was an eternastone turnout
for wagons, presumi-ably to rest draft horses after the long clinb. Beyond the
turnout, the high road began an even nore gentle descent toward Tenpre, spread
out before the Cadm ans.

"Quiet, this morning," offered Fabrytal, riding beside Mykel. "Especially for
a Londi."

"I"msure the word has gone out mat the evil Cadmians are on the march into
Tenmpre, slaughtering all in their path." Mkel readjusted the ammunition belt
across his shoulders. If he had to charge through buil dings, he wasn't going
to be able to go back for shells to rel oad.

He glanced to his left and then his right, but the wide |ow ridge that had
separated the orchard | ands fromthe snaller steads on the outskirts of Tenpre
held no structures or dwellings, mainly stands of hardwood and | eafy softwood,
wi th al nost no evergreens. Despite the heat of sumrer, me grass beyond the
shoul der of the high road was green

"Looks peaceful ahead," the undercaptain went on

"I't will be for a while. It mght even be until we reach the alector's
conpound. "
Ahead, the high road arrowed on its descent directly

toward the River Vedra. Ahead, but appearing to the left of the high road
where it cut through the city, were the twin green towers that flanked the
river piers. Fromthe maps and the briefing fromthe submarshal, Mykel knew
that the regional alector's conplex was at the end of the high road, bel ow
another ridge that separated the strucA-tures fromthe River Vedra.

In the distance, across the River Vedra was the southA-ernnost part of the
Westerhills, the trees on the distant slopes indistinct in the norning haze.
Mykel could only tell that the trees appeared to be m xed softwoods and pine,
wi t h near-continuous canopy of foliage.
A shadow fell across the road, followed by another, and then three nore, as
the pteridons circled above the Cadmi ans.

Mykel kept studying the high road, and the steads beA-side the road down
toward Tenpre. Before long, the steads with smaller patches of |and and
orchards consistA-ing of only a half score of trees gave way to snall
dwel | i ngs and shopséa€”-and all were shuttered.

"They knew we were coning," said Fabrytal

"It looks that way." Mykel raised his voice. "Scout squads out!"
The undercaptain turned. "Scout squads!”
The two half squads broke off fromthe main colum, one angling east, the
other west. They were to scout the two boul evards parallel to the high road.
Wth the pteriA-dons circling, and three conpanies on the high road, Mke
doubted they'd find nuch, but it would have been foolish not to. look into the
possibility of anmbushes or flank attacks. Fortunately, the streets and

boul evards of Tenpre were wi de, and none of the buil dings, save the towers by
the piers, were nore than three stories, if that.



Sone few houses weren't shuttered, and in places, when he | ooked down side
streets, Mykel could see peoA-ple here and there. But the high road itself was
so quiet that the | oudest sound was that of hoofs clicking on the stone. Even
the rankers were silent. Just before the high road ended at the walls before
the regi onal alector's conpound, it passed through gardens on both sides, each
side bordered with | ow gray stone walls. Stone paths wound through the grass
and under the carefully pruned trees, or alongside the profusion of flowers in
t heir stone-edged beds.

Mykel could feel hinself getting edgier as he and Fab-rytal followed the
vanguard past the gardens and toward the stone conpl ex ahead. Waiting before
them were the two sub-squads he had di spatched to survey the side boul evards.
"East side. No forces to report, sir. There's a new conpounda€”gray stoned€”a
hal f vingt east of here on the cross road. It's got a blue banner."

Mykel nodded. He woul d have wagered that conpound was where the so-called
Alector's Guard was based. "Ride back up there to observe. If you see

anyt hing, or any nore forces, |'ll want a report as soon as possible.

"Yes, sir." The acting squad | eader nodded, then turned his nount.

"West side. Nothing to report, sir!"

The | ack of opposition only made Mykel even nore conA-cerned as he rode toward
the ungated entryway to the alecA-tor's conplex. The gray granite walls
surroundi ng the buildings were I ow, not nore than a yard and a third high. The
single building conprising the regional alector's comA-pound was nodest
conpared to the palace of the Duarch in Elcien, although the main front
entrance did boast a small pillared entrance aUA»ve wi de stone steps. The
building itself was set before the Iow hills bordering the south bank of the
Vedra, hills planted or cultivated in a fashion simlar to that of a park
Before the structure was a wi de paved pl aza.
As his force depl oyed across the plaza, Mkel ordered, "Conpanies! Halt!
Staggered firing lines! Seventeenth Conpany, to the rear of the building!"
Even as close as he was to the structuje, he could sense no one around. Had

t he regi onal alector fled? Had everyone?

The pteridon carrying the submarshal settled on the gray paving stones |ess

than fifty yards from Mykel. The submarshal still held his skylance casually
ready as Mykel rode toward the creature and its flier
"Mpjer ... is your squad ready?" asked the submarshal

"Yes, sir." Mkel paused. "Mst of the city is shutA-tered. W didn't see
anyone anywhere near the boul eA-vards or the main roads. There is a new
conpound to the east. It appears to be where the forces we fought yesterA-day

were based. | have it under observation."”

"A wise precaution." The submarshal's tone was dry. "If they are ..

unavail able, it may prove a suitable basA-ing point for you and your forces.
W' || discuss that later, if necessary. For now, we need to take the alector's

headA-quarters here. You may not find anyone inside, but we "need to make
sure. Check the lower |levels carefully. Once you' ve secured each |evel, send
one of your nen to report. If you see any al ectors, unless they surrender

i mediately, withdraw and informme. I'll await your reports here."

"Yes, sir." Mykel rode back to the front of the col um.

"Third squad forward!" He had picked third squad beA-

cause the majority of rankers were settled veterans, and

he was famliar with themr

He di smounted at the foot of the steps, and handed the roan's reins to one of
t he Cadm ans who would maintain a close watch on the front entry. After the
ot hers dis-

mount ed, he ordered "Squad forward."

Mykel held his rifle at the ready, although he let the third squad scout go up
the wide stone steps to the arched entry first behind® the stone pillars.
He and Ryket 4€”the squad | eaderé€”followed, flanked by two other rankers.
The circular entry hall, beyond the plain granite arches and the
four-yard-hi gh doubl e gol den oak doors, bound in brass, soared a full two
stories. The edge of the hall was ringed with gol denstone colums, set in



pairs, roughly four yards apart. COctagonal green and gold marble tiles

conprised the floor, with black dianonds filling the spaces between the

| arger octagonal tiles. In the mddle of the hall was a statue of the
Duarches. It m ght have been a duplicate of the one in the square in Hyalt.
The echo of boots on stone hei ghtened the feeling of enptiness.

Fromthe entry hall, two wide corridors branched. Mykel took half the squad
and took the left corridor, sending Ryket and the other ten nmen down the right
side. Al the studies and spaces along the corridor that paral A-leled the
front of the structure were enpty.

"Spooky, sir," murrmured Mergeyt, the ranker followA-ing Mkel. "No one here,
and it's not even an end-day."

"They didn't have the ability to stand up to us." And the pteridons, and they
knew we were both coming. The decision to abandon the buil ding and Tenpre made
sense to Mykel. He just wondered where they'd all gone and how t hey'd known

t he Cadmi ans and Myrm dons were on the way.

There was not a single person in the upper two stories of the structure, and
yet it was as if everyone had wal ked away fromtheir studies and desks and
left everyuiing in place, as if they knew they woul d be back&€”after an

i nconveni ence.

The other matter was that every door had been |eft unA-locked and
unbol t edad€” except one, a slightly larger door set in a stone frane in the
northwest corner of the buildA-ing. It night have been a storage closet, but
Mykel didn't think so. He could sense the residue of the purple enerA-gies of
al ectors.

"What do you think, sir?" asked Ryket.

"There m ght be a staircase behind that. If anyone's left, they' Il be down
there. Let's see." Mykel studied the |lock, protected with sone form of energy.
"Stand back. Rifles ready."

"Rifles ready."

Mykel decided to try his shields, struggling with the unseen grayness, before
he rai sed his own weapon, con-

centrating, squeezing the trigger, and willing the bullet to the |ock

The | ock expl oded, and one of the fragnents slamred into Mykel. He rocked
back, gl ad he had thought about the shields. Several chunks of bronze lay on
the green marble tiles at his feet.

" see that?"

"Open it," Mykel ordered quickly, as nmuch to cut off nurmurs and runmpors as to
see what | ay behind the door

Ryket stepped forward, rifle in one hand, then pulled the door |ever, stepping
back quickly and bringing up his rifle as the door swung open. No one stood
behi nd the door. There was a narrow |l anding at the top of a narrow circular
stone staircase | eading dowward. So far as Mykel and third squad had been
able to determ ne, the staircase was the first access to the underground
sections of the building that they had seen

Mykel al nost nodded. He coul d sense nore strongly the pinkish purpl eness that
suggested al ectors had been here recently. "Ryket, dispatch soneone to the
submar -shal . Have himreport that the upper levels are clear and that we're
proceedi ng down to the |lower |evel. Make sure he reports to the submarsha
that none of the studA-ies or chambers were | ocked, except the one to this
staircase."”

"Yes, sir."

Mykel gestured to the scout. "I'll be right behind you."

He foll owed the scout down the circul ar stone staircase, a staircase that
extended far nmore than one level, it seemed to Mykel. At the bottom was

anot her corridor running back eastward, apparently underneath those above. It
was lit dimy by a series of lights in brackets affixed to the stone walls.
The lights were unfanmiliar to Mykel, providing a steady gl ow, but he saw no
oil reservoir beneath them

The sense of al ectors was stronger, but not strong enough to suggest any that



cl ose. Mykel took several steps to the first door on the right. Opening it
reveal ed a small storeroom one in which linens and towels were

stacked, presumably for use in the wash chanbers on the top level, off the

| arge study presumably used by the reA-gional alector.

Mykel studied the corridor. There were no doors on the left side, at |east not
for the next twenty yards. The next door reveal ed a carpentry and cabinetry
shop, where the tools were neatly racked. The door after that showed an enpty
chanber.
Ahead on the left was the only doorway on that side of the corridor, and it
was set in stone. The sense of purple was stronger behind that door, and the
entire door was enA-cased in the kind of energy that had bound the |ock that
had expl oded.

The scout reached for the handle. "It's |locked. The handle ... it feels
funny. "
"Leave it." Mkel turned to Ryket. "Send another mesA-senger to the

submarshal . Tell himthat everything' s clear except one roomthat may have
sone alectors init."
"You think so, sir?"

"I'f they're anywhere, they're here." Mkel smiled faintly. "I don't think I
want to try to shoot open another |ock."

"Ah... no, sir."

