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This novel is lovingly dedicated to my sister Sonja who,

during the same year I was writing this book,

tackled three major life changes very like those in the story.
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P A R T O N E : S H A D O W S

In the Year of the Black Eagle
In the Hundred

1

O N A H O T summer’s day like today Flirt liked to fly straight up along the shoreline
of the river, huge wings huffing against the wind. The draft off the running water
cooled eagle and reeve, and gave the raptor a chance to get close to any unsuspecting
deer come out to drink. This time of day, early afternoon, they didn’t see a single
creature along the shore except once a man chopping wood who had flung up a hand
at the sound, poised, listening. When he saw them he relaxed and went back to his
work as Flirt’s vast shadow shuddered along the rocks. His brindled hound barked,
then hushed, ears flat, cowering, as Flirt answered with a piercing cry of her own. She
didn’t like challenges.

Marit grinned. The man kept chopping and was soon left behind.
Woodland spread up on both sides of the Liya Pass, hills covered so thickly with

beech that Marit couldn’t see the ground. Here and there a stand of silver birch
glimmered on rockier earth, leaves flashing in the wind. The air was smooth today,
a steady wind out of the northeast that blew at crosscurrents to their line of flight,
but Marit didn’t like the smell. She shifted in the harness and wiped sweat off her
brow. There’d been something nasty in the air ever since last winter; she knew it and
the other reeves knew it. Anyone knew it, who ever tilted her head back to take a
look around; who ever stopped to listen. Probably the woodchopper knew it, which
is why he’d been scared for that moment, expecting the worst.

Shadows.
“Lust and greed and fear,” old Marshal Alard of Copper Hall had said at winter

feast. “Mark my words. Blood has been spilled in the wrong places, but we don’t
know where, not yet. Keep your eyes open. Don’t turn your backs.”

Not that reeves ever turned their backs, or kept their eyes closed. The Hundred
was a broad land made prosperous by towns and villages and markets, by cultivated
fields, wide pasturelands, rich forests, and treasure buried in the earth. Yet there
were as many hidey-holes—and forgotten caves and old ruins and secret glades and
ravines where dangerous creatures might lurk—as there were laughing children.

Like all reeves, she’d ridden a circuit of the land her first year out of Copper Hall.
She knew how wide the land was. She knew how the ocean bounded the Hundred to
the north and east and how the Spires and Heaven’s Ridge with its Barrens pro-
tected the good folk of her land from their enemies to the south and west.

“Our worst enemy has always been the one within, Flirt,” she said to her eagle, but



the rushing wind against her face caught her words and flung them into nothing.
Not that Flirt could understand her words, only shading and emotion. Smart as pigs,
the great eagles were, but no smarter than that no matter what the old legends said.

That was the first thing you learned when you were marked out for a reeve: lim-
its. A reeve could do so much and no more, just like her eagle. In the old days, so the
story went, the reeves had had more power and been treated with more respect, but
not any longer. Shadows had been creeping over the Hundred for a long time but it
was only now they seemed to be gathering strength.

She shook away these dusty and useless thoughts. Today had been good so far:
Just after dawn in the hamlet of Disa Falls she’d successfully mediated a dispute
over the stones marking the boundary between two fields. She’d allowed the local
arkhon to offer a haunch of sheep as a snack for Flirt, enough to keep her going un-
til a real hunt. So it went, a typical start to a reeve’s day.

Flirt banked and shifted position as the air currents altered because of a notch
in the higher hills up to the east. Below, the woodland frayed into the patchwork
of saplings and underbrush stretching between broad swaths of mature beech
that betrayed human hands at work. Soon enough she saw a pretty green valley
nestled between the hills. It was mostly trees and meadows, but there was a village
with a small boat dock built out into the river and a few houses on the far bank
beside new fields cut into the forest. The summit road dipped down from the east
to run by the village, which had probably grown up as a wayfaring stop for trav-
elers and merchants.

As she flew over, surveying the lay of the land, she was surprised to see a man ac-
tually in the act of running a red eagle banner up the message pole set in the village
square. She circled Flirt around and with a swell of wings and a thump they landed
on the stony beach. She hitched her legs out of the harness and leaped down, ab-
sorbing the landing by bending her knees. A dozen villagers and more children had
gathered at a prudent distance outside the low stockade that kept woodland preda-
tors and pesky deer out of their gardens and homes. She slipped her staff out of the
harness and sauntered over. The staff in her hand, the short sword rattling along her
right thigh, and the quiver slung over her back weren’t nearly as daunting as Flirt.
The eagle’s amber stare, her massive claws, and her sheer, shocking size—bigger
than a surly cart horse and twice as mean—were enough to concern anyone. The
eagle fluffed up her feathers, whuffed, and settled down to wait.

“How can I help you folks?” Marit asked.
They weren’t scared of her at any rate. They stared right at her boldly enough,

maybe surprised to see a woman.
“Go get the reeve some ale, and bread and cheese,” said the man who still stood

with the rope in one hand. The banner snapped halfway up the pole.
In answer, a girl about ten years of age trotted, backward, toward an inn whose

low barracks-like building took up one entire side of the village square. The girl just
could not rip her gaze away from the eagle. Naturally, after a few steps, she stum-
bled and fell flat on her rump.

An older girl yelled, “Turn round, you ninny! That beast ain’t going nowhere
yet.”
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Others laughed as the girl got up and dusted off her bright red tunic and pan-
taloons, then bolted through the open door of the inn. The sign creaking over the
porch bore fresh paint and the cheerful visages of a quintet of happy, drinking fel-
lows: three men and two women. One of the painted men had an outlander’s pale
hair caught back in a trident braid, but none of the folk who’d come up to greet her
had the look of foreigners. These were good, handsome Hundred folk, dark skin,
black hair, brown eyes.

“I’m called Reeve Marit. What’s the trouble?” She sorted through the map she
carried in her mind. “This is Merrivale.”

“Indeed it is, Reeve Marit.” The man had a bitter twist to his mouth. Everyone
else was looking at him with frowns and whispers. “I’m called Faron. I own the
Merrymakers, there.” He gestured toward the inn. “It’s a lad what works for me has
caused the trouble.” He coughed. Several folk scuffed their feet on the dirt, looking
away. She noted the way their eyes drifted and their fingers twitched. “Stole two
bolts of silk I’d had brought in. It come all the way from the Sirniakan Empire.”

Marit whistled.
“Indeed. Bought it for my new bride and the wedding. I’m getting married

again—first wife died three year back,” he added hastily. “I miss her, but life goes
on.”

“You mourned her longer than was rightful,” said an elderly woman suddenly.
She had a wen on her chin and a killing gaze. “That’s what caused the trouble.”

The innkeeper flushed. He fussed with the white ribbon tying off the end of his
long braid. Everyone turned to look at Marit.

“How old is the thief?”
Faron blew air out between set lips as he considered. “Born in the Year of the

Wolf, he was. Suspicious and hasty. Very selfish, if you ask me.”
“You would say so, given the circumstances,” muttered the sarcastic old lady,

rolling her eyes in a way most often associated with rash and reckless youth.
“So he’s celebrated his fifteenth year. Has he a weapon?”
“Of course not! Nothing but his walking stick and a bundle of bread and cheese

out of the larder. That’s all else we found missing.”
“How long ago?”
“Just this morning. We looked around in his usual haunts—”
“He’s vanished before?”
“Just hiding out, mischief, breaking things. Stealing odds and ends. It’s only

noontide that we found the silk missing. That’s serious. That’s theft.”
“What would he be wanting with bolts of silk?”
“He’s been threatening to run away to make his fortune in Toskala.”
“Over the pass and through Iliyat and past the Wild?”
“Maybe so,” admitted Faron.
The old woman snorted. “More like he’s running up to that temple dedicated to

the Merciless One, up at summit. He can buy himself more than a few snogs with
that fancy silk.”

“Vatta!” Faron’s cheeks flushed purple as anger flooded his expression.
“My apologies,” Vatta muttered, rubbing at her wen, which was dry and crusty.
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She’d known prosperity in her day, or a generous husband. Her well-worn yellow
silk tunic, slit on the sides from knees to hips, and the contrasting twilight blue pan-
taloons beneath were also of expensive Sirniakan weave. “But he threatened to do
that more than once, too. A boy his age thinks of the Devourer day and night.”

Marit smiled slightly, but she had as little trust for devotees of the Merciless One,
the All-Consuming Devourer, mistress of war, death, and desire, as she had for out-
landers, although the Merciless One’s followers were her own countryfolk. Al-
though she’d caroused in the Merciless One’s grip often enough, and would do so
again. Hopefully tonight.

“Anything else I need to know?” she asked instead.
Faron shrugged.
He was hiding something, certainly, but she had a fair idea of just what he wasn’t

willing to tell her. Shame made some men reticent. “I’ll hunt for him, and come
back and report come nightfall.”

“My thanks.” Faron wiped his brow. “Here’s ale, if you’ll take a drink.”
“With thanks.”
She drank standing and handed the cup back to the waiting girl. No one

moved away, although at least they had manners enough not to stare as she ate.
The bread was hearty and the cheese nicely ripe with the tang of dill. With such
provender to warm her stomach she walked back to Flirt, fastened herself into the
harness, and lifted her bone whistle to her lips. A single sharp skree was the com-
mand to fly.

Up.
The exhilaration never left. Never. Every time was like the first time, when a

short, stocky, innocent girl from Farsar sent to hire herself as a laborer in the
city—because her family hadn’t the wherewithal to marry her or apprentice her
out—found herself chosen and set in the harness of the raptor who had done the
choosing. Such was the custom out of time immemorial, the way of the reeves. It
was not the marshals who picked which of the young hopefuls and guardsmen
would be reeves; it was the eagles themselves. In ancient days, the Four Mothers
had bound magic into the great eagles, and the Lady of Beasts had harnessed them
to their task, and Marit laughed every day, feeling that magic coursing around her,
part of her now as she was part of it.

They rose above the tops of the trees. Although Flirt wanted to go back over
the river, Marit guided her a short distance east of the river along the lower ridge-
line where the road ran, in places carved into the rock itself. The road was older
than the Hundred, so it was written in the annals kept by the hierophants who
toiled in the service of Sapanasu, the Keeper of Days, the Lantern of the Gods. Who
could have built it, back before people came to live here?

So many mysteries. Thank the gods she wasn’t the one who had to puzzle
them out.

She judged time and speed to a nicety—she’d had ten years of experience, after
all—and spotted the youth long before he noticed her coming. He was toiling up
the road near the summit along a broad escarpment devoid of trees. Fortune fa-
vored her. With him so exposed and no trees to hide behind, the catch would be
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swift. Flirt’s chest muscles rippled as the eagle shifted altitude, narrowing down for
the kill. Marit felt the raptor’s excitement; it burned in her blood as well.

The two bolts of dazzling green silk were clapped under his right arm as he
swung along, left arm pumping with the steady pulse of a highland child accus-
tomed to long hikes up grim inclines. A breath of wind, a whisper from the Lady
of Beasts in his ear, good hearing—some hint alerted him. He cast a glance be-
hind, down the road. Flirt huffed and swooped. Too late he looked up. He
shrieked and ran, but there was nowhere for him to run because he was stuck out
on the road on the rocky flanks of the hills. Flirt loved this; so did Marit. The
plunge with the wind rushing, the brief breathless throat-catching sense of aban-
don as they plummeted.

Flirt caught him in her talons and with her incredible strength cut upward just
before they slammed into the dirt. He screamed in terror and piss flooded his legs;
Marit smelled it.

“Drop that silk and I’ll drop you!” she shouted, laughing.
Flirt yelped her shrill call in answer: Triumphant!
It was harder to turn with the added weight of the boy, who looked like he

weighed at least as much as Marit, so they took a long slow sweep south and south-
west and northwest and north until they came round eastward and flew back along
the river the way they had come. Flirt struggled a bit because of the extra burden,
but the eagles weren’t natural creatures, and in any case the raptor had an eagle’s
pride. So it wasn’t much past midafternoon when they came within sight of Mer-
rivale, but it seemed like a long trip, what with Flirt tiring and the youth babbling
and moaning and cursing and begging and crying the entire time, although he was
smart enough not to struggle. Most folk were.

At the sight of them, the inhabitants of Merrivale came running. Just before
landing, Flirt let the boy go. He tumbled, shrieking again, grunting and howling,
rolling along the rocks but no more than bruised and banged up, as Flirt rose to get
past him and then dropped to the earth.

“Oof,” said Marit, jarred up through her chest. “That was a thump, girl!”
She loosened her harness and swung out quickly. Faron, at the front of the village

swarm, staggered to a stop a stone’s toss from her and Flirt. The boy crawled for-
ward, cloth clutched to his chest.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he babbled. He stank, poor lad, and there was snot all over
his face. He cringed like a dog. “I’m sorry, Pap. I’ll never do it again. It’s just I didn’t
want you to marry her, but I know I’m being selfish. It’s not like you didn’t mourn
Mam what was fitting. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’ll never cause you trouble again. Please
let me come home.”

Marit smiled.
Faron wept as he lifted the boy and embraced him. The girl in red grabbed the

precious silk bolts and ran them into the safety of the inn.
Once the first commotion subsided they tried to press gifts on her. She refused

everything but food and drink to carry with her for her evening’s meal. That was
the rule. No gifts meant no bribes, and once she made it clear she’d not budge, they
respected her wishes.
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“You’ll not spend the night?” asked Faron. “You can have my best bed. A reeve
can take lodging.”

“Lodging and food,” agreed Marit. “That’s allowed. But I can’t stay. I’ve a fellow
reeve to meet at sunset, up near the summit.”

“Beware those Devouring youths,” said an unrepentant Vatta. The old woman
had the wicked grin of a soul that hasn’t yet done making mischief. “I should know.
I was one of Her hierodules once, before I got married.”

Marit laughed. The boy sniveled, chastened and repentant, and Faron wrung her
hand gratefully. Maybe there were a few happy endings still to be had.

J O S S WA S WA I T I N G for her at Candle Rock, just as they’d agreed five nights past.
The rock was too stony to harbor trees; a few hardy tea willows grew out of deep
cracks where water melt pooled, and spiny starflowers straggled along the steep
northern slope. Candle Rock provided no cover except the shelter of the craggy
overhang where firewood was stowed. No man or woman could reach it without
the aid of flying beast, so reeves patrolling over the Liya Pass commonly met here to
exchange news and gossip and to haul up wood for the signal fire kept ready in case
of emergency.

She saw Joss standing beside the smaller fire pit, which was ringed with white
stones like drippings of wax. The fire burned merrily and he already had meat roast-
ing on a spit. The young reeve had his back to the setting sun and was looking east
up at the ridge of hill whose familiar profile they called Ammadit’s Tit, which de-
spite the name was held by the hierarchs to be sacred to the Lady of Beasts.

Showing off, Flirt made a smooth landing on the height. Joss raised a hand in
greeting as Marit slipped out of her harness and walked down to the fire.

“Mmm,” she said, kissing him. “Eat first, or after?”
He grinned, ducking his head in that way that was so fetching; he was still a

little shy.
She tousled his black hair. “Shame you have to keep it cut.”
They kissed a while longer. He was young and tall and slender and a good fit,

the best fit she’d ever found in her ten years as a reeve. He wasn’t boastful or
cocky. Some reeves, puffed up with the gloat of having been chosen by an eagle
and granted the authority to patrol, thought that also meant they could lord it
over the populace. He wasn’t a stiff-chinned and tight-rumped bore, either, stuck
on trivial niceties of the law. It was true he had a sharp eye and a sharp tongue
and a streak of unexpected recklessness, but he was a competent reeve all the
same, with a good instinct for people. Like the one he had now, knowing what she
wanted.

Grease sizzled as it fell into the flames. The sun’s rim touched the western hills.
“Best see to Flirt,” he said, pulling back. “I sent Scar out to hunt and there’s no

telling when he’ll get back. You know Flirt’s temper.”
She laughed softly. “Yes, she’ll not like him moving in where she’s roosting. I’ll

make sure she’s settled.”
Flirt was cleaning herself. With a resignation born of exhaustion, she accepted

her demotion to the hollow where Candle Rock dipped to the southwest to make a
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natural bowl with some protection from the wind. Marit chained her to one of the
rings hammered into the rock, hooded and jessed her. Then she skinned her out of
her harness, greased the spot it chafed, and, with an old straw broom she found
stuck in a crevice, swept droppings out of the bowl.

“You’ll eat tomorrow, girl,” she said, but Flirt had already settled into her resting
stupor, head dipped under one wing. It was getting dark. Wind died as the sun set.

She hoisted the harness, her pack, her hood, and her rolled-up cloak over her
shoulders and trudged up a path cut into the rock, back to the fire. Off to her left
the rock face plunged down to where the road cut up toward the summit, seen as a
darkening saddle off to the south. Joss was sitting on the white stones, carving up
meat onto a wooden platter. She admired the cut of his shoulders and the curve of
his neck. The touch of the Devourer teased her, right down to her core. He looked
up and grinned again, eyes crinkling tight. She tossed down harness and weapons,
pulled the platter out of his hands, set it down, and tumbled him.

“Cloaks,” he muttered when he could get in a word.
“Oh. Yes.”
He’d already spread out his traveling cloak and tossed his blanket down on top

of it. It was a warm night without clouds and they really only needed a little
padding to protect flesh from stone.

“Mmm,” she said later, when they lay tangled together. He was stroking her
breasts and belly absently as he stared up at the brilliant spray of stars. She dragged
the platter of meat close up and fed him bits and pieces.

“Do you ever think—?” he started.
“Not when I see you.”
He chuckled, but he wasn’t as much in thrall to the Devourer as she was. Sated,

he had a tendency to spin out dreams and idle thoughts, which she never minded
because she liked the feel of him lying beside her. He had a good smell, clean sweat
but also the bracing perfume of juniper from the soaps his mother sent once a year
to Copper Hall. “Just thinking about what I did today. There was a knife fight at a
woodsmen’s camp east of summit ridge, out into wild country. Both men stabbed,
one like to die.”

“Sorry,” she said, wincing. “Murders are the worst.”
“I wish it were so,” he said, wisely for one so young.
“What do you mean?” She speared a chunk of meat with his knife, spun it con-

sideringly, then ate. The meat was almost bitter; a coney, maybe, something stringy
and rodent-like. “I’ve got bread and cheese for the morning. Better than this. Got
you no provisions for your pains today?”

“Not a swallow. They were happy to be rid of me. I was wondering if you’d come
back with me. A few of them had the debt scar—” He touched the ridge of his brow
just to the left of his left eye, where folk who sold their labor into debt servitude
were tattooed with a curving line. “—and hair grown out raggedly to cover it.”

“You think some were runaway slaves.”
“Maybe so. It’s likely. And then what manner of law-abiding persons would take

such men in, I wonder? They made me nervous, like they had knives hidden behind
their backs.” He shuddered under her hands.
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“I’ll come. No use courting trouble. They’ll not kick with two eagles staring
them down.”

Abruptly he sat up, tilting his head back. “Ah. There he is.”
A shadow covered them briefly. The big eagle had a deer in his claws. He released

it, and the corpse fell hard to the ground at the eastern edge of the rock, landing
with a meaty thunk. Scar landed with a soft scrape and after a silence tore into his
prey. Bones cracked. From across the height Flirt screamed a challenge, but Scar
kept at his meat, ignoring her. Flirt yelped twice more, irritated, but she wouldn’t be
particularly hungry yet. She’d settle and sleep. Marit yawned.

Joss wasn’t done worrying over the problem.“I have to go back in two days to see
if the man died, and then what’s to do? I’m to conduct a hearing? They’ve no cap-
tain, and the arkhon at the nearest village—Sandy Falls—told me he’ll have nothing
to do with the matter. Maybe the lord of Iliyat will agree to sit in judgment.”

“That’s a long way for Lord Radas’s arm to reach. He’s young in his position, too.
His uncle died just two years ago, and he’s still testing his wings. I don’t expect this
will fall under his authority. We should be able to handle it. Honestly, sweetheart,
no matter how ugly a murder is, it won’t be the first time two drunk men settled
their argument with a knife.”

“I know,” he said a little more desperately than the situation seemed to call for,
“but reeves aren’t meant to judge. It’s the place of the Guardians to hold assizes to
settle such grievances and disputes, those that can’t be resolved by local councils.”

“True enough,” she agreed. “I had to mediate in a boundary dispute this morn-
ing. I’ve shifted a hundred stone markers in the last ten years, and I don’t like it any
better now than I did the first time. Half of them don’t like that I’m a woman, but
they’ll say nothing with Flirt at my back. Still. No Guardian’s been seen for—oh—
since my grandfather was a boy. Maybe longer.”

“The Guardians don’t exist. They’re just a story.”
She gave him a light shove, because his words disturbed her. “Great Lady! That’s

nineteen years’ bad luck for saying such a thing! Anyway, my grandfather remem-
bered the assizes from back when they were held properly. He saw a Guardian once,
who came to preside over the court. Do you think he was lying to me?”

“He was a boy then, you said so yourself. He listened to, and danced, the tales, as
we all do. Stories blend with fragmented memories to make new memories. He
came to believe as truth what never really happened. No shame in that.”

“Joss! Sheh! For shame! The hierophants preserve in the Lantern’s libraries the
old scrolls that record the judgments made in those days. Judgments made by
Guardians. How do you answer that evidence?”

“What is a name? I could call myself a ‘Guardian’ and my attendance at an assizes
court would show in the records that a ‘Guardian’ oversaw that day’s proceedings.”

She squeezed him until he grunted, air forced out of his lungs. “Say so if you
must! But my grandfather had the best memory of anyone I have ever known. He
could remember the time when he was a lad when the first Silver merchant came
through the village, with two roan cart horses and a hitch in his stride as if he’d bro-
ken a hip and it had healed wrong. He could remember the names of all his clan
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cousins, even the ones who had died when he was a lad, and the folk they married
and which temple their children were apprenticed to. If we see no Guardians now,
that doesn’t mean there were never any.”

He sighed as sharply as if he’d gotten a fist in the belly. Twisting, he looked east-
ward, although it was by now too dark to see anything but stars and the dark
shadow of the towering spire that gave Candle Rock its name. “Ammadit’s Tit is a
Guardian’s altar, it’s said. What’s to stop us flying up there and looking around?”

“Joss!” Startled and shocked, she sat up. She went cold, all goose-bumped, al-
though the wind hadn’t gotten any cooler. “It’s forbidden!”

“No Guardian’s been seen for seventy winters or more, you said it yourself. What
if you’re right, and there were Guardians once? Shouldn’t we try to find out what
happened to them? Maybe we could find clues at their altars. Maybe someone needs
to find out why they’re gone, and if we can do anything to bring them back. You
didn’t see the look of those woodsmen. They scared me, Marit. Even with Scar glar-
ing at them, I knew they’d kill me if I took a step into any corner where they didn’t
want my nose poking. They hadn’t even a headman among them, no arkhon, no
manner of priest. No Lady’s cauldron. No Lantern. No dagger or key or green-staff
or anvil. Not even an offering bowl for the Formless One.”

The crawling jitters prickled up and down her back, a sure sign of danger.
“Maybe this is what Marshal Alard was warning us about. You’d best not go back
there. Fly to Copper Hall and give a report. If there’s trouble brewing . . . men like
that . . . men who would run away from their legal obligation . . . they could do
anything if there’s nothing to check them.”

“Anything,” he muttered at last. He began to speak again, but choked on the words.
He was quiet for a long time, arm around her, head still thrown back as he gazed up
at the span of stars and the Herald’s Road whose misty path cut across the heavens.“Is
this what Marshal Alard meant by a shadow?” he whispered. “It seemed to me there
was a shadow in their hearts. Like an illness.”

“Hush,” she said, because he was shivering even though it wasn’t cold. “Hush,
sweetheart.”

M A R I T W O K E AT dawn as the sun’s pale glow nosed up to paint rose along Am-
madit’s Tit. Joss still slept, hips and legs covered by her cloak. A blanket was rolled
up under his neck, cradling his head. Sleeping, he looked younger than ever, barely
more than a child, although he was twenty. A man might hope to celebrate five
feasts in his life; Joss was barely six winters past his Youth’s Crown, while in another
year she would have to lay aside her Lover’s Wreath for the sober if invigorating re-
sponsibilities represented by the Chatelaine’s Belt. Your thoughts changed as you
got older. Your hopes and dreams shifted, transmuted, altered into new shapes.

He cracked open an eye. The early-morning sunlight crept up to spill light over
his smooth chest. She saw him examining her warily.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.
“If I’m going to have a baby, I have to have it soon. Would you—” She hadn’t

known how tightly the wish had knotted up inside her; it unraveled in a rush.
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“Would you father it, Joss? No need to handfast, if you’ve no mind to. You’re young
yet.”

“Do you mean to give up patrol?” he asked unexpectedly.
The pang struck hard. “Why do you say so?”
“It’s unfair,” he mused.
“Which part of life?” she said with a grin, but a sour taste burned in her throat.
He stroked her arm thoughtfully. “I could father ten children and no one would

speak one word about it, or think it made me unfit to patrol. But I’ve seen how
reeves who are women are told in so many ways that they’d best be a reeve only and
not think of ever bearing children. It’s true that when a baby is nursing, the mother
must stick close if she wants to keep her milk running. But after the child is weaned,
he’s cared for by his older cousins anyway. That’s how it was in my village. No one
would have dared to tell any of my aunties what they could or could not do with
their businesses or their labor, and then pretend it was for their own good.”

“You say the most unexpected things!”
He looked at her, silent, for the longest time, and fear curdled in her stomach as

his dark eyes narrowed and with a flick he tossed the blanket aside and gathered up
his clothes. “I’m going up to the altar.”

“Joss!”
His expression was set, almost ugly. He pulled on his trousers while she sat there,

still naked, and stared at him. “Who made all those rules? We don’t even know, or
why, or when. We just follow them without thinking. We see a fence around our vil-
lage but we never go out to make sure it’s still in good repair. Maybe that’s why there
are shadows. Maybe that’s why the woodsmen live in that camp like beasts. They
don’t see the point of mouthing the same words their fathers did, so they’ve cast
them aside. And if the fence around your pasture looks sturdy from a distance but is
falling down, that’s when wolves come in and kill the lambs. I’ve got to find out.”

“Joss!”
The sun illuminated the curve of his handsome chest, the taut abdomen, his

muscular shoulders made strong by two years controlling an eagle, the handsome,
angular tattoos—covering his right arm and ringing both wrists—that marked
him as a child of the Fire Mother. His chin had a rebellious tilt. He threw his tunic
over his head. As he wrestled it down, she shook herself and leaped up, groping for
her clothes. She always tossed everything all this way and that in her haste to get
undressed but at some point during the night, while she’d slept, he’d recovered it
and folded it neatly and laid it on her pack, off the ground. She’d not even woken.
He might have lain there for many watches brooding over this madness and she
never knowing.

“You’re crazy,” she said. “It’s forbidden.”
“You don’t have to come with me. I know the risk.”
“Do you?”
“Are you going to report me to Marshal Alard?”
“He’ll flog you and throw you out of the reeves, no matter what Scar wants.”
“Go, if you have to. Report if you must. I won’t blame you. But I’m going up

there.”
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She paused, shading her eyes as she squinted toward Ammadit’s Tit. The black
knob thrusting up at the height of the rounded ridge gave away nothing, although—
just there—she thought a flash of light or metal winked as the sun rose just off to the
southeast behind it. “The Guardians guard their secrets. Marshal Alard won’t have to
punish you. They will.”

“The Guardians are gone. And if they’re not gone, then maybe it’s time someone
kicks them in the butt.” His voice was shaking but his hands were steady as he gath-
ered up his harness. “I didn’t tell you what else, Marit. I couldn’t say it when it was
dark out, I just couldn’t. They had a Devouring girl at that woodsmen’s camp. They
tried to keep her hidden, but I saw her.” Catching her eye, he held it. His gaze was
bleak. “She was chained.”

2

That was what decided it, really. The thought of any man chaining one of the
Merciless One’s hierodules made her stomach churn, but her heart’s courage stiff-
ened with anger. It was blasphemy to chain one who gave freely.

She was trembling as she harnessed Flirt, and the eagle caught her mood and
pulled this way and that, fussing and difficult, scratching at the rock with her talons
and slashing at her once, although not determinedly enough to connect. Marit
thrust the staff up to the eagle’s throat and held it there, pulling the hood back over
Flirt’s eyes. Her heart pounded as she listened for Scar’s cry, for Joss departing im-
patiently, but she held the discipline for the correct thirty-seven count before easing
the hold. Flirt gave her no more trouble. They walked to the rim of the bowl, she
swung into the harness, and the raptor launched out into the air, plunging, then
catching a draft to rise.

Scar and Joss were circling, waiting for them. Before departing, he had doused
and raked the fire and split wood for kindling to serve the next reeve who camped
out on Candle Rock. Now, seeing her catch the airstream, he rose higher as Scar
caught an updraft. She and Flirt followed, up and up, gliding south before turning
to come up along the high ridgeline. The mountainous mound of Ammadit’s Tit
was covered with pine and spruce but the actual black knob—the nipple itself—was
as bare as the day the Earth Mother molded stone into mountains. The rock
gleamed in the morning light, almost glinting. As she circled in more closely, she
saw that it was pitted with crystalline structures—sacred to the Lady of Beasts—
shot through the stone. She shivered, although the wind was hot and strong. That
knot at the hollow of her ribs burned.

At first glance the knob looked too smooth for any creature as large as they were
to find a landing spot. Relief flared, briefly, brutally; then Joss hallooed just out of
her sight, and she and Flirt rounded through eddying currents to see him banking
in toward a cleft situated below the summit.

“Great Lady, protect us,” she whispered. “Don’t be angry.”
She followed him in.
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The cleft was about as wide as the feasting hall in Copper Hall was long: forty
strides. It was surrounded by a rim cut into the rock, then dropped an arm’s span to
a flat floor beneath, open to the air but with a sharply angled slope of rock offering
a lean-to of shelter to the north. It was difficult to maneuver Flirt in, especially with
Scar already claiming territory, but the raptor landed with a cry of protest, opened
her wings to give Scar a look at just how big she was, then settled.

Whoof.
Marit sat in her harness as a chill whisper of air brushed her face, like fingers

searching, like a sculptor’s probing hands. To her left, the sun shone full on Joss.
The floor of the cleft was level but scarred by the glittering path of a labyrinth
scored into the rock. The pattern took up half the open space; Flirt’s open wingspan
brushed the path’s outermost edge, but both eagles shied away from actually cross-
ing onto the crystalline markings. The space was otherwise empty, just the ledge
and the eddy of air swirling around the knob. The northern face ended in that an-
gled wall that shadowed the deepest part of the cleft.

Joss coughed, then slipped down from his harness. He landed so softly she
couldn’t hear the slap of his feet. He paced the rim, and back again, as she looked
about nervously, but she heard nothing but the bluster of the wind. She saw nothing
at all, no offerings, no altar post, no Guardian’s silk banner fluttering in the con-
stant blow. He stopped at the curving edge of the labyrinth closest to the rim wall.

The outer shape of the path was an oval. Within those boundaries, the shining
pavement twisted and turned and doubled back until it was impossible to know
how to reach the center, where the ground dipped into a shallow bowl big enough to
hold a man and horse together.

“This is the entrance,” he said.
“Joss!”
He set his right foot on the glittering pavement, then his left.
Nothing happened.
She let out all her breath.
He turned and spoke to her. She saw his mouth working, but the wind—or the

magic of the Guardians—tore his words away.
“Joss!” she cried, but he turned away and with measured paces worked his way in

on the tortuous branched path. All her worst fears choked her because with each
step he seemed to recede, although he wasn’t really getting any farther away from
her: he was only fading. It was as if a veil thickened around him, as if mist seeped up
from marshland to conceal the landscape. There was nothing quite seen, nothing
tangible, but it obscured him nonetheless. Marit had never unduly feared the dan-
gers of her task as a reeve, although she had walked into a hundred different
knife’s-edge situations with only her eagle, her weapons, and most of all her good
instincts to guide her. But fear paralyzed her now.

We’ve broken the boundaries. We’ll be punished.
The boundaries were all that kept the Hundred safe; every child heard the stories;

every festival danced the limits; every temple to one of the seven gods was an icon
in miniature, each in its own way, of the ancient laws. The master sergeants and the
marshal at the reeve halls made the point ten times a day if they said it once.
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He faded more as he walked deeper into the labyrinth, never coming closer or
back toward her even when the path turned that way. The eagles neither moved or
called; the silence daunted them. The ghost of his form, scarcely more than a
shadow, reached the center.

He vanished. Just like that: a blink, a shimmer of light—and he was gone.
A gasp escaped her. She couldn’t form words, couldn’t cry out, couldn’t do any-

thing except stare. Her eyes were wet, her heart turned to dust. A thousand years
passed while she gaped, too stunned to act.

“Marit! Marit! Come quick! Follow the path! Bring rope.”
Where in the hells was that coming from? She slipped out of her harness and

leaped down, skirted the gleaming path, and ducked into the shadowed throat of
the cleft, but she could not find him. His voice carried to her on the wind.

She ran back to Flirt and awkwardly got the eagle up onto the lip as on a perch.
Her acrobatic skills had saved her from bad falls more than once. Balancing on the
rim with the world plunging away far down to spruce billowing below, she swung
into her harness. Flirt opened her wings and fell into the sky. Marit shrieked with
glee, forgetting all fears and creeping terrors as the wind pummeled her and the ea-
gle dove and then, with that instinct for risk that had gotten the raptor her name,
pulled up just in time, just before they would have slammed into the trees. Flirt
caught a draft and they rose. Marit’s pulse hammered as she squinted into the sun,
up along the knob of rock, seeking, searching—

There he was! He was standing, impossibly, at the top of the rock, poised as on
the tip of a giant spear. And indeed, somehow, unseen before but perfectly visible
now, a metal post thrust up from the center of the knob with torn and fraying and
sun-bleached banners in many colors snapping from the post. To this he held
tightly with one hand as he waved frantically at her to get her attention.

“Thank you, Lady,” she breathed, and added a hasty prayer to the Herald, the
Opener of Ways, whom Joss had served for a year as a lowly message rider before
the day he’d ridden into a reeves’ gathering to deliver a summons from the arkhon
of Haya, and Scar had changed the course of his life.