"We' || just wait here for the submarshal." Mykel stepped back

Wil e the door suggested something of power lay beA-hind it, Mkel wasn't

about to investigate, not after what had happened with the | ock on the door to
the | ower |evel
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As he flew | eading the Myrm dons of first squad in observing the majer's
advance into the city, Dainyl realized that he had not seen a single rider
anyA-where on the main roads. The wi de boul evards were

enpty, sonething he had never seen in any city in all his years of flying.
Even the great river piers were enpty.
When the Cadnian forces were at |ast drawn up before the gray granite
structure that held the regional alector and the functionaries who normally
admi ni stered the area around Tenpre, Dainyl circled the area, barely above the
gray slate tiles of the roof, glancing down at the open and enpty courtyard in
the center of the gray granA-ite building. Then he brought his pteridon down
onto the stones of the paved area before the buil ding.
After giving the majer his orders on entering and checki ng the building, he

di smount ed, then stretched his | egs and wal ked around. Finally, he settled
back to wait, although he kept his eyes and senses checking the area.
A quarter of a glass later or so, he wal ked toward Hyksant. "Send sonmeone up,
not Galya, to fly recon around us."

"Yes, sir." Hyksant gestured. "Brytra, for the next glass, you get to do recon
around the city. If you see anyA-thing we shoul d know about, get back to us."
Brytra nodded, and in nonents, she and her pteridon were airborne.

Several monents passed before the undercaptain spoke again. "The RA didn't
want to stay around, sir."

"It doesn't |ook |ike anyone did."

"He has to have thrown in with the rebels in Hyalt, then. Wy el se would he

| eave?"

Dai nyl nodded. Wy indeed? Also, the recorder had to have been invol ved. How
el se woul d Fahylt have known when and where to send out his Alector's Guard?
More inportant from a personal standpoint, Hyk-sant's observations illustrated
that all too rmuch of what Dainyl had felt and assunmed for sone tine was
anyt hi ng but obvious to all but a handful of people. That neant that, if

matters did not go well, his position would soon be untenable. The two letter
di spatches in his tunic would hel pd€”"but only if he succeeded in his plan. If
not, worst of all, his failure could reflect adversely on

Lystrana and Kytrana. Dainyl hadn't forgotten what had happened to Kyl ana
after Zestafyn had gotten involved in matters where the senior al ectors around



Sami st hadn't wanted him
He wal ked back to his own pteridon, forcing hinself to wait, occasionally
| ooking up into the cloudless silver-green sky to make sure that Brytra was

continuing her surveillance of Tenpre. The day was hot and still, and
fiA-nally, he took off his flying jacket, folded it, and slipped it into the
gear bag.

A gl ass passed before the first Cadmian returned, trotA-ting up, then
stiffening and reporting. "Submarshal, sir. The first two floors of the

buil ding are enpty, sir. There's no one there, and none of the doors were even
| ocked. There was one | ocked door |leading to a |lower |evel. The nmajer and the
squad are checking that out now. "
"How did they unlock it? Did they force' the door?" Dainyl was nore than idly
curi ous.
"The majer shot the lock with his rifle. It... it sort of exploded."
"That will be all. You can remain with the other Cad-mi ans."” In the event that
somet hing el se did befall the nmajer, Dainyl wanted the Cadmi an ranker as a
wi t ness. He hoped Majer Mykel would hurry in his investigations, because he
suspected that Fahylt was already in either Alustre or Ludar claimng that

Dai nyl had overreached hinself and his authority as a Myrm don submarshal . If
he didn't deal quickly with Hyalt, he well night not be a submarshal 4€” or
anyt hi ngad€”f or much | onger
"Yes, sir." The ranker turned and headed back to the squad patrolling the
front of the building.
As he waited, Dainyl considered the inplications. The tactical retreat nade
sense, especially since it was clear that Fahylt had not yet devel oped his

| ocal troopers into a truly effective fighting force. The conplete and orderly
wi t hdrawal indicated that the regional .alector believed he woul d be back in
Tenpre rather quickly. He couldn't have withdrawn all the | anders and

i ndi gens&€”or even the

| esser alectors who could not use a Table. They had just been ordered to stay
at home until the RA returned. Al that, in turn, suggested fairly strong
backi ng from Duarch Sami st, since Brekylt was not yet in a position to make
such a commitnment. O was he?
O had all of them worked out something with Shastylt, instead of Brekylt?
Dai nyl had been ordered to keep his operation secret. If it failed, Shastylt
could deny everything and insist that Dainyl had been attenpting sonething
unaut hori zedé€” or even a coup of some sort. Dainyl was running out of
ti med€”and he felt that he'd hardly begun

Less than a quarter of a glass passed before the second Cadm an appeared,
hurrying across the paving stones to Dainyl.
"Submarshal, sir. The majer wanted you to know that there's a | ocked and
seal ed door on the underground | evel. He thinks there m ght be al ectors behind
it, and he awaits your orders, sir."
"Thank you. Were is the staircase down to that |evel ?"
"On the back side, in the corner, sir." The Cadm an pointed toward the

nort hwest .
"Remain with your conpany here." Dainyl turned and crossed the graystone
paverment separating himfrom Hyksant, who stood beside his pteridon. "I'II
need Gal yad€"with her |ance."
"The lances ..."
"I know. They're only good for one discharge away fromthe pteridons. Two at
best. But | still mght need that." He doubted he woul d. He needed Gal yad€” or
some Myrm don&€”for an entirely different purpose, because he didn't want
Maj er Mykel anywhere near that door and what had to lie behind it.
"Gal ya! Take your |ance and acconpany the submarA-shal ."
The two Myrm dons crossed the space between the pteridons and die patrolling
Cadmi ans, who noved aside as Dainyl and Galya neared the stone steps up to

the stone colums at the top and the arched entry beA-yond. Once inside the
enpty foyer hall, Dainyl |engthA-ened his stride and hurried toward the far



corner of the building.

Two Cadm ans stood guarding the top of the staircase.

Even before he reached the door, Dainyl could sense that the door had been
Tal ent -1 ocked. He nodded. At |east, the majer hadn't discovered about

Tal ent-1 ocks and how to undo them He'd just applied brute forceé€”and that
woul dn't work in places like the doors to Tabl es.

"They're down here, sir," offered the shorter Cadmni an

"Thank you." Dainyl nmade his way past them and down the circul ar staircase
Galya followed, nore slowy and farther behind, in orA-der to maneuver her
skyl ance wi thout hitting Dainyl.

The Cadmi ans had fornmed a senmicircled€’all with their weapons ainmed at the
door. The majer stepped away fromhis nmen to neet Dainyl.

"Maj er, you and your nmen have done well. I'd like you and all your men to
clear this area. W may need to use the skylance to break through the door
Station two guards at the top of the steps. Fromnow on, until you have
further orders, no one&€”absolutely no one but me and any Myrmnidons with
nmed€”is to come down here on this level. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir." The Cadmian officer stiffened.

"What | am doing may take several glasses. It might even take |onger. During

that time, I'd like you to return to direct command of the Cadm ans outside
the building. In ny absence, Undercaptain Hyksant is in conmand of the
Myrm dons. "

"Yes, sir. By your |eave, sir?"

"By ny | eave."

"Third squad, back up the stairs," ordered the majer. "Ryket, |lead the way."
Dai nyl waited until all the Cadmi ans had left and were up the staircase.

"Do you want the |lance now, sir?" asked Gal ya.

"l hope you won't need it, yet. I'mgoing to try a sidearmfirst. Stand
back. "

Dai nyl triggered just the slightest burst fromthe weapon, barely a trickle,
then rel eased the Talent-locks on the door. He stepped forward and tried the
door lever, then turned to Galya. "I'mgoing in. If anyone but ne steps out
t hrough this door, whether they're an alector or not, flane them Don't
hesitate. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl held one lightcutter ready, checked the other at his belt, and hoped he
woul dn't need the one tucked inA-side his tunic. He opened the door. A quick
gl ance and scan with his Talent indicated that the Table chanber was enpty. He
st epped inside and closed the door behind him As with the last tinme he had
visited Tenpre, there was nothing in the chanmber except for the |ight-torches
nounted on the walls and the Table itself.
The I ack of energy around the Table was clear. The Tabl e had been shut down.
Dai nyl smled. He would have been surprised if Patronyl had not inactivated
it. Dainyl |ooked toward the hi dden roomnms, conceal ed behind both

Tal ent-illusions and Tal ent -1 ocks.

He didn't bother with the illusions, but sinply unA-locked the hidden door and
wat ched, shields at full, sidearmin hand, as the stone slid away to
reveal 4€”" behind the illusi on&d€”the narrow passageway. Patronyl's aura was

obvi ous, but the recorder did not appear
Dai nyl stepped forward, waiting.

A thin al ector appeared, standing in the opening, letA-ting the illusion
di ssolve. His eyes were a pale violet, and he held a lightcutter in his hand.
"Ah ... the form dabl e Submarshal Dainyl. |I should have known you were nore

than you seened.” He fired the lightcutter even before he finished speaking.
The bl ui sh beam fl ared around Dai nyl and his shiel ds.

Dai nyl took three long steps forward, drawi ng the sec-

ond lightcutter. He fired both sidearnms at Patronyl. At the sane tinme, he
forced a Talent-bolt at the recorder
The |ightbeans fragnented, splashing onto the stone, but Patronyl retreated a
st ep.



Dai nyl noved forward, two nore steps.
The recorder triggered his weapon again, this time folA-lowing it with a
Tal ent-thrust, but the Iightbeam and Tal ent-blast flared around Dai nyl, who
took several nore steps forward.

Pat ronyl stepped back once nore, and extended a Tal ent-probe, trying to close
the stone entrance on Dainyl. The submarshal deflected the Tal ent-probe and
ext ended his shields, trapping the recorder against the stone.

Dai nyl ' s forehead was hot, and sweat began to pour down his face as he forced
his shields tighter and tighter around the recorder. Patronyl started to lift
the lightcutter again, but did not trigger it. Instead, his brows furrowed,
and he attenpted to create a tunnel through Dainyl's shields.

Dai nyl contracted his shields once nore, crunmpling the half-formed
Tal ent-tunnel designed to funnel the force of the Iightcutter at him
Patronyl's face began to redden as the shields tightA-ened, his own efforts
bei ng contracted around himas well.
Abruptly his shields collapsed.

Rat her than spend nore of his own Tal ent energy, Dainyl fired the lightcutter
in his right hand, retracting his shields fromthe recorder only in the

i nstant before he fired. The recorder's face turned bl ack, and then ashes
filtered to the floor, vanishing as they did, |leaving only an enpty green
tunic and trousers fluttering to the floor

Keepi ng his shields in place around him Dainyl stepped into the passageway
and over the heap of shimersilk garA-ments and boots, trying to sense if any
of Patronyl's assisA-tants remained. The first chamber on the righta€’clearly
the recorder's studyd€”held a small desk, a narrow bed, and a

bl ack chest. The sol e hanging on the wall was a painting of Tenpre, show ng
the twin green towers.
After checking the second chanber&€”a |library of sorts, containing three
bookshel ves and a small circular table with two chairs drawn up&€” Dai nyl
returned to the main table chanber to study the depowered Table. As al A-nost
an afterthought, he used his Talent to close the stone slab that served as a
door to the hidden chanbers.