She circled, but there was no way to land, so she went back down to the cleft.
Scar waited with his head beneath his wing, oddly quiescent. She shed her harness
as quickly as she ever had, and grabbed her coil of rope. Knowing better than to
stop and think, she jogged to the entrance of the labyrinth and put her right foot on
the path, then her left. The pavement seemed pure crystal, as thin as finely thrown
ceramic, but so thick, perhaps, that it cut down through the stone to the center of
the earth. She took another step, and a fourth, and when she glanced up the world
seemed to be slowly spinning around her, picking up speed as she walked in. With
each revolution a new landscape flashed into view: surging ocean; a fallen stone
tower above a tumble of rocks battered by foaming waves; dense tangled oak forest;
a vast flat gleam of water—not the sea—and beyond it the pale endless dunes that
she recognized as the western verge of the Barrens; an ice-covered peak shining un-
der a bottomless hard blue sky; a homely village of six cottages set beside a lazily
flowing river half overgrown with reeds. The visions made her dizzy. She looked
down instead, kept her gaze fixed on the path whose windings confused her, except
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wherever she had to choose between one turn and another it seemed she could
smell the memory of juniper, Joss’s scent, and she therefore followed her nose.

A man’s voice whispered behind her, questioning, urgent.
“. . . when night falls . . . to Indiyabu but only when the Embers moon sets . . .

she betrayed them . . . beware the third blow . . . trust me . . .”
Don’t turn your back, Marshal Alard would say, but she was walking on forbid-

den ground. She dared not look back for fear of what she would see. Indiyabu was
the legendary birthplace of the Guardians, but no reeve knew where to find it, and
none she knew of had ever dared seek for it.

The path took much longer to walk than it should have; she was sweating freely
by the time she stumbled into the center bowl. A man waited for her. His long dark
beautiful hair was unbraided, twisting around him in an unseen wind. He looked
angry, but he was as handsome a man as she had ever seen, demon-blue outlander
eyes in a brown face, taller than most reeves and with graceful long-fingered hands
talking in signs, the secret language of the Guardians.

She walked right through him before she realized he wasn’t really there; he was
only a vision, like the landscapes. The pavement dipped. She slipped into the central
hollow. Where her foot slapped into the ground, pain stabbed up through her heels.
Light flared, like a lantern’s door opened wide, and she was spun halfway around by
an unknown force and staggered.

“Marit!”
Joss grabbed her before she plunged off the side of the knob to her death. They

stood at the very height, the sky a vast gulf and the sun glaring. Wind howled, try-
ing to tug her off. She grabbed on to the metal post. Thank the gods it was well set
into the rock. It didn’t shift at all with her added weight. The silk of frayed banners
battered her; she was drowned in their colors: blood-red, black of night, heaven-
blue, mist-silver, fiery-gold-sun, death-white, earth-brown, seedling-green, and the
rich violet of the twilight sky just before night envelops the last light of day.

“Look!” Joss shouted to be heard above the wind. “Look there!”
He pointed to a crevice just out of arm’s reach along the curve of the rock but be-

cause of the wind and their precarious perch too far to get to safely. Something flut-
tered there, a banner torn off the pole, perhaps. It was hard to identify because it
was so white and because there were pale objects jumbled beneath, caught within
the crevice.

She was a reeve. She knew what it was with a gut knowledge that slammed down,
no question—only a hundred questions. A thousand.

Joss hooked his elbow around the metal post and deftly tied and slipknotted the
rope around the post. He’d grown up by the sea; he knew twenty kinds of knots.

“Let’s get out of here!” he shouted. He was shaking, gray, frightened.
Bones.
The bones of a Guardian were caught in that crevice. That was the Guardian’s

death-white cloak caught in the rocks, the cloth sliding and shivering with the purl
of the wind as though a snake struggled in its folds. Those were the dead one’s long
leg bones rattling as the wind shifted them. That was his pelvis, if it had been a man,
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shattered on one side. Most reeves learned to identify human bones: in the course of
seeking out lost shepherds whose remains were discovered beneath spring snowmelt;
or runaway wives dead of starvation in forest loam; or miners tumbled under a fall
of rocks who couldn’t be recovered until the dry season made digging safe. She had
exhumed the occasional murder victim buried under the pig trough or beyond the
boundaries of a village’s orderly fields. That pelvis told her something, even seen
from a man’s length away. That pelvis had been splintered in a tremendous fall, or
by a massive blow.

Guardians couldn’t die.
“Give me the rope,” she shouted. “I’m going to recover the remains. We have to

find out what happened, if we can!”
“Marit!” He almost lost his nerve. He clutched his stomach as though he would

retch. He squeezed his eyes shut but opened them as quickly, and steadied himself,
ready to aid her.

She tied the rope around her waist, fixed it, and turned round to back down over
the curve of the rock, to reach the crevice. As Joss paid out the rope, she walked with
her feet against the rock and her body straight out over the world below, nothing
but air between her back and the trees. The wind sang through her. She was grin-
ning, ready to laugh for the joy of it and almost down to the crevice when, above
her, Joss screamed an inarticulate warning cry.

A fog shrouded her, boiling up from underneath to choke her. A roaring like a
gale wind thrummed through her. Her bones throbbed, and it seemed her insides
would be rattled and twisted until they became her outsides, all as white light
smothered her.

I can’t hear. I can’t see.
I can’t breathe.
She fought, and found herself ripping at cloth that had enveloped her, that

seemed likely to swallow her.
An axe smashes into her hip, shattering it; the pain engulfs her like white light, like

death.
“Go to Indiyabu! Beware the traitor . . . mist . . . I can’t reach her.”
Then she was free, feet still fixed to the rock wall. The wind tore the shining

white cloak off her body, and it flew out into the sky rippling like light, spread as
wide as a vast wing. The bones clattered down the curving slope of the knob until
they reached the sheer cliff, and then they fell and fell, tumbling, and vanished into
the forest. The cloak spun higher into the sky and was lost to sight in the sun’s glare.

“Shit!” cried Joss.
He hauled her back up. She fell on her stomach over the rampart and lay there

panting, trying to catch her breath. The wind screamed around them, tearing at
their clothes, at the banners, at their hoods. She was grateful for the rule that forced
all reeves to wear their hair short, since there was no braid to catch at her throat,
and there were no strands of loose hair to blind her.

“What do we do now?” he asked.
“We’ve got to get down!” she yelled.
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She turned, dead calm now, too stunned to be otherwise, and surveyed the rock
face. She’d gone that way the first time. In her head, she mapped a new route to take
them to the ledge below.

“Follow after I’ve tugged twice.”
She eased out the rope between her hands, let herself lean backward into the air,

and walked backward out over the curve of the rock. Down. She was compact and
strong and always had been, her chest and arms made more so by ten years of
weapons training, by ten years, especially, of controlling Flirt. Strangely, the wind
eased once she was on the cliff, and she made it down to the cleft swiftly. There Flirt
and Scar waited, heads down, dozing.

How strange that they should doze when the peculiar nature of their surround-
ings ought to have made them nervous.

By the time she slipped down hand over hand and dropped the last length, her
right hand was bleeding and the left was bright red, rubbed raw from friction. Pant-
ing, she tugged twice on the rope. Blew on her hands. Pain stung. It would hurt to
handle the harness with her hands like this. She pulled gloves out of one of the
pockets sewn into the hem of her tunic, but hesitated, not quite willing to pull them
on. The gloves would shroud her hands as snugly as that cloak had wrapped her.
She shuddered.

No time to dwell on it. Must get on. Must act.
The rope danced beside her. A moment later Joss slid down, half out of control,

and she caught him as he fell the last body length. They stood there, holding tight.
He was crying. She’d known him almost two years, but she’d never seen him cry.
She’d seen him at his first winter feast in the hall, and happened to be called in to as-
sist when he’d found that poor mutilated girl who’d had her hands amputated by
her husband’s angry relatives. She’d cried that day, but Joss hadn’t. Now he wept
noisily.

“What about the rope?” she said finally. “If we leave it, they’ll know we’ve been
here.”

He gulped down tears and spoke in a shaky voice. “I have to report, even if it
means I’m flogged out. They have to know.”

Since he was right, there was no answer.
He sighed heavily, stepped back, and wiped his eyes. He looked ten years older

than he had that morning. “Best go,” he said.
She nodded. “I haven’t forgotten that woodsmen’s camp.”
“You can’t go in there alone!”
“I won’t! I won’t, Joss. I won’t go to the woodsmen’s camp at all. But there’s a

temple dedicated to the Merciless One up at summit of the Liya Pass. I want to stop
there, ask their Hieros if they have any hierodules missing. You fly ahead to Copper
Hall.”

“I think it’s best if I go straight to Clan Hall.”
She considered, nodded decisively. “That’s right. Take it to the commander. He

needs to know first. Once I’ve stopped at the temple, I’ll follow you to Toskala with-
out stopping anywhere else.”

He was in no mood for kissing, though she was. She would have laid him down
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and loved him there on the stone floor of the forbidden altar, but he was too tense
and too preoccupied, wholly absorbed in considering just what it all meant. It
seemed that despite his talk he believed in the existence of the Guardians after all.
An earthquake would have tilted those foundations less. He was unable to talk or to
do anything except prepare to go.

As for her, she couldn’t dwell on the horror of that cloak twisting around her, of
that instant when she’d thought she would asphyxiate; of that noise; of that pain; of
that voice.

She couldn’t think about what it meant: A Guardian had died, although the
Guardians were immortal and untouchable. Maybe all the Guardians were dead.
Maybe the Hundred was thereby doomed to fall beneath an uprising of such evil as
sucked dry men’s hearts, lust and greed and fear chief among them.

She grimaced as she finally tugged on her gloves, wincing at the pain, at the fear.
Joss ran back over to her, kissed her hard, then returned to Scar without a word and
swung into his harness. She smiled softly, ran a gloved hand through the soft stub-
ble of her hair, and crossed to Flirt, who blinked as if surprised to see her.

“Let’s go, girl.”
No use dwelling on what she couldn’t change. Best to concentrate on what she

could do. That’s what she was best at. That’s why she was a good reeve.

J O S S H E A D E D D U E west and was lost fairly quickly among the hills, but Marit
flew Flirt south up the cut of the road to its summit in the Liya Pass, a saddle be-
tween two ridgelines. Just east of the road lay a wide pool worn out of the hills by
the tireless spill of a waterfall off the height. On the banks of this isolated vale the
acolytes of the Merciless One had erected a small temple to house no more than a
score of adepts in training. Obviously, with their holy quarters set in such a remote
location, these were not hierodules who served the goddess by trafficking with
passersby. Most who dedicated their service to the Devourer served as hierodules
for less than a year before returning to life beyond the bounds of the temple; the
Merciless One was a cruel and exacting taskmaster. Many of those who remained
trained as jaryas, pearls beyond price, the finest musicians and entertainers in the
Hundred. As for the few, they served Her darker aspect, and it was rumored they
trained as assassins.

This was no jarya school, not up here.
They came to earth at a safe distance, right at the edge of the woods. The water-

fall splashed in the distance, but the pool had a glassy sheen beyond the spray, still
and silent as if depthless. Three buildings rose out of the meadow of grass and flow-
ering lady’s heart: a chicken coop; a long, narrow root cellar with a turf roof; and
the temple itself, with its outer enclosure, entrance gate, and “lotus petal” wings
surrounding an inner courtyard.

She waited in her harness, listening. Crickets chirred. Wind tinkled strings of
bells hanging from posts set in the earth all around the outer enclosure. It rustled
the silk banners draped over and tied to the entrance gate. She heard no voices and
no music. Nothing. Flirt showed no nervousness. The vale seemed deserted.

She slipped out of her harness and ventured to the chicken coop. It was empty
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except for a half-dozen broken eggs, sucked dry, and a single bale of straw. She
moved on to the root cellar, a building half buried in the earth. She pushed on the
door, which stuck. Shoving, she opened it. Cautiously, she ducked under the lintel
and stepped down into the shadowy interior. The stores had been cleaned out. That
was suspicious, although at this time of year it was possible that was only because
they had used up last winter’s surplus and not yet received their tithes to carry them
through the coming cold season. With the door open behind her, she knelt in the
damp confines. The dirt floor had been raked clean. There were no distinguishing
footprints; there was no evidence of passage at all except for the brick resting-
cradles for two dozen missing storage barrels. Four barrels remained, rounded
shadows at the far end of the cellar, barely discernible in the dimness.

Maybe thieves had stolen everything and covered their tracks. Maybe the Merci-
less One had abandoned the temple and all her people had left, tidying up behind
themselves.

It was impossible to know.
A shadow covered the open door. Too late she realized the crickets had ceased

their noise. She jumped farther into the darkness, drawing her short sword as she
spun to face the door.

But they had already defeated her. They’d been waiting, as if they’d known she
was coming and laid an ambush. A staff hit her from behind alongside her right ear.
A second blow caught her in the breastbone, knocking the air out of her. Her legs
went from under her. The earth slapped up, and she blinked and gasped and
breathed in dirt, flat on her stomach, head scorched with pain. Dazed. Choking on
dust.

Damn damn damn. If the Merciless One had abandoned the temple, then her hi-
erodules and kalos would have removed the bells and banners before departing.

“Hurry!”
“Kill her now!”
“No, Milas wants her alive.”
“Hoo! Hoo! Hoo! Bet I know what for!”
A man snickered.
Her sword was trapped under her hips. She began to roll, but knees jabbed into

her back and the weight of a second man, maybe a third, held her down as they
stripped her of her bow and quiver, her sword, her dagger; her staff had already
fallen uselessly. They didn’t find the slender knife hidden between the lining and the
outer leather of her right boot. They trussed her arms up behind her from wrists to
elbows, hoisted her up using the rope until her shoulders screamed and one popped.
The world spun dizzily as she came up, kicking.

The third blow exploded against the back of her head.
She plunged into darkness.

C A M E T O , M U Z Z Y, as she was jostled from side to side in a wheelbarrow, bang-
ing first one wooden slat, then the other side. She was blind, a cloth tied tightly over
her face, over both mouth and nose so that she choked with the fear she was smoth-
ering in white silk. Death silk.
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No. Just a plain bleached-white linen cloth, maybe a bandanna of the kind worn
by laborers to keep sweat from pouring into their eyes. The cloth sucked in and out
with her breath. She heard the squeak of wheels on pine needles. She heard the soft
tread of feet and the wind sighing through trees. No one spoke. She felt no sun, so
couldn’t guess at time of day or how long she had been unconscious.

She took stock of her condition: throbbing head, chest and ribs aching, and one
heel stinging as though she’d been bitten. Her shoulders were bruised, but somehow
the one that had popped was no longer dislocated. It just hurt like the hells. What
hurt worst was her fury at her own stupidity and carelessness. Why hadn’t Flirt
warned her? Her assailants must have been close by, and those who closed in from
outside would surely have been spotted by Flirt, who was trained to give the alert.

Shadows.
Some magic had veiled sight and instinct. She had to be ready. Most likely, she

would have only one chance to escape and she had to prepare herself for the worst:
rape, any kind of brutality, mutilation. She had to lock down her emotions. Thus
were reeves trained to respond in emergencies.

“Your fears and passions must be set aside, placed in a treasure chest, and locked up
tight. If you are ruled by fear or desire, then you will lose. Be an arrow, unencumbered
by any but the force that impels it to its target. Do not let the wind blow you off course.”

She stayed quiet as the barrow lurched and rolled along the forest path. She
sorted out footfalls and decided there were at least ten men accompanying her. Be-
cause they stayed silent, they betrayed no knowledge of Flirt or her fate. She ban-
ished Flirt’s fate from her mind. Until she was free, there was nothing she could do
about the eagle.

At last she smelled wood smoke and the smoky richness of roasting venison. At a
distance she heard the sound of many voices, the clatter of life, the ringing of an axe,
the false hoot of an owl raised as a signal. She felt a change in the texture of the air
as they came out of trees into a clearing. Silence fell. No one spoke, but she felt the
mass of men staring. Her skin prickled. Certainly this must be the woodsmen’s
camp.

“Do not fear pain. Fear will kill you.” So Marshal Alard taught.
A man coughed. Someone giggled with the barest edge of hysteria. Hand slapped

skin, and the giggling ceased.
“Put her there,” said a baritone.
The silence was ugly, made more so by the sudden glare of sun on her face so

bright she blinked under the cloth. Just as her eyes teared, shadow eased the blind-
ing light. Leaves whispered above her. A dozen thin fingers tickled her chest and
face. The wheelbarrow jolted to a stop, and its legs were set down hard. A man
cursed right behind her, and she heard him blowing through lips, maybe on blis-
tered hands. He did not speak. The wheelbarrow raised up abruptly and she slid
forward, awkwardly, and slithered down to land in a heap.

On a carpet.
Metal rattled softly, then scraped. Footsteps receded. A man hawked and spat, and

she flinched, but a delicate finger touched her chin and carefully eased the corner of
the cloth up over her mouth and nose. She sucked in air gratefully.
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“Hush,” whispered a female voice. “He’ll hear. He’s coming.”
“Who are you?”
“No one. Not anymore.” It was a young voice, its spirit strangely deadened.
“Let me see your face. Let me see this place.”
“It was a trap.”
“That’s how they captured me?”
“It was a trap. Half of the hierodules had turned their back on the Devourer and

given their allegiance to him. They gave the rest of us over, but he killed the others.
All but me. All but me.” The finger tickled her nose, pushed under the band of cloth,
and eased it upward until Marit could—bless the Great Lady—see a bit of her sur-
roundings and the girl beside her.

She was very young; she didn’t even wear the earring that marked her Youth’s
Crown, although she had breasts and curves enough that she was no doubt meant
to dance into the Crowning Feast at midwinter with the rest of the youths ready to
don their Lover’s Wreaths and enter halfway into the adult world. No more than
fourteen years, then. The remains of a sleeveless silk shift that once had been gold in
color draped her body. Over it she wore an embroidered silk cloak, the kind of ele-
gant accessory jaryas displayed while riding across town to an assignation or per-
formance. It was a spectacular orange, now ripped and grimy; she’d used it to wipe
up blood, likely her own. But as shocking as the sight of her was, with her curling
black hair unbound and falling in matted tails and strings to her waist, and her
arms and legs stained with dirt and blood and worse things, Marit had seen worse;
reeves always saw worse.

Yet she’d never seen a girl dressed in the acolyte robes of the Devourer manacled
by the ankle. The chain snaked back to the base of a huge tree, where it was fastened
around a stake driven into the ground. The trunk was that of a massive death wil-
low, immeasurably ancient. The trunk had grown up around the head of a tumbled
statue. Wood encased the stone so that the grainy face peeked out and the crown of
the head and the sculpted ripples of its hair were swallowed within the tree. The stone
face stared at nothing. Lichen blinded both eyes. Streaks of white—she couldn’t tell
what they were—mottled the chin. The lips were darkened with the residue of
blood or berry juice. An awful stench boiled out of the ground at the base of the
trunk, something stinking and rotten.

The willow’s green-yellow canopy concealed the sky and shaded both reeve and
girl from the sun. Marit lay on a carpet, and when she turned her head she saw the
curtain made by the willow’s drooping branches, many of which swept the ground.
Beyond, out where it was light, figures moved, but although she opened and closed
her eyes three times she could get no good look at anything out there, as though
magic hazed her sight. Beneath the death willow, they were alone.

“Do you want to be free?” whispered Marit, sensing her chance.
“Please let me go,” the girl whimpered. “Please. Please.” The words sounded well

rehearsed; she’d said them frequently. Her dark eyes, like those of the stone head,
had a kind of blindness to them, although she tracked Marit’s face and movements
well enough.
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“Is there another way out of here? What lies beyond the willow, that way?” She
indicated direction with a jerk of her chin.

“No one goes that way,” murmured the girl. “That’s where he goes when he
comes visiting.”

“Does it lead into the forest?”
The girl stiffened, head thrown back, lips thinning, and she sniffed audibly, tak-

ing in the air like a starving man scenting food. “He’s coming.” She scrambled to the
base of the trunk and tugged hopelessly at the stake, but it didn’t budge. Finally she
curled up like a turtle seeking its shell, trembling, arms wrapped around her chest.

Voices reached her from beyond the drooping branches.
“My lord! I did not expect you so soon.”
“Have you accomplished what I asked of you, Milas?”
Marit knew that voice.
The baritone hemmed and hawed in reply. “Not as we expected, my lord.”
“Leave off your excuses!” The curtain of branches was swept aside, and a man

ducked in under the canopy. He looked, first, directly at the stone head and the girl
cowering there, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet, staring at him in ter-
ror. Marit got a good look at his face: that of a man in his early twenties, with broad
cheekbones, a mustache and beard, and astonishingly long lashes above deep-set
eyes. To her shock, she recognized him.

Radas, lord of Iliyat. He held one of the local authorities under whose auspices
order was kept in the Hundred, and he was unusual only in that lordships—local
chiefs whose right to office passed through a direct bloodline—were rare, an arti-
fact, so the tales sang, of ancient days and even then known almost exclusively in
the north.

His gaze flicked down to her. When he saw that the blindfold had been tweaked
aside, annoyance narrowed his eyes.

“Have you touched her?” he said to the girl. Although he did not raise his voice,
the change in his tone made Marit shiver and the girl quiver and moan.

With a snort of disgust he let the branches fall and vanished back into the light.
“She’ll have to be killed,” he said. “She’s seen me.”
“Right away, my lord,” said the baritone.
“Nay, no haste. It would serve my purposes best to let the men do what they will.

It’s necessary that they understand that reeves aren’t to be feared or respected. After
that, if she’s still breathing—slit her throat.”

“Yes, my lord.”
“Where’s the eagle?”
“This way, my lord.”
They moved away. In the camp, the noises of men at their tasks trickled back into

life. Evidently the woodsmen feared the lord of Iliyat as much as the girl did—and
yet, Marit could not fit the two pieces together. She’d seen Lord Radas at court day
in Iliyat, a mild-spoken young man passing judgment and entertaining merchants.
Less than a year ago, she’d brought in a criminal to Iliyat’s assizes, a thief and his ac-
complices who had raided two warehouses. The ringleader had been sold to a man
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brokering for Sirniakan merchants; he’d be taken out of the Hundred into the dis-
tant south, into a life of slavery far from home with no hope of return. No worse
fate existed. The accomplices were young and foolish; they’d been given eight-year
contracts to serve as indentured servants, slaves of the debt they had created
through their crime. It was a merciful sentence.

She could not reconcile that man and this one, yet they were clearly the same.
“Hsst. Girl.”
The girl looked up. Her eyes were dry but her expression was that of a child who

has given up crying because she knows comfort will never ever come. Her eyes were
bruised with shadows; her cheeks were hollow, and her complexion more gray than
brown.

“Come closer.”
She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have touched you. Now he’ll punish me. He

likes to punish me.”
“What’s your name?”
“I don’t have a name anymore.”
A stubborn one. “I’m called Marit. Reeve Marit. If I can free you, will you help

me?”
“We are all slaves to the will of the Merciless One. There is only one road to free-

dom.”
There wasn’t time to be subtle.
“There’s a knife hidden in my right boot. I can’t reach it, but you can. Then you

can free me.” Marit wiggled her shoulders and hips and rolled onto her left side to
display her bound arms. Her shoulders were aching badly, but that was the least of
her worries. She knew better than to think about the problem posed by that chain
and that stake. When she won free, she had to alert the reeve halls to this blasphemy
and Lord Radas’s treason. She wouldn’t have time to struggle with the stake. It was
a cruel decision, but necessary.

“A knife!” The girl crawled forward. Her expression changed, but the disquiet
raised in Marit’s throat by Lord Radas’s frown tightened, and she had to cough out
a breath as the girl tugged off Marit’s right boot and swiftly, with strangely prac-
ticed hands, probed the lining. Faster than should have been possible her nimble
fingers extracted the knife. It was a slender blade, meant for emergencies.

“The Merciless One has smiled on us.” The girl kissed the blade. “She’ll grant us
freedom!”

“Quick! They could come at any moment.”
Indeed, she heard a buzz of noise out beyond the willow’s canopy as though a

mob gathered, with stamping and hollering and wild laughter brought on by waste
wine and khaif: men working up their nerve to indulge themselves in their worst
nature; men being worked up by a chieftain or overlord as music is coaxed out of an
instrument by a skilled musician.

As the captain’s wife said in the Tale of Fortune: Make them ashamed of them-
selves and they will not betray you, because they will know they have stepped outside
the boundaries and made themselves outcast by their deeds.
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The girl mouthed a prayer of thanksgiving, then sidled closer, right up against
Marit’s torso. She spun the blade with the skill of an expert trained to handle knives
and touched the point against the cloth of Marit’s tunic. It rested just below the
reeve’s breastbone, nudging up the thick leather strap of her walking harness.

“We’ll be free. They won’t be able to touch us.”
The prick of the blade bit Marit’s skin. The reeve fell onto her back, startled and

frantically reassessing as she stared up at the girl.
I’ve miscalculated.
That face was so young and so innocent, ravished by her brutal treatment, that

Marit had overlooked what stared her right in the face. The girl’s gaze had the fixed
fanaticism of the Merciless One’s most devoted followers, who did not separate
war, death, and desire.

She’s insane!
She pushed with her legs, scooting away on her back. “Wait! Cut the rope—!”
The thrust punctured skin and gristle with a smooth, strong, angled stroke.
She’s done this before.
Right into the heart. There was no pain.
The last thing Marit saw, as the blood drained from her heart, as the white cloak

of death descended out of the sky to smother her in its wings, was the implacable
face of the girl who was in that instant the Merciless One Herself. Beyond, a lifetime
away, men shouted and came running. The girl spun the blade, plunged it up un-
derneath her own ribs and, with a gloating smile, died.
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P A R T T W O : S U R V I V O R S

In the Year of the Silver Fox
(nineteen years later)

In the Hundred

3

J O S S WA S D R I N K I N G hard and had sitting on his lap a comely girl who served
wine, cordial, and, if you were generous enough and to her liking, certain of her fa-
vors. A tremendous shout had risen up from the nearby playing ground, and the
boy had just run in from the back to announce the current score on the game—
dammit if his team wasn’t losing again—when the door of the Pig’s Bladder
banged open. Light assaulted him. He shut his eyes, but opened them when the girl
leaped to her feet. She grabbed her tray as a pair of swarthy men in reeve’s leathers
charged up to confront him.

“Commander wants you right now,” said the first, a slender, nimble fellow as
mean as a crate of starving snakes. He grinned mockingly at the young woman, who
gave him a scowl in reply. “Not as handsome as him, am I?” he asked her. “Even
though he is old enough to be your dad.”

She flushed. “There are Devouring girls at the temple who make it a special holy
duty to service men made ugly by the gods’ mercy. Or like you, by spite.” She tipped
back her pretty chin and sashayed back to the bar.

Joss watched her hips sway as she walked away. The hells! He’d just spent the bet-
ter part of the afternoon coaxing her away from the attentions of a much younger
suitor. He downed the rest of his cup and slammed it down. “The Commander can
stick it up—”

The barmaid glanced back at him, winked with a further, suggestive twitch of
her ass, and turned to set her empty tray on the bar. There came the younger suitor,
gods curse him, sidling up to her with a smile on his callow face.

Joss glared at the two reeves. “I agreed to work the entire festival in exchange for
the first four days of the new year off. Ghost Festival ended three days ago. That
means I’m still off duty for two more days. Free and clear. That was the agreement.”

“She won’t be free, a merchant like her, doing it for coin,” said the Snake, nod-
ding toward the bar. “But I hear Sadit has a thing for you and will give you a roll for
nothing whenever her husband’s not around.”

“Shut up,” said Joss, coming up off the bench with an arm cocked.
“You’re drunk,” said Peddo mildly as he pushed the other two men apart. He was

by many years the youngest, broadest across the chest, and as placid as a well-fed
lion. “Begging your pardon, Legate Joss. Commander’s noticed that you’ve been
drinking more lately. So have some of us others.”



“I hear he has nightmares,” said the Snake. “Most likely it’s some lilu haunting
him, for I swear to you that man cannot keep his cock from wandering into every
henhouse. I hear he calls out a woman’s name in his dreams—”

Joss shook off Peddo’s hand and slugged the Snake. The backward stumble, the
smash against the bench, the crash: those were good sounds. Peddo sighed, the bar-
maid laughed, and the Snake spat blood to the floor. Joss tossed a handful of coins
on the table to cover the damage and staggered outside into the glare of the awful
sun, which had it in for him today. From the direction of the playing field, the
crowd roared appreciatively.

There was a neighborhood well in the middle of the humble square. He got his
bearings, made it halfway before he realized he was veering off course, corrected
three more times to avoid men bent under yoked baskets, and finally closed the gap
and grabbed the lip of the well to stop himself falling over.

“Can I help you, ver?” The speaker was a remarkably handsome woman of mid-
dle years who had come with three children and eight sturdy wooden buckets slung
two by two over stout poles. She had a hierodule’s amorous eye and no doubt had
served the Devourer in her youth. You could tell it by the way she looked him over
with his reeve leathers and whatever else she saw, including the tattoos that circled
his wrists and marked him as a child of the Fire Mother.

“Just water,” he said hoarsely, noting the line of scalloped waves tattooed down
the length of her right arm, marking her as a child of the Water Mother. With his
best smile he added, “I thank you, verea.”

“Oh, it sure is nothing,” she said with amusement as she winched up a full bucket
for him.

He upended it over his head. The cold water was better than a slap. She jumped
back laughing as the children shrieked with delight and began to ask, clamoring, if
they could do the same.

Peddo strode out of the tavern, rubbing his forehead as though to wipe away a
headache, and stopped short when he saw Joss dripping. “Does it help any?”

“The hells! Does that sun have to be so bright?”
“Do you come here often?” the matron asked.
She had a pleasing figure, ample in all the right places and suggested to good ef-

fect in the worn but carefully mended taloos wrapped around her curves. The fab-
ric was a soothing sea-green silk that did not hurt his eyes.

“Often enough,” he said.
Peddo caught him by the elbow, made his courtesies, and dragged him off. Be-

cause he was still drunk, there was no point in resisting.
“Can you never stop flirting?” demanded Peddo.
It was a stupid question, which Joss did not bother to answer. Anyway, a khaif

seller had set up his cart where the afternoon shadows gave the man some respite
against the cruel sun. The fellow had a brisk business going, despite the heat. Joss
made Peddo stop, and he downed two mugfuls before the buzz hit and he could be-
gin to shake off the wine.

“It’s healthier for a man to visit the temple when the Devouring urge takes him,”
said Peddo.
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“Won’t.”
Peddo coughed, looking uncomfortable for the first time. “Yeh. Er. So I had

heard. Sorry.”
Nothing to do with those dreams, thought Joss sourly as the mud cleared and his

sight and thoughts clarified. Neh, it’s everything to do with them. Nineteen years of
bad luck, and dreams to remind him of how one rash act in youth could destroy
what you cherished most and scar your life forever.

They started off again through the tidy streets of Flag Quarter.
“What in the hells does the Commander want from me, if you don’t mind my

asking? Considering the Commander was the one who made the agreement that I
would get these days off.”

“Don’t know,” admitted Peddo cheerfully.
Despite the heat and the hour and the crowd gathered at the playing ground, the

streets of Toskala were not at all quiet, not as they had been a few days ago during
the festival, the ghost days that separated the ashes-end of the dead year from the
moonrise that marked the beginning of the new. Everyone was out, eager to get on
with their business after the restrictions of the ghost days. There were, indeed, more
people than usual in the streets because over the last many months a steady trickle
of refugees had filtered in from neighboring regions: mostly northeastern Haldia,
the Haya Gap, north and west Farhal, and these days a handful from the Aua Gap
and regions around the town of Horn. Come to think of it, that handsome matron
at the well had spoken with a western lilt. Maybe she, too, was a refugee, fled from
the plague of lawlessness that had engulfed the north.

And yet she had smiled and laughed. How could anyone smile and laugh who
had seen the terrible things he had himself seen, or heard about? How could anyone
smile and laugh who knew what was coming, everything his nightmares warned
him of? Getting drunk gave him a moment’s peace, but that was all.

Aui! The hells! Why shouldn’t she laugh, if she wanted to? If it made her day eas-
ier? Folk would go about their lives once they had a measure of peace, even if they
guessed that peace might only be temporary.

“Busy today,” remarked Peddo, surveying the scene as they walked.
People stepped up onto the covered porches of shops, took off their sandals, and

brushed past the hanging banners whose ideograms and painted representations
advertised the nature of the shop within: bakery; sandals; bed nets; savory pies; can-
dies; apothecary; milled and unmilled grains. A pair of peddlers trundled past
pushing handcarts piled high with dried fish. The pungent smell hit Joss hard be-
tween the eyes like a kick to the head, but they were already gone beyond, turning
down an alley. A young woman sauntered past. Over her right shoulder she bal-
anced a pole from which hung unpainted round fans. Her twilight-blue silk taloos
was wrapped tightly around exceedingly shapely breasts.

“Are you still that drunk,” asked Peddo, “or do you just never stop?”
“What?” Joss demanded.
Peddo shook his head as they negotiated a path around the clot of servants and

slaves that had gathered around an oil seller set up at the corner. Squeezing past, the
two reeves swung out onto the main thoroughfare and headed toward the distant
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towers that marked Justice Square. Banner Street was lined with prosperous shops
that wove, painted, and sold banners and flags of all kinds. Various side streets ad-
vertised dye merchants, paint merchants, ink merchants, paper makers, and fan
makers and painters. Business was brisk. Walkways were crowded with customers
ducking in and out of shops. Carts rolled past laden with bags of rice being brought
in from the wholesale markets in outlying Fifth Quarter. Ideograms were stamped
on the burlap: first-quality white; new-milled; on the stalk; ordinary yellow; first-
quality yellow; old rice. A pair of surly chairmen pushed through, their customer
concealed by strips of tinkling bells whose muted chiming alerted the people ahead
to make way.

A pack of children wearing the undyed tabards common to youngsters attending
one of the Lantern’s schools sang in unison one of those tiresome learning songs as
they padded down the avenue under the supervision of three elderly matrons. These
are the seven treasures! Virtue! Conviction! Listening! Compassion! The silver-haired
woman in the lead had a face to die for, much lived in, lined, and weathered; she
possessed an astonishing grace and dignity. She must have stopped traffic in her
youth and was doing a pretty good job of it today, too.

Generosity! Discernment! Conscience!
She caught him staring—women who had lived that long didn’t miss much—

and smiled with reciprocal admiration. She knew how to flatter a man with a look
alone.

“By the Lantern!” swore Peddo. “That’s my grandmother!”
Hearing Peddo’s voice, she shifted her gaze. “Peddo!” she called with cheerful

surprise, raising a hand to mark that she had seen him, but she did not leave the
head of the line. The children’s piercing voices—they were very young—cut off any
other greeting she might have thrown their way. These are the eight children: the
dragonlings, the firelings, the delvings, the wildings, the lendings . . .

“That was my grandmother you were ogling!” said Peddo, elbowing him to get
his attention back as the children marched away down the avenue toward wherever
the hells they were going.

Joss laughed. The headache was wavering; perhaps it wouldn’t hammer home af-
ter all. Banner Street gave onto Battle Square, where about fifty refugees stood in
line at one of the city’s rice warehouses for their weekly allotment. Youths wearing
the badge of the street sweepers’ guild worked the margins with their brooms.
There were a fair number of militia standing at guard. Joss gave the square a brief
and comprehensive sweep with his gaze.

“Pretty calm,” said Peddo, who had done the same thing. It was reflexive to do so.
No reeve survived long who couldn’t size up a situation fast.

Not unless the situation was a perfect ambush, impossible to predict or protect
against, especially if you had gone in alone, without anyone to back you up.

“You okay?” Peddo asked. “Got a headache?”
“Just the sun,” said Joss, blinking back the resurgent pain as they headed up Silk

Street.
They passed weavers’ workshops and drapers and a dozen side streets advertis-

ing fine netting, coarse netting, kites, festival streamers, ribbons and tassels, and
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there a pair of competing bathhouses on opposite corners. A lad was selling hot sa-
vory pies from a deep tray steadied by a strap slung around his neck. Next to him a
man peddled still-slithering eels out of a pair of wooden buckets.

A line of firefighters tramped out from a side street on their rounds, their com-
mander riding at the rear on a street-smart bay gelding. The men had their fire
hooks and pikes resting on their left shoulders. They were sweating in fitted leather
coats and brimmed leather helmets.

Now, after all, Peddo gave a couple of the younger, good-looking ones the once-
over. “Whoop,” he muttered under his breath.

“Can’t you ever stop?” Joss asked.
Peddo had a sweet grin that gave him a mischievous look at odds with his nor-

mally sober expression. “You’re the one with the reputation.”
Silk Street dead-ended into Canal Street, the widest avenue in the city. The canal

side of the street was cluttered with quays and modest piers, and there was more
traffic on the water than on the paved avenues to either side. At the Silk Street gate,
the two reeves cut across to the brick-paved walkway reserved for official business.
Here they were able to stride along briskly. Joss had nothing to say; the headache
had slaughtered his words. Peddo pulled the brim of his cap down to shade his eyes
against the sun. Across the canal lay Bell Quarter. Orchid Square was visible, swollen
with folk decked out in bright silks and cottons. There was some kind of singsong
festival going on there, most likely prayers for rain. It was impossible to make out
words over the noise of rumbling carts, tramping feet, shouting vendors, arguing
shopkeepers, barking dogs, and the nerve-shattering whine of knives being sharp-
ened on a spinning whetstone at the nearest corner.

Nausea engulfed Joss’s stomach and throat, suddenly and overwhelmingly. He
lurched off the brick path, ducked under the separation rail, shoved rudely through
the traffic, and made it to the sewage channel before he was sick.

After he was finished, Peddo handed him a scrap of cloth to wipe his mouth.
Folk had paused to point and stare, seeing him in his reeve’s leathers, but Peddo had
a pleasant way of smiling that caused them to disperse rapidly. Joss eased to his feet,
tested his balance, and groaned.

“Better?” asked Peddo.
“I suppose.”
“There are those among us who just never do seem to learn that wine and khaif

do not mix.”
“We’re always hopeful,” said Joss with a faint smile, “that this time will be differ-

ent.”
There was, after all, a water seller just a few paces away. Joss pulled a pair of vey

off his string of cash and got two dipperfuls of water to cleanse his mouth.
“Come on,” said Peddo.“The Commander didn’t just ask for you. The Comman-

der’s waiting on you.”
That didn’t sound good. It didn’t look any better when they reached Guardian

Bridge at the base of the rocky promontory that marked the confluence of the Istri
and its tributary. The approach to the bridge lay in the open space where Bell Quar-
ter, Flag Quarter, and the canal running between them ended at the locks. Guardian

Spirit Gate 37



Bridge spanned the central spillway pool and the deeply cut locks. As usual, there
was a crowd waiting to get on the bridge, but reeves had free passage along a sepa-
rate narrow corridor roped off over the high arch of the bridge. They could move
quickly while everyone else waited.

Out on the spur, they climbed steps carved into the rock to the north-northwest
corner entrance onto the wide-open ground of Justice Square, the largest open
space within the five official quarters of Toskala. From here you couldn’t see the
river to either side because the view was blocked by four built-up complexes. Past
Assizes Tower and the militia barracks to the southeast could be glimpsed the high
prow of the promontory with its bright banners and the humble thatched-roof
shelter that shielded Law Rock from the elements. When you were standing out
there on that prow of high rock, ready to lift, it was like sailing, with the two rivers
joining in a swirl of currents below.

Peddo turned left and entered through the gate into Clan Hall with its skeletal
watchtowers, two vast lofts, and parade ground within. The reeve standing watch
had a broken arm dressed up in a sling. Seeing the pair, he grinned, displaying a
missing tooth.

“Commander is waiting for you, Legate Joss. I’m thinking you’re in up to your
neck.”

“What’s changed, then?” asked Joss, getting a chuckle from the other man.
Peddo shook his head with a frown.
These days Clan Hall stood mostly empty, with the overburdened and thin-

stretched forces of reeves out on constant patrol of the beleaguered countryside.
There was only one reeve and his eagle on watch up in White Tower, but when Joss
shaded his eyes and stared up he saw an eagle spiraling in the updraft far above the
promontory.

A young and quite attractive reeve was having trouble with her bating eagle out
in the parade ground. Joss would have paused to help, but the hall loft master,
standing back to advise with arms crossed and an amused expression, seemed to
have the situation in hand. The young one wore long leather gloves wrapped up past
her elbows, but she was wearing her sleeveless leather vest with no shirt beneath,
laced up tightly over a slender but muscular frame. She glanced their way, tracking
their movement until the squawk of her flustered eagle yanked her attention back.

“They do it on purpose to get you to look at them,” said Peddo as they hurried
past. “I don’t mean ‘you’ as in men in general. I mean you in particular.”

“Upset their eagles?”
“No, no! Dress like that.”
“How do you know?”
“I’m the one they talk to,” he said innocently. “You should hear the things they

say.”
“You won’t get me to fall for that one.”
The garden court was quiet except for the chatter of the fountain. The doors to

the commander’s cote stood open. An old reeve, retired from flying duty, sat at his
ease cross-legged on the porch studying a half-finished game of kot. He looked up,
saw them, and shook his head in wry warning.
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They stepped up to the porch, tugged off their boots, and stepped up and over
the threshold onto the polished wood floor of the audience chamber.

The Snake had gotten there before them. He was lounging on a padded bench,
slouched back with legs stretched out and ankles crossed and resting on a single
heel, arms folded over his chest, and a sneering grin on his ugly face. His lip was
bruised, and swelling. Joss opened his mouth to comment, but when he saw the
commander’s grim look, he thought better of it.

The commander nodded at them from behind her low table. Her crutch had
been set on the floor parallel to the pillow she sat on, which meant she expected not
to get up any time soon. Definitely, yes, she was annoyed at someone, and when she
indicated that Peddo was to sit, Joss guessed that Peddo was not the target.

“So nice of you to join us, Legate Joss,” she said so kindly that he winced. “I’ve
had a complaint.”

Peddo hesitated, then went to sit on the bench beside the Snake. Joss was left
standing, an awkward position now that the other four people in the room were
seated.

“This is Master Tanesh.”
“I remember your case, ver,” he said politely to the merchant seated cross-legged

on a brocade pillow to the right of the commander’s desk.
“Considering the trouble you caused me out at my estate in Allauk, I should

think you would.” The man wore an overtunic of a florid purple brocade silk, em-
broidered with silver- and gold-thread flowers in case you were wondering how
rich he really was. And if there was still then any doubt, it could be put to rest by ad-
miring the strings of pearls adorning the loops of his threefold braid.

“I simply followed the law, ver. ‘When a person sells their body into servitude in
payment for a debt, that person will serve eight years and in the ninth go free.’ ”

“In the ninth to go free,” agreed the man, raising his forefinger as though he were
lecturing an ignorant apprentice, “but there’s nothing said in the law about addi-
tional debt run up in the meantime, which must be repaid in coin or in service,
which all agree is fair. I was genuinely shocked by the decision. I don’t mind saying
that I was offended by it as well, bullying my factor as this reeve did, and humiliat-
ing him in front of the witnesses just because he could.”

“The law is clear,” said Joss, who was beginning to get irritated all over again al-
though he could not show it. The merchant’s factor had possessed just this same
manner of self-importance. “Indeed, we can walk up to Law Rock and see that the
law is carved in stone.”

“Legate Joss!” The commander rapped the table with her baton.
“You’d think he was wed to a Silver the way he goes on,” added the merchant. “If

it were allowed, that is. And I don’t mind saying I am not the only one who has got-
ten tired of those people putting in their petition every year at the Flowering Festi-
val, although what right such outlanders think they have to change our holy laws I
can’t imagine.”

“The Ri Amarah clans are not the issue under discussion,” said the commander.
He backed down unctuously. “No, no, not at all. That’s right. Let’s stick to the

business at hand. It’s just one of my grievances that I’m sometimes on about.”
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No doubt he had a dozen wagonloads of grievances.
“The matter will go before the Legate’s Council next week,” continued the com-

mander, “and I assure you that you will not be disappointed in the ruling.”
“The law is clear,” objected Joss. “I found according to the law that the man in

question had served his eight years’ servitude in payment for his debt and was un-
lawfully retained against his wishes past the ninth year.”

“In truth, Legate Joss,” said the commander, “the law doesn’t say anything about
debt compounding through actions of the slave which accrue further debt during
the period of servitude. Master Tanesh, if you will, we’ll send you a messenger when
the case comes up next week.”

The merchant rose and fussed and bowed. The commander, naturally, did not
get up, and so he went on his way expeditiously. When the doors had slid shut be-
hind him and a decent interval had passed in which the old reeve could escort him
at least as far as out of the garden court beyond the possibility of overhearing any
further conversation, she addressed Joss.

“We’re already fighting what appears to be a losing battle, one that is spreading
day by day, that might as well be a wildfire burning out of our control. You know
that better than any person here, by the names of all the gods.”

“You know he’s wrong! These people pad out debts and assign frivolous fines
and make arrangements with corrupt clerks to work debt in their favor. That’s the
beauty of the law. It’s simple, and it understands how to get around some people’s
desire to take more than they ought just because they are greedy—”

“Joss!”
“Is it any wonder there’s been a rash of reports of slaves running out on their

debts? Why shouldn’t they, if they believe the law is being twisted to work against
them? Indenture was meant to be a temporary measure, not a permanent one.”

“Legate Joss! You have to fight these battles when there is peace to fight them in.”
“How can there be peace when the shadows have corrupted even the law? Hells,

it isn’t the shadows that corrupted the law. It’s us, who have allowed it to happen by
making an exception here, and another there.”

“Certainly it would be easier to abide by the law of the Guardians if there were
Guardians left to preside at the assizes. But there aren’t. As you know best of any of us.”

In training, you learned how to absorb the force of a blow from a staff by bend-
ing to absorb the impact or melting out from under it, but this hit him straight on.

“That’s silenced him, thank the gods,” muttered the Snake.
He could not speak, not even to cut that damned snake to pieces. That Peddo

was hiding his eyes behind a hand did not blunt the shock.
The commander studied him. There was not a hint of softening, not in her, not

even though she had let him into her bed off and on for over a year about twelve
years back, before he became a legate and she the commander. Before her injury.
She was not a woman swayed by fond memories. She was not sentimental, not as he
was. If nightmares haunted her, she gave no sign of it. She was cold and hard and in
charge of an impossible situation.

The Guardians are dead and gone.
And the young Joss, that utterly stupid and bullheaded youth who had thought
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far too much of himself back in those days, was the one who had brought that
knowledge back to the reeve halls while abandoning his lover and her eagle to be
murdered at the hands of a band of criminals who had never been caught and
bound to justice for the deed. Maybe, somehow, by breaking the boundaries, he was
the one who had brought it down on their heads.

As if the commander knew the way his thoughts were tending, and because she
would not have said those words if she hadn’t meant to hurt him, she went on.

“So. That leaves us with a hundred towns, a hundred villages, a hundred ark-
hons, a hundred captains, a hundred lords and landowners, a hundred local guild
masters, a hundred times over, according to the holy tales recorded by Sapanasu’s
clerks and chanted by the Lady’s mendicants. Any of these towns and villages and
lords and guilds may be governed by a wise or by a foolish council, according to
what fortune or misfortune has befallen their leading clans. Any of these councils
may support an indifferent or a useful militia, according to their custom and that of
the surrounding clans. That leaves the holy temples, whose authority is unquestioned
but diffuse. And that leaves us, the six reeve halls, over whom I stand as Commander.
Which position, as you know, gives me no authority except that of suggestion and co-
ordination. Not in the halls, and not in the temples, and not in the Hundred. This is
the strength we possess against an enemy who may not even be an enemy, one who
cannot be found or grasped.”

“It’s part of what’s happened in Herelia,” said Peddo suddenly. “Every village and
town asking reeves to depart and never come back. No reeve patrols in Herelia now.
The folk there came to hate us because they didn’t trust us. Because they feared
someone or something else even more. There’s a power at work in Herelia, every-
where north of Iliyat and the Haya Gap. Yet we can’t track it down.”

Her gaze, bent on Peddo, caused him to sit back and grin nervously, as does a
boy called out for whispering to his neighbor during recitation drill.

“This is the strength we possess,” she repeated. “And it is failing us.” She turned
that gaze on Joss. He stood his ground, even under her harsh stare. “I need Master
Tanesh. He has supported the city by providing triple rations of grain and meat, al-
though he’s under no obligation to increase his tithing, and a doubled complement
of young folk to serve their rotation in Toskala’s militia.”

“All of which serve to protect his estates and investments.”
“Nevertheless, it ends up protecting all of us as well. I need Master Tanesh’s sup-

port. And I need you concentrating on the matter at hand.”
“I thought a reeve’s work to rule fairly and uncover abuses and bring criminals

to justice at the assizes was the matter at hand.”
“You are so damned naive. You know what they call you?”
Joss glanced at Peddo, but the young reeve shrugged to show he hadn’t a clue

what the commander was going on about.
“The incorruptible,” she said with disgust.
“I take that as a compliment.”
“I suppose it is one given your predilection,” she said.
The Snake snickered. He was enjoying the free show.
“What I do when I am off duty has nothing to do with—”
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She lifted a hand. He shut his mouth.
“I’m stripping you of your position as legate.”
“Stripping me—!”
She lifted her baton; she knew how to menace with it, although he wasn’t actu-

ally within reach. “I have already sent a messenger to Copper Hall asking Marshal
Masar to appoint a new legate to Clan Hall. One who will replace you.”

He cursed under his breath. Had the wall been close enough, he would have
slammed his fist through it—

“Never heard of a legate being stripped of his position like that before,” said the
Snake. “That must hurt.”

—Or into the Snake’s face for the second time that day. But, thank the gods, the
distance between them saved him from that folly. “This is Master Tanesh’s doing,
isn’t it? You’re doing this to placate that bullying, lying, greed-ridden bastard.”

“No,” continued the commander in the manner of the flood tide, unstoppable,
“it’s your own doing. You’ve forgotten that although the law is carved in stone, peo-
ple are not. People are water, or earth, or fire, or air. They are not fixed and im-
mutable. There must be room to maneuver, especially in an emergency. And this is
an emergency.”

“But it’s just that kind of thinking that’s caused us to lose so much ground—”
She thwacked her baton against her desk, cutting him off. “Also, bluntly: You

drink too much. You’re becoming unreliable.”
He indicated the Snake, whose stare challenged him. “Reeves are often unreli-

able. In many different ways.”
The Snake flicked up a little finger. Peddo, seeing the rude gesture, winced.
The commander either ignored the exchange or did not notice it. “Neither I nor

the six marshals can unmake a reeve. However, I can ask for a legate to be with-
drawn and replaced. As I have done. Because legates cannot be unreliable. Now. Do
you want to know why I called you in today?”

“This hasn’t been enough?”
“I’m hoping for much worse,” muttered the Snake.
“Volias,” said the commander in a tone so genial it seemed threatening. “Do not

tempt me to start in on you and your manifold faults.”
Peddo sucked in a breath, as if in pain. Then, amazingly, he laughed, and some-

how his laughter released a bit of the tension in the chamber. Joss wiped his brow,
chuckling. Even the Snake cracked a smile.

The commander nodded. “I have a mission of particular importance. It is cus-
tomary for the merchants’ guild to hold its grand conclave in Toskala at the advent
of every Year of the Fox. The fox being a cunning animal beloved of those who take
to the merchant’s craft. And so the merchants and folk associated with the guild
convened at the Guild Hall at the end of this last ibex year. Their meeting is now
over. The first topic among them, I am reliably informed, was the safety of the
roads. Roads are their lifeblood. Without safe passage, a merchant cannot arrange
for the transfer of goods.”

Joss’s attention began to wander during this schoolroom speech. He noted
how sparsely furnished the chamber was. Only last week a low couch had stood
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in the far corner, but now that space was empty except for a thin mat rolled up
and tied with red string. The cupboard with its multitude of cubbyholes and
small drawers remained, on the other side, but the fine glazed vase, normally
filled with flowers and set atop the cupboard to give the room some color, was
missing. A large gold-plated hairpin weighed down papers on the desk. The
commander had served the Lantern in her youth; her ability to write and read
was one of the reasons she had been elevated to the post. Her pen-and-ink case,
lid firmly closed, sat by her right hand. A painted chest sat on the matting behind
her, so she need only turn to get into it. An enameled tray had been shoved back,
to the left; it held an orangeware ceramic pot suitable for brewing khaif, as well
as two thin wooden drinking bowls small enough to cup in the hands. No doubt
Master Tanesh had been offered the hospitality of the hall. Where had the couch
and vase gone?

“According to the delegation who met with me this morning, the guild council in
association with the guild of carters and transport compiled a list of roads along
which caravans and wagons have been attacked in the last three years. These are at-
tacks, mind you, in which both the attack and its aftermath were at no time wit-
nessed by or in contact with reeves. The list is extensive, the danger widespread, and
moving steadily into the southern regions of the Hundred. More importantly, of
these attacks fewer than half were then reported to the local reeve halls, and of those
reports, only a hand’s count were traced to their origin and the criminals brought to
the assizes to face trial. The guild, need I say, is not pleased with the reeves. They feel
we are not doing our duty. They want reeves assigned to caravans as permanent es-
corts.”

The Snake grunted.“Begging your pardon, Commander, but we’re spread so thin
patrolling the hinterlands and making sweeps along the roads and tracks that we
can’t assign reeves to act as guards for the merchants. Aren’t the local militias re-
sponsible for the safety of the roads within five mey of every town? Can’t the guild
hire guards, like they do in the south when they travel over the pass into the empire?
Or are they just too cheap for that?”

“As for hiring guards, I cannot answer for their quality, cost, or availability. But it
seems the worst of the raids are carried out precisely to avoid the local militia, either
by means of their speed or via misdirection.”

“Ospreys,” said Peddo.“That’s what they call such outlaws in the south. Dive, and
snatch.”

Joss shook his head, raising a hand to ask for clarification. “Are you saying that
the merchants suspect that some of these raids are carried out in coordination with
local militia?”

She shrugged. “That remains to be seen. As a gesture of good faith—for I assure
you that we must retain the good faith of the guilds or else the halls will not be able
to provision and maintain themselves—I have agreed to assign you as an escort for
those merchants departing the conclave who are traveling the main routes out of
Toskala.”

The Snake chortled. “Aui! That’s a pup’s chore, first-year reeve duty, escort along
the roads. You’ve had your wing feathers plucked, haven’t you?”
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“You, and you, and you. All three of you on this escort duty.” The commander
did smile now, and the Snake choked on his laughter. Her smile was not a pleasant
thing, after all. The Snake began to splutter a protest, but the commander’s gaze cut
him off. He crossed his arms over his chest and scowled.

Joss’s head was pounding so badly that he could not taste even a grain of plea-
sure from the Snake’s discomfort.

“How does it happen,” asked Peddo mildly, “that even the three of us can be
spared just now? Given that we’ve lost fifteen reeves and four eagles to ambush and
fighting in the last two years alone. Not counting the twelve reeves who asked to be
transferred out of Clan Hall, and the twenty or thirty who have been recalled to
their home clans by their marshals. Or all those lost in all the halls since it became
clear many years ago that someone was targeting reeves and their eagles specifically.
If you don’t mind my asking, Commander?”

Even Peddo was taken aback by the intensity of her cold, frightening smile.
“I don’t mind you asking, since we all know how serious the situation is. Or at

least, how serious the situation is here in the north. Yet we must concern ourselves
with the south, too. We must concern ourselves with this report from the mer-
chants’ guild’s council, and from the carters’ guild. We must work in concert, or we
will not survive on our own.”

“You’re pandering to them,” said Joss through his headache. “There are remote
villages who rely on us to run their assizes. We provide the only justice they can
count on. These guilds can afford to pay for their own protection. We have better
things to do. More crucial ones.”

“I’m doing this to placate the merchants’ guild and the transport guild, it’s
true. I’ve told them you’ll patrol as escort for five days out of Toskala, after which
you’re to return to Clan Hall with your report. I also want you three to range
wide, keep your eyes open, and return each night to camp with the company
you’re assigned to. I want you to listen to what the guild masters are saying among
themselves.”

“You don’t trust them?” asked Peddo.
Her smile vanished, and she bent her head, eyes narrowing in an expression that

did, at last, soften her. The gods knew everyone liked Peddo, and for good reason.
He had never stabbed anyone in the back, or gossiped in order to cause harm, or
told tales out of turn to get a man in trouble, or intimidated witnesses and pushed
around locals just for the kick of feeling his power.

“Oh, Peddo. My dear boy. You’re a good lad, and a competent reeve.”
The commander’s instinct for trouble was legendary. Indeed, it was the other

reason she had risen to her post: She had never gotten caught flat-footed. That in-
stinct had allowed her to escape the hammer, the perfect ambush designed to
slaughter her and her eagle which she and the raptor had instead survived. Not like
Marit and Flirt. She touched the crutch beside her, without which she no longer
could walk. She had survived, but not unscathed.

“No, I’m not feeling very trusting in these days. Nor should you.”
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They took flight at dawn from the prow of Toskala, riding the updraft high and
higher until the city could be glimpsed as a whole below them. In days of old,
Toskala had been founded on the promontory below which the muddy yellow-
brown waters of River Istri, flowing inexorably down out of the north, met the
bluer waters of its tributary, the Lesser Istri, rushing in from the northwestern
foothills. The city had expanded beyond the original city wall onto the broadening
spit of land between the two rivers, and was now protected by an outer wall and
earthworks that spanned the ground from the western bank of the Istri to the fac-
ing bank of the Lesser Istri. The first ferries of the day had already started their
crossings, men turning winches and hauling on rope as the flat vessels strained
with the current.

Toskala was known as “the crossroads” because here a person had the choice of
five major roads. Peddo and his eagle, Jabi, banked south, heading out over the
Flats. The Snake, and Trouble, followed the Lesser Walk.

Joss was assigned to the fifth and least of the roads, the Ili Cutoff, which speared
straight east through cultivated fields and orchards to the town of River’s Bend on
the River Ili, halfway between Toskala and the valley of Iliyat. He and Scar flew
sweeps all morning, routine patterns over cultivated land that revealed nothing ex-
cept folk out preparing fields for the coming rains.

The heavens shone blue, untouched by cloud. The landscape was open, cut by
streams, swales, well-tended orchards, overgrown pastureland, and a few dense tan-
gles of undergrowth and pockets of uncut trees. Fish ponds and small reservoirs
dug for irrigation glittered in the hard sunlight, water drained low here at the tail
end of the dry season. Twice he flew over the skirts of the Wild, an impenetrable for-
est so broad that no human had ever been known to traverse it on foot although
several forester clans worked its fringes. The day was hot, as it always was in the last
weeks before the rains, but not as hot as it had been in previous years. Not as hot as
it could be.

At intervals he crossed back over the ridgeward Istri Walk, keeping track of a
large guild caravan that had hired an entire cohort of guards for the journey to
High Haldia, Seven, and Teriayne. Once, he glimpsed Trouble off to his left, on a
sweep. A really beautiful bird, she had an especially golden gleam, which made it all
the more annoying that she had chosen the Snake as her reeve nine years back after
Barda’s awful death.

Midway through the afternoon, as the heat melted over the land, he and Scar
glided back over the Ili Cutoff. The caravan was pulling to a stop under the shade of
a pair of ancient Ladytrees, a sweet resting spot beside a watering hole. Hirelings
and slaves led the parched beasts to drink, and produced food and drink for the
masters. Joss left Scar on a high rock towering over the far side of the pond, the kind
of place he and his friends would have dived from when they were lads. The eagle



settled on this perch and began preening. Joss strolled over to the Ladytrees. Dis-
tinct groups had already formed among the company: under the smaller of the La-
dytrees gathered the apprentices and hirelings and slaves permitted to take a break
while their brethren worked.

The elder Ladytree was, like a vast chamber, sufficient for “many families to
gather in their separate houses under one roof,” as the tale had it. The four Herelian
merchants kept to themselves. When they saw him enter under the cloak of the tree,
they turned their backs and sought the fringes of the shade offered by the vast su-
perstructure of overhanging branches and boundary shoots rooted and growing
thick like a fence.

A foresting master bound for the Wild and the cart master who supervised this
train of wagons acknowledged him with a respectful touch of two fingers to the
temple: I recognize you. He offered the same gesture in return. He would talk to
them later.

He bent his path to where the other groups of masters had settled in three dis-
tinct clots. The first group was a trio of Iliyat merchants, two women and a man,
wearing sturdy but plain traveling gear and deep in conversation. The second group
rested apart from the others. Seated on a folding stool, a merchant wearing expen-
sive silks inappropriate for travel was gesticulating as another man, also on a fold-
ing stool, listened with head bent and gaze directed toward the ground. This man’s
rank could be told not by his clothing but by the retainers hovering close by: a pair
of armed guards, a servant holding a tray with a capped pitcher and cups, and a
young man wearing slave bracelets and wielding a large fan to cool his master.

Joss halted beside the third group, five Haldian merchants seated on a single
blanket. “Greetings of the day to you, Masters. I’m called Joss, out of Clan Hall.”

The commander was the kind of person who kept digging into a wound long af-
ter the infection was cut out, just for the sake of probing. He meant to give her no
satisfaction today by flinching from that which she guessed would cause him a
pang. He nodded at the man he knew among their group of five. “Master Tanesh.”

“Greetings of the day to you, reeve.” That might have been a gleam of triumph in
the merchant’s expression, or else he was just perspiring from the heat.

“The journey finds you steady on your feet, I trust?”
“I’ve not much farther to go. I’ll be home within my walls by sunset. But my

guild-kin, these here, all live up by the highlands. They’ve an uncertain journey be-
fore them, eight or twelve days more.”

His guild-kin introduced themselves: Alon, Darya, Kasti, Udit. A range of ages,
they nevertheless had a tight bond: They were gossiping about the other members
of the caravan. Master Tanesh magnanimously offered Joss a bowl of cold melon
soup, and invited him to sit with them. Kasti and Udit moved apart to make room
on the blanket. Udit, by some years the youngest of the group, measured Joss with
the same eye she likely used to peruse goods available in the market. Then she
smiled, a swift, inviting grin, and passed him a cup of cordial as a chaser to the
soup. Joss sipped, listening as the conversation flowed around him in lowered
voices.

“Those Herelians, I don’t trust them.”
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“Did you see the bolts of silk they offered at the market? That was first-grade Sir-
niakan silk. How they’d get that, with the roads out of Herelia blockaded, eh? Or so
they claim. Yet they got passage down for the conclave.”

“They’re shipping it in.”
“Around Storm Cape? Unlikely.”
“Out of the north, maybe.”
“Nah, nah. It would be too dangerous. There’s barbarians living in the drylands,

beyond Heaven’s Ridge, you know.”
“How would you know? You’ve never been there. That’s outside the Hundred. No

one lives there.”
“Someone lives there! These pasture men, with their herds, always wandering.

The ‘Kin,’ they call themselves. And other tribes, too, farther out. Real savages those
are. I heard there’s a tribe out there that cuts up their women’s faces, like marking a
slave’s debt, to show they are married.”

The company hooted and laughed until the speaker, Udit, had to admit this de-
tail was only marketplace gossip heard tenth-hand.

Tanesh shushed them. “Don’t believe every tale you hear, Udit. But that doesn’t
mean there isn’t a grain of truth where there’s talk of trade. Even savages can be
hired to guard merchant trains.”

“Savages can’t be trusted.”
“Who can be trusted, these days?” Joss asked mildly, with a grin to take the sting

off the words.
Not even Tanesh took offense at the words. He and his comrades considered

them grimly. An aged slave filled their cups with more cordial.
In their silence as they drank, the loud voice of the well-dressed merchant of the

second group floated easily under the canopy. “But I fear that the members of the
Lesser Houses will not cooperate. Worse, we suspect they are ready to rebel
against—” The man’s voice dropped abruptly. The rest of his complaint was too low
to hear across the gap.

Udit elbowed Joss. “I don’t know who that merchant is, but the other man, the
one with him, that’s Lord Radas, lord of Iliyat. He came down with his retinue for
the conclave. They say his family comes out of a merchant clan. He rules the guilds
of Iliyat with a tight hand, I’ll tell you.”

“What manner of tight hand?” Joss knew his region well, all the local rulers, ark-
hons, captains, and hierarchs with whom he dealt on a regular basis as well as other
community leaders, guild masters, and prominent artisans, and various local ec-
centrics and ne’er-do-wells. The valley of Iliyat was normally under the purview of
Copper Hall, but he had flown there a few times in recent years because of the trou-
ble in Herelia. He had seen the lord of Iliyat twice, in passing, but not to speak with.
“He seems a quiet manner of man.”

“Oh, he’s as strange as the daffer stork,” said Tanesh.“Never looks a person in the
eye, too shy to talk. You’re thinking he rules with the tight hand of an ordinand,
sword or spear at the ready, Kotaru’s Thunder well in his grip. That’s not it. He rules
with the hand of an accountant. ‘Every stalk of rice in and every one out is counted,’
as it says in the tale.” He sketched the accompanying gestures with a hand, counting
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and grasping and a reluctance to let go, and the others chuckled. “He must have
served his apprentice year in the temple of the Lantern as a clerk, to be so tight.”

Joss had to admire the graceful efficiency of Tanesh’s talking-hand gestures.
“And you served at the Lady’s temple, I see,” said Joss. “That’s the real skill you have.
The Lady’s gift.”

“Aui! So am I found out.” Tanesh was a man who liked praise. All their past dif-
ferences might be forgiven if Joss only threw fulsome appreciation his way.

“I spoke the truth, that’s all,” Joss said curtly. He hadn’t the stomach for more. He
rose and gave cup and bowl to a slave. “I thank you for the hospitality.”

He made his courtesies and continued his sweep, hearing Tanesh’s company fall
immediately back into a buzz of gossip. The three merchants out of Iliyat greeted
him courteously and offered him food and drink, the same as they were themselves
eating.

“How was your conclave?” he asked them.
Like all merchants, they enjoyed talk. They described Toskala. The two women—

dealers in oil and spices—had disliked the city, thinking it too large and loud and
crowded and smelly and filthy with refuse. But the young man had found it exciting
to wander in so many grand squares and marketplaces, to see such a variety of
shops.

“Just to see Flag Quarter—for I buy and sell banners and flags and tent cloth and
such manner of working cloth, not clothing, so it’s of particular interest to me—
where a person might have a shop selling just game banners or just boundary flags
or only the ink for printing your mark on the fabric. That was something! I trade in
all cloth, all in my one shop!”

“Was it your first time in Toskala, ver?”
“Oh, indeed! My uncle and cousins used to make the trip, but they died last year

so I was handed the mantle.” He tugged on his cloak; he wore a pale-blue mantle
appropriate to the season, lightest weight cotton and only reaching to his elbows. Its
hem was trimmed with the house mark, spades crossed with needles, something to
do with digging and sewing.

“How did they die?”
The man dipped his head and sighed. The women shook their heads, frowning at

Joss as though to scold him for asking the question.
At length, the older of the women gestured toward Lord Radas. “Things run

smoothly in the Iliyat valley. We’re well governed. But I’ll tell you that we don’t go
near the northern border. We keep our distance from the hills and Herelia.”

“Is there much raiding out of the hills or Herelia into Iliyat these days?”
“Oh, we think not,” said the man at last, dabbing at his eyes. “The roads are

blockaded. No one crosses the Liya Pass anymore, though there’s a trading post up
where the village of Merrivale was before it got burned down. There’s plenty of
militia to man the borders, even young men hired in from outside. One of my
cousin’s daughters married a young man who walked all the way from Sund just to
get the work. We’re well protected.”

“From Herelia?”
The man shrugged. “My kin were not in Iliyat when they died. They’d taken the
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Thread north, to Seven. We told them to take the Istri Walk, but they didn’t want to
take the extra mey, all the way to the river, you know, and then north, not when the
Thread is a decent track wide enough to handle sturdy wagons. You never could tell
my uncle anything. He had a hasty manner.”