He hol stered both sidearns and sat down on the Table for several nonents,
resting.
Then he sent a fine Talent-probe into the Table, seeking the main octagona
crystal and the smaller one on the unA-derside. He pul sed a quick Tal ent-touch
to the smaller and still brighter crystal, as Sulerya had taught him He could
feel the Table begin to power up.
Wil e he waited, he wal ked to the door and opened it. "Gal ya?"
"Yes, sir?"
"This is a Table chanber. 1"'mgoing to use it. | should be back in severa
glasses. If I"'mnot, report that to the undercaptain. He's to stand by and
mai ntain control over Tenpre and keep this area clear for up to three days.
AfA-ter that, everyone is to return to Hyalt, including the Cad-nians. Is that
cl ear?"

"Sir... ?"

"I don't have time to go out and explain to Hyksant."

"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl cl osed the door and placed a Talent-lock on it. He still had to wait

bef ore the Tabl e was ready to be used.

Should he go out and talk to Hyksant? Retrieve his flyA-ing jacket? At that
nmonent, the Table conpleted its power-up.

Dai nyl first made sure he still had the two envel opes that contained the
reports he had witten earlier, then checked his sidearms, swtching the one
he had used nost with the unused one in his tunic. After that he stepped onto
the Tabl e and concentrated on the darkness beneath the Table.

He was in the chill half-light of the translation tube, aware of how it
rested upon a deeper bl ackness, seeking the brilliant white | ocator wedge that
was Elcien. As quickly as he sought that wedge, he was there with the white
silver nelting before him



He stood on the Table in Elcien

Both Chastylt and one of the assistants to the H gh Al ector, who had been
tal king by the door to the anA-techamber, turned, their nouths open

Dai nyl remained standing on the Table, |ooking at the two, even as he
extracted the two envel opes.

" Submar shal ?"

"I have sonmething for you," Dainyl gestured for the asA-sistant to approach,
t hen handed her the pair of envel opes he took out fromhis tunic. "One is for
the marshal, the other is for H gh Alector Zelyert. | suggest you not open
them for your own health."” He smiled and straightened. "There are others
conm ng fromvarious sources. So | wouldn't delay handi ng them over."

"Submarshal ..." stuttered Chastylt. "The grid ... it is sonewhat unstable. The
Table in Tenpre was off-grid and now is back. | don't know why, but it m ght
be wise not to attenpt a translation until it is certain to remain stable.”

"I understand. If anything happens, it won't be your fault."
Dai nyl unhol stered both lightcutters, holding one in each hand, then
concentrated on the bl ackness beneath the Table, ignoring the appalled | ooks
of the two alectors as he dropped into ..
the chill blackness, a chill that felt nomentarily reA-freshing. This

time he had to search nonmentarily before |ocating the anber wedge that
represented Hyalt. Beyond the translation tube, he could al so sense nore of
the green flashes, but those would have to wait, as if he could do anything
about them

He fl ashed through the amber mist.

and took two quick steps, aimng the lightcutters as he did.

Four al ectors turned as one. The tallest, dressed in green, had to be Rhelyn,
fromhis strong aura.

Dai nyl fired at the two | east Tal ented al ectors. The blui sh beanms went through
their shields and chests. Then he | aunched a Tal ent bl ast and di scharged both
lightcut-ters at the al ectora€”al ectressa€”who remai ned besi de RheA-l1yn. She
staggered but remrai ned standi ngd€”’until Dainyl's second tripartite assault
smashed t hrough her shields.

Dai nyl took several quick breaths. The Tabl e chanber had no obvious exits, not
even a single "formal" entrance. That didn't surprise him
"You cannot possibly win," observed Rhelyn. "There are a score of alectors
within the conplex with your |level of Talent or better." Rhelyn edged toward a
light-torch bracket, clearly not wanting to use Tal ent energy to open the

hi dden entrance.

"I'f you believed that, you woul dn't have crawl ed behind stone walls and
mount ai ns. " Dainyl fired one of the light-cutters, but the bolt was only

hal f-intensity and fizzled away as the lightcutter used the last of its stored
ener gy.

Rhel yn's shields shunted the short energy bolt aside.

Dai nyl slipped the unpowered weapon into the holster and drew the one fromhis
t uni c.

"Three lightcutters. | nust say that you conme as preA-pared as you could. It
won't be&€”" Rhelyn broke off his words and threw a Talent bolt at Dainyl.
The submarshal sensed the feint, and, while bl ocking the recorder's
Tal ent-bl ast, directed his own Tal ent-probe toward the pair of crystals within
the Table, the ones allowA-ing the user to draw on the power of the
transl ati on tubes.

Bot h probes | ocked short of the crystals, and that was nore than fine with

Dai nyl , as he stepped off the Table and fired another |ightcutter blast at

Rhel yn.

"A renegade recorder as well... truly evil..." grunted the recorder

Dai nyl defl ected another Tal ent-blast and kept nmoving toward Rhelyn. The
recorder drew a | ong dagger, one whose sl ender bl ade shi mrered anber-green
"Talent won't stop this...."

Dai nyl sensed that. He stepped back, beyond reach of the | ong dagger, and

cl asped his shields around the recorder



Just before the shields constricted, Rhelyn threw the dagger straight at
Dai nyl's chest.
Dai nyl jumped to one side, but the dagger sliced into his left arm He stil
slammed the shields around Rhelyn and fired both lightcutters, but the fingers
of his left hand rel eased the lightcutter
"Too late ... you're dead ... too ..." Rhelyn smled, then collapsed. In
instants, he too was dust.
Dai nyl gl anced around, then bent and grabbed one of the shinmmrersilk
tuni csé€”it night have been the al ectress' séd€”and wadded it inside his own
tuni c against the slash in his arm He thought about using another to bind
around the outside of his sleeve, but he couldn't do that, not one-handed and
in a hurry, and he could tell he didn't have nuch time. If he'd worn the
flying jacket? No ... whatever the knife had been, it would have sliced
t hrough the jacket as well.
He stepped back onto the Table. His timng had to be perfect&€”or he'd be as
dead as Rhelyn. First, he used a quick Talent-probe to find the octagona
crystal. Then, as he fired a full Talent-bolt into the crystal, he
concentrated on droppi ng beneath the Table, into the darkness bel ow
The worl d spun, and he felt as though he had been turned on his head and
driven through the surface of the Table..

into the darkness that was far blacker than he reA-called. Could that be
because the Table had failed? O because he was weakeni ng? The shi meri ng
dagger had done nmore than slice him.
He struggled to concentrate on a location for his transA-lation ... it had to
be Elcien. Nowhere else could he get aid quickly. But the white | ocator wedge
kept retreating, as if he could not grasp it with Talent. Wiy? Wat was he
doi ng wrong?

Around himthe cold intensified, pressing in, possibly because he had been
overheated and had used all his Tal A-ent reserves. He had to get somewhere, or
he'd end up dead or a mistranslated wild Talent w thout sentience and
short-lived. He thought of Lysia, trying to call up the orange-yellow | ocator
but that, too, retreated fromhis Tal ent-grasp
What was the probl enf?

The daggera€”it had been anber-green, like the anA-cients. Was it an ancient
weapon designed to be used against alectors? Had it rendered his Tal ent
usel ess?

Dai nyl tried again, this tine seeking the crinson-gold of Dereka . .. and felt
it too slip fromhis grasp

H s thoughts were slowing . . . he had to do sonet hing.

Green . . . amber-green . . . seek that. Anything would be better than dying

in the translation tube.

Using what felt like his |last measure of Talent, he reached for the
anber-green, for an oval somewhere in the distance... that suddenly rushed
toward him

He staggered, but he was out of the darkness, standing in a small chanmber, so
smal |l that his hair brushed the ceiling. The walls were of a green-tinged
anber stone, and the single wi ndow was franed in a silvery netal

Dai nyl wasn't anywhere he knew. He gl anced down to find that he stood on
square silver mrroréd€’like those in the tunnel of the ancient soarers. He

gl anced at his poorly bound arm Lifeforce-treated shimersilk was a poor
bandage.

H s | egs were wobbly, and he | ooked for somewhere to sit down, to rest. There
was a couch, low and small, to one side. Perhaps it was a bed. He turned and

The anmber and green and silver vani shed behind a difA-ferent kind of darkness
that rose up and engul fed him
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Dai nyl ' s eyes opened. Overhead was an

anber-green ceiling. He was |ying on sonething harda€” very hard. Lines of
fire ran up and down his left arm and his vision of the ceiling blurred, and



then cl eared, before blurring again.

Where was he? He'd been unable to reach any Tabl ed€” that much he recall ed.
Had that been because of the weapon used by Rhel ynd€”he had the feeling it had
been designed to kill al ectors&€”or because of his own failing strength?

H s eyes flicked to his right. He was Iying on the fl oor beside a bed far too
small for him and possibly even too tiny for the smallest of adult indigens.
Wthout lifting his head, he glanced the other way, to note a door in the
stone wal | 4€”" made of a gol den wood, with a single | ever handle of a silvery
nmetal . From where he lay he could only see silver-green sky through the

wi ndow, bright enough that it had to be day. The w ndow was set in casenents
of the same metal as that of the door |ever&€”a netal he had not ever seen
After several noments, his head cleared, and his viA-sion sharpened. Wth his
good arm he eased hinmself into a sitting position. Wth a start, he realized
that his left arm had been bound, and that his Myrm don tunic had been neatly
trimed away just bel ow the shoulder, so evenly that it |ooked as if it had
been sewn that waya€” until he | ooked at his right forearm

Who coul d cut through that lifeforce-treated fabric that easily?

The light in the roomshifted, and he | ooked up fromwhere he sat on the floor
to see one of the ancient soarers, hovering just inside the door he had not
heard open.

"Thank you." Whatever el se might happen, he owed themhis life.

You were dying.

"I had that feeling. Was that because of the weapon?"

Descri be the weapon.

"It was a |l ong dagger, and it had an anmber-green blade. It went right through
my tunic. It shouldn't have."

W thought as nuch. It was designed for that, long ago. It was a | ong-bl aded
sword. It was not an effective weapon. It was our responsibility.
A | ong- bl aded sword? O course, |ong-bladed for an anA-cient. Their
responsibility? "It was effective against ne."

There was the sense of an ironic |augh

"Why did you save nme?"

For reasons of our own. Does not each act for reasons of her own?

"Do you expect ne to do sonething for you?"

Only if you come to understand the way of all worlds. Only if you understand
that it will benefit you.

"What do you want that could benefit ne?"

If you do not change. . . when the time comes you will die. You can support
lifeforce and live, or draw fromit and die.

She was the second soarer who had said the same thing to him except this one
had suggested nore.

Bef ore |l ong you nust choosed€’the purple or the green. Now you nust rest.

Later, you will be strong enough to return
"Just how, exactly, am| supposed to change?"
This time the sense of l|aughter was far stronger. That will become cl ear when

the tine arrives for your choice.

"How am | supposed to return?"

The sane way in which you arrived. The soarer eased backward and the door
closed, with a definite click

Dai nyl blinked. Then he slowly stood. His | egs were wobbly, but he took two
steps and tried the silver nmetal |ever on the door. It did not budge. The
entire door felt as solid as the stones that surrounded the frame in which it
was set.