Joss nodded.“May their spirits have passed through the Gate,” he said reflexively,
and they all touched right shoulder, upper lip, and left temple, drawing out the
spirit’s passage to peace. “I’m sorry to hear it, but the Thread’s a dangerous road
these days, up against the highlands as it is. Very rough country, heavily forested.
Plenty of places to hide along there. We can’t patrol it all.”

“No, it’s been seen you reeves can’t,” said the older woman, with a bite to her
voice that ended the conversation. “Will have you more rice?”

It was cold and congealed and lumpy, but flavored with a generous mix of spices
and a touch of nutty til oil. He ate gratefully. They watched him in a silence heavy
with judgment.

They don’t trust the reeves any longer. So the circle of distrust widens, grows, like
the shadows as the sun sets.

He made his courtesies and walked to the second group. The well-dressed mer-
chant was so intent on the sound of his own voice that he did not notice Joss ap-
proaching. “We of the Greater Houses spent so many hours arguing over it, but in
the end we decided we had no choice lest we lose everything our houses had
worked for and achieved. Which is why—”

The lord of Iliyat shifted his foot. The merchant glanced up, startled, and saw
Joss. He flushed, then wiped at his chin with the back of a hand as though he
thought he had a stain there that needed to be rubbed away.

“May I sit down?” asked Joss, stopping beside them.
The merchant coughed harshly. “I beg your pardon, reeve. I wasn’t expecting

you. I thought you were keeping your eyes on the road.”
Lord Radas lifted a hand, as consent. His voice was soft, almost inaudible.“It was

good of your Commander to offer us this escort. We’ve had a great deal of trouble
out of Herelia in recent years.” His gaze flashed past Joss, outward, toward the pond.
Scar was visible through a gap in the leafy fence of branches. The raptor had spread
his wings to sunbathe.

“Yes,” said Joss. “So you have, Lord Radas. And so have we reeves.” He unclasped
his short cloak and spread it on the dirt, then settled down cross-legged upon it.
“I’m called Joss, out of Clan Hall. I admit to some surprise, seeing a man of your in-
heritance at the guild meeting.”

“Do you so?” asked the lord, with the ghost of smile, although he still kept his
gaze fixed on the earth. The lack of eye contact made him seem awkward and ill at
ease, or it might have been a vanity, a refusal to grant recognition. Hard to tell. He
dressed plainly, loose linen trousers dyed indigo and an undyed tunic tied with
cloth loops, nothing more ornamental than the clothing worn by his own servants.
His hair was braided back into a single rope; he wore no head covering. His only af-
fectation was a long gold silk cloak, although Joss was frankly shocked to see him
sitting on the lower part of it, as though it were an ordinary ground cloth, not
highest-quality fabric far too expensive for the everyday householder. “My family
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rose out of a merchant branch of our local clan. We still maintain those ties. It was
the basis of our wealth and our later authority.”

Joss turned to regard the other man. “And you, ver?”
“Feden. That’s my name.” He lifted an arm to display an ivory bracelet master-

fully carved to resemble a series of quartered flowers linked petal-to-petal. “That’s
my house mark.”

“You’re not from Toskala. I don’t recognize your mark.”
“Olossi.”
“It’s a long way from Olossi to Toskala,” remarked Joss in a friendly manner,

without mentioning that the Ili Cutoff certainly did not lead south.
“Oil,” said Master Feden. “I’m seeking whale oil from the Bay of Istria. A fine

quality oil, bright-burning, and of particular use in the manufacture of leather
goods. Fortunately, I was able to bring oil of naya with me, for trade. I was thankful
that I reached Toskala in one piece, for I don’t mind telling you, reeve, that we in the
south are having a great deal of trouble with our roads.” Once started, he scarcely
paused for breath, going on in the manner of a man accustomed to having his com-
plaints listened to with exceptional attentiveness. “A great deal of trouble all around,
if you ask me. Trading charters revoked. Terms of sale refused. Agreements that
have held for many rounds of years stomped into the dirt just because certain peo-
ple feel they’ve been hard used, as if we who are struggling to keep things in order
aren’t the ones being hard used, I tell you. I see many people in these days who in-
sist on ingratitude.”

He took a sip from the cup he held in his hands, then continued.
“Aui! It’s bad times. I don’t know who to trust. I hate to think of being close-

hearted, for it goes against the Teachings, but there you are. I can’t even send my
usual factors south into the empire anymore. These past few years I’ve had to send
one of my own slaves down to do what trading he can. That way he can risk his own
stake instead of mine. It’s a great opportunity for him, naturally, and I must say it’s
not every master would be so generous, as many of my colleagues have said to me.
But of course I stand to lose even so, if he’s killed, for he cost quite a string of coin
to purchase and then of course the later investment in his upbringing, feeding, and
training, but mind you, speculating with my own coin and goods in a larger venture
just isn’t worth the risk these days. You would think I could trust my own factors,
some of them clansmen, but even some of them have cheated me and my house. I
tell you! How can any person believe it’s come to this? How can the gods have let
this come to pass, I ask you? What can we do? What can we do?”

As he caught his breath to gain strength for the next volley, Joss cut in.
“Where are you headed now, ver? I’d have thought you would be with one of the

other companies. There was a group headed west on the Lesser Walk and another
traveling south on the Flats. You can’t get to Olossi this way, unless you mean to take
ship in Arsiya and sail the storms all the way round the Turian Cape and the roil of
Messalia. Even then you’d have to put to shore and take some rough paths through
the foothills of the Spires to reach Olossi.”

He recognized his mistake at once. He’d thought Master Feden’s bluster was
born out of obliviousness mixed with arrogance and conceit, so his feint hadn’t
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been subtle enough. The gaze turned on him now measured him shrewdly, eyes
narrowed with a dawning distrust. Joss knew that look well. Reeves saw it all the
time, though not from the innocent. Master Feden was smarter than he chose to
seem.

“Where are any of us headed, in times like these?” mused the merchant. “We
stumble in the dark hoping to find any light that may guide us to a safe haven. We
are desperate, truly. Folk are none too careful what well they drink from if they’ve
had no drink at all for many days. That’s just how it is.”

“True words,” said Joss, thinking of the commander’s agreement with Master
Tanesh. He glanced at the lord of Iliyat, but the man made no polite reply to this
heartfelt comment. He didn’t even look up, as if bare dirt were the most interesting
companion a man could have. Joss had an idea that Lord Radas was about his own
age, more or less forty, although the lord looked younger. Some men had all the
luck, although the lord of Iliyat did not seem to be the kind of man who coaxed
women, not with those reticent manners. “And you, Lord Radas. How do you keep
the valley of Iliyat at peace in these troubled times?”

“With a fence,” said the lord curtly. “A wall at our borders, strong guards, a vigi-
lant eye, and respect for the law. Within Iliyat, we hold to the law.”

There was a passion in the lord’s voice that surprised Joss, even pleased him, yet
also, and all at the same time, the skin at the base of his neck tingled with an uneasy
shiver, the way it did when his instincts warned him that something wasn’t right.

“The Hundred is fractious,” the lord went on so softly that Joss strained to hear
him. “Too many fight, too many argue, too many look away because they have it
well enough, although others struggle. Alone, each is frail and selfish. Each town,
each clan, each hall lies separate, suspicious of the others, clutching tight to their
own small field. Some hold to the law while others give themselves leave to do what
they wish while justifying their actions by lying to themselves and to others. Some
have already stepped into the shadows.” He looked up, and met Joss’s gaze.

Hammered as by the sun. A vivid flash of memory: Five years after Marit’s
death, Joss stands under the humble thatched awning that shelters Law Rock.
Drunk, grieving, and angry, he stares at the first lines, hewn long ago into the pillar
of granite:

With law shall the land be built.
The law shall be set in stone, as the land rests on stone.
The rock into which the law is bound shall be set aside, in a separate precinct.

A bridge shall guard access to this precinct. Both rock and bridge shall be
inviolate.

Here is the truth:
The only companion who follows even after death, is justice.
The Guardians serve justice.
The reeves serve justice.

The reeves serve justice, and so he would. He had nothing else to hold to.
Then Lord Radas’s soft voice tore him out of the memory.
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“While some, for all their weakness, remain incorruptible.”
Joss blinked, fighting back dizziness. The filtered light cast all things sheltered

under the Ladytree in a gentle glow. Feden was sipping at his tea, as though he’d no-
ticed nothing. From all around murmured the sounds of folk at rest, eating, chat-
ting, burping, chortling, while farther out beasts lowed and whuffled, a dog barked,
and—there—Scar called out an interrogatory yelp, as if the raptor had been caught
in that vision and needed to know Joss was safe.

Lord Radas was staring at the dirt again, eyes half closed, as though he were
about to fall asleep. Behind, a youthful slave raised and lowered the large fan like the
steady, hypnotic beat of a wing. The air stirred by that fan stung Joss’s eyes, raising
tears.

Shaken, he made his courtesies. He went out beyond the Ladytree to let Scar see
him, then walked aside to take a piss, to collect himself, to breathe the air although
the heat was itself a hammer. No wonder he’d gotten dizzy.

At length, he retreated back to the cooling shelter of the Ladytree and ap-
proached the forester and cart master with some trepidation. The cart master had a
pair of medium-sized dogs who, as Joss walked up, pulled back their lips to display
big teeth. Their ominous growl rumbled so low that he barely heard it, although his
neck prickled. But when their master made his greetings, the dogs shimmied over at
once for a friendly rub. They had expressive ears held at point when they were alert
and flopped over when they relaxed, and their short gray-wire coats were unexpect-
edly soft.

He and the two men visited for a while, sharing rice wine and dry rice cake, all of
it musty, the remnants of journey food. The wine was good, and he nibbled at the
rice cake for courtesy’s sake as they discussed the day, the season, the dead year and
the new one, and the lands all around.

“Nah, I haven’t seen nothing of raids where I’m from.” The forester had a clipped
accent and a strange way of pronouncing some of his words. He was human,
though. Not everything that came out of the Wild was. “My fields are the forest. I
keep to my place there in the skirts of the Wild, and the wildings keep to theirs in
the heart. I’ve never gone farther north than Sandalwood Crossing, for that matter.
Once a year I do walk down into Toskala to the Guild Hall on behalf of my clans-
men in the Wild. We keep a steady harvest of logs coming out of the Wild, accord-
ing to our charter. We keep to the boundaries, as the gods did order when the world
rose out of the sea.”

“I have a hard time thinking that outlaws would shelter in the Wild,” said Joss.
“If they did, they’d not come out again,” said the cart master with a laugh. He

patted his dogs. They wagged their tails.
“What about the Ili Cutoff?” Joss asked.
“She’s safe enough. I run this route every month. I’ve not had trouble, not com-

pared to other tales I’ve heard tell, but I keep my eyes open and you can see also that
my good dogs do keep the alert.” He pointed. Two others of the same breed stood
guard, almost hidden in the outer branch-roots of the Ladytree, watching over the
wagons and the road.

Under the Ladytree, folk dozed as the heat grew more stifling. Joss yawned, and
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caught a quick nap. Shade Hour drew to a close; the heat lessened as the angle of the
sun shifted.

At length, the cart master got to his feet. “We need to get another mey of journey
in before sunset, if we want to make River’s Bend in five days.”

Joss drained another cup of wine, made his courtesies, and returned to Scar. A
pair of local lads were sitting in the shade of a mulberry tree, watching the eagle
from a safe distance. He paused to chat with them; they had more questions than he
could answer, and in return they chattered freely about their village and the habita-
tions nearby. Master Tanesh, it transpired, was well known in these parts as a
wealthy landholder who treated his hirelings well and his slaves poorly, a man you
didn’t want to cross who tithed generously at the local temples and had even set
aside land for a temple dedicated to Ilu, the Herald, on his own estate.

Behind, the wagons rolled. Joss made his courtesies, and the boys tagged after
until Scar, seeing them coming, raised his proud head and stared them down. The
boys stopped dead.

“Nah, come on,” said Joss. He whistled Scar down from the rock, then coaxed the
boys forward to stroke the raptor’s copper plumage. This attention the bird ac-
cepted with his usual aloof resignation.

“Best go now,” said Joss, and the boys scampered back to the tree, to watch as
Joss fastened into his harness. Scar lifted heavily, beating hard with slow wing-
strokes, seeking an up-current. Finding it, the eagle rose swiftly. The ground
dropped away.

As the eagle began quartering the ground, Joss’s thoughts quartered the after-
noon’s conversations. Talk refreshed him as much as drink and food and a nap. He
turned the words over and over, seeking patterns, seeking hidden meaning, seeking
that which was not meant to be said aloud, but he found nothing yet beyond that
strange hammer of memory that had briefly shaken him. Anomalies would come
clear in time; they usually did. You just had to be patient, let them work free in their
own manner.

No one crosses the Liya Pass anymore.
It had become a land of shadows. He’d known that the morning he and the oth-

ers had found Marit’s gear and clothing, the very clothing she’d been wearing when
she and Flirt had flown away from him, the last time she’d been seen alive. He’d
known that when they’d found the remains of her mutilated eagle, and months later
when he’d flown Flirt’s sun-bleached bones to Heaven’s Ridge and scattered what
was left in the valley of silence. Gone altogether. Gods, he’d been so young.

He turned his attention, again, to the lands below.
This region of Low Haldia, still close to Toskala, was well cultivated and closely

settled, villages and hamlets strung along trackways. Seen from the height, the
many trackways interlaced across the land, reminding him of the nets he’d cast into
the sea when he was a lad, living on the coast. Those days seemed dream-like, seen
from the height of his life now, many years later. The cordial made by his aunts had
tasted sweeter. His mother’s rice porridge had never congealed into lumps. No one
had ever gotten hurt, except that time when he and the blacksmith’s son had gotten
into a fistfight over pretty Rupa. They’d all been—the hells!—just twelve, celebrating
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their first return to their birth year. Those days sparked so clear and bright in his
memory; all days did, until that day he and Marit had met in the Liya Pass and he
had talked her into breaking the boundaries. After that, the curse had settled; he
knew it for a fact, because his life had become dulled as with a stain, changed, less-
ened, corrupted, shadowed. Nineteen cursed years. Better he had stayed home and
married pretty Rupa, who had been pretty enough but with a decided lack of inter-
est in anything except her clan’s fish ponds along the bay. For her, the rest of the
Hundred might just as well never have existed. No doubt she was still wading thigh-
deep in seawater, with a grandchild tied in a sling to her back.

Gods, he was getting old. And inattentive. Scar was circling, waiting for him to
make some signal, choose some direction. The commander was right. He’d gotten
unreliable. Too much drink. Too much anger. Too much regret.

A company of men marched briskly along a track off to the east. They had
weapons enough that the glint of metal gave away their position.

“Come on, old boy.” The eagle took the signal eagerly; he was always keen to go.
They glided on the wind. A man in the company lifted his head and saw them.

Others pointed. As they passed over, Joss saw a flag painted with Master Tanesh’s
mark and, behind it, the master himself, riding a rangy bay gelding. Ahead lay the
tidy fields of a splendid estate, ranks of orchard, a tea plantation, dry-field rice be-
ing dug for sowing, mulberry trees, flower beds, and a string of ponds like gems
surrounding the whole. This was evidently Tanesh’s original holding, not one of his
satellite estates like Allauk, which lay farther north. The temple dedicated to Ilu, the
Herald, was sited in a hillier area, unsuitable for agriculture. Skimming over the
temple, Joss spotted apprentices striding across the temple grounds and a few en-
voys in sky-blue cloaks. Strange, now that he thought on it, that there had been no
envoys traveling with this train. Normally every merchant train had an envoy of Ilu
alongside, carrying messages according to the ancient charters that designated a
holy task to each of the priests of each of the seven gods.

With dusk closing in, he returned to the road and followed it west until he found
the company, lanterns lit and the wagons arrayed in a closed square, a fence against
the night. Landing, he sprung Scar’s harness, examined his feathers, then released
him to hunt. The eagle would find his own roost for the night and return at dawn
when Joss whistled.

The cart dogs greeted him first, barking happily and pushing in to get pats on the
head. The cart master waved to him, but the man was busy with the evening’s
settling-out, so Joss strolled through the encampment as it set up for the night’s
rest. Nothing of interest. Folk greeted him, he greeted them, and passed on. There
was one face he did not see.

“What happened to that merchant out of the south?” Joss asked the cart master
later. “Feden, his name was.”

“He turned back after Shade Hour. He didn’t go any farther than those La-
dytrees where we took our rest. Did you not see him go?”

“I did not,” said Joss, taken aback. “I flew straight east, I admit to you. Then
north. I didn’t cross back that way except the once, and saw nothing on the road
then, but I might easily have missed him. Did he go alone?”
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“He had a ten of guards with him. They had the look of ordinands. Disciplined,
well-trained lads.”

“He left, just like that? What did he come for? It’s a cursed strange thing to travel
along all this way, and then turn around without even having reached a market.”

The cart master scratched his chin.“Well, now, that I don’t know. He sealed some
bargain with the lord of Iliyat, for as we made ready to leave, he turned right around
and announced himself satisfied with the bargain—whatever it was—and was go-
ing home. It seems he got what he came for, and so he left.”

AT R I V E R ’ S B E N D , reached midway through the fifth day of the journey, a co-
hort of armed men who had marched down from the valley of Iliyat met Lord
Radas to escort him the rest of the way home. After some negotiation, the Herelians
paid to accompany them, and Lord Radas allowed it. The cart master had already
been hired to go all the way to Iliyat, and he was eager to continue on while there
was still daylight. Stopping only to water the dray beasts and purchase provisions,
the main portion of the caravan moved on.

Across the river lay the vanguard of the Wild, the towering forest that engulfed
all the land to be seen on the other side of the River Ili. Figures on the far shore
greeted the forester and his pair of apprentices with a wave, then got back to work
lashing together logs for the float downstream. The forester made his courtesies and
took the ferry across to join them.

That left Joss with a much smaller company, the four merchants headed north
and northwest into western Low Haldia. With the Iliyat contingent shorn away, the
company had a much more vulnerable look, and it was clear that the remaining
merchants were nervous. They had a dozen local lads out of Low Haldia to guard
them, but any experienced band of thieves could make short work of this crew. In
truth, Joss had no obligation to go farther. The commander had ordered him to re-
turn after escorting the company safely to River’s Bend. But he had come to like the
way the foursome gossiped without much malice, just in the way of trading infor-
mation. They were generous with their food and drink. Udit had been looking him
over with increasing interest and making the kind of jokes that indicated she might
be willing to indulge in a little night play. He wanted to get a good look at the hin-
terlands, anyway. He might hope to meet another reeve on patrol, exchange news,
trade intelligence. There were many villages and hamlets in these parts that waited
patiently for a reeve to fall out of the sky so they might put to that reeve certain
complaints and questions that the local officials were unable to deal with.

It was the task he was best at, the one he craved because out there in the isolated
hamlets was the one place where he felt he was doing some good.

“I’ll travel a bit farther with you,” he told them.
Udit smiled. She had a pleasing figure, if a little thin for his taste. They decided

to rest for the night within the safety of the town’s palisade rather than risk an extra
night on the road. The foursome sat him down in the local inn and plied him with
cordial, as their thanks.

Later, after nightfall, the innkeeper in River’s Bend gifted him with a soft corner
in the hayloft over the stables for his rest. As he stripped off his reeve leathers and
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lay down on his cloak, his head reeled from the many cups of cordial he had
downed with the evening’s meal. Strange, now that he thought on it: Master Feden
had offered him no hospitality, nothing to drink or eat. Nor had Lord Radas. It was
cursed rare for a reeve to be refused hospitality.

The air under the stable roof was stale, and the scent of musty hay tickled his
throat. It was entirely black, no light at all even where he could see through the gaps
between the boards in the loft. No flame burned, no lamp illuminated the night. He
had been in the last group of drinkers, a passel of middle-aged and elderly locals who
had done nothing but jaw on about a recent marriage between a local girl and a lad
come from Farsar because, he’d said, there was no work to be had in Farsar, no ap-
prenticeships open except binding oneself to the temple past the usual youth’s year of
service. In the north, he’d heard, you could get work, but the locals considered this
statement at length and found it lacking, except that it was true that a young man
might hire himself out as a guardsman to a well-to-do clan. That was what the world
was coming to. No one to do the real work; all those young men lounging around
with spears in their hands, some of them with the debt mark tattooed by their left
eye and no proof they’d served out their debt. Meanwhile, they pretended to be ordi-
nands dedicated to Kotaru the Thunderer without taking on the true dedicate’s re-
sponsibility.

Weren’t old men and women always complaining about how much better the old
days were? And hadn’t they been, truly? Eyelids drooping, body growing heavy, he
sank under, sliding into sleep.

The dream always unveils itself in a gray unwinding of mist he has come to
dread. He is walking but cannot see any of the countryside around him, only shapes
like skeletal trees with leafless limbs and branches—cold-killed, as they call them in
the Arro highlands, where, beyond the kill line, the trees wither in the dry season
and are reborn when the rains come. In the dream he is dead, yet unable to pass be-
yond the Spirit Gate. He is a ghost, hoping to awaken from the nightmare nineteen
years ago, but the nightmare has already swallowed him.

The mist boils as though churned by a vast intelligence. It is here that the dream
twists into the vision that is agony, the reason that even after all these years he can-
not let go. The mist will part, and he will see her figure in the unattainable distance,
walking along a slope of grass or climbing a rocky escarpment, a place he can and
must never reach because he has a duty to those on earth whom he has sworn to
serve.

It begins. Wind rips the mist into streamers that billow like cloth, like the white
linen and silk banners strung up around Sorrowing Towers where the dead are laid
to rest under the open sky. He begins to sweat, waiting for the apparition.

Waiting to see her. Gods spare him this! But the gods never listen.
A shadow moves along the hill. As though harnessed to his eagle, he swoops

closer. There she is!
A hand brushes his thigh, turns into a familiar caress.
He shouts in surprise, for he has never before reached her, touched her.
He sat up, startling awake. His forehead slammed into a jaw.
She fell back, thumping onto the planks. “Eiya! The hells!”
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The pain in his forehead lanced deep.
“Shit!” she added. It was Udit. “That’s cut my lip! I’m bleeding!”
His stomach heaved. Barely in time, he flung himself to the corner and threw up

all the cordial and that good venison and leek stew. The taste was vile.
“Begging your pardon,” she said coldly, her humor turning fast into disgust.“You

stink!”
He gagged, retched, and coughed up the leavings.
Scrabbling in the dark, she took her leave. Through his pounding headache, he

heard her feet scrape on the ladder as she climbed down. He was shaking so hard he
could not call after her. Nor did he want to. He groaned, shifting back to his cloak,
but the hay poked and irritated him, and the smell of his vomit rose rankly in the
closed space, and the throbbing in his temple would not let up enough to let him
rest. At length he pulled on trousers and vest, then crept outside where he sat on a
bench on the porch of the inn, sliding in and out of a light doze. The Lamp Moon,
rising, had just ghosted above the palisade. River’s Bend was a prosperous town
with six avenues and six cross-alleys to link them. It had a permanent covered
market, unusual in a town this size, and an exceptionally fine temple dedicated to
Sapanasu, the Lantern.

The inn’s porch overlooked the square fronting the main gate. A Ladytree had
rooted there; it was a good place for it, just inside the gates, although no one was
sleeping there tonight. It was very quiet, not a touch of wind. If there were guards
posted in the watchtower, he could not see them from the covered porch because al-
though the palisade was a simple pole structure, the gate itself had a doubled entry-
way: You had to enter through the outer gate into a small, confined area, where you
waited for the inner gate to be opened to admit you to the town. The watchtower
spanned the outer gate, and his view of it was in any case half blocked by the lush
crown of the Ladytree.

A scuffling sound caught his ear. He banked from drowsy to woken without
moving. He watched as a figure sneaked out of a dark street and up to the palisade,
right at the edge of the open ground. The figure leaned against the palisade, as
though listening, then turned around to scan the entire open area fronting the inner
gate. It did not discern Joss in the shadows of the porch. A moment later, a second
figure appeared at the top of the wall, heaved itself over, and dropped, landing with
a soft thump. A third and fourth followed.

Joss carefully pulled on the leather thong at his neck and got his fingers on the
bone whistle. He set it to his lips as a fifth and sixth topped the wall, lowered until
they hung by their fingers, then let go.

The bone whistle had three notes: one that hurt human ears, one that the eagles
responded to, and one other, that on occasion served reeves well without drawing
attention to them. Tapping that highest range, he blew. No human could hear that
sound. But, by the gods, the dogs in town surely could. They erupted in a frenzy of
barking and howling, coming from all quarters.

The figures at the palisade froze. Although it was too dark to see them as more
than shadows against darkness, he saw by their movements that they were drawing
weapons. He did not move except to blow a second time on the whistle, to keep

Spirit Gate 57



those dogs howling. He had not even brought his knife. Shouts rose in reply. Lights
flared on porches.

Unexpectedly, the sally door set into the inner gate scraped open, and five of the
figures raced out through it. The sixth faded back into the shadows of the nearby
buildings just as the sally door was dragged shut, and the first townsmen appeared
on the streets, sleepy, annoyed, and carrying lamps and spears and stout staffs. One
man brandished a shovel. The innkeeper stumbled out onto the porch. His comic
gasp, when the nimbus of light from the lantern he carried caught Joss’s still figure,
was enough to make Joss chuckle, and then regret it.

“What’s this? What’s this?”
“I couldn’t sleep,” said Joss, rising. “I saw five figures come over the wall, and a

sixth meet them.”
The town arkhon strode up. She was a woman of middle years, with an expres-

sion on her face that would turn wine to vinegar in one breath.“So you say! Where’d
they go then? We can’t have missed them, coming so quickly as we did. We knew
somewhat was up with the dogs howling.”

The dogs were still clamoring, but the noise had begun to die down.
He walked them over to the spot. “See. Here it’s scuffed.”
“Anyone could have done that,” said the arkhon with disgust. “You could have

done it. Where’d they go, then?”
“The gate was opened, and they ran out.”
Folk muttered and cast him ugly looks.
“Then why didn’t they just come in by the gate, if they could open it?” she de-

manded. “Here, Ahion, go take a look.”
Everyone followed the innkeeper as he shuffled over, still half asleep and grum-

bling as well, like a man talking through his dreams. “Can’t trust damn reeves.
Make such a fuss. Cursed troublemakers.”

He held his lamp at the gate and studied the clasp with eyes half shut. At that
moment the iron handle lifted, and the sally door was opened. A young man with
tousled hair looked through. When he spoke, his words were slurred, and he seemed
woozy.

“Why are you all out here? What’s that clamor?”
“Gods, Teki! Aren’t you on guard? Were you asleep again?”
The youth lifted a chin, attempting defiance. Then his lips thinned, seeing those

cold and angry faces. He hunched his shoulders defensively. Abruptly, he yelped as
if he’d been kicked. A young woman pushed past him, her expression as stormy as
the season of Flood Rains. She wore only a robe, loosely belted and ready to slip and
reveal all. It already revealed plenty, and she knew it, and expected every man there
to stare at her.

“You promised me a quiet night!” She slapped the lad, turned—flashing a ripely
rounded breast before she yanked tight the gaping robe—and strode off through
the crowd, swearing at anyone who got in her way.

“Sheh! For shame!” exclaimed Ahion. “That’s the last time that’ll happen, my
lad.”

“I know. I know. I promise. I won’t do it again.”
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“No,” said the arkhon. “That’s the last time it’ll happen, because you’re stripped
of guard duty. For shame!”

In a town like River’s Bend, everyone knew everyone, and all business was the
town’s business. The folk gathered began to scold and berate the lad, for drinking,
for being distracted, for being a cursed fool led by his cock and not what little straw
he might have between his ears.

Joss stepped in. “I beg pardon, but what of the men I saw come over the pal-
isade?”

The young man gaped at him, blinking fast. “What men? I saw nothing. I was
awatch since sunset.”

“You were atilt, more like,” said Ahion with a snort.
“You were asleep, I’d wager,” said Joss.
The boy’s breath stank of soured cordial, and in the lamplight, his eyes didn’t

track properly. Joss pushed past the boy into the small enclosed court, but naturally
no one was hiding there and the outer gate was locked tight with a chain drawn
through its rings and bolt. Ahion accompanied him to the gatehouse atop the outer
gate, but the narrow room was empty except for a lamp, an unrolled mat, and a
spilled flask of cordial. Most of the folk hurried back to their beds, but the arkhon
and the innkeeper followed him in, pushing the hapless guard before them.

“Where’s your night raiders?” the arkhon demanded. “What in the hells did you
think you were seeing, reeve? You rousted us for nothing.”

“What do you think the dogs were barking at?” Joss peered out through the slat-
ted window but naturally he saw no one on the road. “Folk came over the wall. I saw
them!”

“You drank heavy this night,” remarked the innkeeper. “Not unlike the lad, here.
It wouldn’t be the first time that a man thought he saw shadows that were only the
drink leading him places that don’t exist.”

“I’ll stand gate watch the rest of the night,” said the arkhon, giving the lad a look
that made him flinch and begin to blubber. “Oh, shut your mouth, you useless clod!
Just go home. I can’t sleep anyway, now.” She turned a harsh look on Joss, shaking
her head. “To think reeves have come to this!”

Ahion grunted and, taking the light, forced Joss to follow after him to get down
the stairs.

“You’ll be leaving at dawn, then,” said the innkeeper as they closed the inner sally
door and paused on the porch to catch their breath.

“With the company.”
The merchants and a few of the other guests had come out on the porch to in-

quire over the rumpus. Udit did not look at him. Her upper lip was swollen. As
Ahion told the tale, Joss came over looking like a drunken troublemaker. Grum-
bling, the guests returned to their beds, all but the eldest of the merchants, the one
called Kasti. He was a man with scars on his neck and a broken nose long since
healed crooked; he’d seen brawls in his younger days. He lingered on the porch,
with a lit taper in his hand.

“Do you still claim you saw those figures? And the gate opened, by someone who
gained access from the gatehouse, or outside?”
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“I do. Here.” Joss led him down the steps and over to the spot along the palisade
where the figures had dropped to the ground. Kasti bent, grunting a little—he was
also a portly man, well fed—and traced the ground with the light of the candle. The
pressure of bare feet on dusty ground was plain, but it was perfectly true that in
these last days of Furnace Sky, waiting for the rains, earth might get scuffed up and
no wind or rain come for days to erase those traces.

“Look, there,” said Joss quietly. A piece of flotsam had fetched up against the pal-
isade, partly caught where dirt was tamped in between the curve of two logs. He got
his fingers round a leather thong and tugged free a flimsy medallion of hammered tin,
meant to resemble an oversized coin with the usual square hole through the middle
but with an unusual eight-tanged starburst symbol crudely stamped onto the metal.

Kasti whistled under his breath.
“You recognize this?” asked Joss, handing it over.
Kasti examined both sides. “I’ve seen this mark before. Just the one time. My

house deals in skins and furs. I do a fair bit of traveling up-country, to the Cliffs, to
trade with the folk living there. Good hunting in the wild lands, you know. There
was a little hamlet, called Clear-river, where lived a family that was well skilled at
getting the best-quality hammer-goat pelts off the plateau. Those bring a good
price, I’m sure you know. Three years back—no, four years now, for it was the Year
of the Brown Ox—I went up there just after the whispering rains did run their
course to take my look at their catch. Cursed if the hamlet was burned to the
ground and everyone gone. I suppose they must all have been kilt, for we never
heard whisper nor shout of them after. I found such a medallion in the ruins of the
clan house. Made me wonder, for it seemed to me that it had been dropped atop the
cold ashes of what was left, not that it had been in the burning itself.”

“Best we let the arkhon know.”
The merchant nodded. “Let me do it. She’s taken a dislike to you.” He slipped the

medallion in his sleeve. Without looking at Joss, he cleared his throat. “Udit is my
cousin’s daughter. Nothing wrong with her, mind you, but she’s skittish, and can be
troublesome.”

Joss sighed.“Thanks for the words, ver. But I fear I’ve already chased off that ibex.”
Kasti chortled. “Heh. That’s right. And she’s born in the Year of the Red Ibex, to

add to the trouble of it. Nah, you’re well rid of her attentions. She’s quick to fall in
that snare, and quick to leap out, if you do take my meaning.”

Quick to leap out, indeed. At dawn, when their company assembled for the last
leg of the journey, Udit greeted Joss curtly and then ignored him.

Joss pulled Kasti aside before they moved out. “What did the arkhon say?”
“I’ll tell you, she was curdled from the night’s mischief. Seems that lad who was

on guard duty and caught with his trousers undone was her own son. Whew! Any-
way, I gave her the medallion and told her my tale. That’s all I can do.”

Sometimes you just had to go forward, because you’d done all you could do. In
the first few years after Marit’s death, he had broken the boundaries again and
again, seeking out every local tale and hint of Guardian altars, most of which could
be reached only if you could fly in. He had eventually found ten, all abandoned, all
empty, lost, dead, gone, before old Marshal Alard at Copper Hall had found out
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what he was doing and called him down so hard he thought he’d never stop falling.
He’d been grounded for months, whipped three times, and finally transferred to
Clan Hall, where the old hands had treated him with disdain and, even, contempt,
for a time. Well, all but a few of the women. They’d come around first, and in time
he had earned respect by sticking to his duty and working harder than anyone else.
By serving justice, which was all he had to hold to. But it was so cursed hard to keep
going when it all seemed to be slipping away no matter what you did.

These thoughts accompanied him as he flew sweeps into up-country Low Haldia,
as the company labored along the track called the Thread through increasingly rugged
country with ten wagons, their carters, guards, hirelings, and a few slaves to be sold
in the up-country markets. It was a difficult region for reeves to patrol. Woodland
blocked his view; ravines cut through the hills, all easy to hide in. Where folk had
built their homes, handsome settlements spread out with the houses clustered in a
central location and fields draped around. Every one of these villages and hamlets
had a palisade, recently constructed or recently repaired and reinforced. The fields
provided open ground in all directions, so the locals could see who was coming.

Unlike some eagles, Scar was naturally reticent, not at all fond of attention, so the
eagle minded not that Joss camped off by himself every evening and went into
camp only to consult about the next day’s route. After three days, Alon split off. Two
days later Darya reached home to great celebration. The road twisted north; to the
east rose the Cliffs, the spectacular escarpment running on and off for a hundred
mey where the land lifted pretty much straight up to become the northwestern
plateau. In two days more they came to prosperous if isolated country, a haven full
of fields, orchards, villages, hamlets. In the town of Green-river, along the banks of
a stream tumbling down off the plateau, Kasti and Udit made their farewells.

A job well done, Kasti told him.
That was something Joss didn’t hear much anymore. He was grateful for the

words, and for the sack of provisions Kasti’s clan house offered him for the return.
He didn’t need much. A path on earth that ate twelve days of walking and riding
might easily be traversed by a healthy eagle in two or three days at the most, de-
pending on the winds and the weather. He and Scar sailed along parallel to the strik-
ing escarpment of the Cliffs, rising on thermals, gliding down, rising and gliding.
This mode of travel was effortless for the raptor. At times such as this, Joss scanned
the scenery below but counted on Scar to note any small movements out of his weak
human range of sight. Scar was an old and experienced eagle. According to hall rec-
ords, Joss was his fifth reeve. He had courage, combined with a reticent temper, and
was intent on his task in a way few younger eagles could be.

Thus, when Joss sensed Scar’s restlessness, a series of aborted stoops at some
flash of movement in wood or clearing below that Joss could not discern, he
thought it best to make an early night’s camp. The eagle sensed danger, was hungry,
saw prey or some movement that caused him to react, yet Joss never saw a damned
thing in the trees and the shadows and the rugged landscape, and he was not going
to explore into an ambush without his eagle at his back.

At length, he spotted a quiet village tucked into the shadow of the cliffs, about
thirty structures including the distinctive “knotted walls” and astronomical tower
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of a small temple to Sapanasu, the Lantern. They skimmed low, then thumped
down in the cleared space beyond the village’s earthwork, among the rubble of old
straw in a field not yet prepared for planting. There was a single fish pond, a strag-
gle of fruit trees, and several empty animal pens. This was a hardscrabble place, one
just hanging on because of the presence of the temple, which could accept tithes
from neighboring villages.

He unhitched, sighed as he rubbed his joints, and turned to give a quick check to
Scar’s harness and feathers before approaching the village. Scar lowered his huge
head. His head feathers were smooth and flat, his eyes as big as plates with the brow
ridge giving him a commanding gaze, and his beak massive. Folk would focus on
that head, when it was the talons they ought to fear most.

“You’ll need coping soon,” he said, examining the curved beak.
Scar’s head went up. He spread his wings, flared his feathers, fanned his tail.
Joss spun.
A trio of armed men had emerged from the village. They strode halfway to their

visitors, then halted just out of arrowshot. Scar called out a challenge. The eagle’s en-
tire posture had shifted. He expected the worst. Joss caught up his staff and walked
over to meet them, scanning the palisade walls, the surrounding fields, but he saw no
threatening movements, no flash of hidden bows, no mass of men waiting to strike.

“Greetings of the dusk to you,” he called when he got close enough.
None smiled or offered greetings.
“Go back!” said the spokesman. “Leave this place. We want no reeves here.”
“I’m just looking for a night’s lodging. A place to shelter my head. A quick study

of your assizes court, if you’ve need of an outside eye to look over your cases.”
“No. Just leave us. You know what they’ll do to any village that harbors a reeve.”
“What who will do?”
The eldest among them, whose head was shaved in the manner of one of the

Lantern’s hierophants, croaked out words.“They promised we would not be harmed
if we let no reeve enter our village.”

“Who promised this?”
“By the seven gods, just leave us alone and go your way.”
The sun’s lower rim brushed the tops of the trees.
“I’m not your enemy,” said Joss.
They stared at him with closed gazes. They refused to utter another word, de-

spite his calm questions and pleasant manner. So he retraced his steps, never turn-
ing his back to them in case they decided to toss those javelins.

That night they camped outdoors, in a rocky clearing. Scar was restless. The trees
tossed in a rising wind as Joss sought relief under an overhang. Of course the first
kiss of rains blew up from the southeast that night, a brief downpour that soaked
him through. By dawn the wet had all dried up, and the humid quality to the air
portended another hot day. Knotted by doubt and anger, and with a growing
headache, he retraced his flight along the Thread. By midday he saw a telltale spire
of smoke far ahead. They glided in.

The town of River’s Bend had been burned to the ground.
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“They were so frightened,” he said. “I see that now. I didn’t recognize it at the
time.”

“The folk in River’s Bend?” asked the commander.
“No, those three men outside the village that turned me away. They were so

frightened.”
“Just like in Herelia,” said the commander, pouring more cordial into Joss’s cup.

“That’s why we reeves had to leave Herelia, in the end.”
“Their fear? Or the burned villages and murdered villagers?”
“The one made the other. We reeves are not an army to impose our authority

by force. There was nothing we could do, and the villagers in Herelia soon learned
it. Thus are we cast out. Now, I see, the contagion is spreading out of Herelia. And
we are left with the same dilemma. If we do nothing, we blind ourselves and un-
dercut our own authority. If we interfere, the local folk die. This is what comes of
the death of the Guardians. Indeed, I expect it is their loss that has seeded the
plague.”

Joss toyed with his cup, turning it round and round as the red liquor lapped the
rim, never quite spilling over. His left hand was bandaged; he’d cut it badly search-
ing for survivors among the ruins of River’s Bend. He’d found none, although it was
true he’d not found nearly as many corpses as he ought to have done. People were
missing, and as of yet, neither whisper nor shout had been heard of their where-
abouts or their remains.

“I thought sure some of the foresters might have witnessed, and survived,” he
went on, “but when one pair of them did venture out of the Wild to get a look, near
dusk, they told me it happened at night and not a one of their clan saw anything or
heard anything.”

“Think you they were lying?”
He shrugged. “I couldn’t tell. They none of them sleep the night at the river’s

shore. They all hike into the Wild to their clan houses. That’s where they feel safe.”
“Now we see why.”
The entry bell out on the porch rang to announce visitors. The door was slid

open, and the legates filed in. Joss began to rise, seeing his meeting was over, but the
commander gestured for him to remain seated.

He lifted his hands as a question.
“While you were gone, I received word from Marshal Masar that he is short-

handed and has no one to replace you as legate. It seems I acted in haste when I dis-
missed you. Allow me to say that I was, on that one occasion, mistaken.”

He almost laughed, but he swallowed his moment of amusement because of the
serious expressions worn by the other five legates. They made no comment. All
seemed too preoccupied with their own grievances and worries even to have heard



her rare joke. Indeed, they had a difficult time paying attention when, as the first
order of business, the commander had Joss recount the scene at River’s Bend.

“That’s all very well,” said Legate Garrard, “and a terrible thing, as I need not go
on about, but I must return to Argent Hall. I’ve received an urgent message from
Marshal Alyon demanding my return. Urgent.”

“On what matter?”
Garrard shook his head. “We’ve had trouble, as I’ve spoken to you about on

many occasions these last seasons. Too many troublesome reeves are being allowed
to transfer into Argent Hall from the other halls.”

“We’re well rid of those who left us,” said the legate of Iron Hall, a stocky man
boasting two stark-white scars on his broad, dark face.

“That may be,” said Garrard with heat. “I don’t blame your masters for letting
them go. I blame Clan Hall for not blocking all this moving about.”

The commander merely shook her head. “Clan Hall has no mandate to block
transfers that are agreed to by the marshals of the six halls. Marshal Alyon must
stop the transfers. Why hasn’t he?”

“It’s true we’re shorthanded, and we need every reeve and every eagle. But Mar-
shal Alyon is old, ill, and easily pressured by certain factions within the hall. It’s too
much for him, all the territorial squabbles to be resolved, the gossip, the tempers,
the fights—”

“Fights?” asked the commander coolly. She beckoned to the old reeve who acted
as her chamberlain, and he brought in a tray of cups and poured cordial all around.

Legate Garrard was normally an even-tempered man, with the black coarse hair
and creamy brown complexion common in the south. But he was so agitated now
that the other legates stared at him. “He thinks he’s being poisoned.”

“Poisoned!” cried the legate from Iron Hall. “Poisoned? Who in the hells would
want to poison that old man? He’s as harmless as a mouse. Now, if it were my old
marshal, what passed the Gate ten years back, any one of us would’ve done it, and
gladly, for she were the worst-tempered person I ever did meet in my life.”

This comment brought silence. No one laughed. From the parade ground, an ea-
gle screamed a challenge, but there came no answering call.

Taudit, the legate from Horn Hall, stood. “I’m leaving,” she said. “My marshal
has recalled me, together with all the reeves posted here from Horn Hall. A reeve
flew in this morning with the message. We’ve all been recalled. I’m sorry.”

The commander sipped at her drink. Then she nodded. Joss was stunned. He
hadn’t seen this coming, but it was obvious from the commander’s response that
she had not been taken by surprise.

“I’ll expect a report, Legate Taudit,” the commander said.
Legate Taudit nodded crisply. She was a dry, reserved, uncommunicative indi-

vidual, impossible to get to know. “You’ll get one. Trouble in our region. Marshal
wants all of us back, to be one group to face it. We’re leaving now, while there’s still
an afternoon’s flying to be had. The heavens are clear. No telling when the rains will
start getting hard. We’ll send a report when we can.” She made brusque courtesies,
opened and closed the door, and was gone.

“I must leave, too,” said Garrard. He gazed at the blank door, the unadorned
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walls, the quiet room, the commander, and the other four legates. His fingers tapped
his knees, making him seem quite nervous. “I am sick in my heart,” he added, more
softly. “There are shadows everywhere, and I am blind. I can’t see through this to a
time of peace and order.”

“What of your halls?” the commander asked, looking at the other three legates:
Iron Hall, Gold Hall, and Bronze Hall.

The proper strength of a reeve hall was six hundred eagles and six hundred
reeves, but no hall was ever at full strength. By tradition, each sent a small contin-
gent together with a legate to Clan Hall, switched out at intervals. Eagles departed
for months or, in rare cases, years to breed in the unclimbable and vast wilderness
of the Heaven’s Ridge mountain range, where their nesting territories lay. Reeves
too old to fly regular patrol must be accommodated. Old eagles died, and fledglings
needed training and the long process of accommodation to the presence of other
eagles in overlapping patrol territories. New reeves must train as well, a laborious
process in its own right. Eagles must recover from injury, molting, disease. When its
reeve died, an eagle would fly off, and none could predict when it would return to
choose a new reeve—or if it would return at all.

No hall ever stood at full strength, not even now when full strength was so badly
needed. Yet even at full strength, they would not have been able to do everything
that was now needed.

“We’re holding,” said Bronze Hall’s legate. “We’ve had little trouble in Mar, I
must tell you. But we hear rumors. We’re patrolling the coast and our borders, and
keeping our eyes fixed. For now, we need not recall our contingent that’s here in
Clan Hall.” She smiled at Joss. She was a twelve-year younger than he was, another
Ox. Two years ago, when she’d first come, they’d spent a lot of time together in bed
and out before parting amicably at her request.

Gold Hall’s legate shook his head. His hair was cropped almost to the skull, in
the style of the delvings, although he himself was human, a short, thin man who
was much stronger than he looked.“Beyond the borderlands of the Arro Mountains
we have trouble. Within the mountains, none dare threaten us. Zosteria lies at
peace, for the moment, but there have been incidents along the coast and in the
hills. Half of Herelia was under our watch and we don’t fly there now, so we know
how the worst can spread. We remain vigilant. Nothing has changed since my last
report.”

Iron Hall’s legate was a man who, like Joss, had been made legate to get him out
of the hall, in his case—so rumor had it—away from the friction of personal rela-
tionships gone sour. “I’ve had my orders. Iron Hall will keep a half contingent here,
but the rest have to go back.”

“Why?” asked the commander.
“Because they’re needed at Iron Hall! You’re not the only ones with trouble!

We’ve lost reeves to transfer, or to death. Even a pair who went missing and never
returned, them and their eagles both, yet we have had sightings, and we don’t think
they’re dead. Just . . . fled, more like. Run away. Cowards. There’s strange goings
afoot up on the plateau, although we’ve had no particular trouble in Teriayne yet.
Some trouble in the upper reaches of High Haldia. Outlaw bands thieving and
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causing other trouble. The worst of it is bands of young men traveling from one
place to another, scrambling in groups out of Heaven’s Ridge and vanishing up into
the plateau, or back again, not whisper or shout to be heard from after. You can’t
bring a man to trial who’s done nothing but walk along the roads seeking work, not
if he’s caused no trouble and had no complaint brought against him. So—that’s
that. That’s my orders, and my report.”

“Very well,” said the commander. “Copper Hall has recalled five of its reeves but
leaves me the rest. That leaves Clan Hall with—” Like most of those who had served
their apprentice year as clerks in one of the temples dedicated to Sapanasu, the
Lantern, she could calculate on the page. She freed a scrap of paper from an untidy
stack on her table, turned it over to the rough side, and brushed marks to calculate
numbers departing, numbers staying, and, it seemed, a few stray reeves actually be-
ing sent to Clan Hall.

“Under strength,” she said. “We’ll be able to fill out only three flights, including
our retired and our fledgling reeves.”

“Don’t look at me!” cried Iron Hall’s legate. “It isn’t my fault!”
But of course she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking into the unknown,

gauging risk, danger, certainty, the angle of the wind, the timbre of the air.
“I do fear,” she said, looking at each legate in turn, “that we are not yet facing the

worst. Oh no. This is only the beginning.”

“ P L E A S A N T O F H E R to say so,” said Peddo that evening at the Pig’s Bladder after
Joss recounted the whole of the meeting.

“You saw nothing unexpected on your escort duty?” Joss asked.
“Eiya! I did indeed. I saw a farmer who had the handsomest chest I have ever

done seen, I will admit to you.”
“You’re drunk.”
“He rejected me! I need more wine to drown my sorrow. Whoop! Look there!”
A trio of young men with the brawny shoulders and flat caps of the firefighting

brigade pushed into the room.
“Can’t you ever stop?” Joss asked.
The serving lass brought a pitcher, and poured a new round for the two reeves.
“You’re new here,” said Joss with a smile, admiring her fresh youth, her lithe

body, her light bearing and pretty eyes.
“So I am, Uncle,” she said, shifting herself just out of range of his hands, not that

he was moving a finger.
Peddo snickered, miming an elderly man leaning on a cane.
“Where’s Mada?” Joss asked the girl, feeling stung.
She settled the pitcher on her hip, took a good, long look at the young firefight-

ers, then returned her attention politely to Joss. Exactly the way a well-brought-up
girl would tactfully oblige a garrulous but boring old uncle.

“You didn’t hear? Her parents made a good bargain. She’s getting a legal con-
tract, marriage to a lad out of Wolf Quarter, although they won’t be living there nat-
urally. His aunts and uncle are in the building trade, roofers. She’ll join the
business. It’s a good bargain for her. If you know her, you might have seen him
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around. Nothing splendid to look at, I’ll grant you, but decent enough, and a good
business to work in. That’s worth a lot more than looks.”

She went on awhile in this vein while Peddo ogled the firefighters, and Joss
sipped at his drink. In honor of the young year, the cordial had been flavored with
the dried and crumbled petals of baby’s-delight, which made it ever sweeter. Too
sweet, really. In the last few days, since he’d crawled through the ruins of River’s
Bend, he’d lost his craving. The smell of stew bubbling wafted in from the inner
court, melding with the eye-watering smoke of pipes, and he blinked back a tear.
After a while, the young men called to her, and she sashayed over, a little too ob-
viously, swinging those hips as though to smash errant chairs out of her path.
Whew.

“There was one thing, though,” said Peddo, staring with sudden interest into his
empty cup. “I spotted areas that were trampled, as though a company had camped
there. But cursed if I ever saw any such groups roaming. Jabi would see things off in
the distance, beyond my sight, but by the time we got there—and he’s fast, you
know how fast he is—there’d be nothing to see. But cover to be had, if you take my
meaning. Once I surprised four lads, who were hiding from me in the scrub. Jabi
flushed them out, could see them moving, and they got nervous and tried to bolt.
But they were only laborers, out looking for work. It puzzled me. I felt there was al-
ways something going on just out of my range of vision.”

“Me, too. I felt the same thing. So did Scar. He was restless, stooping as at prey
and then giving up on it. I go over and over those days in my mind. I just sense I
overlooked something, that I missed the sign spread in my path, but I don’t know
what it is.” He’d been missing too much. The commander was right: He’d been
drowning himself in cordial, rather than doing his duty. He’d lost his edge. He
wasn’t keen set. But he couldn’t say that out loud.

“You know what the tale says,” added Peddo. “ ‘Forest and cavern and mountain
and lake and ravine and every village, too, all these hide crime from the reeve.’
Nothing to be done about it. We find what we can. We do what we can.”

“That’s not good enough. The Guardians are dead. We’re the guardians now.
Who else is there?”

Peddo scratched his head. “Well. Any person who seeks to do what is right.
Neh?”

Joss watched the lass flirting with the firefighters, who were boisterous, vibrant,
and so very young, full of wholesome energy, the gift of the gods. They walked
about their patrol every day, and when they saw smoke or flames, they ran to meet
their trouble. “I met a southern merchant. You didn’t run across him, did you? He
called himself Feden.” Wetting a finger, he drew the man’s clan mark onto the table-
top.

Peddo burped, considered, shook his head. “No.”
The heat from the candle dried up the mark. Outside, it began to rain.
“He was from Olossi. He said he sent his factors, and later a slave factor, down

into the empire to trade. It just got me thinking. There must be women in the south,
just like there’s women in the Hundred.”

“Did it hurt that much when the lass called you ‘Uncle’? That you think you have
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to go looking for women outside the Hundred? Don’t mind her, Joss. She’s not that
much of an armful. Shame about the other lass, though. She did like you.”

Joss shrugged. “It’s not the worst day of my life. I’ll miss Mada, though I’m
happy for her good fortune. No, it’s just, after a while, you do wonder, don’t you?”

Peddo was eyeing one of the firefighters, the one who seemed just ever so slightly
to be eyeing Peddo back. “I always do wonder, but I rarely find out.”

“That’s not what I meant! I wonder . . . what it’s like. I wish I could go south.”
“South? To Olossi? Why can’t you? I mean, with the Commander’s permission,

of course. You’d have to have some patrol in mind, some mission. A message to
carry to Argent Hall or—”

“No. I mean south, over the Kandaran Pass or across the Turian Sea.”
“Out of the Hundred? You’re crazy, my friend. You can’t leave the Hundred. No

reeve can. Break those boundaries, and you will be dead.”
“I’m half dead anyway.”
“Aui! Stop being maudlin. What do you know about the south anyway?”
“Nothing more than what the merchants tell me, and they’re all liars.”
“So they are.”
“The fields are always green, the fruit is always ripe, the lands are always at peace,

and the women are the most beautiful in all creation.”
“You have had too much to drink,” said Peddo. He emptied Joss’s half-full cup

into his own empty one.
“You’ve downed twice as much as I have. Anyway, I’m sure of it.” Abruptly, taken

aback by how badly he wanted it to be true, Joss leaned forward and fixed Peddo
with a glare. “There must be a place where the shadows haven’t fallen. Somewhere
folk go about their lives in a measure of peace, like they used to here. Don’t you
think so?”

Peddo sighed. He bent closer, and pinned Joss’s wrist to the table with the pres-
sure of his hand. “You know what it says in the Tale of the Guardians. ‘Corruption
and virtue wax and wane within the heart. Yet it is the dutiful strength and steady
hand of those who live and die while about the ordinary tasks of the world that cre-
ate most of that which we call good and harmonious.’ If you give up hope, if you
give up trying, you’ll never find peace. No one will.”

He sat back, released Joss’s wrist, and drained his cup. Glancing toward the table
by the door, he suddenly sat up straighter. “Whoop. He’s coming this way.”

“You’re blushing,” said Joss, unaccountably cheered by the sight, as if Peddo’s
blush of itself could banish shadows. “Do you want me to get out of your way?”

“Yes, but stick around long enough to open up the conversation and make me
look clever and funny.”

“That won’t be easy!”
“Maybe not, but it can’t be any harder than tracking down the most beautiful

woman in all creation. If such a thing even exists, which I doubt.”
“Best get my practice in, then.” As the young firefighter paused beside their table

and offered them a sweet, if tentative, smile, Joss lifted a hand to indicate the bench
beside Peddo. “Greetings of the day to you, ver. Can we buy you a drink?”
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P A R T T H R E E : G H O S T S

In the South: Kartu Town, on the Golden Road

6

I T B E G A N W I T H such a small thing. Who could have known?
“I’m thirsty, Mai! My throat is dry dry dry!”
Mai loved her half sister and cousin Ti; she really did. But despite being the

same age as Mai, Ti could not sit still for more than five breaths at a time. On the
days when Ti came with her to sell produce at the marketplace, it wasn’t very
restful.

“Go and get a bowl of kama juice, then. We’ll share it. Here.” She unhooked the
wooden measuring bowl from the handle of the cart. “But hurry. I can’t sell al-
monds without the bowl.”

Ti grabbed the bowl out of her hand and bounced off into the swirl of the mar-
ketplace, all bright awnings, swarming buyers, and gesticulating sellers. Kartu
Town’s main marketplace was actually one long street that emptied into the main
square. Folk brought their carts and set up their stalls on either side of the street
most days, raising awnings or parasols depending on the season and time of day to
ward off the sun’s glare. The marketplace used to be in the square itself, but not
anymore, of course. That had all ended twelve years ago.

Kartu’s residents had adapted. As Grandmother said, Kartu Town thrived be-
cause the townsfolk were reeds, able to bend when the wind blew.

“Ah, Mai’ili, such a fine day!” Mistress Zaldra swept up to Mai’s cart with her
youngest child in tow and a slave boy carrying her purchases.

“A fine day, indeed, Mistress Zaldra. I hope you are well.”
“I’m not well!”
“I’m sorry to hear it. What troubles you today, Mistress?”
Her catalogue of troubles was lengthy and detailed, but Mai asked her questions

each time she paused for breath and it was the widow herself who finally brought
her complaints to a close. “Enough! I have need of peaches, dear.”

“The market rate is one zastra a peach today. That’s what everyone is charging.”
“I can’t afford that today! Not after the Qin commander took those two bolts of

linen at half the price they’re worth! I’ll give you three zastras for five peaches.”
“Mistress Zaldra, my father would beat me if I came home and told him I’d un-

dersold by such a price. But since you are such a faithful customer, I can offer you
five peaches for four zastras.”

She smiled. “I’m sure I can get a better price farther down, but you have a good



heart, Mai’ili. I’ll have five, then.” She handed over four zastras and pointed to the
fruit she wanted, then turned to the slave boy. “Don’t bruise them, Orphan, or it’ll
be a beating for you!”

The child limped forward. Mai gently placed each one in the basket he carried and,
when he glanced shyly up at her, she smiled at him until she saw a flush darken his
cheeks. “Go on, Havo,” she said in a low voice, calling him by the name he had once
had, back when he had had a family. Poor little boy. “Just walk softly. You’ll be fine.”

His lips trembled. He wouldn’t be fine, but it didn’t hurt to show him kindness.
“Orphan! How slowly must you move?”
He hobbled after his mistress.
Mai watched him go, then greeted another customer. “Ah, Master Vin. You are

well today?”
“Always well when I see your pretty face, Mai’ili. I see you have peaches but I am

also needing a melon. What’s the market rate?”
“One zastra a peach today. That’s what everyone is charging.”
“Okay. What about the melons?”
He took his time choosing, smiled at her, flirted a little although he had a per-

fectly nice wife who often bought fruit from Mai’s cart as well. Still, what harm? He
made only the barest effort to haggle, enough not to shame himself, so she always
got an excellent price. She was settling his produce into his market basket when Ti
returned.

“Why? Why? Why?” Ti swung the empty bowl in a circle. Her cheeks were
flushed and her eyes were round with indignation. “Why do they have to come into
the marketplace? Can’t they just stay in their fort? Every clan has to deliver supplies
there anyway, so why do they have to come out here?”

“Hush, girl!” exclaimed Master Vin, now pale and nervous. “You know what they
do to folk who speak against them!” He grabbed his basket from Mai and hurried
away.

“You didn’t get any kama juice, Ti?”
“Hu! Those Qin soldiers! Walking through the market like they own the place!”
“The Qin rule us. Of course they can walk anywhere they please.”
“I hate it! Don’t you hate it, Mai?”
Mai sighed and rearranged the peaches now that she had lost the ten best off the

top of the pile. A different pattern of stacking would display those remaining to
better advantage. “Hating doesn’t change things, Ti. Remember what happened
to Uncle—”

“Don’t say his name! His ghost will haunt us! It’ll spit at us when we’re not look-
ing!”

Mai finished with the peaches without replying, knowing Ti could not stay still
for long.

“If I go around through Spice Alley I can get to Abi’s stall without running into
them again. I’m so thirsty. If I don’t drink something now I’ll die die die! Here they
come.” Ti flounced off in the other direction as Mai, startled, looked up.

Five soldiers strolled down the middle of the dusty street. They wore the typical
dress of the Qin military: knee-length black silk tunics that tied down the front and

70 K A T E E L L I O T T



were slit for riding, belt and sword, baggy trousers, soft boots, and their hair up in a
topknot in the back. It was actually kind of amusing to watch. Although the four
soldiers and one officer strolled rather than marched, although they paused now
and again to survey the contents of a blanket laid out over the ground or to point at
bowls or pots or fruit arranged in a handcart or wagon, they did not swagger,
much, or shove their way through the market throngs like bulls. Yet folk melted
away. Conversations faded to silence. Market women trembled, and one old man of-
fered the Qin captain a melon, which the officer refused.

They were not monsters. In truth, although strict and ruthless, the Qin ruled
more fairly, Grandmother often pointed out, than had the corrupt Mariha princes
who preceded them. Taxes and more taxes and yet more again! That was all the
Mariha princes had wanted.

“A good morning to you, Mai’ili! I see the overlords are come to sniff at the or-
chid.”

Mai jumped. “Widow Xania! I didn’t see you coming.”
Widow Xania had a grin that was more like a grimace. She meant well, but no

one liked her. “Careful how you look at them, child. They’ll notice you. You know
what happened to Clan Bishi’s daughter, that one that got taken off to the brothel
three years ago because she caught a captain’s fancy. I don’t know why your father
displays you in the market like this when there’s already talk of a marriage between
you and the Gandi-li clan boy. But I suppose men like Master Vin don’t haggle
much. I imagine you get the best prices in this market! What man can haggle when
faced with such beauty?” She cackled.

Mai smiled patiently. “How can I help you today, Widow Xania? I hope your son
is well?”

“Thank you for asking. You seem to be the only person who remembers him! I
just received word from him yesterday, by way of some shepherds, out of the Gandi
clan, in fact, who had been up to the temple and spoke to him there. The discipline
has given him peace.”

“It was very sad about his wife and son.”
“Yes, indeed.” She touched an eye. “The wind’s blown some dust in. There, it’s

gone. I’ll need two melons. Just pick out two for me. I trust your judgment. And
some sword-fruit.”

“Green or ripe?”
“Green, for frying. But the melons ripe. My sister’s son is coming today, so I have

to feed him. I suppose he hopes he’ll inherit the house when I’m gone.”
“Surely not!”
“You know what people are! Always grasping. Always wanting more, and not

caring how much pain others suffer! If only my daughter hadn’t died—if only my
daughter-in-law and the baby—well. How much?”

“Twelve for everything.”
“Twelve! No one else in this market would rob me like that!”
“It is the going price, Widow Xania.”
“Surely not! I can’t give you more than seven.”
“Seven is very low. My father would beat me—”
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“As if your father would ever beat you! You are the flower of his household.
Seven!”

“I really can’t sell them for seven, but for you because of your recent sorrows I
will make an exception and let you have these for eleven.”

“That’s robbery! Eight.”
“No less than ten.”
“I’ll consider nine if you throw in a peach.”
“With two peaches, for ten.”
“Done.”
Being particular about how things were arranged, Widow Xania always packed

her market basket herself. Mai looked past her only to discover that the Qin officer
had paused at the vendor beside them. He was standing in front of the blanket
where old lady Tirza sold tomatoes and cucumbers, but he was looking right at Mai.
His soldiers waited on the street behind him, arms crossed, bored. Widow Xania
finished her packing, straightened up, and saw them. The widow’s eyes widened and
her mouth pouched in a way that would have struck Mai as comical if she wasn’t
just now thinking of the fate of that Bishi girl. A Qin captain who lusted after that
girl had walked right into the women’s baths one day and hauled her off to the
brothel and done what he wished since there was no one to stop him. The Qin com-
mander had made him pay a handsome price to the family, and no respectable fam-
ily had suffered such an indignity since, but they all knew it could happen again.

It was only a matter of time.
Widow Xania clutched her basket and tottered away. All around, the market fell

silent. Probably every soul in sight of Mai’s cart and the handsome parasol that
shaded her was recalling the Bishi girl and her stained honor. The Bishi family had
lost face as well, and the girl had eventually been hauled away by some merchant or
another who had hired her on as a temporary wife along the Golden Road. It was
the best a ruined girl could hope for.

But I am not a ruined girl. I am Mai’ili, eldest child and first daughter of the Mei
clan. I have no need to cower before these men.

Although it was always wise to be respectful.
She touched her lips to her wolf ring, sigil of the proud Mei clan, as she bent to re-

trieve a few melons from the box beneath her feet. When she rose she faced the cap-
tain, who had moved to stand before her cart. He smiled, just slightly, as she stood
there with a melon in each hand. Taking in a firm breath, she arranged them with the
others before turning to him. He had a graciously oval face and a pleasingly dark
complexion, with deep-set eyes and a light beard, unusual among the Qin, and a
mustache. Only his hooked nose seemed out of place, as if it had come from some-
where else. The sun was not brighter than the golden silk of the tabard worn over his
black tunic; only officers were allowed to wear that particular intense color.

“How may I help you today, sir? As you can see, I have peaches, melons, sword-
fruit, and almonds today.”

He did not look at her wares, but his gaze did skip up above her head.
“That’s a distinctive amaranth pattern on your parasol. Does it come from

Sirniaka?”
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She laughed out of surprise, then touched fingers to lips to stop herself. That
would teach her to think so well of herself! “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “My father
bought it for me last year when I celebrated my sixteenth year. He bought it from a
merchant who had come from the east. Isn’t Sirniaka a great kingdom in the east,
beyond the eastern Mariha cities?”

“The Mariha cities are all under the rule of the Qin var now,” he corrected, “but
otherwise you are right. It’s an unusual parasol, quite beautiful. In the Sirniakan
Empire, that pattern is reserved for girls of marriageable age. By displaying it, they
indicate they are available for an alliance.”

She flushed. Her heart raced. “An alliance?”
“Marriage. A wedding. You have such customs here, do you not?”
“Of course we do.”
He smiled again. He looked like a man who had seen a fair bit of the world. He

was perhaps ten years older than she was, not that that would ever make the slight-
est bit of difference to her, who was going to marry that boy from the Gandi sheep-
herders clan whom she’d known all her life and who was a perfectly nice young
man about Uncle Shai’s age, not more than two or three years older than she was.
Perfectly nice.

“Almonds,” he said, as if repeating himself. “Two bowlsful.” He beckoned to one
of his soldiers, who sauntered up with a small leather sack.

“Oh! Yes!” But Ti had taken her measuring bowl to get juice!
“No bowl?” he asked. “Two handfuls will do as well.”
She scooped, and he held out cupped hands so she had perforce to pour the al-

monds into his waiting hands, and by one means or another he brushed her, or she
him. His skin was cool, although the sun was hot. Yet she hadn’t lost her wits. She
named as an opening price twice what she would charge to a local.

He paid it without haggling.

7

Shai never spoke much. He didn’t see the point of speaking, since no one ever lis-
tened to him, and those who did then usually snapped at him for having the temer-
ity to speak. Best to keep your own counsel under those circumstances.

So it was a wonder to him when his niece Ti’ili came running on the path that
led from town up the gentle, grassy slope of Dezara Mountain to the base of the
spring pasture. Here, beside a copse of very young birch trees he’d planted and wa-
tered himself, he had set up his woodworking shed so he could work in peace with-
out four elder brothers and their five meddling wives and the truculent ghost of his
sixth brother plaguing him. Ti’s black braids flapped as she ran. He set his attention
back to the work before him as she pulled up, gasping, under the shade of the open
shed.

“Uncle Shai! You’ve got to come! You’ve got to speak up for Mai!”
He finished the stroke of his adze and ran his hand along the grain of the pine
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log he was planing down to make a fine bedstead for the wedding. Good and
smooth, ready to cut to length. When he was done, he looked up at Ti.

“But you’ve got to! She’s been crying all day. You know it isn’t right that they
marry her off to a Qin, even if he is an officer!”

He studied the log, the second of two precious trunks his elder brothers had
traded three ewes for so that the family wouldn’t be embarrassed when it came time
to stand up at the law court and seal the marriage. The legs, out of the other log,
were already carved and oiled. He was preparing the last of the supports, although
he wasn’t going to have time to carve as elaborate a frieze into the wood as he would
have liked, not with the date already chosen and written into the law court’s record.
Seventeen days from now.

“He’ll beat her! He’s buried one wife already. He admitted it himself! We’ll never
see her again! Never! Never! Never! He’ll get tired of her and sell her into slavery
and there’ll be nothing we can do to stop it! His masters will be overthrown and
he’ll be killed in battle and then—!”

“Hush!” He stood, casting his gaze about, but his two younger nephews—Ti’s
cousins—were out of earshot tending to the sheep.

She kicked at wood shavings with her pretty red slippers, knowing she had gone
too far. While it was perfectly true that the Qin had ruled Kartu Town for only the
last twelve years, and that shifting alliances, a death in the var’s family, or an unex-
pected push from the eastern cities might cause the Qin horsemen to retreat and
some other power to take their place, it was still treason to speak of such a thing. Ti
was only two years younger than he was. She knew as well as he did what the Qin
did to their enemies or even to those who only spoke ill-considered words against
them.