After a noment, he nade his way to the window. H's fingers were clunsy, but
he depressed the flat bracket on one side. He barely started to slide the

wi ndow open, when frigid air surged through the tiny opening, colder than
anyt hi ng he had experi enced.

Dai nyl | ooked out through the closed window, deterA-mining that he was in a
tower. Well beneath himwere other buildings scattered over the space of a
vingt or so fromthe base of the tower. Al were enclosed by a circuA-lar



wal |, and everything appeared to have been conA-structed of the sane
anber-green stone. Farther beyond the wall was white sand, and beyond t hat
rose a ranpart of dark rock, along the top of which ran green-tinted crystal
obl ongs.

Standi ng at the wi ndow, he felt weak. WAs that because of the altitude? He had
to be up on the Plateau soneA-where. It couldn't be anywhere el se, not when he
had flown all over the rest of Acorus.

Slowy, he turned and made his way to the small bed, where he sat down. In the
end he stretched out on the floor, using the single green quilt of shimering
silk as a pillow.

He cl osed his eyes.
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After a gl ass passed uneventfully, Mkel put half the Cadnians on standby and
ordered theminto the shade of the gardens to the i medi ate south of the
reA-gional alector's building. He had the nounts of the nmen standing picket
duty, including his own, noved into the shade on the west side of the building
and established a rotation of those standing duty, wth changes every gl ass,
and orders to make sure that the men drank their water

regularly. As the white sun rose in the sky, approachi ng noon, he sumoned
Under capt ai n Mat or ak
The Hyaltan officer rode up fromthe eastern end of the plaza. "Yes, sir."
"Undercaptain ... | may be prejudging matters, but it is |ooking as though
we'll be in Tenpre for atine. 1'd like you to take Second Conpany and
i nvestigate the conpound to the east. Secure it, and see how we coul d occupy
it inthe event we're posted here for atime.”" He sniled. "Don't forget to
have everyone refill their water bottles."

"Yes, sir." Matorak turned his nount and rode back to Second Conpany.

Mykel watched for a nmonent, but the undercaptain had his nen and nounts novi ng
before that long, riding eastward al ong the boul evard that ran east to west in
front of the low granite wall before the conpl ex.

Once Second Company was out of sight, he studied the conpound again, blotting
his forehead. Tenpre was not nearly so hot as Hyalt, but it was sumer, and he
had been in the sun all norning. He thought he heard nore noveA-nent beyond
the gardens to the south. Wth nothing hapA-pening, he imagined that a few
nore of the braver souls in Tenmpre night be venturing out. Mdrre than three

gl asses had passed since the submarshal had entered the chanber underneath the
bui | di ng. The other Myrmi don had not reA-turned, either

From what he had sensed down in the | ower depths, Mykel could only surnise
that what |ay behind the door guarded by purplish power was sone al ector

devi ce of power &€’ possi bly one of the nysterious Tables said to be able to
view any place in Corns. Another runor about the Tables was that certain
alectors could use themto travel to other Tables. Had the submarshal used the
Table to go el sewhere? Wiere ... and why? Had the expedition to Tenpre been
solely to gain access to whatever |ay behind that door?

.;: He stiffened. The Myrnmidon with the skylance wal ked qui ckly down the
steps fromthe main entrance and across the gray paving stones toward the
Myrmi don undercap-tain. The two talked in |l ow voices for a time. The
under-captain's face bore a frown that renmi ned, even after he | ooked up
"Mpjer! If you would join us?" a- Mykel wal ked quickly toward the two
Myrmi dons, stopping several yards short of them and the undercap-tain's
pteridon. "Yes?"

"I don't believe we've formally met. |I'm Undercaptain Hyksant." The
undercaptain frowned again. "This is a very difficult situation.”

Mykel understood. Hyksant was an undercaptain in command of a squad, but a
squad that had the power to wi pe out an entire battalion under certain

ci rcunmst ances, and Mykel was a najer. Both had been left with definite orders
to wait, and neither had the slightest idea where the submarshal was, what he
was doi ng, or when he woul d be back

' The submarshal |eft contingent orders," Hyksant said. "I had hoped we woul d
not have to inplenment them but it appears that will be necessary. We're to



hol d Tenpre for the next three days. If he does not return by then, we are to
wi thdraw to Hyalt and regroup there.”

"W have done some scouting and di scovered that there is a new conpound to the
east," Mkel said. "It was apparently built to house the troopers we routed
yester A-day. One of ny conpanies is engaged in investigating and securing it.
When we reported it to the submarshal, he suggested that, since the forces
that apparently used it would no |longer require it, we could use the new

comA-pound. | woul d i magi ne that there would be space there for you. W should
know if it is suitable within the glass."

"I'f you would informnme, Majer, | would appreciate it."

"I will." Mykel nodded politely.

As he wal ked back to Undercaptain Fabrytal and the

Cadmi ans, Mykel reflected that, in a way, Hyksant's use of the word "return"
had in fact confirned that the Tabl eA€” or sonething behind that dooré&€”was a
means of travel. He also confirmed, by what he apparently could not do, that
its use was restricted to those of either rank or abilitya€”or both.
Al most anot her gl ass passed before one of Matorak's squad | eaders rode back
into the paved plaza before the building and rei ned up before Mykel

"Sir, Undercaptain Matorak reports that the barracks and quarters are secure
and will be ready for Third BatA-talion whenever you require them"

"Thank you, and convey ny thanks to the undercapA-tain. Fifteenth Conpany will
be j oi ning Second ComA-pany shortly. At sone point, so will the Myrmdons."
"Yes, sir."
After the squad | eader departed, Mykel turned to Fab-rytal. "Miuster Fifteenth
Conpany and head to the comA-pound. Settle themin, and tell themto get sone
rest. Check the kitchens and see what supplies they have. And the arnory, if
they have one, 1'll be there shortly, after |I brief Loryalt and the Myrnidon
undercaptain. For the tinme being, you and Matorak work out a watch schedul e
for the compound. All nen in the barracks are to be in standby status, even if

they are resting. 1'll want three-man patrols on the streets around
here&€”four patrols for now Those will rotate anbng the conpanies at the
comA- pound. "

"I'I'l take care of it, sir."
As Fabrytal began to issue the orders to Fifteenth Conmpany, Mykel wal ked back

to Hyksant. "W have the conpound secure. |'mreducing the building guard here
to one conpany. The other two conpanies will be on standby at the conpound,
and we'll have nounted patrols on the nearby streets and boul evards."

Hyksant rai sed his eyebrows.
"I'f I hold all ny nen here until the submarsha

returnsa€’or until he doesn'ta€’they won't be able to reA-spond to anyt hing
el se. The conpound is only a fraction of a glass away by horse.”

"I see.”
Mykel could tell that he didn't. He | ooked at the MyrA-midon officer, his eyes
hard on the alector. "lI'mcertain that the submarshal coul d explain the

necessity of ny actions better than | am doi ng, undercaptain, but having nmen
posted in the sun on granite paving, even with rotaA-tions every glass, is
extremely wearing. It's also hard on their mounts, even keeping themin the

shade as nuch as possible, because we can't water themenough. 1'd like to
have both nmen and nounts rested for the trouble that will conme in the next few
days. I'mcertain that the submarshal will want that also." He was nore than

cerA-tain that there would i ndeed be trouble, of one kind or another
This time Hyksant | ooked away. "As you see fit, Majer."

Mykel smiled pleasantly. "I'mdoing my best to carry out the submarshal's
orders, as I'mcertain you are." He stepped back and turned.
Behind him he could sense consternation ... or conA-fusion. He wasn't sure

which, only that he'd best be careA-ful in dealing with Hyksant, who seened
far | ess understandi ng of what faced either the Myrm dons or the Cadni ans than
t he submarshal did.

W thout hesitating, Mykel retrieved his mount and rode to the back of the gray
granite building, nmaking his way to Loryalt.



The undercaptain stiffened as Mykel reined up. "Sir?"

"It appears as if we'll be here far |onger than the sub-marshal had thought.
I've sent Second Conpany and FifA-teenth Conpany to that new compound. Split
up your conpany to cover front and back, and have a nessenger ready to ride in
case you need reinforcenent. The comA-panies at the conpound will be handling
road and street patrols..."

When Mykel had finished briefing Loryalt, he turned the nount and began to
ride to the compound, wondering just what he might find there&€”and how | ong

i ndeed they would be in Tenpre.
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The conpound was cl ose to |uxurious by Cadmi an standards and so recently

conpl eted that Mykel could snell the varnish and oils. In places along the
entry archway, freshly cut sawdust had drifted into corners.

Mykel had taken one of the senior officers' quarters, reserving the |argest
for the Myrm don submarshal 4€” al t hough the bed was far too short and he
doubted that Dainyl would wish to remain there | ong when he reA-turned, if he
returnedd€”and one of the others for the un-dercaptain. There were adequate
junior officer spaces for Mykel's three undercaptains and for the other

Myrmi A-dons. In fact, there was enough space for a full battalion and nore.
That suggested to Mykel mat the Myrm dons were facing nore than a few rebels.
Sone chambers in the officer's area had never been used, and one whol e w ng of
t he barracks had never been occupi ed, although there were bunks wth
mattresses and bl ankets.

While he was glad to have decent quarters for his men, Mkel was
worri eda€”nore than worried. Three conpaA-nies and a squad of Myrm dons were
scarcely enough to hold a city, even a small city. Enough to take it, but

hol dA-ing it was another question. He also still had no idea exA-actly what

t he submarshal wanted

There was al so sonething el se about the conmpound naggi ng at him sonething
that shoul d have been obvi A-ous, so obvious that when he realized it, he would
reA-proach hinself for stupidity. But, as he | ooked around the quarters in
whi ch he stood, taking in the |arge bed, the

war drobe, and the well-crafted witing desk, he could not identify the source
of his m sgivings.
After leaving his gear in the quarters he had taken, igA-noring the dress

uni forms of the majer who presumably had been the one Mykel had killed in the
dawn massacre, Mkel stepped out onto the covered bal cony and then hurried
down the stone steps to find Fabrytal

H s eyes took in the dressed granite stones of the comA-pound buil dings, and
the well-fitted windows ... and he stopped ... dead.

"You're an idiot, Mykel..." he nurnured. SpontaA-neous rebellions did not have
the tinme to design, conA-struct, and conplete well-planned stone-walled
conpounds. Nor did they have the time to produce hunA-dreds of uniforms, or
obt ai n hundreds of weapons. \What A-ever had been going on had been pl anned for
some time. But why hadn't the alectors seen it?

He shook his head. Because sone al ectors were indeed behind it, doubtless
power ful ones, and that indicated that a great deal was at stake. A very great
deal, and he and his Cadmi ans were caught right in the m ddle.

For the noment, he had no choices ... but he needed to keep alert to all the

i mplications.

He gl anced fromwhere he stood in the main inner courtyard to the southeast
corner where Fabrytal was talking with Undercaptain Matorak, then resunmed his
progress toward the two. Both officers turned as Mykel approached.