She looked back down the path, following his gaze. Kartu Town was not much to
look at, a dusty bee’s hive of compounds surrounded by an inner wall which was it-
self surrounded by startlingly green orchards crisscrossed by slender irrigation
canals. Beyond the orchards lay a thick mud-brick outer wall studded with watch-
towers and guardposts. The wall was wide enough to allow Qin guardsmen to ride
their rounds atop it instead of walking. They hated to walk. The citadel, a circular
structure of baked brick, rose at the northwestern corner of the inner town. In the
square fronting the citadel rose the gallows, and today three posts were decorated
with remains. A vulture circled.

Like all of the inhabitants of Kartu Town, he’d learned to look away. In truth, it
was not the sight of the citadel and its square that made him climb every day in
good weather to the peace of his shed. It was the vista beyond: endless, open, yawn-
ing wide to the west, all sky, the rocky plateau of the desert looming on the southern
horizon, and the mountains rising heroically to the north. So beautiful. They were
all stark lines and pale slopes with the memory of winter in their snowy peaks.

“I hate it up here!” cried Ti. “Too much air! Too much sky!” Abruptly, she burst
into tears. “I know I shouldn’t have said it—but he’s Qin. What will happen to Mai?
How could Father Mei have agreed?” She sobbed like a tempest.

“He’s decent enough,” said Shai finally as this storm began to die down.
“Who is?”
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“Captain Anji.”
“How can you say so?” she shrieked. “A dirty barbarian! You’re a Qin-lover!”

Then she clapped a hand over her mouth and began sobbing noisily again. He waited
until the worst subsided before scooping up a handful of shavings and handing
them to her so she could wipe mucus from her upper lip.

“He doesn’t have to marry her. He could have just taken her as a concubine.
Branded her a pleasure girl and dragged her to the brothel for his use. We couldn’t
have stopped him.”

She hiccoughed, sucked in a watery breath, and gave a bleating moan as she
pounded her belly with a fist as if she were mourning. “I know it’s not as bad as it
could have been. But I can’t bear to be parted from her! Ei! Ei! Ei!”

“She’ll just be across town, at the citadel. You can see her every day.”
“No! No! No! The news just came this morning, by messenger from Captain

Anji. The garrison is being pulled out and sent east on the Golden Road. There’s
something going on there, I don’t know what. Maybe there’s war on the border.
War! They’re going east and she’ll have to go with them, and we’ll never see her
again! Ever! Ever! Ever!”

He set down the adze on the bench, considerably startled by this news. “How
soon?”

“In two days! The wedding is tomorrow, not next month! That’s why you have to
speak to Father Mei. Maybe they’ll listen to you. All the other uncles . . . you know
them! They always do what Father Mei says. Chicken-hearts! All but Uncle Hari. If
he was here still, he’d put a stop to it.”

“For shame, Ti!”
“I’m not sorry, even if no one else will talk about Uncle Hari! He was your fa-

vorite brother, too! You know it! You know he was the only one tough enough to
stand up to Father Mei! He’d tell Father Mei to postpone the wedding. Wait ’til the
garrison comes back. But they’ll never come back. That’s what Captain Anji knows.
He knows they’re never coming back and he’s taking Mai away forever and ever and
ever!” She once again fell to bawling.

Ti’s outbursts were usually like cloudbursts in summer—frequent but short in
duration, causing brief floods and then getting all that moisture sucked away as
soon as the sun came back out—but this time she was truly upset. She and Mai were
close as twins, born the same day in the same month in the same year to his eldest
brother’s first and second wives, who were themselves sisters. The two girls had
never been apart in all their seventeen years.

No use trying to get any more work done today. He gathered up his tools into the
cedar tool chest.

After a bit, when she could hear him, he said, “You could go as second wife.”
“He won’t take me!”she wailed.“I already asked, but Captain Anji told Father Mei he

can only have one wife.And Father Mei won’t let me go as her maid because it would be
dishonorable, and anyway, Captain Anji said he won’t take me even as a servant.”

He’d be a madman to take you as wife or servant, Shai thought, although in truth he
was shocked that Ti would suggest such a thing. A servant! Someday Ti’s impulsive
and stormy nature would get her, and the family, in big trouble.
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A slender shape toiled up the path and resolved into the slave girl everyone called
Cornflower, for her blue eyes. Ti saw her and got that look all the women in the
house did whenever Cornflower appeared in a room. She wiped her eyes and nose
before the slave halted twenty steps below them with hands clasped and body bent
in a half bow. No need for Cornflower to say anything. Wind tugged at the slave’s
wool tunic and her trident braids of uncannily white-gold hair. Her bare feet and
calves were burned a pinkish brown, but everyone knew she had unusually light
skin beneath her clothes, not like that of normal people but more like that of ghosts,
and there was something about the way she stood there so quietly, a well of stillness,
that made him always think about what it would be like to . . .

“I better go,” said Ti.
Shai started, unaware he’d been wandering. Cornflower served the two senior

wives—Ti’s mother and aunt—so her presence here was a summons for Ti. Her
presence was unwelcome to any young man whose greatest ambition was to be left
undisturbed.

“Promise me you’ll come right now.” Ti started down the path at a fast
clip, Cornflower trotting behind, head lowered. Ti looked three times back over
her shoulder, mouthing words, gesturing almost comically, trying to get Shai to
hurry up.

He didn’t see the point. He was the last person his eldest brother would listen to.
But he whistled for his nephews and finished stowing the tools. His flush receded.
His thoughts sank back into an orderly flow. The wind tugged at his sleeves, tied
back to leave his lower arms bare. It wasn’t warm enough to work bare-chested yet,
although he preferred it when it was. He hated to go back down to town, back to the
family compound, where sleeves had to be tied down to the wrists and any work
you did or comment you made was overseen, overheard, and overruled by others.

Mai was fortunate. She was escaping.
Not that she would think of it that way.
His younger nephew came running, looking important and annoyed. “What is

it?”
“I have to go down,” Shai said, gesturing toward town. “I’ll be back this after-

noon.”
“You better be. I don’t want to sleep out here worrying about thieves!” He

scuffed his feet among the wood shavings and sat down hard on the bench.
Not that there were thieves anymore, not since the Qin took over. Still, no one

left good tools and precious wood unguarded, even so.
“What do you have to go down for, anyway?” The boy shaded his eyes and

squinted toward town.“Uh!” He grunted and rolled his eyes, seeing his older cousin
far down, retreating on the path. Because of Ti’s way of walking, she could not be
mistaken for anyone else: all bouncing sleeves, a spring like that of an antelope in
her step.“That Ti! Just a big boiling teakettle, that one! It must be about Mai and the
wedding, eh?”

Shai shrugged.
“Make sure you’re back here soon. No shirking!” His nephew was eldest son of

second brother and, therefore, had more clout than his young uncle Shai, but not
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enough to overrule Ti’s request, because she was daughter of Father Mei. If Ti
asked, Shai must go.

So Shai left. An ugly scene would no doubt ensue once he reached the com-
pound, but there was no reason to worry about that on the walk down with the day
so fine and the sky so merry and blue. The wind skated up from the east, which
meant it was clear of dust torn up from the desert. The tips of the mountains to the
northwest could be seen, three deep; that was unusual, quite striking. He thought
he heard a hawk’s piercing call but when he paused and spun slowly he saw no speck
in the sky, nothing flying except one wispy cloud spinning out along the ridge of
Dezara Mountain. The slopes still had a hint of spring green in them although they
were fading to summer gold. The sheep were hidden above in a fold of land, but he
heard a second flock bleating off to the right. That would be the Gandi clan’s herd.
There had been talk about a marriage between Mai and an elder Gandi boy, but of
course the attentions of the Qin captain had cut those right off.

Poor Mai. No wonder she was crying. Still, it wasn’t really a surprise. Mai had
been doomed from the start.

He stared east, into the wind. Because it was so clear, he could see the old road
winding along the mountains for an unexpectedly long way before haze and dis-
tance cloaked it. No clouds of dust betrayed a merchant train or travelers. All was
quiet and at peace. Shai liked things at peace.

It wouldn’t last.
He started down again and soon enough was nodding to the guards at the gate—

two grizzled veterans of the town militia who had survived the Qin takeover—and
crossed into the verdant oasis of the orchard gardens. The noise of the town was au-
dible but muffled by green leaves and the laughter of the orchard workers. He
crossed the Merciful Prayer bridge, passed under the arch of the inner wall, and
came out into the sun-blasted citadel square, where no one walked at midday. By
the commander’s quarters, two stocky Qin soldiers rode patrol, their heads covered
by felt caps whose tilted brims shaded their eyes.

The gallows and the posts cast almost no shadows. Widow Lae’s remains, dan-
gling from the middle post, clattered in the wind. Keeping his head low, Shai
twisted his clan ring three times around his middle finger and walked, trying not to
look at the strands of black hair fluttering from the widow’s skull and the tattered
remains of her red silk tunic, her best garment. Most of her flesh had been picked
clean by wind and vultures and sun, leaving these strings of tendons that bound to-
gether her bones, the last remnants of hair and clothing, and her ghost.

“I did it!” she shrilled. She was a wraith, more mist than form, a handsome
young woman of about twenty although she’d been three times that age when she’d
died. “I’ll get my reward soon enough! Then you’ll all be sorry!”

The entire town had been forced to assemble to see Widow Lae put to death af-
ter she insulted a Qin officer, although everyone knew that she’d been condemned
for a more serious offense. A foreign merchant had testified that the widow had
asked him to smuggle a letter, whose contents betrayed Qin military secrets, to Tars
Fort on the eastern border. At least, that was what the merchant had told a drinking
companion at the brothel when they were both drunk. When he’d refused to take
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the letter, the widow had sent one of her grandsons instead. The young man had
never been found or seen again nor had anyone managed to trace his trail, and after
the execution all the widow’s dependents had been sold into slavery and her posses-
sions confiscated by the Qin commander, who had given the merchant a percentage of
the profits. Her distant kinfolk weren’t even going to be allowed to bury her bones. So
shameful!

No wonder her ghost clung stubbornly to her anger, even though that anger
chained her ghost to the earth, to this very citadel square where she had died.

Shai often wondered what had been in that message, in part because naturally he
was curious and in part because Widow Lae’s death had altered the course of Mai’s
life. On the day of the widow’s execution, with every man, woman, and child of
Kartu Town assembled in citadel square, Captain Anji had first spoken to Father
Mei about marrying his beautiful daughter.

The walls of the town’s many residential compounds closed around him as he
left the square and its ghost behind. He whistled under his breath. Father Mei’s sec-
ond wife, the younger of the two sisters, the one who was also Ti’s mother, hated
whistling. He’d learned to amuse himself softly.

Five turns left, past the town baths, two turns right, and one final left turn down
an alley brought him to the servants’ entrance to his family’s compound, just
around the corner from the main entrance. He shook the bell. The peephole opened
to reveal two suspicious dark eyes that crinkled up as the unseen mouth smiled.

“Master Shai!”
One Hand let him in and barred the door behind him, the movements smooth

with long practice despite the slave’s disability.
“Lots of trouble indoors?” Shai asked.
The old man shook his head with a wry smile. “We are all sad to see the flower

leave us, Master. She bears the Merciful One’s gentle disposition in her heart, and
holds mercy in her hands.”

Shai sighed. No doubt the household slaves would miss the extra food Mai
slipped them when she thought no one was looking, and the ointments and infu-
sions she smuggled into their sleeping room when one was sick. It would have been
easier to stay up on the mountain than face what lay within. It was tempting to en-
joy the sun and the quiet of the courtyard and pretend the rest of the world had
gone to sleep.

“Not a lot of people in the streets today,” he said. “No one out on the Golden
Road, either, not as I could see from Dezara Mountain. I wonder if this talk of trou-
bles on the eastern border is scaring people. If merchants won’t travel, the markets
will suffer.”

“Storm is not going away while you wait out here, Master Shai,” said One Hand.
Shai sighed again, but delaying changed nothing. He crossed the dusty court-

yard, pausing twice to savor the shade, once under a peach tree and once under the
grape arbor. He went into the house past the whitewashed slave barracks, past the
tapestried halls that led to his married brothers’ suites of rooms, past the curtained
alcove where he and his nephew Younger Mei slept—

He stopped and stuck his head in. Mei had thrown himself down on the bed they
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shared. He was weeping, trying to mute his noise in his wool tunic, which was
wadded up and squashed against his face. Startled, the boy lifted his head. His en-
tire body shook with a gasp of relief.

“It’s you! Don’t tell Father Mei.”
Shai let the curtain fall and sat down at the end of the bed. The rope base sagged

under him, cutting lines into his buttocks; the servants had taken the mattress out to
re-stuff it with new straw just this morning.

“I can’t believe she’s leaving. My dearest sister! We are twin souls! Born together!
Now I’ll never see her again.”

Since it was probably true, Shai didn’t murmur reassurances. He listened for the
tread of hard feet, keeping Mei company while he sniveled. Slaves passed twice, but
they walked with light footsteps and none were foolish enough to tell tales on the
youth who would one day be head of household, should he live so long. Poor Mei.
Father Mei and any of Younger Mei’s other uncles would whip him for crying if they
heard. In a way it was better to be least and superfluous, seventh of seven sons, an
unlucky position certainly but one without expectations and demands beyond re-
maining silent, keeping out of the way, and doing what you were told.

“All right,” said Mei finally. He sat up and wiped his face dry with his tunic. “I’m
ready.” He stood, straightened his knee-length silk coat, and examined his spotless
nails. “They’ve already gathered in the fountain court.”

The Mei family compound had the same layout as most every family compound
in Kartu Town. First you would see the massive outer wall built of earth or bricks.
Behind this wall, and usually ringing the inner portion of the compound, lay a
buffering outer courtyard where livestock and chickens could be quartered, a gar-
den and fruit trees could grow, and the servants could launder, cook, clean, and take
care of the necessary chores that none of the household kin desired to smell or lis-
ten to. The inner compound had a barracks built on the eastern end and a maze of
rooms for the family, the most recent added on only four years ago. Some com-
pounds in town were smaller, scarcely more than hovels erected within a corral of
sticks; others were palatial and boasted marble floors and second stories.

Unmarried men like Mei and Shai slept in alcoves; unmarried daughters slept in
their mothers’ suites with the other children. At the center of the house lay the foun-
tain court where Father Mei entertained guests or negotiated contracts. Although a
painted, windowless corridor led from the main gate to the fountain court so that
visitors would not glimpse the secret heart of the family’s private life, Shai and Mei
took the slaves’ hall that wound through the warren of rooms. It let them in behind
the hedge-like screen of flowering bitter-heart from which they might first observe
before revealing their presence.

Everyone was assembled. Father Mei sat in the black chair, facing the splashing
fountain. Grandmother—Shai’s mother—sat on Father Mei’s left. She was tiny,
frail, and half asleep but otherwise quite magnificent in a gold silk woman’s coat,
the extraordinarily long, square sleeves embroidered with red leaping antelopes. The
uncles sat to Father Mei’s right, all in a line. The wives stood a step behind them, and
there were at least a dozen children kneeling with heads bowed and hands resting on
thighs off beyond the uncles. From this angle Shai could only see the top of Mai’s
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head; she was seated on a pillow halfway between Father Mei and the fountain. In
this same way he would present a valuable item to be admired and examined before
the haggling began.

Captain Anji sat on the fountain bench with spray wetting the back of his gold
silk Qin tabard and the peculiar braided topknot that all the Qin officers made of
their hair. Remarkably, he had come alone except for two attendants standing with
arms crossed back by the gate. The Qin were famous for their arrogance.

Cornflower was offering rice wine to each of the uncles. Someone had put her in
a concubine’s revealing bedroom silks so that every time she bent at the waist to
proffer the cup, a flash of pale hip was revealed. Despite this provocation, Captain
Anji kept his gaze fixed on Father Mei. He was a man of powerful control.

Shai could not stop peeking through the bitter-heart. Her braids had a caressing
way of sliding to and fro over her shoulders and upper arms. They were fastened at
each tip by tiny nets sewn with lazulite beads as blue as her eyes. Shai shut his eyes.

Thank goodness the ceremony of receiving had almost reached its conclusion!
The family had been out here for a while, while Shai was dawdling.

The sigh that escaped Younger Mei’s lips was as fragile as the ghost of a wind
passing through scattered rose leaves. Shai looked at him, squeezed his arm, and
lifted his own chin: Hold firm! Mei gave Shai a look, like that of a frightened rabbit
determined to bite the hawk that has cornered it but not sure it will survive the al-
tercation. Then he stepped out from behind the hedge.

The heir’s place, of course, was to stand at his father’s right hand. Mei did so, tak-
ing up position smoothly and without a sound. Captain Anji flashed the merest
glance Mei’s way but did not otherwise betray that anything was amiss or that an-
other man might have taken insult at the heir’s belated arrival. Shai waited behind
the hedge, partly because he was so aroused by the sight of Cornflower in her bed-
room silks but mostly because no one had bothered to place a chair for him with
the rest of the uncles and he refused to kneel with the children. Ti was seated first
among the children, her hands clenched and her round face streaked with dirty
tears. She looked as if she’d rubbed her face in the dust. But she kept her mouth
shut.

The last glass was sipped dry. With an annoyed gesture, Father Mei’s elder wife
Drena sent Cornflower back inside. It hadn’t been the choice of the women, then, to
see if Captain Anji could be embarrassed by revealing Cornflower’s charms.

“I apologize that we must speak in such haste,” said Father Mei, although the cer-
emony of receiving always took at least an hour and the usual opening negotiating
formalities might take an equal amount of time. “I had thought the negotiations
done and the contract sealed, Captain Anji, but now it appears otherwise. What
brings you to us?”

Captain Anji had a soldier’s bluntness. “I sent a messenger ahead to inform you
of my situation. You already know my predicament. I’ve received a change of or-
ders. My company rides out in two days. I would like to marry tomorrow so my
bride can journey with me. It is the fondest desire of my heart.”

Now he did smile, nodding at Mai. Shai could not see Mai’s reaction because he
could see only the back of her head, but he thought her shoulders tightened slightly;
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it was hard to tell because she was so heavily draped in the layers of blue silk appro-
priate to an affianced bride. Then again, lots of things were hard to tell with Mai.
All loved her for her accommodating, placid nature. She was beautiful, but a little
stupid.

“It will be a hardship for my clan to hurry the rites. It will cost us to pay the law
courts to move the day, and to make room tomorrow in their schedule, and we
won’t have ready the many fine luxuries we wish to dower her with.”

“I have some resources. I can pay the law court what they need. I ask nothing of
you except your daughter, Father Mei.”

How coolly he said those words! Shai was impressed. Father Mei would inflate
the costs and keep the difference for the family, but Captain Anji was apparently no
merchant or bargainer and thereby, according to the rule of the marketplace, ripe
for plucking. Or else he simply did not care. Beauty in women captured men that
way sometimes.

“We will sustain a loss by having her torn from the house before her time.”
As if on cue, Younger Mei sniffled, then stiffened, knowing he must show no

emotion. Emotion gave the opponent a bargaining chip.
The captain slipped a hand into the folds of one sleeve, searched for something,

and withdrew his hand, now cupped. “I possess nothing to recompense you for
your loss, which is extreme. However, two days ago I purchased an item which I
think might be of interest to the Mei clan.”

He unfolded his hand to reveal a ring. It was silver, shaped to resemble a running
wolf with its mouth biting into its tail. A rare and perfect black pearl was inlaid as
the wolf ’s eye.

Grandmother bolted upright in her chair. Her hands gripped the arms like a
hawk’s talons. “Girish, bring it to me!” she said querulously.

The wives whispered, horrified. The uncles coughed and hemmed. Ti giggled
nervously. Father Mei’s big hands closed, opened, and with his right thumb and
middle finger he made the warding sign, but because he did not speak, no one
spoke. No one dared correct Grandmother.

Captain Anji raised an eyebrow, puzzled by the exchange.
She seemed to collect herself, and her memory. “Shai!” she snapped. “Nothing-

good boy! Hu! I don’t know why Grandfather thought you so clever! Come quickly.
Get it and bring it here.”

He padded forward from behind the hedge. The uncles and wives and children
seemed surprised to see him. Father Mei grunted, a sign that he was holding his leg-
endary temper in check. It always exploded afterward. But as soon as Shai got be-
tween the captain and his eldest brother, blocking Father Mei’s view, Captain Anji
winked at Shai as if in sympathy before dropping the ring into his hand.

“Hari,” breathed Shai, not meaning to talk, but the touch of the ring actually hit
so hard that he rocked back on his heels and struggled against a wave of dizziness.

It was Hari’s ring. No doubt of that.
He took in a breath to steady himself, then walked back to his mother and placed

it gently in her right hand. She slapped him hard with her left, the crack stinging
and bitter.
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He choked back his surge of anger. He’d gotten so good at doing it that it had be-
come reflexive. The bitch would be dead soon, and he wouldn’t miss her. Anyway,
her slap—her dislike of him—didn’t hurt nearly as much as contact with the ring
had.

Hari was dead.
He’d known it as soon as the ring had touched his skin, just as he knew that no

one else would feel it. Hari was dead. He’d been wearing the ring when he died;
he’d been angry in an amused kind of way—the anger lingered in the ring. But
surely Hari’s spirit had already fled earth through Spirit Gate. There was nothing
to hold him here, after all. Anger and bitterness hadn’t chained him in Kartu
Town. He’d not waste time lingering on earth as a ghost when there were adven-
tures to face in the afterlife. Not Hari, the boldest and handsomest and most de-
lightful of brothers.

“Fool boy,” muttered his mother sharply. Her hands shook as she struggled to
hide her tears, and Father Mei finally took the ring and examined it. As soon as it
was out of her hands, she hid her face behind a sleeve.

“This belonged to my younger brother,” Father Mei said. “Hari marched east as a
mercenary with one of your regiments six years ago. We have never heard from him.
Where did this come from?”

Shai shuffled to the side, turning, to see Captain Anji shrug.
“Certain peddlers have a license to travel from fort to fort selling small wares,

curiosities, such things. I found this yesterday among the goods offered for sale by a
man who had come from the east along the Golden Road. He said it came from a
place called ‘the Hundred,’ which lies north of the Sirniakan Empire. He bought it
from a Hundred merchant, traveling in Mariha, who said it was found near a town
he called ‘Horn.’ There’d been a battle there. Internal matters, lord fighting lord or
some such. I’m not sure of the details. The Hundred folk are barbarians, it seems.
They’ve never had a var—a king—to lead them. Scavengers will always pick clean
the fields of battle, and it seems it was no different with this ring. I don’t know how
many hands it passed through to get this far from the place it was found. But I rec-
ognized the ring at once. Mai has a ring like it.”

As did every blood member of the Mei clan.
“Does it bring joy or grief to your house?” the captain asked.
“I cannot know,” said Father Mei. “Is Hari dead, or alive? He cannot rest if his

bones do not rest with those of his ancestors. We can never rest, not knowing what
became of him.” His lips were thin, a sure sign of anger.

Lots of anger in this house. Shai waited for the blow. It came quickly.
“When my beloved and precious daughter goes with you, she must have ser-

vants, familiar ones who have served her for many years.”
“Of course.” Captain Anji nodded.
“She will be alone, who has never been alone. I ask you, Captain Anji, let my

young brother Shai accompany her.”
The words struck, shivering like lightning through him. He stood, stunned, as

his brother droned on.
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“He is still unmarried, so he leaves no obligations behind, and he is almost
twenty, old enough to be considered a man. We’ll send a slave with him and provi-
sions and traveling gear, so he’ll be no burden on you. Once he reaches the eastern
border, he can make his way north to this place called the Hundred and look for
this battlefield near a town called Horn. If he can find our brother’s remains, he can
bring them home.”

“A long journey,” mused Captain Anji, “and far beyond the boundaries of the
lands the Qin claim.”

“Merchants go there. Peddlers go there.”
Anji grinned as at a private joke. From this new angle, Shai could now see

Mai’s face. She was pretending to look down quiescently at her folded hands but
in fact she was studying the captain. Her eyes widened slightly; her lips twitched.
Although she and Shai had grown up together, lived in the same compound all
their lives—she as the cherished, pampered daughter, and he as the unwanted and
despised youngest brother—Shai did not understand her. What did this flash of
emotion portend? Impossible to say. Mai was as sweet to him as she was to any-
one. She had no hidden depths, no reserves of deep feeling. Most likely she was
frightened out of her wits.

But Shai wasn’t, not as the first shock faded.
“Merchants travel where soldiers fear to ride,” said the officer. “Shai is welcome

to come, but I cannot guarantee his safety after he leaves my protection.”
“If you set him on the right path, that is all that I ask,” said Father Mei, pompous

and condescending as always. “Then we will be square, our debts equal and can-
celed. Do we have an agreement?”

“We have an agreement.”
With those simple words, Shai was released. Unchained. He was free.

8

Leave-taking turned out to be a troublesome business. In the last three genera-
tions the only person in the Mei clan who had left Kartu Town by any road other
than Spirit Gate was Hari. Everyone knew what trouble he had caused.

Ti had left off clinging to Mai indoors and come outdoors, where she was now
yanking on Shai’s left arm and crying while trying to speak. Her sobs gusted up
straight from her belly. Shai admired her capacity; she’d be a natural for one of the
touring acting companies that plied the Golden Road.

“Oh! Oh! Oh! You didn’t even try to talk him out of it! You just hid! What will
become of me, all alone? Hu! Hu! Hu! I can’t bear it!”

Captain Anji had arrived at dawn with the same pair of soldiers who had accom-
panied him last time; his officer’s escort were gathered outside the gate. He waited
with apparent patience in the shadow of the arbor although it was by now almost
noon. The wives had been in an uproar all morning and had repacked Mai’s trunk
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twice even though Mai had packed it herself yesterday with only the aid of her slave
Priya. That linen shift isn’t nice enough; the yellow of that silk doesn’t go well with
her complexion; she’ll need thread and her embroidery frame; she’ll need a prayer
silk; she can buy thread at any town market; cooking spices. No! Hairpins! Shai and
Younger Mei had retreated to their alcove and huddled there while the storm raged.
In the end, a rare vase was thrown and broken, and Father Mei had intervened with
slaps and shouting.

Now they stood in the courtyard waiting for Mai to be escorted out by Grand-
mother. Captain Anji was seated on a stool. He was smoking terig leaf, dried leaves
rolled up in paper to make a burning stick whose smoke you sucked into your
lungs. Periodically, he handed a stub back to his attendants, who were standing be-
hind him, and they finished it off. Shai had never tried terig leaf because it was one
of many things forbidden to those who weren’t Qin. The smoke stung in his nos-
trils, laced with a faintly sweet afterburn. The wisps drifting over to the entrance
gate made Girish’s ghost even more irritable than usual, and his wraith-like form
danced and gibbered by the hanging tree to the right of the gate, so furious that for
once Shai couldn’t understand what he was saying.

Poor Girish. Mother had spoiled him after Hari’s departure, and, as Mai had
once said in a moment of startling and unexpected clarity, he had fermented. He’d
never forgiven the family for his death, although it had been his own selfishness and
cruelty that had gotten him killed. His anger had chained his ghost to the gate for
almost a year.

Shai caught Captain Anji’s eye. The Qin officer smiled ever so slightly at him,
like a conspirator, and all at once, so strongly that the feeling almost knocked Shai
right off his feet, the last two days of tempest focused into a single thought.

I’m glad to be rid of Girish! And the rest of them, too!
Glad! Glad! Glad! None of them could peer into Shai’s mind. He’d made sure of

that ever since he was old enough to think twice about keeping his mouth shut.
They’d never know the truth of his impious thoughts.

He was free!
Until he found Hari’s bones and had to come back.
The door opened. Father Mei appeared in his best clerk’s silk jacket, flowing to

the ground and clasped with intricate knots in three places across the chest. Grand-
mother tottered beside him, leaning on her eldest son, who was ever burdened with
the knowledge that he had never been her favorite. Behind them, Younger Mei es-
corted his twin, Mai. She wore a blue silk robe fit for display but not traveling; her
hair was done up in a complicated series of loops and braids festooned with slender
gold chains and tiny brass bells.

Younger Mei was a homely boy; the contrast with his twin sister always as-
tounded no matter how many times one saw them together. The round face, thick
lashes, exotic eyes, and flawless bronze-dark complexion that made Mai the best-
looking girl in Kartu Town had a doughy lack of firmness in Younger Mei, like
bread left to rise too long. Tears streaked his face; he’d get a beating once the caval-
cade left. Shai had already said his good-byes to his favorite nephew, the only person

84 K A T E E L L I O T T



he would miss. Younger Mei looked at him despairingly. Ti sniveled; an almost in-
audible moan escaped her.

They kept silence while Father Mei made a long speech about the Mei clan’s
honor and the exceptional value of its most precious orchid, Mai’ili. Captain Anji
remained seated throughout, which in any man but a Qin officer would have been a
deliberate insult. The entire household stood as Father Mei declaimed. Everyone’s
eyes were red, even the uncles’. They all loved her. Mai was the flower of the clan,
and it had shocked them all when the captain had claimed her.

Now they would lose her. They all knew it was unlikely they would ever see her
again.

Even Shai would have to leave her once the captain’s regiment reached its new
garrison posting, wherever that was to be. Mai’s expression, as Father Mei wound
down his speech, had the placid good nature of a cow’s. Her eyes were a tiny bit red,
but the only people in the courtyard as composed as she was were her new husband
and his stolid attendants.

At last, Father Mei finished. Captain Anji rose while, behind him, one of his at-
tendants folded up the stool and tied it to the back of a packhorse. The girl was
handed from one to the other, the contracts, signed yesterday at the law courts, were
exchanged, and Ti crumpled to the ground in a dead faint. Mai looked back toward
her. Captain Anji, who already held her hand, turned as well, alerted by her move-
ment. There was a pause. Mai’s eyes were very wide but as she came up against Cap-
tain Anji’s grip, she stilled and did not tug.

The officer released her hand. She glanced at him with a look of astonish-
ment, lips parting, then spun and returned the few steps to kneel beside her half
sister and kiss her brow. But Shai, beside Ti, saw this out of the corner of his eye;
he felt Mai’s gesture more than watched her because he was studying Captain
Anji. The Qin officer had a peculiar quirk to his lips, unfathomable, as he sur-
veyed the pretty scene of Mai comforting poor Ti, whom grief had silenced. Fa-
ther Mei began to speak, but caught himself short. Mai was no longer his to
scold and discipline.

Ti stirred, regaining consciousness. The girls kissed one last time. As Mai re-
turned to her husband, Ti buried her face in her hands. The captain gestured, the at-
tendant went to the gate, and four slaves entered carrying the palanquin in which
she would journey. He twitched the curtain open. Mai ducked inside without a
word and without looking over her shoulder, and the curtain slid down before Shai
could get a glimpse of the cramped interior. Her chest was hauled away to another
packhorse. Mai’s slave Priya waited beside the palanquin.

Ready to go!
Shai gestured to Mountain. The middle-aged slave earned zastras by hiring him-

self out before dawn hauling night soil to the fields for other families, and five years
back he had been given the choice between buying his freedom or using his zastras
to pay for a marriage contract between him and Priya. He’d chosen Priya. Now he
was being sent with Mai into the unknown. As part of his duties he would attend
Shai, until Shai left the company. The big man knelt, fastened the carrying strap
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across his forehead, and rose with Shai’s small chest of belongings balanced across
his shoulders.

Captain Anji beckoned to one of his attendants, who brought a horse forward.
“Uncle Shai.” He gestured toward the saddle. It was not a request.
Panic struck as an eagle might, plunged straight down and gripped him by the

throat. He lost his voice.
Father Mei said, “But it’s forbidden, Captain. You know our people are forbidden

to ride horses, by the law of the Qin. It’s a hanging offense.”
Captain Anji nodded. “Among the Qin, only slaves walk. If he does not ride, my

soldiers will treat him as a slave. It is up to you, Uncle Shai.”
The formal mode of address calmed Shai. Anji was about ten years older, but he

used the honorific appropriate to Shai’s station relative to the captain’s bride, not to
the captain himself. The kindness was similar to that Anji had shown Mai by letting
her give Ti a final kiss good-bye. Whatever man Anji was, he was not a simple one.
He was not a faceless triumphant conquering overlord grabbing what he most cov-
eted. Or he was playing a very deep game.

“Thank you.” He forced the words out and stepped up to the horse, which was
absolutely massive and terrifying, and of course he hadn’t the least idea what to do.

The captain leaned close enough to whisper. The terig had a musty, sharp smell,
not displeasing. “Loop the reins around the pommel, that post there. Hold on as
well as you can. The horse will follow the rest. Trust me.”

No one else heard. Ti had started to wail again, and all the wives were crying,
with the children sniffling and coughing and blowing their noses on their
sleeves.

Be a brave man, like Hari. Hari wouldn’t have balked! A soldier came forward
and gave him a hand up. He had a moment of disorientation, up so high; then Cap-
tain Anji left his side and went to his own mount, held by one of his escort.

Father Mei approached. For the first time in his nineteen years, Shai had the sat-
isfaction of seeing his eldest brother look daunted as he walked up beside the horse,
which mercifully stood perfectly still. He pulled a suede bag out of his sleeve and
handed it up to Shai, who almost overbalanced as he took it. It was heavy, filled
with coins and other valuables; he recognized their heft and shape through the pli-
ant leather.

“Take this,” Father Mei said in his softest and most menacing voice, switching
daringly to banki, the local language, which they were forbidden from using in
front of the Qin. “But use it only for an emergency. To bring Mai home if things
don’t go well. If he beats her. If he gets tired of her and tries to sell her into slavery.
Use that gold to bring Mai back. If you use it for anything else, knowing she is suf-
fering, then you aren’t my brother any longer. I’ll turn my face away from you and
in this house it will be as if you were never born.”

Shai nodded. If he spoke, he would fall off. It was difficult enough to get the
pouch safely into his long left sleeve, and Father Mei had to help him tuck it into the
thief-pocket sewn into the lining.

“There is one other thing I am giving you for the journey,” added Father Mei.
Shai’s heart skipped and stuttered. Cold fear tightened his gut. Now what?
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“For the sake of peace in my house I should have got rid of her earlier, but you
know how it is.”

Merciful One! Worse than he had thought!
Father Mei gestured, looking toward his senior wife, Drena. She smiled, victori-

ous at last, and snapped her fingers. Cornflower padded forward out of the crowd
of servants and slaves. She wore a sturdy linen knee-length tunic over loose trousers,
undyed; slave’s clothing, suitable for hard work. She wore her hair, as always, in a
trident braid—one by each ear and one running down her back. She did not look
up. Shai broke into a sweat more drenching than he had suffered waiting out un-
der the midday sun. He couldn’t go against Father Mei’s orders. He hadn’t been
bound legally into another man’s jurisdiction; Father Mei remained his head of
household.

On the street beyond, the captain’s escort was moving out. The slaves hoisted the
palanquin and carried it outside, where packhorses and soldiers fell into line. Cap-
tain Anji lifted a hand as a signal and led them forward through the gate, and with-
out any effort on his part Shai moved after them. As they passed the hanging tree,
Girish’s ghost screamed in fury, knowing he had lost the only family member who
could hear his complaints.

“She’ll get you, too! She’ll kill all of you, just like she killed me! Bad luck! Bad
luck!”

As Shai passed under the gate, he heard Father Mei scolding Younger Mei in a
loud voice. “Strong blood! That’s what you have inherited. You must keep the fam-
ily strong, marry the girl we pick for you, and have strong sons and pretty daughters
like Grandfather Mei did. Like I did. Remember only: Don’t make the overlords an-
gry, don’t do anything dishonorable, and don’t lose the family’s money. None of this
simpering. Mai is gone now. We all knew she was too good to keep. That’s what
comes for girls as pretty and good-natured as she is. Nothing but grief!”

The cavalcade passed out of range, but those last words ran round and round in
Shai’s head. Although meant for Younger Mei, the force of Father Mei’s anger
crashed down on him as well, as it always had no matter how carefully he had kept
himself separate and silent. He clutched the pommel of the saddle, swaying this way
and that. It didn’t matter. He was free of him, now. Free.

He ended up with the rear guard, able to survey the entire procession as they
kicked up dust on the broad avenue that led out of the town and onto the Golden
Road. Captain Anji rode at the head, surrounded by soldiers who had waited out-
side on the road with the rest of his group. They were laughing and talking, their
seats on these impossible animals as casual as if they sat on a bench by the fountain.
Mai’s palanquin followed behind, and behind that the packhorses attended by
mounted men. Cornflower slipped into the group of slaves trudging behind the
palanquin; she was easy to see because hers was the only pale head among the six
score folk in the captain’s company. She glanced back at him, eerie blue gaze unwa-
vering, then pulled a cap over her hair to protect herself from the sun.

Nothing but grief.
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Mai’ili had learned her most important lesson in life by observing her twin
brother Mei and nearly twin half sister and cousin Ti’ili as they thrashed their way
through life.

The only place to find happiness is inside.
When she was very young she had once made the mistake of sharing this wise

pronouncement with her uncle Girish, the swine, and he had laughed at her, called
her stupid and shallow, and told everyone else about her sage comment in such a
ridiculing way that they had either chuckled outright without any concern for her
feelings or, patting her on the head, patronized her. Alone, she had cried, then wiped
her eyes, and after that, for she couldn’t have been more than seven, she had set a
clear gaze forward and never looked back, not for the last ten years.

Mai wanted to be happy. Not for her Ti’s storms or Younger Mei’s sulks. She
didn’t care for Uncle Girish’s tantrums and whining, Father Mei’s controlling
angers, her mother’s jealousy and competitiveness, her aunt’s scheming, and her
grandmother’s favoritism. Even quiet Uncle Shai just withdrew and avoided every-
one, although it was obvious he was boiling inside. She loved them all, of course,
but she didn’t always like them very much.

She had measured the extent and firmness of the walls that bounded her and set
out to make a little garden within them, the one thing she could control. She knew
that in that way she was like her father: He too liked to control things; it was just
that he held the lash of life and death over the entire household. Her scope was
much smaller, but she was determined to live life in her own way and on her own
terms while at the same time not making anyone so mad at her that they disturbed
her tranquil sanctuary.

She had done her best, but it hadn’t worked. Anger wasn’t the only emotion that
made people act rashly and tramp in where they weren’t wanted.

Seated cross-legged on a plush mattress ringed with a waist-high padded rim to
cushion her from unexpected shocks, she fingered the palanquin curtains as the
mattress rocked under her. The slave bearers had a remarkably smooth gait, in part
because they chanted in a soft rhythm that regulated their pace. Ahead, she heard
men talking and laughing. Behind she heard the shuffle of feet and the crunch of
wheels on dust as the grooms, slaves, and servants followed with the packhorses and
a pair of wagons. Farther back, a blast blew on a horn to signal that this force of
soldiers had just left the garrison at Kartu Town. Which meant she too had left,
that they had passed the gate and were venturing into unknown country, as in the
old song.

Past these gates live ghosts only;
Stay here in my warm embrace.
Past these gates live ghosts only;



Stay here with your chair and lamp.
Past these gates live ghosts only;
Stay here where there are friends and drinking and song.
There is no song out there but that of the demons, shrieking.
There is no drink out there but the drink of one’s own tears.
There is no friend out there but the arms of oblivion.
Past these gates live ghosts only.
Do not go, my child, my parent, my lover.

She flipped her long sleeves back up past her elbows, put a hand over her mouth,
and let the tears flow.

She didn’t fight them, but she did lean forward from the hips far enough that no
moisture would stain the expensive blue silk of her bridal gown. The mattress was a
wool batting covered with a dark red linen cover, well-made and practical traveling
equipment since the wool wouldn’t mildew easily and the color of the linen spread
would disguise dust and other stains.

She wept silently, not even shaking. After a long while the tears slowed and
ceased of their own accord. By not fighting sorrow she allowed it unimpeded pas-
sage through her body.

“Of course we all suffer,” Priya often told her. “But if you cling to suffering or fight
it then it will hold on like a rat. If you accept its existence and the pain it causes you,
then you can release it.”

When her tears dried, she fished a linen handkerchief out of her sleeve and care-
fully wiped her cheeks and blew her nose. Scooting forward, she placed her hands
on the front wall of the palanquin. The front and back walls were wood from top to
bottom; a breeze managed to sneak through the side curtains, cut cleverly to con-
ceal her while not stifling her. A narrow sliding panel was set into the front wall a
little below her eye level. She released the lock, pushed it aside, and looked out. Out-
side seemed much brighter now that her eyes had become accustomed to the inte-
rior’s dim light. She blinked until her eyes adjusted.

She counted thirty-two riders visible; there were many more out of sight to ei-
ther side, but she couldn’t be sure how many by the amount of dust they kicked up.
All were outfitted in similar fashion—the Qin mostly looked alike—but she recog-
nized her husband’s back immediately: the set of his head; the blue, white, and gold
of the captain’s ribbons braided into his topknot; the brilliant gold silk of his
tabard.

Husband.
She considered the word. She had observed husbands. Father Mei and two of her

uncles were husbands. Husbands like Master Vin often came by the fruit stall. Al-
though it was slightly shameful for Father Mei to put his own daughter out in the
stall now that he was a bigger man in town than Grandfather Mei had been, it was
still perfectly normal for an unmarried daughter to spend the long hours from
dawn to dusk sitting in the shade of a parasol or awning while selling peaches and
almonds and melons and other produce. She made better money at the little stall
than anyone else in the family could. Men rarely bargained with her, and women
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were always kind, although shrewder—but why shouldn’t they want their money’s
worth and get in a good gossip at the same time? Mai herself did not gossip, but she
asked harmless questions, so folk liked to talk to her and, she had discovered, told
her many things they never told anyone else.

People were generally pleasant, and often good and well meaning, but they cer-
tainly did a lot of trivially cruel things while meanwhile fretting and gnawing at
their troubles and their envies and their annoyances until, in the end, it killed them
or turned them sour. Like Girish, who had gone bad before he died. She pitied
Girish a tiny bit, because he’d been so bitterly unhappy, but he’d done worse to oth-
ers than to himself, so in the end she was sorry to think that he might actually have
deserved such an ugly death.

Girish would have made a bad husband, and Father Mei had known it, which is
why he hadn’t let Girish marry when he’d turned twenty, the usual age for men to
claim a first wife. He’d bought a slave for Girish instead, so he wouldn’t keep going
to the brothels. Look where that had led!

To Father Mei, honor mattered above all things. He wanted no dishonor brought
down on Clan Mei’s head. She fingered the ring on her left middle finger, the run-
ning wolf that was the sigil of their clan. She, too, had to uphold that honor. So she
would. She’d do nothing to shame the Mei clan, not like her uncles Hari and Girish
had done. She would be a good wife to the Qin officer with whom she had not ex-
changed more than twenty words beyond the meaningless pleasantries that were
the hallmark of trade in the marketplace.

How much for these peaches? A big storm yesterday out of the desert, wasn’t it?
That’s quite a distinctive amaranth pattern on your parasol. Does it come from the
Sirniakan Empire?

She had never been alone with him, but she would be tonight.
Tears came again. They flowed like a spring stream swollen with snowmelt, just kept

coming and coming as she watched the men ride. As she watched her husband ride. He
did not once look back toward the palanquin. He didn’t need to. He had acquired her
as he might a bolt of handsome silk, all signed and sealed with a contract so he couldn’t
be accused of stealing.At least he had been kind enough to take her as a wife, thereby al-
lowing her certain legal protections not available to slaves or concubines.

Who would have thought there were so many tears? Soon she’d be like Ti, flood-
ing at every word. At last, when the tears had dried, she wiped and blew just like be-
fore and felt at peace enough to twitch aside one of the side curtains and stare out at
the landscape. She had never been more than an hour’s walk out of Kartu Town, up
into the hills where the Mei clan had their wet-season pastures. In the interval while
she had cried, the familiar silhouette of Dezara Mountain and its companion hills
had fallen behind. She wasn’t sure she could see them at all. The hills were a mix of
shadow and sunlight, almost golden in the westering light, but their jagged slopes
had no recognizable peaks or saddles, not from this angle.

Panic swept her. It raced through her skin; she broke out in a sweat and yet her
neck felt clammy and cold.

She didn’t know where they were going, or what they would find when they got
there.
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Anything might come next.
Fear rose, like the tempest. She imagined every worst possible thing that could

happen: her husband would be cruel to her in the bed and laugh while he hurt her;
bandits would sweep out of the hills and kill them all; she would be abandoned and
sold into slavery and raped repeatedly; a sandstorm would hurl itself out of the
desert and swallow them alive; a ghost would pinch her; rats would eat her toes and
fingers and nose; she would eat spoiled meat and throw up until her insides burst,
like Girish had, only he had been poisoned; someone would say something hateful
and mean to her; she would die and pass through Spirit Gate.

That wasn’t so bad, as the rush poured out of her. All those terrible things ended
in death, so eventually she would find peace. Only angry ghosts were restless.

She had another handkerchief. As she mopped the sweat from her skin, reached
up her sleeves and under her robe and patted herself dry, she wished she had some
perfumed talcum powder to sweeten herself. She had packed some, but Aunt Sada
had taken it out because, she said, good talcum was expensive and if the Qin officer
had so much cash, then he could supply luxuries for his new wife because it could
be bought anywhere.

Anywhere but in the middle of the road after you’ve been sweating and have
started to stink! What a way to come to your wedding bed! She let the curtain fall
and, carefully, so as not to upset the rhythm of the slave bearers, who surely must be
exhausted by now, sidled back to the front panel and stared out at her husband’s
back.

Was he a good-looking man? Ti thought all the Qin were ugly ugly ugly, but Mai
didn’t think so. They looked like people, some better-looking than others, some
with pleasant faces and some with closed-up, cranky ones. Anyway, Captain Anji
didn’t quite look exactly like the other Qin. He was a little bit taller and a little bit
less stocky, and his hair was wavy, not coarse and straight. He had that interesting
nose, which none of the other Qin had; they had blunter, shorter noses, more like
those of Kartu people. He was rather old. The one thing she’d learned about him
was that he was born in the Year of the Deer, which would make him thirteen years
older than she was. Still, he had a graceful way of moving even though he was bow-
legged like all the Qin soldiers. He had clear, honest eyes, good teeth, and humor in
the way his lips would twitch, maybe suppressing a smile, and he had shown her
that astounding glimpse of kindness when he’d allowed her to turn back and give a
final good-bye kiss to Ti. Was he a kind man? A cruel one? Honest or false? Grasp-
ing or open? Brave or a coward?

Suddenly he looked back over his shoulder. That glance struck as might an ar-
row. He knew she was watching him. She recoiled and fell onto her back, and then
felt the slave carrying the right back corner of the palanquin stagger and swiftly
right himself.

She couldn’t breathe. It hit like a sandstorm, smothering her. He was just like
those sloe-eyed princes in the old stories, who rode out of the desert and kidnapped
pining dark maidens and took them to palaces built of rosy-colored stone in the
midst of a beautiful oasis. Sometimes those stories ended happily and sometimes
sadly, but the middle part was always so good and exciting and gratifying.
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I am afraid. I am afraid that I want to be able to love him but that he will never
love me, not like in the old stories. I’m just a glittering jewel, a prize carried off by a
bandit. I’ve been ripped from my garden. I can never go back.

This time, despite everything, despite all her efforts, she sobbed helplessly and
awkwardly until she was hoarse, heedless of her fine silk gown and her running
nose. The noise of the cavalcade drowned the betraying sound of her weeping. Only
the slaves in attendance—the four who carried the palanquin, the five bearers to al-
ternate places as they tired, and the three slaves who had come from Kartu Town
and walked alongside—could hear her. They would never tell.

10

Because of their late start they had to halt just before sundown at an old ruin
that had once been a village. It was a quiet place, so long abandoned there were no
ghosts left. Captain Anji argued with his chief of staff, won, then beckoned to Shai,
who handed his mount over to the soldier who had helped him dismount.

“We won’t make the posting house tonight so we’ll camp here. If you will, dine
with me. You may prepare, wash, whatever you wish.”

“Of course, Captain. The honor is mine.”
Shai tracked down Mountain among the men already bustling to their tasks,

lighting fires, preparing food, digging a trench for waste, and drawing water from
the abandoned well.

“Mountain!”
The slave was talking with one of the soldiers, a lowly tailman by the look of him,

but he excused himself and hurried over to Shai.
“Set up my tent in whatever place the master of this caravan deems appropriate.”
“Yes, Master Shai.”
“Can you demand help from these other slaves?”
Mountain cleared his throat suggestively. “Master. Except for the bearers, and we

three from Kartu Town, there are no other slaves. These are camp men or grooms.
They are part of the army. Most are Qin. Some are respectable free men, hired for
the work and well paid, so they tell me. No Qin military company travels with slaves.
They say it slows them down.”

Shai studied the movements within the camp. Now, he saw that the soldiers took
care of their own horses and tack, and that the grooms and “camp men” were either
youths not quite old enough to be regular army men, men with a minor disability
that might prevent them from fighting effectively, or foreign men who tended to
their work with the brisk efficiency of those who are proud of what they do. No
idling slaves here. No one lounging while others waited on them.

“Oh. Can you do everything yourself, then?”
Mountain gestured toward Cornflower, who waited about twenty paces away,

hands clasped and head lowered in perfect submissiveness. “That one will help me.”
Shai shut his eyes, making a face. “Hu! What am I supposed to do with her?”
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“She is commonly used by Father Mei and the uncles, Master Shai.”
“I know. But I am not my brothers. I have not forgotten what happened to

Girish.” He spat on the ground for the offense of saying the dead man’s name. “Even
if they pretend they have forgotten.”

“Forgive me, Master.”
“Just set up the tent, if you will. I want a blanket. She can start by massaging me.

After that, she can sleep outside.”
Mountain unrolled a blanket on the ground and Shai sat down, wincing. No

wonder the Qin soldiers were tough, if they had to endure this every day!
“Cornflower, work on my legs. They hurt.”
She came over, slung her pack onto the ground, and pulled a flask of oil out of the

pack. He slipped off his trousers and, in only his loincloth, let her massage some of
the ache out of his muscles. Her hands were strong and sure. If they only strayed a
little farther up . . .

“Enough!” He grabbed for his trousers. With no change of expression, she scooted
backward and bowed her head. Mountain scratched his bald head, then fanned
himself with his cap.

“If you do not want her, Master Shai, then perhaps I can sell her services to the
soldiers. She and Priya are the only females out of a hundred or more men. It would
be a way for you to make a few extra zastras on the journey. It never hurts to have a
little extra coin. Just in case.”

Shai looked at Cornflower. Like his brothers, Shai found her sexually attractive
and utterly fascinating, and it annoyed him. He was stirred by her touch, and it
didn’t help with her kneeling so submissively a few strides away, with pale skin and
ripe breasts concealed beneath her slave’s shift, knowing she could not say no if he
took her. Indeed, he could do anything to her at all, but he hated to be like his
brothers. Mountain’s suggestion had merit. It was wise to plan ahead, cultivate a
nest egg. Mountain would take a cut, and the rest would fill Shai’s sleeves. Just in
case.

“Find an out-of-the-way place, then. Charge a reasonable rate, and not too many
men any one night.”

Mountain nodded. He was a big, big man, a little stout with middle age, and
missing his left eye and two fingers on his left hand. “Not more than five a day. I
hear from Tailman Chaji that it’s twenty-five days’ or so ride to the border, if we run
into no delays. If every man in the company wants a piece of her, they’ll each have
one try. That’ll keep the price high, if any wish to outbid the others for a second
chance.”

Shai nodded. After a glance toward the silent Cornflower, he put on trousers and
his best silk knee-length jacket and walked over to the awning where Captain Anji sat
on a three-legged stool, on a rug, studying a scroll. A low camp table inlaid with al-
ternating strips of ebony wood and ash-blond wood sat before the officer; a narrow,
cushioned divan about an arm’s length long stood to his right, with two stools folded
up and leaning against it. A black flag trimmed with gold streamers fluttered from
each corner of the awning. Two soldiers stood to either side, arms folded, surveying
the camp. They tracked Shai’s arrival with flat gazes as the captain looked up.
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“Sit down,” he said. “My men will bring food.”
One of the men opened up a stool, so Shai sat down. “Where is Mai?” he asked.
The old village had about a dozen structures remaining, all built out of mud

brick and mostly intact except for the roofs. Captain Anji’s escort numbered over
one hundred soldiers and two dozen grooms and hired men, together with the
slaves who accompanied Mai. The soldiers had set up an outer perimeter, with their
precious horses clustered in the innermost protected area of the village and the cap-
tain’s awning and rug beyond that. The old well and two crumbling houses stood
directly to his west. Listening, Shai heard Mai speaking to Priya from within the
sheltering walls of one of the those houses, where his niece had sought privacy.

Maybe the Qin didn’t allow women to eat with men. Better not to ask. He hoped
his question hadn’t been taken as an insult. The Qin were notoriously easy to insult.

Captain Anji’s chief of staff arrived and opened a stool for himself. He was ten or
fifteen years older than Anji—well into middle age—and the two men had an easy
relationship; even their arguments gave them pleasure.

“I still don’t like it, Anjihosh. The road is flat enough and there’ll be moonlight
late. We could have made it the entire way. Out here—ghosts, bandits, sandstorms,
scorpions, demons, witches. Leopards. There could be anything.”

Anji scanned the darkening village with narrowed eyes. “No ghosts, anyway,
Tuvi-lo,” he said so casually that Shai’s heart stuttered and seemed to skip a beat. No
ghosts? “If we got in late, the horses and bearers wouldn’t get a full night’s rest.
They’ll need it at this stage, to get accustomed to the travel. I want them well rested.
They’ll need strength to manage the worst part of the journey.”

“So you say.” Chief Tuvi rose from his stool abruptly as Mai halted at the edge of
the rug. She looked calm and composed. Priya waited behind her.

Anji stood, took Mai’s hand in his, and led her to the divan, a queenly seat, cer-
tainly, and far more comfortable than the men’s utilitarian stools. He released her;
she sat; Chief Tuvi whistled, and four young Qin soldiers—tailmen, all—came for-
ward with platters of dried fruit, yoghurt, and strips of sizzling meat just now
roasted over a campfire.

Shai waited for the captain to begin the conversation, but they ate in silence un-
til the platters were empty. Only when hot da was handed round in painted bowls
did the captain speak.

“You have traveled well, Mai’ili?” he asked.
She nodded, glanced at Shai, and after a sip at the sharp da ventured a few words.

“My heart is the only part of me that is bruised, Captain. It is difficult to leave your
family behind.”

“So it is,” he agreed. “Is it well that your uncle Shai accompanies you?”
“It is well.” She bit her lower lip, took in a breath as she glanced at Chief Tuvi,

and tried again. “Will we always camp like this? What can be expected?”
He had a steady gaze, kept on her but not intrusive and greedy, more watchful.

“Mostly we will stay at posting houses, which have corrals for livestock and some
fortification. We should have traveled farther today, but I don’t want to push the
horses and bearers at this stage. We’ll have to take some night journeys once we
reach the borderlands.”
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Mai laughed suddenly. Her laugh could charm water out of sand.“I had my chest
packed, but my mother and aunts insisted on repacking it. There was nothing I
could do. I’m sorry we left so late. I know you came at dawn. Would we have
reached a posting station if we’d left earlier?”

Anji exchanged a glance with Chief Tuvi. “We would have. No matter, Mai. The
Qin have a saying: When the river changes its course, get out of the way or drown.
This is not the first time my plans did not go exactly as expected.”

Mai blushed abruptly, responding to a certain passionate tremor in his voice, to
his ardent gaze, and she looked away from him. No doubt she was afraid.

Shai cleared his throat and groped for a topic of conversation to draw attention
off of her. “Have you made this particular journey many times, Captain Anji? You
seem to know the way well.”

“Only once, and that traveling west,” said the captain. “But every troop such as
mine takes scouts. They’re soldiers trained to know the routes and water holes and
landmarks along every road our armies travel. Chief Tuvi has been this way before.”

“So I have,” said Tuvi, an entire world of implication flowering in three words.
“May we know where we are going?” asked Shai, feeling bolder as the conversa-

tion unfolded so amiably. “Where we are traveling so far?”
“No. Not now.” Anji’s tone did not invite further questions on the topic.
There was an awkward silence, broken by Mai. “How could you only have trav-

eled once, and that west? The Qin come from the west. You would have to have gone
east and come back.”

“Ah,” said the captain with a pleased smile. “You have caught out the flaw in my
story.” He offered the barest nod to Chief Tuvi, whose answering frown seemed re-
signed and amused.

Mai had a most charming way of looking puzzled, eyebrows drawn together,
cherry lips pressed together winsomely. Much of her beauty was her lack of self-
consciousness. Other beautiful women could not compare because they arranged
their faces to suit the needs of their audience. “Will you explain it to me, or is it
something I’m not meant to know?”

“Not now. Uncle Shai, have you traveled well?”
“I am a little sore,” he said, rubbing his thighs.
“It will be worse tomorrow,” said Chief Tuvi with a laugh. “But you stuck it out

well for a flatfoot.”
“You must learn to ride as well, Mai’ili,” said the captain. “The palanquin slows

us down, but it was expected by your family.”
“Learn to ride? A horse?” She stared at him. “But that’s forbidden! There was a

man in Kartu Town who was hanged for riding.”
“So there was, but you and your uncle are under my command now. I need you

to learn to ride.”
“Do Qin women ride?” Shai asked.
Anji’s smile had a pleasant tilt. He seemed an easygoing man in some ways, and

yet Shai did not think he was. “They do. My mother taught me to ride. It is a
mother’s duty to teach her children to ride. When we have sons, Mai’ili, you must be
the one to teach them, not me.”

Spirit Gate 95



She put a hand to her mouth and glanced toward the palanquin, racked across
parallel rows of fallen stones to keep it off the ground for the night. The twilight
shadowed her expression, but Shai guessed that she was frightened, thinking of
what normally passed between man and woman on their wedding night.

“Ah.”Anji raised his forefinger. Chief Tuvi set his da bowl on the table and retreated,
strolling out into camp.“Uncle Shai, stay please.” He rose and went into the dusk.

Priya crept forward and knelt at Mai’s feet. Mai clutched her hand and wiped
away a tear, and the slave whispered into Mai’s ear words Shai couldn’t hear.

“Is it wrong of me to be frightened, Shai?” Her voice was so steady, but her
hands, gripping Priya’s, shook. “How will he treat me? I’m afraid, but I know I have
to endure whatever happens. He is my master now. I will not shame Father Mei and
our clan.”

Shai did not know what to say. No one ever asked him for advice.
“Shhh, Mistress,” hissed Priya. “He returns.”
Her hiss lengthened strangely. From out of the night erupted a shout of alarm

and a series of sharp slaps. An arrow skittered over the ground, coming to rest at
Shai’s feet. He gaped. Mai’s eyes widened. Calls and shouts rousted the camp, and
men went running out of sight but well within hearing. That whistling hiss was the
song of arrows rushing out of the dark, and Qin arrows—white death—streaking
outward in reply.

“Down!” Priya pushed Mai down between couch and fire. “Crawl over to the
house! The walls will give protection.”

Captain Anji appeared at the edge of the fire’s light. “Mai! Take shelter!” He
tossed a glittering object toward her, and it smacked into the dirt beside her. A knife
in a sheath, curved at the tip. Jewels studded the hilt, catching the firelight. “That’s
for you, Mai. Shai! Come with me!”

Shai grabbed the arrow and staggered after Captain Anji. His thoughts were dis-
ordered; he couldn’t think straight. The captain brought him to a mud-brick wall
eroded to chest height, where Chief Tuvi oversaw the chaos. Out in the gloom, fig-
ures circled on horseback, keeping just at the edge of the distance arrows could
reach. At intervals one would ride in, shoot, and turn hard to dash back out again.
It was impossible to judge how many there were, but surely there were more than
twenty, and less than fifty.

“Can you use a bow?” asked the captain.
“No.”
“A sword?”
“It’s forbidden.”
The captain snorted. “A staff? You shepherds haven’t even sparred with your

staffs up in the hills where we can’t catch you?”
Shai burned with shame and anger. “It’s forbidden, Captain. Men were hanged

for weapons training.”
“Sheep!” said Chief Tuvi with a bark of laughter. “No wonder they were so easy

to fleece.”
“Take this spear.” Captain Anji thrust the shaft into Shai’s hands. “Don’t disgrace

my bride by showing yourself a coward.”
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Then he was gone, moving off into the ruined village to direct the fight else-
where.

Shai found he had moisture enough in his mouth to speak. “Are they bandits?”
“They’re not ghosts, but they might be demons.” Tuvi lifted his bow, tracked one

of the circling horsemen, and released the arrow. It flew, its white fletching visible as
it streaked through the dusk and buried its point into the breast of one of the riders.
The man reeled but did not fall.

Arrows hit all at once around them. Shai ducked down behind the wall as a half-
dozen arrows struck the uneven top, flipped end over point, and slid down to land
at his feet. Chief Tuvi didn’t move but calmly sighted with his bow again and loosed
a second arrow. Shaking, Shai rose to his feet in time to see a second man take the
impact. This one fell, but his foot caught in the stirrup. His body flopped and dan-
gled from the stirrups as the horse galloped out into the night.

Behind them, on the other side of the village, Captain Anji shouted a command.
His soldiers, all together, cried out: “Hu! Hu! Hai!”
The shout resounded; it echoed off distant hills. Shai shivered down to his feet.

The Qin were the fiercest warriors in the world. They had swept in from the west as
a wave of black banners and white death.

Now that shout faded into the night, but surely it had given the bandits a better
guess at their numbers. The riders circled once more before vanishing into what
was now night. The moon’s glamour illuminated the hills and flats, but the shadows
swallowed the bandits so quickly that Shai would have doubted whether they had
ever been there at all, except for the evidence of the arrows scattered throughout
camp.

Captain Anji appeared beside Tuvi, holding a bow and a lantern.
“They hadn’t more than thirty men,” said the chief. “But we’ll keep a double

watch for the rest of the journey. I’m surprised that group hasn’t been tracked down
and slaughtered like the wolves they are.”

Anji shook his head. The wind fluttered the ribbons in his hair. “They weren’t
bandits. They were demons, pretending to be men. I saw at least ten take hits, but
we’ll find no bodies in the morning.”

“If they are demons, then why would arrows stop them?” Shai demanded, find-
ing now that he was shaking as relief hit. Still alive! He would see the new dawn!
“How can you tell the difference between men, and demons pretending to be men?”

“Demons fight silently. Sometimes they use bone whittled down for the shafts of
their arrows.” He picked up one of the bandits’ arrows and twirled it through his
fingers with the ease of a man who has long familiarity with weapons. “But this is
common sapwood, a little heavy for arrows but one of the few woods that can be
found up in the northern hills. Maybe there were a few men among them.”

“Men ride with demons?”
Anji glanced back toward the tidy row of tents set up as the night’s camp. “Your

concubine is demon’s get.”
“She’s not my concubine!”
Chief Tuvi laughed. “If not now, she will be soon! Or else what’s that stirring in

your drawers?”
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Nothing to say to that! Why should even talk of Cornflower get him hardening?
“Tuvi-lo,” Anji said gently, “demons’ get are difficult to resist. They have their

spells and charms, a perfume to them, that tugs a man even if he doesn’t want to go
that way. But they’re poison in the end. I can have the creature killed, if you like,
Shai. Leave the body at the edge of the desert. Her kinfolk will collect her at the full
moon.”

It was tempting. Just thinking of how easy it would be to let Captain Anji remove
the burr that chafed him made him sweat. But he couldn’t do it.

“No. It’s not her fault she’s demon’s get. My brother bought her in the market-
place two years back. Just like any other slave. He even had a holy man cast a seeing
over her, and the holy man said she was as human as you or me.”

Chief Tuvi shook his head, exchanging a knowing glance with the captain but
addressing Shai. “These demon get are good at disguise. They look just like hu-
mans, but they’re not. There’s a whole tribe of them who live west of my ancestors’
lands. Out there demons rule. No one dare ride past the sunset. No man who rides
that way ever returns.”

“What about women?”
Tuvi hesitated, glancing toward Anji, but the captain just nodded his head, giving

some kind of permission.
Tuvi shrugged. “The demons fear human women, but they’ll sleep with them

just the same and spawn their demon get in their bellies. Some women go that way
to capture a lover. Hu! I suppose the demon males pull women by their jewel the
same way the demon women catch us men by the cock.”

Shai flushed. To cover his embarrassment, he bent to pick up arrows. Among
such men, he would always be at a disadvantage. After a moment he straightened.
“Is it true you would teach me to fight? That I’d not be executed for it?”

Chief Tuvi gave his amused bark.
Captain Anji was distracted, looking toward the main fire, but he turned back

now. “Yes, we’ll teach you. Come. Mai will be wondering what has happened.” He
gave both bow and lantern to Tuvi and walked away.

Amazingly, Mai was already sitting out by the fire on the divan, hands clasped
over the knife in her lap. Shai was taken aback to see spots of color high in her
cheeks. Priya stood behind her, touching her mistress on the shoulder as if in warn-
ing as the two men approached out of the darkness.

“I have something to say,” said Mai in a cool voice. Only the tension in her hands
betrayed her agitation. “What is the custom of your people, Captain? Am I meant to
kill myself with this knife if bandits overtake our party and attempt to rape me?”

Anji raised both eyebrows, pausing a body’s length from the divan. His hands be-
trayed nothing; they hung loose at his thighs. “No. I gave you the knife so you could
kill any man who attacked you. In time you will learn to shoot a bow as well, I hope,
if you feel you are willing to try. No need to hide when you can kill your enemies in-
stead.”

She blinked three times, as much surprise as she ever commonly revealed. “Do
Qin women kill their enemies?”

“When they can.”
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“What if they can’t? What if you’d been killed and those bandits had overrun the
camp? Should I kill myself then?”

“Why? A woman as beautiful as you wouldn’t be killed. She’d be taken prisoner
and hauled off to become concubine of their prince.”

“Even if he is a demon?” asked Shai boldly.
“Especially if he is a demon. Women have survived rape before and gone on to

prosper, or even to regain their freedom.”
“But the shame . . .” said Shai.
Mai waited for Anji to speak.
He shrugged, as Qin often did. “What shame is it to be taken against your will

when you have no power? Those who were meant to protect you are shamed, cer-
tainly. You survive if you can, and pray for a merciful death if life and freedom are
denied you.”

“There is shame!” Mai rose and tossed the knife at Shai’s feet. “There’s shame on
the head of the man who attacks a helpless woman. During the fighting I heard
noises from the walls next door to the place I was hiding—just there!” She pointed
to the dark slope of a wall beyond the irregular outline of the ruined house just be-
hind them. In the silence that followed, with Mai’s arm outstretched and her sleeve
swept gracefully toward the ground, they all heard huffing and grunting.

“I looked! And there was one of the Qin soldiers raping Cornflower! Right in the
middle of the battle, when he should have been fighting. Will there be any punish-
ment for him? Or will you allow your slave to be abused, Shai?”

Anji looked at Shai. “Uncle Shai?”
Shai had a blinding insight: Anji already knew about the arrangement. Either

Mountain had consulted him or the captain had discovered it on his own. But he
gave no sign in any wise of his opinion of the matter. No use trying to hide it.

“It wasn’t rape, Mai, although I admit I’m surprised Mountain started so quickly
and in the middle of the skirmish! It was a business arrangement. There’s only the
two women with the troop. I agreed to let Mountain hire her out—no more than
five men a night—for a little extra money. It’s always wise to keep some money in
reserve. I don’t want her for myself anyway. I didn’t ask for her to come along. Fa-
ther Mei just gave her to me to be rid of her. Your mother’s been wanting her out of
the compound ever since she came to us.”

She lowered her arm, still looking toward the shadows. The grunting quickened,
then spilled over into a drawn-out gasp and sigh. Mai’s expression did not change,
but her hands were fists.

“What? Isn’t it my turn next?” a man’s voice asked. “Aren’t you done yet? How
long does it take you, Chaji?”

Mai still would not look at either man. “Do you think she doesn’t cry herself to
sleep every night?”

The words were like kicks, slamming into his chest. “How would you know?”
Shai demanded. He was hot everywhere, but not from lust.

Now she did turn to look at him, and he wished she hadn’t. Never in his life had
he seen such a glare from that normally placid and sweet face. “Blind men don’t
have to see what they wish to ignore! I thought you were better than Father Mei and
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the other uncles, but now I see you are not. Just because you have power over some-
one doesn’t mean you have to use it. I’m ashamed of you!” She spat toward Shai,
wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and with a swirl of silk ran to the
palanquin and crawled inside. The curtain slithered down behind her. Priya stood
in shocked silence behind the divan.