"Sir."

"Did you find any stragglers here?"
"No, sir. Even the cooks had gone,"
"What about supplies?"

"They left pretty nmuch everything. There's plenty of staplesé&€”flour, lard,
even a bunch of cheese wheels, and close to ten barrels of ale and | ager."
"Good. \What about gear left behind? Have you put all their gear in the enpty

Mat or ak replied.



st or er oon?"

"Yes, sir." Fabrytal paused. "If | mght ask, sir..."

"Some of themlived. They nmight like it back, once we depart. 1'd prefer we
not be thieves or pillagers."

"I thought that, but some of the men ... they were reA-belling ..."

"We don't know how long we'll be here." Mykel paused, then added, "O if we'll
have to stay here or get sent back here in the future." As for rebelling, it's

only a rebellion if they 're not successful. "What about fodder for the
mounts? |Is there any grain?"

"Not so rmuch as we'd like, but there's enough for a week, 1'd guess,” replied
Mat or ak.

"I shouldn't have to say this, but no one | eaves the conpound, except on duty
or patrol. W don't know what's happened to all the people in that building,

or if there were nore troopers sent somewhere el se.™

"Any more word on how long we'll be here?" asked Fabry tal

"I'f we don't get any new orders, three nore days. If we do, we could ride out
tomorrow, or two seasons fromnow " Mykel smiled. "That's being a Cadmi an."
"Yes, sir."

"I'"ll be here in the conpound, inspecting what we have to work with. If any
nmessages cone in, find me at once."

Bot h under capt ai ns nodded.

Mykel turned. He needed to inspect the conpound quickly. Perhaps it would tel
hi m somet hi ng nore, al A-though he had his doubts about that.
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Dai nyl woke up sonmetine in the night, dark enough in the small chanber that it
was di meven for his night sight. He was cold, although several thin and fil ny
bl ankets had been pl aced over him and he nowlay on a thin pad that seened to
provi de some war nt h,

enough that he was not shivering. He sat up slowy, fightA-ing dizziness, and
di scovering that on the tiny bed was a tray holding a | arge apple, a bunch of
grapes, a wedge of yellow cheese, and a small |oaf of dark bread. There was
also a solid cylindrical glass filled with sonmething that |ooked and snell ed
like ale. In the corner of the room al A-nost under the wi ndow was what | ooked
to be a chanber pot. He did not recall it being there earlier
Wthout hesitation, he took a sip of the unfanmiliar ale first, then sanpled a
pi ece of me bread. Then he alterA-nated eating bites of the oner itens on the
tray. He left not even crunmbs, and by the tine he had drained the Iast of the
ale, the dizziness had | argely vani shed.

He stood, slowy and carefully, and wal ked to the wi nA-dow. Chill radiated
fromit. Looking out into the darkness at the stars, he saw nore stars than he
had ever observed, each an unvarying point of light. Not a one tw nkled the
way the stars did anywhere el se he had been in Acorus, but then, he'd never
been up on the Aerial Plateau before. So far as he knew, no al ector had been
How did the ancients live in such cold, let alone build cities? Wat sort of
tools did they use? Did they even use tool s?

The questions that inundated himvani shed as the door opened and an anci ent
appeared in a glow of anber and green that provided |ight but no warmh. This
soarer did not display any marked difference fromthe others he had

encount ered, but the essence of her being radiated great age.

You asked why we had saved you. We did not save you. You reached us unai ded.
W have kept you from dying

"\Why 2"
Al'lowing you to die would serve no useful purpose. Wile you live, you may yet
see.

"See what ?" Dainyl was all too conscious of unspoken assunptions behind the
"words" of the ancient.

How the world lifeforces tie together. How all worlds have such ties.

"Why is seeing this so inportant?"
A sense of a shrug canme to Dainyl. To the world, it is not inportant. \Wat
will be, will be. To you, it will be far nore vital



Vital? "What if | do not see? What if | do not act? What then?"

Li ke all of your kind, you will die, for you will have no ties to any world.
Any being rmust be part of a world.

Dai nyl understood that. "Wy is it inmportant enough to you that | change and
[ive?"

Because you are not so different fromthose you termsteers as you believe.
Because you and they rnust share... ???27?...

Dai nyl coul d not understand the phrase she used, al A-though he felt it neant
some sort of energy |inkage.

Wthout that, they will perish, for not enough of them possess it. Wthout
them you will perish

"Why do you care?" Dainyl doubted that the ancients were acting
altruistically. No beings ever did. Every thinking creature acted in what it
perceived as its own interest.

No world should die before its tine. It is not necessary.

He wanted to snort at that. "I would think that you would like to see us
gone?"

No. This world would have died before its time wthout you. For that, we owe
you. For our restraint, you owe us. You will not acknow edge that restraint.
That is why you nust change, so that you will not be like the others.

"I don't know how to change." More inportant, he wasn't certain he wanted to,
ei ther.

You have been shown. Enough. The cold finality behind those words declared the
futility of pursuing nmore quesA-tions there.

"How | ong have | been here? \When can | | eave?"

You have been here two days. Sleep tonight, and you will |eave tonorrow. |If
you rest well.

Two days? He gl anced down at his arm realizing that the dressing had been
changed.

You are strong. The lifespear seldomfails to kill any who are not of the
worl d. Even so, you are not strong enough to survive what will be unless you
change. A sense of regret, or sadness, followed her words.

Wt hout anot her worda€”or thought &€”she slipped away fromhim and the door

cl osed.

This time, he did sense the tightly focused green Tal A-ent. The force of that
Tal ent was nodest, but the control precise.

Two days? But he could | eave tonorrow.

The ancient's words conveyed a certainty about the deA-struction, not of the
world, but of all alectors who would not "change," as she and the other soarer
had conveyed it. Was it sinply finding a way to link hinmself directly to
Acorus, .rather than through the Master Scepter? What would that do to an

al ector? Fromwhat he knew, it would certainly reduce his strength, perhaps a
great deal nore

He tried to push those thoughts away. He was an al ecA-

tor, an Ifrit out of Ifryn, for all that he had been born on

Acor us. <

He doubted that he could ever get back to sleep, but he had to try. Slowy, he
wal ked back to the pad and bl anA-kets and | owered hinself onto the pad and
arranged the bl ankets.

Surprisingly, his eyes closed i nmedi ately.
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Wth the sun cane wakefulness for

Dai nyl, but no ancient arrived, nor did any nore food. It nust have been a
good two gl asses after that before the door opened, and an anci ent hovered

out side. Although all of the ancient soarers shared the sane appearance, at

| east to Dainyl, she was far younger than the one who had net with himthe day
pr evi ous.

The... portal is in the next chamnber.

He foll owed her out into a foyer. There were no steps up or down, just
circul ar openings in both the stone floor and ceiling. There was al so a door



open to a second chanber. Dainyl entered the room The ancient trailed him
The room was al nost identical to the one in which he had been confined, except
that set into the anber green stone floor was one of the silver mrrors.
It is linked tenporarily to your parasitic tube. Once you |l eave here, the |link
wi Il vani sh.
Dai nyl forbore nmentioning that he had nanaged to reach the tower w thout such
a link.
The |ifespear wound you suffered all owed you to seek us.
Just how nuch could they discover fromhis thoughts? He pushed that thought
aside and stood on the silver mrA-ror, concentrating on the blackness, on the
bl ue | ocator wedge that was Tenpre ..

and he was in dark chill. The locator was disA-tant ... close to the
limt of his Talent reach... and yet, when he extended a Tal ent-probe, it
suddenly was upon him and silvered-blue shards flew past him
Dai nyl found his | egs shaking as he stood on the Table in the unadorned
chanmber in Tempre. Carefully, he stepped down. Then he sat on the edge of the
Table, tryA-ing to regain his strength. He was weaker than he had reA-alized,
but glad to be back in the world he knew O did he only think he knew his
wor | d?
Thoughts al ong those lines would have to wait. He needed to find out what had
happened in his absence. He rose and stepped to the door of the chanber. It
took a moA-nment for himto rel ease the Talent-lock, and then to reA-place it
after he stepped outside into the enpty corridor beyond.
H s boots clicked on the stone floor of the corridor, and then on the steps
| eading up to the main | evel of the buildA-ing. Both Cadnians had stepped away
fromthe door and had rifles ready when Dai nyl emerged.
"Submarshal, sir. Sorry, sir."
"That's all right. Do you know where the majer is?"
"If he's not outside, sir, he's been staying close to the conpound, sir.
"Thank you."
As he wal ked along the corridor toward the front of the building, he used his
Talent to pick up the murnmured conA-versation between the two.
"Winder what he tangled with ..."
"Wwuldn't want to be it... alectors are tough. He fell a hundred yards onto
solid rock and only had a broken armand leg ..."
"Mpj er's tough, too."
"Not that tough."
At least the Cadnians had a healthy respect for alecA-tors. Dainyl kept
wal ki ng.
Once he was outside, in the early-midnorning sunA-l1ight, if under a hazy sky,
he went down the steps |ooking for Hyksant. The-nounted Cadni ans on patrol
duty eased away fromhim but he saw only a single Myrm dond€” Gal yad€”and two
pteridons. One was his, waiting.

Once he neared her and the pteridons, she snmiled. "Submarshal ... the
undercaptain is at the conmpound. W' ve been alternating here.”

"A short flight is in order. |'d appreciate your remainA-ing on watch here."
"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl clinmbed onto the pteridon, trying not to show any weakness. The
pteridon rose quickly, and descended even nore quickly, but Dainyl was happy
when the pteri A-don set down in the open space before the conpound, not that
far fromthe three other pteridons. After he disA-nounted and started toward
t he conpound, carrying his gear in his good hand, his eyes took in the solid
wal | s and the well-dressed stone.

Hyksant appeared from sonewhere and hurried toward Dainyl. He frowned as the
submar shal approached, and his eyes dropped to the submarshal's bound | eft
arm

"I know." Dainyl shook his head. "I was sidetracked

al ong the way. The Tabl es mal functioned. | shut down the Table in Hyalt, but
Rhel yn used one of the weapons of the ancients on nme, and | got coated with
some ... well, you can sense what it's like. It should vanish once | heal."



"Rhelyn ... ?" Hyksant appeared as though he didn't know what to ask.

"Ch ... he's dead, and all the rebels are trapped inside Hyalt with no way
out. | hope that Captain Fhentyl is takA-ing advantage of that. W'll need to
fly back there once we settle matters here. We'll plan to leave first thing in

t he norning."

"\What about Tenpre, sir?"

"We'|| leave the majer in charge until the RA returns. Once that happens, he
can turn over control to the RA and ride back to Hyalt."

Hyksant nodded know ngly.

Dai nyl let himthink what he would. The majer just m ght surprise Fahylt when
he returned. One way or the other, one problem should be resol ved, either that
of Fahylt or that of the majer. In a perverse way, at |least for an al ector

Dai nyl al nost hoped that the majer canme out on top. "If you would show ne
where we're quartered?”
"Ch ... yes, sir." Hyksant turned. "This way."

"Was the majer correct about this conpound?” He gestured at the main gate,
guarded by a pair of arned Cadm ans.

"Yes, sir." After a noment with Dainyl's eyes on him Hyksant went on. "He's
been quite proper. He reserved the | argest quarters for you and the next

| argest for me, and the other officers' quarters for ny squad and his

un- der capt ai ns. They found supplies and fed us. The comA-pound is new, you
know?"

"I'"ve thought about that. Fahylt has been preparing for this for quite sone
time. An independent force of uni A-formed and nounted indigen rifles, a stone
conpound. .. "

"You mink we should still |eave tomorrow, sir?"

"I definitely do," replied Dainyl. "The majer has re-

duced, if not destroyed, his guard. His recorder is deada€""

"He is?"

"Ch ... | don't believe | told Galya that. Yes, he was waiting in the Table
chanmber. He didn't expect three sidearns. Even if Fahylt returns, without a
recorder, he'll find it harder to get information." Dainyl broke off his

exA-planation as they drew closer to the pair of guards. He did not resune
speaking until they were wal ki ng across the inner courtyard, away from any

Cadmians. "l did make a detour and deliver a report to the marshal and the

H gh Al ector of Justice."

"W haven't seen anyone fromElcien ... or any other Myrm dons. O Cadm ans."
"I amcertain we will not. They will wait until the outA-cone is certain.

Fahylt doubtless fled... where he has support." Dainyl barely stopped hinself
from suggesting that the RA had fled to Ludar, but revealing the possible
split between the Duarches would not be wise. "W need to clean up Hyalt, and
then get Fifth Conpany back to Dereka."
"Yes, sir."

Dai nyl didn't respond to the skepticism behind the un-dercaptain's
acqui escence. He'd already figured out how to handle Hyalt, now that the Table
was i noperative. It would be deliberate, but very certain. He m ght even have
to wait several days after returning to Hyalt, because he woul d need his ful
ability with shields, but he had the feeling his strength was al ready
returning. He frowned. WAs there sonething about the ancient city drat
weakA- ened al ectors?
“Sir?"
"I was just thinking about all we have to do."

Hyksant started up a set of stone steps. "Your quarters are up here.”

Dai nyl followed. Hyksant opened the end doorway, reA-vealing a single chanber,
quite large for a lander, and at |east not cranped for an al ector, although
the ceiling was

| ower than Dainyl would have preferred, but he didn't have to stoop. Typica
quarters, but the | ander-sized bed was triple w dth.
Once inside, he turned to the undercaptain. "If you would take care of
preparing for our departure tomorrow? And in about a gl ass, have soneone bring



me sonething to eat. Ale and whatever there is."

"Yes, sir."

"Also, if you would find Majer Mykel and have himatA-tend nme here."

"Yes, sir."
After Hyksant departed, closing the door behind him Dainyl stretched out at
an angle on the bed. Overlarge it might be for a |ander, but his boots stuck
out off the end. Still, he'd slept on a hard floor for too many nights. Hs
eyes cl osed.

Less than a quarter glass later, there was a knock on the door. "Mijer Mkel
sir."

"Come in, Majer." Dainyl didn't bother to get off the bed, although he eased
hinself into a sitting position, propped up agai nst the plain headboard. The
maj er had enough Talent to see through any charade Dainyl m ght put on

Mykel stepped into the quarters, easing the door shut behind him

"Pull up a chair and tell ne what you and your nen have been doing since
left.”

"Yes, sir." The majer took the straight-backed desk chair that would have been
both unconfortable and too small for Dainyl and set it to one side of the bed,
then seated hinself. He cleared his throat. "After you left, and it seened
likely that you nmight not return imediately, | ordered the Cadmians into a
rotation, with one conpany guarding the building, and the other two here at
t he comA-pound on standby, except for four nounted patrols of the streets and
boul evards..."

Dai nyl listened, not just to what the majer said, but to the manner in which
he conveyed the information. So far

as Dainyl could determne, Mykel shaded nothing, reA-porting honestly and
directly. " we' ve seen no signs of any nore troopers, or anyone wanting to
enter the buildA-ing. People in the city seemto be going back to what they
usual | y do, except no one is using the gardens, or the streets and boul evards
around here. We have bought some goods, mutton and sonme beef, to suppl enent
the supplies here. | had to draw on the line of credit...."

"That's to be expected."
After Mykel finished, he sat and | ooked at Dainyl, waiting.

" Maj er ?"

"Yes, sir?"

Dai nyl could sense the |lander's wariness behind his formality.

"In the morning, first squad and | will be returning to Hyalt to deal wth

what remains of the rebels there. Until the regional admnistrator or other
proper authorities reA-turn, you are to assunme control over the regiona

admi ni sA-tration building and this conpound. | suggest that you continue wth
very light control over this area, and not over the city proper, except as
necessary for your safety and that of your men. Once an adm nistrator is in
pl ace, you are to return to Hyalt."

"If an alector returns, how am| to determ ne whether he is the proper
authority? Do | assune any alector who clains to be the adnministrator is the
admi ni strator?"

"I amcertain you, of all Cadnians, Majer, will know"
"Do | have your authority to question an al ector about that?"
"I doubt it will conme to that, but... yes, if it is necesA-sary. Order and the

rul e of the proper Duarches nust be maintained. Wthout that, all would be
chaos. "

The maj er nodded, soberly.

Dai nyl could sense that the |ander was anything but pleasedad€”and that he well
under st ood what Dai nyl was doi ng.

Abruptly, the majer |ooked squarely at Dainyl. "Sir, mght |I ask how you were
wounded?"

Dai nyl |aughed. "Even alectors are not imune to all weapons. It was only a

gl anci ng slash, but I was fighting several alectors at once." He paused. "That
will be all for now"

"Yes, sir." The majer rose immedi ately and replaced the chair before the



writing desk

"I may have sone additional duties for the Cadmians later."

Mykel nodded, then made his way out.

Once the door closed, Dainyl fingered his chin. The majer had not been at al
surprised at being left in Tempre to sort out matters, and his question about
Dai nyl ' s wound had been anything but idle. The last thing Dainyl needed was a
Tal ented Cadni an nmj er &€” except the way matters were devel oping, that was in
fact exactly what he needed.
And Hyksant mi ght not s#y nmuch to Fhentyl until later, but if Mkel prevailed,
Dai nyl could not count on silence for long. So what sort of accident or m shap
woul d be necessary? Was there another alternative?

Dai nyl stretched out and waited for his food to arrive.
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Less than a gl ass past dawn on Quattri, Mkel stood outside the gray stone
conmpound, less than two yards from Submarshal Dainyl. To the southeast of the
two officers, the Myrm don squad was readying for liftoff into a silver-green
sky dotted with white clouds. The air was already warm and the day pronised
to be hot, not unexpectedly for |ate sunmer.
The submarshal | ooked straight at Mykel with his deep blue eyes, so unlike the
viol et of nost al ectors, Mkel

had begun to realize. "You are in command of this area, but only so long as
no regional alector is present. | have conveyed the situation to the High
Al ector of Justice, but the Myrm dons cannot remain here while Hyalt has stil
not been returned to the control of the Duarches. How soon the Duarches wil |
send an administrator, | cannot say. | doubt that Regional Al ector Fahylt wll
return, but, if he does, you are to turn the area over to him If not, then to
hi s designee or legitimte successor as naned by the Duarches." The submarsha
| aughed. "How you deterA-nine that legitimacy is a matter of judgnent."

"I doubt that | amin any position to argue with an al ecA-tor claining such a
position," Mkel pointed out.
"It is unlikely that any rebels will attenpt to claimsuch. They woul d know
you woul d report their assunpA-tion of power. Therefore, any who attack you
first are nmore likely to be unauthorized to assune administrative control."
Mykel nodded politely. That was a set of rules he could accept. Exactly how
successful he mght be in dealing with rebel alectors remained to be seen
al t hough he susA-pected that his success would rest on just how many
al ecA-tors were invol ved.
"Once you are relieved here, Majer, you are to return to Hyalt. If you are not
relieved within two weeks, you are to send weekly reports directly to nme, one
copy to Hyalt, and one to Elcien, by sandox coach."
"Yes, sir." As close as he stood to the alector, Mkel sensed several things.
First, while the submarshal's wound was healing, the alector had been clearly
weakA- ened by what appeared to be a superficial slash. Gven what Mykel had
seen of Dainyl's recuperative powers in Dramur, Mykel had to believe that the
single slash had cone close to killing the Myrm don officer. Second, around
the wound area, the alector's aura was tinged wi th anber-greend€”and Mykel had
never sensed anything but pinkish purple fromany alector. Wat sort of weapon
coul d have done that danage? Sonething |ike his dagger

of the ancients? At that moment, Mykel alnmost could feel the heat of the

m ni at ure weapon beating through the | eather of his heavy belt, illusory as he
knew the feeling to be.
"Finally, you are to make sure that the | ower level of the conpound renains
guarded and off-limts to everyA-one. Everyone. |s that clear?"
"Yes, sir."
The submarshal nodded brusquely. "That is all. | hope to see you and your
Cadmians in Hyalt before too long." Wthout another word, the Myrm don turned
and noved quickly toward the | ast pteridon. The other Myrm dons had al ready
nount ed.

Mykel watched as the pteridons rose into the silver-green sky, one after the
other, seenmingly on the ground one noment, and then in the air the next, their



l ong bl ue wings spread. Wth each beat of the w ngs, they rose upA-ward,
headi ng sout h.
Mykel turned and wal ked back toward the comA-pound, thinking. Wiy had the
submarshal left himin such a seem ngly inpossible situation? Wiy wasn't
someone bei ng di spatched i mediately from Elcien or Ludar to take over running
the city and the area? It was as if he wanted Mykel dead, but didn't want to
act hi mA-sel f.
Dead? Rachyla had told himthat the alectors would seek to kill all those who
carried the dagger of the anA-cients and who | earned what it represented. In
poi nt of fact, everything that Rachyla had told hi mabout the
al ectorséd€”angrily, as he recall edd€”was seenmi ngly being revealed as truth. He
wi shed he'd had the sense to listen nore, and to draw her out. Abruptly, he
snm |l ed. There was no reason he couldn't visit her now, or at least try. She
m ght be able to tell himnore, and he could use all the information she m ght
have.
He headed back through the compound gates, nodding to the two guards, and into
the inner courtyard, seeking Fabrytal. He found the undercaptain outside the
west

wi ng of the stables, talking with his senior squad | eader Chyndylt.
"Mpjer, sir," offered Chyndylt. "The undercaptain and. | were about finished
"You can stay." Mykel grinned. "I need a little recon and | oca
i nformati ond€”in order to get sone information."
"Yes, sir?" Fabrytal |ooked puzzl ed.
"There is a factor here in Tenpre who has recently arA-rived from Sout hgat e.
H s chatel ai ne has sone informaA-tion we may need very badly, based on what

t he submarshal informed me just before he left." Mykel smiled faintly. "I need
to know where the villa of the facA-tor Amaryk is in Tenpre, and later, or
tomorrow, |I'Il need an escort of a full squad to ride there."

Chyndylt repressed a snile.
Mykel | ooked at the senior squad | eader. "She turned out to be right about a

nunber of things, concerning the submarshal. I'd prefer to see if she knows
nmore. It mght save us sone troopers in the next week." He | ooked back at
Fabrytal. "We're in charge until the alectors returnd€” the proper alectors,

that is, and | have to decide who is the proper alector."
Fabrytal swallowed. Chyndylt's incipient smle vanA-ished.
"You can see why any information mght be useful."

"Yes, sir."

"Wile you're finding that out, I'll be down at the reA-gional alector's
headquarters. | think a little investigation into who was running the region
besi des the regional alecA-tor might prove useful." At the very |least, they

m ght prove useful in justifying whatever actions may be necessary.

"Yes, sir."
Wth a smile and a nod, Mykel left the two and nmade his way to the stable,
where he saddl ed the roan, and then rode out, headi ng west al ong the boul evard
toward the al ector's conpl ex.
As he neared the gray granite building, a slight breeze picked up, out of the
south, bringing the scent of the flow

ers in the gardens on the south side of the boul evard. From what he'd seen
Tenmpre was a pleasant city. So why .had the regional alector thrown in wth
the rebel alectors? Mykel had to shrug. It had to do with power. Everything
did, but how, he had no real idea. He just wanted to do his duty and get out
of the situation with the | east damage possi bl e.

If he left without a successor regional alector, that would be dereliction of
dutyé€”and he didn't want even to think about what happened to comandi ng

of ficers who were found guilty of that. At the very least, he had to turn
matters over to an alector with some senblance of auA-thority, and to do that
he needed to know nore. He also knew that his tine was getting short, because
once others knew that the Myrm dons had left, it was |likely that sonmeone woul d
appear to cl ai m power.



Sevent eenth Conpany had the duty dealing with the enpty building, and Mkel
rode around the east side unA-til he located Loryalt, still mounted and

di scussing sonmeA-thing with his fourth squad | eader

The undercaptain i medi ately turned his nount and waited for Mykel

"Yes, sir? Any word? W saw the Myrni dons | eave."

"We're in charge until the proper authorities return. |I'mgoing inside and
conduct an inspection of sorts up in the RA's study. That's so | have sone

i dea who the proper authority mght be. | don't know how long that's likely to
t ake. "

"Yes, sir."

"I'f anyone who | ooks |Iike an al ector appears, send soneone for ne i mediately.
| don't think that will hapA-pen soon, but you never know. When you're
relieved, pass that on to Undercaptain Matorak as well." Mykel paused. "How

are things going?"
"Quiet, sir. It's |ike everyone is avoiding the place."
"Let's hope it stays that way for a bit."
"Yes, sir."
After leaving Loryalt, Mykel rode farther around the

buil ding, finding a brass-ringed hitching post in the shade near the small
rear entry. There he disnmounted and tied the roan, before naking his way up
the stone steps into the building, conscious that the fourth squad was
wat chA-ing him He carried a blank order book and a marker for the notes he
hoped to take.
Once inside, he had to walk to the front of the building, taking the

mar bl e-fl oored corridor back around to the w de staircased€”al so of green

mar bl ed€”"that led to the second |evel
The study of the regional alector was set on the southA-west corner, as part
of a suite that extended from doubl e doors, each with an etched gl ass pane
set in the golden oak. The scene was that of the twin towers flanking the
river piers. Imediately behind those doors was a foyer, set with chairs, and
a single table desk positioned at an angl e such that whoever sat behind it
could view both the doubl e doors and the single door to the regional alector's
private study.
There was only a single file box in the outer foyer, placed against the
panel ed wal | behind the desk. Mykel opened it, to find it largely enptied.
What remai ned were individual sheets of paper, with seemingly cryptic notes.
He scanned them but after |eafing through them decided that they al
referred to various appoi ntnents and engageA-nents in sone fashi ona€”but there

were no names at all. At the back of those notes, he did find one fol ded paper
with a list of nanes.

Fahyl t Regi onal Al ector Adaral Deputy RA Shesal a Appoi nt ment
Cerk

There were close to twenty names with titles on the list. Mykel folded the
paper and slipped it into his tunic. Fromthe way it had been fol ded, he
suspected that sone of the names were possibly outdated, but it was a start.
He paused outside the cl osed i nner door. There had

been no one inside when he had first searched the buildA-ing. Still..

He coul d hear nothing, sense nothing. He opened the door, but no one was in
the inner study, an oblong chamA-ber a good ten yards in depth and fifteen in
| ength. The longer side was on the south, with wide floor to ceiling w ndows,
each two yards in width, separated fromthe next by granite edged in oak
Because the building had been built slightly up the hillside, die w ndows
af forded a sweeping view of Tenpre. The west wi ndows offered an equally
sweepi ng vista of the towers and the pier, alA-though the base of the northern
tower was bl ocked by part of the hill.
The inner normwall was conposed of bookshelves rising fromwaist height, with
built-in file cases below, the kind where the front dropped down and the case
could be slid partway out. Only a rel ative handful of books rested on the
shel ves, spaced between snmall scul ptures of various sizes. The alector's desk
was angl ed across the corner of the roomfacing outward. Behind it was a



confortabl e-1 ooki ng wooden arnthair. On the floor was a thick dark green
carpet, and in the center was woven in gold the twin scepters of the Duarchy.
Toward the east end of the chanber was a circul ar dark wooden conference
tabl e, around which were set five wooden arnthairs. Al the furniture was

| arge, sized for alectors, Mykel noted.

Mykel set the order book on a vacant space on a shelf and opened the top file
case on the west end and began to | eaf through the sheaves of papers. The
first sheaf dealt with sonething about |ogging on the south side of the R ver
Vedra sonmewhere to the west of Tenpre. The secA-ond sheaf had also to do with
| oggi ng. Everything in the first case was related to | ogging and tinber. So
was the second case. The third case dealt w m nmaintaining swanps and bogs, and
cited instances where individuals had been finedd€”or in one case,

execut edd€”"for attenpting
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to drain swanps. The fourth held papers about alternation of field crops ..
Was this what regional alectors dealt wth?
As he went fromfile case to file case, Mykel made cerA-tain that he left
everything in the sane apparent order. Even hurrying as fast as he could, it
took himnore than a glass to glance through all the file boxes. There was
not hA-ing about the Alector's Guard, nothing about rifles, and nothing about
Hyal t .

Standi ng there, he frowned. That wasn't quite right. He'd gone through the
papers so quickly that he couldn't conclude that. There certainly wasn't
anyt hi ng obvi ous there about those subjects, and he had the feeling that there
woul dn't be.

Wth a | ast glance around, and after slipping the order book into his tunic,
he made his way fromthe private study back into the nmain upper-Ilevel corridor
and then down the main staircase to the main level. Fromthere he turned

ri ght 4€” west 8€”and foll owed the corridor to the northwest corner

The two Cadmi an guards | ooked up as Mykel wal ked toward them

"Mpjer, sir. All's quiet here, sir."

"Good. |'mgoing down to inspect the area.”
After the slightest hesitation, the taller guarda€”-Beilyt, Mykel recalled
bel at edl ya€"replied, "Yes, sir."

"I shouldn't be too |ong, but you never know "

"Yes, sir."

Mykel stepped up and opened the door, still mssing its lock, then closed it
and took several steps before pausing, trying to extend his hearing,

[ i stening.

woul dn't go down there ..
"... think he ought to be there?"

"It's his head. That's why nmajers get nore coins."
" hope he's not down there long ..
Mykel continued to nake his way down the circular stone staircase. At the
bottom he turned and wal ked

qui ckly down the enpty corridor, dimy lighted by the light-torches in their

i nfrequent bronze wall brackets. Wen he came to the narrow square arch, in
which a solid oak door was set, he stopped and studied it.
As before, a sheen of the unseen purple power covered all the wood. G ven the
amount of power and the violent reaction that had occurred when he had used a
rifle in his owm way on the | ock of the upper |evel door, Mkel wasn't about
to try any formof force
Thi nki ng about the submarshal's wound, he took out the tiny dagger of the
ancients fromits hidden belt slot and touched the lock with it. A flare-point
of light appearedéd€”the kind he could sense but not see and the purpl eness
receded for a span or so fromthe point of the dagger

Sonehow, Mykel didn't think that was the answer. He replaced the dagger in its
belt slot and continued to ponA-der the puzzle. The submarshal had entered the
chanmber, without explosions, and he had returned the sane way. That meant
there had to be a way to rel ease the purple energy.



Mykel stood before the closed door, letting his senses accept what was there.
After several nonents, he began to discern a pattern. A heavier line of purple
ran fromthe | ock and door handle to a node on the inside of the door frane.
That node was l|ike a knot, energy tied w thin energy.

How coul d he untie that knot? He had the feeling that if he "cut" it, the
energy woul d expl oded€”and probably rebound agai nst him

SlowWy, he tried to trace the patterns of energy, seeking a beginning, or an
end, to the knot or |lock. The effort to mentally follow the energy threads was
wearing, and deA-spite the cool ness of the corridor, he could feel hinself
beginning to sweat. After a time, he located the end of the thread. He used
his own ability to tug on it.

Not hi ng happened.

He tugged and tw sted, but the | ock remained in place.

He attenpted to let the knot retrace itself and unwi nd. That didn't work,
either. Next he tried linking the ends of the coiled and tw sted energy, but
the two repelled each other.

It had to be sonething relatively sinple, he told himA-self. It had to be.
What if he turned the one end inside out, and let it reA-coil? He wasn't
certain if that was how to describe what he had in nmind, but it was worth a
try.

No sooner had he started the process than, with a faint purple flash, the | ock
vani shed.

He extended his hand to the door |ever, gingerly, and still holding what he

t hought of as his shields in place.

H s fingers touched the | ever. He depressed it and opened the door. Since he
could not see or feel anyone in the chanber, he stepped forward, closing the
door behind hinself. In the exact center of the roomwas a bl ack obA-Iong of
shi mering stone, not quite the height of a dining tabl ed€”one of the runored
Tabl es. He coul d sense the purpl eness that enshrouded it, perhaps powered it,
so strong that he found his guts tightening. He forced himA-self to step
forward, and as he did, he saw that the surface was like a silver mrror. He
| ooked nore closely and saw his own face, dark-circled green eyes under a
frowni ng forehead and short bl ond hair.

He | ooked up fromthe Tabl e and around the chanber. There was not a single
hangi ng on the fitted stone walls and not a single furnishing in the chanber.
Nor were there any al coves or wi ndows, or any other door except the one he had
used to enter. Just the chanber and the Table, nothing nore.

Al t hough it seemned inpossible, Mykel could sense, in the stone beneath the
Tabl e, what seenmed |like a m sty purple-blackness that extended i mmeasurably
into the distance. And beneath that... the greenish bl ackness that he had
sensed on the hillcrest to the west of the old garrison in Hyalt.

Should he try to find out nore about the Table?

How coul d he not try? Except he wasn't about to atA-tenpt to travel anywhere.
He | et his perceptions travel across the Table, but he could only sense the
purpl eness that welled up fromit, linked to the blackish purple m st beneath
the stone, as if that unseen conduit powered the Table.

He | ooked at the Table closely once nmore, trying to call up sonethinga€”a
vision of his parents. There was no reA-sponse. As in the case of the | ock on
t he chamber door, Mykel suspected that, if he only knew nore, operating die
Tabl e woul d not be inpossible. Difficult, perhaps, but not inpossible.

After nearly half a glass of attenpting various uses of his abilities, he
deci ded that he was wasting his tine, and there was always the possibility
that some al ector might appear and find himthere. Finally, he turned, wal ked
to the chamber door, which he opened, and stepped back out into the
stone-walled hall. After a last | ook at the Table, he closed the door

Should he try to replace the energy | ock?

He shook his head. If he did so, the | ock would be greenish, not pinkish
purple, and that would tell the submarshal &€” or anyone who tal ked to

hi ma€”t hat Mykel was definitely involved and had the ability to recogni ze and
undo such a lock. As matters stood now, they m ght guess, but they would not



know.

He wal ked briskly toward the stone staircase. Now, nore than ever, he needed
to find out what el se Rachyla m ght know. She mi ght not care for him but she
woul d never betray himto the alectors. That much, at |east, he knew.
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M daf t eroon arrived on Quattri before

Fabrytal's scouts returned with the informati on on Rachyla's |ocation, but
Mykel had al ready deci ded agai nst waiting any | onger than necessarya€”and
agai nst subtlety. He had no i dea when al ectors m ght appear, or even if the
submar shal m ght send other orders.

Escorted by the full fifth squad from Fifteenth ComA-pany, he rode south from
t he conpound and then west, into the hillside area where the weal thy | ander
factors lived. Fromwhat his scouts had determi ned, the villa of young Amaryk
was but a block off the Silk Boulevard. Wiile the villas were | arge, not al
bore the white walls of Southgate, and nost had roofs of split slate tiles,
rather than the red fired-clay tiles of the south. The roads and boul evards
were al so narrower, although that posed little probl em because those few out
and about inmedi A-ately renoved themsel ves upon seeing the Cadnian squad.
"That's the place, sir," announced Vhanyr, the squad | eader, gesturing at the
gat e ahead.

Mykel and the squad reined up short of the iron gatesa€” conposed of plain bars
with a fewiron | eaves, stark conpared to the gates of the villa of Seltyr

El baryk in Sout hgate.

The guards stationed just inside the gates glanced at Mykel, then at the
twenty armed Cadni ans.

"Maj er Mykel to see the chatel ai ne Rachyla," Mykel announced politely.

“Ah..."

"I's she here?"

"No..." stuttered the shorter guard, dressed in the |light gray of a Southgate
ret ai ner.
"You're lying. I will see her."

The ot her guard whi spered, "Open the gates... he nust be die Cadmian officer
the alectors left in charge of Tenpre."

The gates swung open.

Mykel turned to Vhanyr. "Post a few nmen here to keep watch.”

"Yes, sir." The squad | eader gestured. "Yulert, Buant, Juntyr, and

CGheryl &€"you' ve got the gate duty. Report to me if you see anything strange.”
He raised his voice. "Fifth squad! Rifles ready!"

Mykel eased the roan forward through the gates and past the three-yard-high
wal | s and onto the stone drive.

Conpared to Seltyr El baryk's palace in Southgate or even Rachyla's estate in
Dranur, the villa was small indeedéd€”a nere two stories fronting perhaps
thirty yards. The split slate roof had been recently replaced, as shown by the
darker slate man that on nearby structures, and the outer white plaster walls
recently painted in gleaning white that reflected the sun

The doorman bolted erect at the sound of hoofs comA-ing down the narrow | ane
and into the small circular drive before a rotunda barely | arge enough for a
singl e coach

' The honored Amaryk is at the factorage, sir."

"I"'mhere to see the chatel ai ne Rachyla." Mkel's voice was col d.

The doorman, despite the twin daggers at his belt, stepped back

" Now, "

The retainer froze for a nonment, his eyes taking in the Cadm ans and their
rifles, before he slowy tugged on the bell-pull

Wthin monents, Rachyla stood in the doorway before the open door, clad in
light green trousers, a darker green short-sleeved tunic, and boots of a green
so dark they were al nost black. The fabric of both tunic and trousers was
shimersil k, but she wore no jewelry. Her smile was nmirthless. "Mjer Mkel. |
m ght have guessed that you would call, now that you hold Tenpre."

Besi de her, the doorman pal ed.



"Only until alectors arrive fromEl cien," Mkel replied. "Mght | cone in for
a nonent ?"
"Of course. How could we deny you?"
"Sir?" questioned Vhanyn
"I'"ll be all right for now Qut here is where you m ght be needed." Mkel
di snount ed and handed the roan's reins to Feranot &€”t he ranker behind the
squad | eader. Then he wal ked up the two steps to the low entry.

He bowed slightly to Rachyla. "I appreciate your being here to see ne."
"Where el se would | be, Majer? Wuld you come in?"
"Thank you." Mykel stepped through the archway, his senses alert, but he could
detect no one nearby except for Rachyl ad€”and the doorman, who remai ned
out side as the chatel ai ne cl osed the heavy iron-bound door of dark wood.
The entry foyer was in keeping with the rest of the villad€’l arger than nost
nmerchants' dwellings, and far smaller than anywhere Rachyla had |ived before,
Mykel surm sed. The interior walls had been replastered in white, which

li ghtened the wi ndow ess space. Three archA-ways led fromthe entry area.
Rachyla turned to the left, gesturing to the chanber beA-yond. "This is the
front sitting room It is one of the few chanbers fit for visitors."

Mykel let her lead the way and followed her into a roomthat was al npst
square. The only wi ndows were set high on the south wall, more than two yards
up fromthe dark brown tiled floor, and all were closed against the sunmer
heat, kept at bay by the thick masonry walls. The walls had been replastered
white. At the far end was a hearth, on which rested a bl ue-black porcelain
heating stove. Under the wi ndows was a narrow table, less than a yard in

I ength, enpty except for a vase filled with pale yellow roses. Flanking the
tabl e were two bookcases. Two confortable arnthairs, upholstered in a snooth
bei ge fabric, flanked a settee simlarly covered.

Mykel gestured for Rachyla to seat herself.
"For an eneny, Majer, you have al ways been honorA-able."
cl osest to the archway.

He wanted to protest that he had never been her eneny. The opponent of her
father, but never her eneny. There was little point in saying so.
"Al'l the walls were shades of brown. It was worse than that prison cell where
you placed ne." Rachyla's voice was close to expressionless. "Amaryk saw
nothing wong with the colors.”
"Colors are inportant." He tied to keep his own voice equally calm
"I understand that you sl aughtered nore hel pl ess troops. That seens to be a
habit with you."
"They attacked us before dawn on Decdi. That's scarcely the act of troops
ei t her hel pl ess or innocent."

Rachyl a opened her nouth, then closed it. "I apol oA-gize, Mijer. Like ne, you
must do what you can to surA-vive in a dangerous situation. Whatever else you
may do or you may be, you do not lie."

Mykel coul dn't believe what he hearda€”or sensed. From Rachyla, those words
were a great concession. Yet... the concession had been inpartial and with
little warnth. He inclined his head slightly. "I canme to apol 0A-gize and to
request a favor. The two are related.” He sniled wyly.
She | aughed softly, but, again, wthout warnth. "You do not |like to apol ogize.
For that alone, | will accept an apol ogy. The favor... what you wi sh | mnust
hear."
"The apology is for not listening nore closely to what you had to say about
the alectors. The favor is to request that you tell ne all that you know about
them™

Her |augh was close to boisterous, if still melodic in the way that he al ways
wi shed he could recall, and yet never seenmed to be able to do once he had |eft
her presA-ence. He waited.

Her deep green eyes focused on him "You are a danA-gerous man, Majer. You are
dangerous to yourself, and to

us, but you are dangerous to the evil ones. Unlike nost |anders, even
seltyrs, you have the power to kill those who call thenselves alectors, even
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when they are protected.”

Mykel wondered how she had come to that conclusion, but he nerely nodded for
her to conti nue.

"My grandsire said that we were like cattle to them W were to be fed and
kept content as possible. Then, one day, perhaps before | was as old as he was
t hen, thousands of them would appear, and the world woul d change. Even the
seltyrs of Dranmur woul d be di spossessed of what they had..." Rachyla shrugged.
"I cannot say, but it would appear that those days are fast approaching."

"The al ectors are beginning to fight among themA-sel ves," he vol unt eer ed.
"What do you think that neans?"

"Peopl e fight when they seek the golds of others or when they believe others
are trying to west golds fromthem The alectors fight over power. That they
are fightA-ing now when they have not before suggests a time of change." He
offered a snmile. "Wat else do you know of then®"

"They are never to be trusted. They live in our world, but they are not of our
worl d." She |l eaned forward. "One can sense what people are. Sone feel good,
some evil, and sone ... they are neither, seeking only what they w sh. The
evil ones feel different. They feel renoved."

"You haven't seen that nmany, have you?"

"Only one, closely, but my grandsire saw many in his tine. | do not think they
have changed." Her eyes chal A-1enged his. "Do you, Majer?"

"I was not around in your grandsire's time, Rachyla, but... | believe you are
right."

"You are so kind, to grant me that | mght be correct.™

Mykel conceal ed a wince. "Wat else can you tell ne?"
"You' are a patient man, Majer. Wiy are you so conA-cerned that you woul d seek
out a.nmere wonman?"
"I am concerned, and you are no mere wonan. You know that.'
added, "The submarshal |eft

me in charge of the alector's buildings and told me only to turn themover to
the proper alector, and diat | was to deci de who was proper."
She shook her head. "That is a sentence of death. You rnust presunme to be equa
to one of them and none of them can accept mat. |Is the submarshal die sane
one as in Dranur?"
"Yes."
"I said he had a use for you, and that he did not preA-serve your life out of
goodness, but for a purpose.”

He paused, then

"You did." He laughed softly. "I recall your words well."

"He will play you off against his enem es. To survive, you will have to kil
them and that will prove that you are~ a danger to all of them"

He nodded. "I had considered that."

For the briefest nmonent, an expression he could not define crossed her face.
"Then you nmust kill themall, so mat none can say how they perished." She

smled coldly. "Wien they die, they turn to dust at that noment. That shoul d
also tell you that they are not of this world."

If they are not of this world, how did they cone here? He al nost asked that
qguestion, but did not. He knew the answer; he just hadn't realized that he
di d.

"You see? You understand."

"What el se?"

"Maj er, you know far nore than do I."

Mykel | aughed again. "That, Chatelaine Rachyla, is flattery. Beyond the work
of weapons and arms, you know far nore."
"Beyond those and the ancient ones ..." She paused. "You have encountered
them have you not? Even spoken with them"
"Why woul d you say that?"
"Your eyes. Your wh