Shai picked up the knife. The jeweled hilt seemed to burn his fingers. Maybe he
should just drive it into his heart and be done with this misery at once. Mai had
never spoken like that in her entire life. Never. Never. Never.

“Some miasma from the demons must have gotten into her,” he said, breathless
as he hadn’t been with arrow fire raining over him. “That’s not Mai!”

Anji laughed. “Have you and your family been so blind all these years that you
don’t know what she is?” He raised his voice. “Mai! Come back.”

“About time, Chaji!” said the man’s voice. “How is she?”
“A little dry. But her peaches are just right—not too soft, not too firm. Ummm!”
The curtain parted. Mai walked back with stately grace, head high and hands

hidden in her sleeves. Her expression was as smooth as an untouched pool. Was this
the real Mai, so calm and composed? Who was that other person who had spoken
through her lips?

She sank to the ground and knelt submissively before Captain Anji, hands on
knees, head bent. She said nothing.

Anji crossed her arms and studied her. “I don’t talk to women who are on their
knees before me. Stand, or sit, but do not act as a slave must. You are my wife.”

She rose. Her chin trembled, then stilled. A single tear slipped from an eye. “For-
give me if my behavior has shamed you.”

“It has not dishonored me, nor has it dishonored you. Have you other things you
wish to say?”

She was brave enough to meet his gaze. “Will you put a stop to it?”
“No. Uncle Shai is my companion but not under my command. The slave’s life

belongs to him.”
“What about your men? Doesn’t it shame them?”
“My men visit brothels. I see no difference.”
“I’ll buy her from Shai.”
“You will not because I won’t have her in my household. There is no argument

on this point.”
The look she cast at Shai was meant to murder.
What right had she to stand as judge over him?
“I never knew you were so troublesome, Mai! Now you’ve shamed me with your

meddling.” The rush carried him on as the words spilled out. “Very well, then. I’ll
tell Mountain to stop all the arrangements. She can do something to earn her keep,
groom horses or dig trenches. No man will touch her again. Is that good enough?”

The hot, provocative words poured out of him because he hadn’t control enough
to keep them inside. His big brother Hari used to talk like this. That’s what had got-
ten him led off in chains with the other recruits, so they were called, to fight for the
Qin. Gone forever. Missing, but never forgotten.

Shai had been about thirteen that day, now six years past. He’d sworn to himself
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never to talk as much as his bold, bright, brilliant, beautiful, and much admired big
brother Hari did. Talking got you noticed. Talking made people angry, it trapped
them. And it made people cry, the ones who got left behind.

Now he couldn’t stop himself.
“But if there are any problems, we don’t have many resources to fall back on.

You’re not thinking about me, are you? I’ve got a longer road to travel than you do.
You have a husband. You’re protected. You’ve got everything you need. I’ll have to
leave this company, and then every zastra will count. I don’t even know what land
I’m going to. I could end up anywhere, dead by bandits, eaten by demons, sucked
dry! Will you care then if I’m the one weeping at night?” Panting, he battled himself
to a stop, shamed and embarrassed and still burning so hot.

“I’m sorry to have shamed you, Shai,” she said, and because it was Mai saying it,
he knew it was sincere. It sounded so. She looked sorry. “I’m sorry Father Mei and
Grandmother never liked you, too, because it made you into a turtle, always hiding.
I’m sorry I said you were just like the uncles, because you aren’t. Just look, Shai. I
know you see what others can’t. Just look.”

“I will go now,” said Shai, sweating, furious, and his fingers in claws that he could
not get to uncurl. The air made him dizzy; his head reeled. I know you see what oth-
ers can’t. In Kartu Town, they burned as witches any person who could see ghosts.
Is that what she meant? Was she threatening him?

Captain Anji raised a hand to show he would make no objection to Shai’s depar-
ture. His gaze seemed sympathetic, but who could tell? People were turning out so
different than they first appeared.

Shai stalked away to find Mountain, who was standing beside a small fire next to
the ruined house out of which a second man’s noisy attentions serenaded them.
This one hummed instead of grunted, a melody of rising arousal: Hmm. Heh. Hoo.
Heh. Hmm. Mountain had meat on a stick, roasting it to feed the three men waiting
their turn.

“That’s the end of it, Mountain. No more hiring out Cornflower.”
“But Master Shai! These men have already paid handsomely.” He shook a pouch;

it jingled merrily. Leaning closer, he whispered, “It wouldn’t do to anger them.”
Hmm. Hmm! Hoo! Heh! Heh! Hhhhh!
“Enough! No more of this, Mountain. She’ll have to earn her keep some other

way, but there’s to be no more hiring her out. Do you understand?”
Mountain stared at him as if he had turned into a demon. He dropped to one

knee and lowered his gaze to stare at Shai’s feet. “No need to shout to make this
one’s ears burn, Master. I hear what you have said. I can see you have changed your
mind. There will be no more of these arrangements.”

“No more!”
It was dark, so he went to his tent and lay down on the blankets Mountain had

unrolled. The temperature at night was chilly, but he wasn’t cold. Nor could he
sleep. As he lay there, his legs began to stiffen up, his thighs felt as though red-hot
pokers were pressing in and out to torment him; his buttocks ached and his back
was so sore it hurt to shift. It was no better here than it had been in Kartu Town!
With a grimace, he got to his knees and crawled to the entrance, pushing aside the
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flap. The tent opened to the west. It was late. The camp was quiet, bathed by the last
light of half moon, which almost touched the western horizon. Did the demons
rope the moon every night, as the old stories claimed, and let it escape every
morning?

Where were they going, truly? Would Captain Anji deal fairly with them? Or
would he rob Shai of his money and abandon Mai in the wilderness?

Will I ever find Hari’s remains? And if I do, will I have to go back?
He heard a sound like the tickle of mice scrabbling on dirt. He leaned farther out

of the tent. Cornflower had curled up to sleep on the dirt against one side of his
tent, huddled there as though the canvas might give her shelter. She had pillowed
her head on one arm, and her face happened to be turned toward him. Her eyes
were shut. The moonlight spilled across her face, washing it so pale that he knew
Captain Anji was right. She was demon’s get, no matter what the holy man had said.
Obviously the holy man had been mistaken or in the pay of the merchant trying to
sell her. No real person had hair that pale gold color, or eyes that blue.

At first he thought she was sleeping because she lay so quietly, but the night-
veiled camp was utterly still, the only sound the footfall of a sentry’s shifting. The
tickling mouse sound was her breathing, almost swallowed within her. The glitter of
moonlight on her face came not from magic but from tears.

Did it matter that she wept? Slaves were like ghosts; they didn’t count as living
people. They had lost their families and their honor. They had lost, and others had
claimed their lives. That was the way of the world.

So Father Mei would say.
He crawled back in and lay down on his back, but still he couldn’t sleep. He

couldn’t stop thinking about Cornflower, about her tears. Maybe the demons had
won the skirmish after all. Maybe they had only pretended to flee, but their souls
had flown into camp and brought with them the wind that sometimes spills down
out of Spirit Gate to unsettle the world of the living with the sorrows of the dead.

11

Mai waited in silence. She heard Shai yelling; she heard the discontented mutter-
ing of the Qin soldiers as O’eki, which was his real name even though Father Mei
had renamed him Mountain, returned their money. Captain Anji listened with no
sign of agitation. He seemed ready to stand here all night. A servant came to stoke
the fire with two dried dung patties, then retreated. Priya said nothing, but Mai
heard her even breathing.

It was all gone, every part of the round of life in Kartu Town to which she had
become accustomed and to which she had accustomed herself. It was dead. In a way
she had passed through Spirit Gate and gained a new kind of freedom, and al-
though she remained silent, her heart was pounding and her throat was full, her
eyes brimming, her cheeks flushed. There was exhilaration, of a kind. She had made
a demand, used her authority. But, oh, she feared what might come next.
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Finally, as the soldiers settled down for the night and the ring of sentries paced
out their places, Anji spoke to her.

“Is there anything I should know about this slave? I am troubled by the disrup-
tion she has already brought down on my troop. I wonder if those demons who at-
tacked us came looking for her, knowing she is one of them.”

She gathered her courage. If she did not defend Cornflower, no one would. No
one ever had in the Mei compound. “She’s not a demon.”

“Is she not? With that coloring? Have you seen the western demons, Mai? The
ones who live in the country beyond the lands ruled by the Qin? Most of these
demons are pale-haired and blue-eyed, just like her. That’s where she must have
come from, out of the west.”

“If they are demons, how can they be taken as slaves?”
“They can be captured. Or, if she’s demon’s get, then her dam might be human

born. Her mother might have sold her, to be rid of the shame. Where did she come
from?”

“The marketplace in Kartu Town, about two years ago. My father said he bought
her to appease Uncle, the one who is dead now, but he also bought her because he
lusted after her himself. All the uncles did, all but Shai. Shai never touched her. Every-
one suspected she poisoned my uncle, the one who is dead now. He did die horribly, so
all the wives wanted to be rid of her. That, and because they were jealous of her. All of
the uncles used her. Some nights they would take turns. They couldn’t keep away from
her. My mother wanted her out of the house but the men couldn’t bear to let her go.”

The captain folded his arms across his chest and stared thoughtfully at the fire.
“It sounds like she’s demon’s get. They have that pull on men.”

“Do demons weep when they are sad?”
“I don’t know.”
“It was cruel of my father to send her with Shai.”
“Why?”
“Because Shai never got anything he wanted but plenty he did not want. Because

he’s unlucky already, being a seventh son—”
“A seventh son?” To Mai’s amazement, the captain looked startled, and his

startlement gratified her strangely. Warmly. She hadn’t thought she could surprise a
man like him. “Does he have the second sight? Can he see ghosts? Seventh sons can
always see ghosts.”

“You must ask him yourself. I don’t own his secrets, if he has any.”
He smiled, and she realized, startled herself, that he knew she had already an-

swered him. “The Qin don’t usually see ghosts. There aren’t many ghosts out in the
ancestors’ lands. But I see them all along the Golden Road. Do you see ghosts, Mai?”

His comment and question punched all the air from her. She could only mouth
the word “no,” stunned at his casual admission. Shai would never ever admit he saw
ghosts. She had figured it out by herself because of certain inconsistencies that
cropped up now and again when he spoke.

“It’s bad luck to see ghosts,” she murmured. “In Kartu, people who see ghosts are
burned as witches or banished from town, which is the same as being burned, be-
cause you’ll die anyway.”
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“It’s bad luck to see a swarm of bandits riding down on your position when they
have twice as many armed men as you do, but at least you’re forewarned. Since
ghosts are there, isn’t it better to be able to see them than to wish you were blind?”

“Do the Qin burn witches?”
“There are no witches among the Qin. Some among the clans have power to

see into the spirit world. A few have climbed the axis of heaven and returned to
tell of it.”

“What is the axis of heaven?”
“It’s the center-pole of the world. Just as in a tent.”
“I’ve never been in a tent.”
“Ah. Of course not. When we set up our wedding tent, I will show you.”
She thought of Cornflower’s silence as that Qin soldier had worked at her, hump

hump hump. “When will we set up our wedding tent?”
“I went to get this,” he replied, as if he hadn’t heard her. She bit her lower lip, no-

ticed she was doing so, and relaxed her mouth shut as he went on. Be like finest silk,
Grandmother had told her, be smooth and without blemish. “Just before the
demons attacked us. It’s the custom among the Qin for a man to give his bride a
black banner with her clan’s sigil on it before they race.”

“Race?”
“Race, on horseback. If he can catch her, then he has earned the right to marry

her. He captures her banner. I had this made.”
Mai watched as the captain unfolded cloth. He had a neat, efficient way of mov-

ing without being fussy. He was a man at home with himself, not self-conscious but
not self-effacing either. Perfectly balanced.

Unfurled, the banner extended from fingertip to fingertip. It was all black silk
except for a few odd silver highlights sewn into the cloth, and it took a moment for
her to accustom herself to the fire’s light and by its glow see that those silver high-
lights depicted an eye and strands of hair. The banner was embroidered with the
sigil of the Mei clan, the running wolf created in precise detail but in black, on
black, so the wolf wasn’t easily seen. Such a banner couldn’t be finished overnight
or in one week. Such a banner had to be planned well in advance, and even a Qin
officer would pay dearly to hire a master craftsman able to complete it.

When she did not speak, could not speak, he carried on. “I have wondered why
sheepherders chose the wolf as their clan sigil.”

She found all her breath caught in her lungs, and she let it all out in one gust and
after that discovered she could talk, at least to answer the implied question. “Be-
cause our fortune rests on sheepherding, we bind the spirits of wolves into rings to
protect our herds and make our family prosper.”

“A wise precaution. Here.” He stepped forward. “Take it, Mai. It’s our custom.”
She extended her hands, heart racing as he came closer. Once he draped the ban-

ner over her open arms he advanced no further but studied her with a serious gaze,
open and clear. He really did have lovely eyes, and lashes any woman would envy.

“You are not a Qin woman, and I am not a Kartu man, so we will have to come
to some accommodation.”
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“We will?” Her cheeks were so hot! Yet she couldn’t stop seeing Cornflower lying
there all limp, like a corpse, eyes staring sightlessly at the heavens.

His gaze held hers. She knew better than to look away or shrink back. She had a
good instinct for people, honed in the marketplace. This man wanted flirting with
his commerce, while this other preferred to be treated with reserve and respect; this
woman wanted a friendly ear and this other a spirited and not entirely amiable dis-
agreement over the price of windfall peaches. Captain Anji did not want a wife who
cowered before him, so she would not be such a wife. He encouraged her to speak
forthrightly, so she did. He hadn’t even been angry when she had scolded Shai. He
was not like Father Mei at all, and maybe that was what she had feared more than
anything else in the world: that she would end up married to a man just like her fa-
ther.

“I married you not just because you are beautiful, as this was obvious to any
man with eyes, but also because of your graceful manner and because you observe
beyond the surface of things. And because you overcharged me for those almonds.”

She flushed.
He smiled. “Since my first wife is now dead, I could suit myself with my second

marriage. However, the last thing I promised my mother, fifteen years ago, is that I
would take no woman into my bed unless she possessed the rights given to Qin
women upon marriage to a man of the Qin. I promised I would treat no woman as
my father treated her. For although they were married according to the laws of his
land, she had no more rights than a slave concubine. This banner is my promise to
you. When you fly that banner, then I will know that I am welcome in the marriage
bed. I will not force myself on you, and I do not expect you to invite me until you
are ready.”

He flicked a lock of hair away from one eye, and walked away out of the fire’s ring
of light. A shadow met him; Mai recognized Chief Tuvi’s stocky form and sharp
gestures. They vanished into the night, heading toward the sentry lines.

Mai stared after him, mouth aflop like that of a fish tossed out of water. He had
known market prices! She didn’t know whether to laugh or to berate herself for
foolishness. She had been complimented many times, even for her skill at bargain-
ing, but no man had ever complimented her for seeing “beyond the surface of
things.” It was one of the ways she had kept up her garden of tranquillity. By learn-
ing to see beyond the moods and day-to-day comments of her customers and of her
family, she had discovered that most of the anger or envy or sorrow or pain we
bleed onto ourselves is just a wound cut into our own selves. The blood of another
that splashes onto you can be washed off. You only suffer, as Priya would say, when
your own injuries hurt you.

“He is not what I expected,” said Priya softly.
“What did you expect?”
“Women are like silk. The finest cloth is reserved for the noblest man.”
“Or for the Merciful One and Her avatars and temples.”
“How soon will you invite him into the marriage bed, Mistress?”
“Do you think he meant what he said? That I could choose the time?”
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“I don’t know. Yet why else would he speak so? He can have you when he wants.
It is clear he desires you.”

“Does he?”
Priya laughed, a liberty she took only with Mai, certainly never with any of the

aunts. “You are wise but innocent, Mistress. He feels a strong desire toward you. I
don’t know why he does not take what is now his to possess. Most men would. Per-
haps like us he follows the teachings of the Merciful One and understands it is bet-
ter not to let his desires overmaster him.”

“There was no other reason for him to marry me but desire. The Mei clan is not
an important one. We have no particular wealth. We bring him no advantage even
if he weren’t Qin, but he is, so an alliance with Father Mei brings him nothing at all.
He said so himself.”

“Why do you fret so, Mistress?”
“I fret because I don’t know where we’re going, or what will happen when we get

there.”
“It is out of your hands, Mistress. He has given you the banner. Do not wait too

long. But do not offer him what he desires too quickly, either.”
“Why must each choice be weighed as in a game of spirals? Is there no honesty to

be had between men and women?”
“Honesty is a pearl, Mistress: rare and precious. Walk this path cautiously.”
“Do you remember that song about the bandit prince and the gold merchant’s

daughter?” She sang the refrain. “ ‘Your eyes speak to me of love, but I remain
silent. It may be I am in love, but how can I know?’ ” The words always made her
cry. She wiped her eyes, wondering how foolish she looked. “I just want to be
happy, Priya.”

But when Mai looked into her face, she thought Priya looked sad, and even a tri-
fle anxious.

The slave rested a hand on Mai’s shoulder. “Be careful, Mistress. The gods may
hear your wish and grant it.”

AT D AW N , S H A I refused to speak to her as he tottered to his horse. He was so an-
gry! Yet if he would not comfort her, hold her up when she was frightened, then
who would? Priya coaxed her with soothing words. Captain Anji brought her a
placid mare, helped her mount, and rode beside her. At the steady pace they took it
wasn’t so difficult, since she didn’t need to do anything but hang on. Midway through
the morning, with the sun well up above above the dusty horizon, he kindly sug-
gested she rest in the palanquin.

“You must work up slowly and gain confidence,” he said.
Her thighs and back were already hurting from the saddle, so she agreed, but sit-

ting in the palanquin, isolated, closed off, gave her time to fret. Fear is a demon, and
will gnaw. Where were they going? What would they find there? What would hap-
pen to her? Over and over, with no respite, not even Priya to chant prayers to the
Merciful One that she could then repeat.

By the time they stopped in the worst heat of the day, midafternoon, at the post-
ing station, her stomach ached and her throat burned. As night swept down she
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became really sick, emptying her stomach and bowels and then panting in silence as
Priya sat beside her with a cool cloth to wipe sweat from her face and neck.

“I don’t want him to see me,” Mai whispered. “He won’t want me now. He’ll
abandon me.”

He did come, but only to assure himself that she was resting and that the proper
charms were hung around the room. The next day they remained at the posting sta-
tion. Mai was confined to a cool chamber with immensely thick walls that muffled
the world beyond. The room was quite plain, with only four beds and one chest and
a dirt floor. Priya spent the hours singing the blessings for health and ease from
worry. Captain Anji came by three times but only to speak, outside the door, with
Priya. No one else, not even Shai, came to see her. And why should they? She had
nothing left in her stomach yet liquids still made her heave. Still, as evening fell, she
began to feel less wretched and was able to sleep fitfully.

Before dawn Priya woke her. “The captain says we must continue on, Mistress.
Can you move?”

“I will,” croaked Mai.
Anything was better than being left behind. She got down a little yellow sword-

fruit and a sip of spring water brought down from the northern mountains by a
party of the captain’s soldiers who had gone to look for a missing patrol. Or so Priya
said. Mai was still woozy as O’eki helped her into the palanquin. Over in the court-
yard, Shai was laughing with Chief Tuvi. Quite at home with the Qin now! She
caught a glimpse of Cornflower’s pale hair as the company gathered for the march;
then the curtains closed around her. With a sigh, she lay down, bracing herself for
an uncomfortable day.

She did endure it, and the next day as well as they traveled at the steady pace
which was evidently their usual speed, not too fast but eating ground because they
never flagged. She was weak, but as long as she ate only bland, boiled foods, and
those sparingly, she managed. They stopped the first night in the garrison fort be-
side a town but on the other nights at posting stations. Most of these were little
more than a mud-brick bastion surrounded by a thorn corral within which the
men set their tents or simply slept on the dirt. She rested and slept in the palanquin.
Shai avoided her. He seemed to spend most of his time with a group of young sol-
diers who were teaching him to use both sword and spear. She was lonely for Shai’s
company, but she wouldn’t go back on what she said. She saw that awful scene in her
mind’s eye every single day, every time she noticed Cornflower walking through
camp on some errand or chore. Men watched the slave, and almost every one of
them licked his lips or scratched his crotch when Cornflower passed by, but no man
touched her.

Shai must walk his own road. She had Captain Anji. Each day in the hour be-
tween the time they halted and when it became too dark, he read to her from his
scroll, which contained the thirty-seven threads of the Merciful One as related to
certain teachers commonly known as the Ones Who Unveil the Treasure.

“Can you read?” he asked her.
“No. I can do sums. Only scholars learn to read. Are you a scholar?”
She thought his smile wistful, or cloaked. “No, I’m an army officer. I can teach
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you to read if you wish to learn, but you’ll have to learn one of the two languages I
can read in.”

She leaned closer to him to study the letters on the scroll. “Are those markings
not the language we speak together?”

“They are not. The var forbids his officers to learn the writing of arkinga, which
is also the speech used by traders. Everyone speaks it up and down the Golden Road
and in the empire. In the old days, there was no writing at all among the Qin. The
letters for arkinga were taken from those used by the traders, together with many of
their words. Now only the var’s court officials are allowed to set down contracts and
letters.”

It was true that the holy masters who served the Merciful One in Kartu Town
had memorized the discourses and blessings, and never carried scrolls. It hadn’t oc-
curred to Mai to wonder if they could read as did the scholars who ran the var’s law
courts.

Unexpectedly, the captain looked past her to Priya. “Can you read this scroll?”
The silence made Mai nervous. She turned to look up at her slave, whom she

trusted perhaps more than any other person in the world. That bland, pleasant face
had not changed expression, but a single tear slid down Priya’s cheek.

“I can read it,” she said quietly.
“How can you?” cried Mai. “Are you a scholar, Priya? How could you not have

told me?”
Priya did not answer. She was as old as Mai’s mother, a robust woman of no par-

ticular beauty but a core of inner strength and a well of calm that had always
seemed bottomless. Mai admired her. It was true that her complexion was so simi-
lar to a dark red clay that Father Mei had named her Clay, but Mai’s persistent and
public use of her real name had won the day in this single case. She was the only
slave in the Mei clan called by her free name.

“The holy women of the Yari are taught to read,” said Captain Anji. “It is part of
their worship. They read the thirty-seven discourses and the eighty-nine narratives
from dawn to dusk all the way through the cycle and then begin again. Is that
not so?”

“It is so,” murmured Priya.
“How are you come here?” he asked.
Mai stared, caught speechless. Mai had picked her off the auction block seven

years ago, and in all that time Priya had never revealed any part of her past!
“Raiders came to our holy pavilion,” she said simply. “They killed some and

marched the rest of us away, north over the pass. The mountains are so high that
half the slaves driven across the pass died with blood foaming on their lips. We kept
marching north until we came to the Golden Road. I was sold in Kartu Town. I sur-
vived because of the teachings of the Merciful One. Death is nothing to fear.”

“No,” he agreed. “We are all dead men.”
“You don’t look like a ghost!” cried Mai more strongly than she intended, still

stinging from the realization that she didn’t know as much as she thought she did.
Then she took a breath. How stupid that comment sounded! And bad luck, too,
maybe.
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As he began to smile, she recalled bitterly how Girish had belittled her and how
the family so often patted her head and called her “little orchid” and “plum blos-
som” as though she were no smarter than a flower. He saw the shift, perhaps even
the anger, in her expression. She had betrayed herself. His smile faded as his gaze
grew more intent. “I don’t mean that I’m dead, only that we will all pass Spirit Gate
in time. There is no point in fearing what is inevitable.”

“I feel that I have passed Spirit Gate already,” she said. “I am not what I was be-
fore, nor do I want to be.”

Priya bent and took her hand. “Any great change is a Spirit Gate, plum blossom,”
she said fondly, and in her mouth the pet name did not cloy. “I crossed through a
gate when I was stolen from my land and my people. I am dead now.”

“Would you go back, if you could?” Mai asked, fearing to hear the answer.
Priya looked at Captain Anji, and they seemed to speak to each other in a lan-

guage Mai did not understand, one that made her feel terribly young and naive.
“The road that passes under Spirit Gate runs in only one direction, Mistress. There
is no going back.”

B E C A U S E T H E R E WA S no going back, she had to go forward never knowing
where the path led. By the tenth morning after they had left Kartu Town she was
able to mount her horse and ride for half the day before the effort tired her. That
night they camped within the ruins of a fortress so old that the wind had sculpted it
into a complex beast half buried in the sand. A constant whistle sounded from the
many holes where the wind sang through, changing only in pitch and loudness.
They set up tents in the middle of the ruin for some relief from the sting of sand.
Chief Tuvi made a shelter for himself in one corner and to Mai’s surprise brought
out a one-stringed musical instrument from a long leather case which she had all
along thought contained a hunting bow. Yet the case proved to carry a slender in-
strument as well, which he used to draw music out of the string. A few of the men
carried rattles or bells. With the wind as accompaniment, they played and took
turns singing.

The bay mare rode down to me from out of the sky
She rode down to me from out of the sky.
A celestial horse! Best among horses!
The lord wants her for himself.
But I’ll keep her for myself.
A celestial horse! Best among horses!
With the bay mare I rode east along the Golden Road.
This is what I saw along the Golden Road.

This particular song went on for a long time, with men adding verses as they
pleased, describing sights they had seen in their journeys, north into the dry hills
or south into the stone desert, west into demon country or east along the Golden
Road. Mai sat on her divan beside Captain Anji on his stool. She sipped at yo-
ghurt.
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When she bent toward him, he, alert to her least movement, turned to smile
at her.

“Why are you called east?” she asked daringly, aware of how close he was. If she
swayed forward, she could kiss him!

He raised an eyebrow, always a sign of amusement in him. “I can’t say.”
“You can’t say because you don’t know or because you aren’t allowed to tell?”
He laughed. She flushed, embarrassed, pleased, excited, too many feelings thrown

together. It made her giddy, and she withdrew—just a little—to give herself breathing
space.

“Shai,” he said in a louder voice, still looking at her. “Come here.”
Shai had been outside sparring with his weapons partners. When he appeared,

sweating and dirty, he sat on a stool beside the captain. Anji signaled for the music
to stop. The men put away their rattles, and Chief Tuvi sealed up his instrument in
its case.

“We are come about halfway,” said the captain, “the easy part of the road. This
place was a town once, on an oasis, but the desert creeps close. The demons are
hungry. They’ve eaten many towns that used to stand here, like this one, and even
swallowed the old wells. We’ll finish filling our water pouches tonight and press on
as soon as the moon rises. We’ll rest from midday to a hand’s breadth before sunset
and travel at night and into the morning. You’ll be thirsty but must not drink more
than your share. Any who fall behind will be left. Beware demons. They hunt here.”

He stood. “Rest now. You’ll hear the chief ’s whistle when it’s time to ride out.”
The men dispersed, but he stopped Mai as she rose. It was the third time he had

ever touched her. His fingers on her wrist were cool, his grip light. “You must ride,
Mai’ili. The slaves cannot carry you on this part of the road. We’ll break the palan-
quin down and bring it as baggage as far as we can. But you must ride now. Do you
understand?”

She looked at him carefully. His eyes seemed more lovely to her than they had
eleven days ago when they had stood at the law court while the proper contracts
were signed and sealed. He was, just slightly, breathing to an unsteady beat as he
watched her. His lips were parted just enough that she might slip the tip of her little
finger between them, and as if he had heard her speak such words, as if she had ac-
tually touched him so intimately, he flushed along his dark cheeks but did not re-
lease her.

“Will you leave me behind if I falter?” she asked.
A peculiar expression passed swiftly across his face: pain or anger or a smoth-

ered laugh. Something deeper and more complicated.
“You hide yourself,” she said, bolder now. “Let me see you.”
It was gone, fled as if on the wind. He smiled with that mild look of amusement

he often wore. “You need only ask,” he murmured, and she was burning, all a-tum-
ble, overmatched.

Mercifully, he released her.
She slipped inside the palanquin, lay down on the wool batting, one last time.

But she could not sleep. He’d not answered her question, and by not answering, he
had answered.
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He will leave me behind, if he must. He does not love me.
Yet her wrist burned where he had touched her. She had seen the light in his face,

the flush in his cheeks. The story was still being told. Anything might come next.
Was this not the truth of life, that until we pass beyond Spirit Gate we live always on
the edge between desire and loss, joy and pain, necessity and regret?

Only as Priya sang to her, rubbing her shoulders and back, did she finally relax
and sleep.

12

The company rode on at moonrise.
“The locals call this stretch of wasteland the Wailing Sands,” said Chief Tuvi to

Shai. “Demons roam here. If you hear your relatives calling to you from the desert,
don’t follow their voices. That’s how they trick people into wandering out to where
they can eat them.”

Shai laughed bitterly. “I wouldn’t follow my relatives anyway, if they called to
me.”

“They treated you badly?” Tuvi was a pragmatic man, entirely devoted to Cap-
tain Anji because of kinship ties Shai hadn’t yet puzzled out. “If you aren’t loyal to
your kinfolk then they won’t be loyal to you in return.”

“I’m the youngest. There were plenty of other sons. I was just an extra mouth to
feed.”

“An extra mouth? No Qin commander scorns another warrior. Your people
aren’t fighters but farmers. That might account for it. Only so much land to divide
up between you. Lots of quarreling, I expect.”

“Isn’t there quarreling among Qin brothers?”
“Why?” He gestured toward the road ahead, tracks cutting across a wide expanse

of dry land with little more than tumble brush and rocks strewn across it. The hills
rose terrible and dark to the north, and to the south lay the wild lands where the
desert demons roamed. “There’s plenty of land where my people come from. Good
land, lots of pasture. If brothers quarrel, then the one can pack up his tent and herd
his flocks elsewhere. But quarreling brothers are like single arrows, easy to snap in
two. It’s only when they hold to each other that they are strong.”

“The Qin are strong.”
“We are. The var’s father united his clan and his clan united the Qin.”
“What will do you in the east?”
Tuvi smiled without taking his gaze off the road. The moonlight blended with

the dusty color of the land to give the night a ghostly feel, as though spirits hovered
everywhere except along the sandy track they followed. “We do what our com-
mander tells us to do.”

“Will you return to Kartu Town?”
“That place? I hope not. We’ve been promoted, which is no more than Captain

Anji deserves, after everything he’s been through.”
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“What happened to his first wife?”
Chief Tuvi looked at him, then bent his gaze back to the road.
“Sorry,” said Shai hastily.
The chief grunted.
“Have I offended?”
The horses ahead of them kicked up so much dust that Shai had to wipe his eyes,

but he was comfortable enough on horseback now that he could ride with reins
only, not clutching the saddle to keep from falling off. For a long time Tuvi said
nothing, and Shai knew he’d gone too far. The Qin were friendly enough, so it was
easy to forget that they could kill him if they wished, simply for one wrong word.

But the chief did nothing, examining the landscape with a gaze that never
stopped long on any one landmark. Shai had never seen him get angry, but he’d
seen him whip a soldier for taking more than his share of rations.

“You talk a lot,” said Tuvi at last. “There are troubles in the west. The grass
demons keep pushing east into lands we’ve always used as pasture. We need a strong
var, and we need other things in order to fight them. We’ve horses to trade to the
Sirniakan Empire east of here, and to Yari down south, and even the Vidi over the
Sky Pass. Hu! A man can’t breathe up so high, they say.”

“The merchants say the Sirniakan Empire is as broad as the desert, but rich and
green. They make silk there, and that parasol my brother gave to Mai last year.
Good spices, too. The merchants who travel that way value our hill-fed wool for
trade. They say the empire is the greatest and most powerful of all kingdoms.”

“Any kingdom is only as strong as its king. We’ll see. Look there.”
Tuvi had better night vision, so it took Shai a while to realize that the shadow the

chief was pointing toward was a post. A skeleton dangled from it. Bones murmured
as wind stirred them. Someone had tied it together with wire and string, to give it a
haunting look. Skeletons didn’t scare him. They were as empty as the stones that lit-
tered the land, and this skeleton’s ghost had long since passed out of the world.
Maybe that man, like Shai, had wandered far from home. He mumbled a blessing to
the Merciful One, praying that the dead man’s soul had felt the breath of mercy be-
fore death.

“That skeleton was here last time I rode this way,” said the chief. “It marks the
edge of the stone lands.”

“Why are they called the stone lands?”
Tuvi smiled.
By dawn, they were riding through the most desolate land imaginable, flat on all

sides except where the northern hills rose off to their left, too far away for the
heights to bring the relief of wind and in any case obscured by a haze rising off the
desert. Already, as the sun pressed up over the horizon, it was hot. The red dust
stung eyes and lips. The Qin soldiers wrapped cloth around their faces, leaving only
their eyes visible, so Shai followed suit. He rode with the last group of riders, a
dozen tailmen including the one called Chaji, who had been first to take up Moun-
tain’s offer. Ahead, Cornflower plodded stolidly along with the other slaves, hanging
to the back, away from Mountain.

Nothing grew here. There were not even sand dunes; only these stony flats that
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went on and on. The sun rose higher and baked them. They kept on at a steady pace.
Near midday, Chief Tuvi called a halt beside a bold outcropping of rock that thrust
right up out of the earth and rose to a height of five or six men standing one atop
the next.

The horses were watered. The men waited in line for their own ration of wa-
ter, poured by Mai’s hand. Captain Anji stood beside her but said nothing as the
men came forward one by one. Mai’s eye was sure and practiced; each bowlful
looked exactly the same, no man favored with more or scanted with less. Shai
had to wait his turn with the others. He came after the scouts but before the tail-
men and the slaves. Mai offered him a sweet smile, like an apology for the scold-
ing she’d given him days earlier, and he tried to speak, to thank her, but his
throat was parched. He gulped down the sweet water with a sigh, but it barely
cooled his throat.

“Move along,” said Anji. “More behind you.”
The horses were given what little true shade skirted the northeastern side of the

outcropping, while the soldiers made makeshift tents out of tunics and took relief
from the sun in that way. Mountain made a clever lean-to under which Shai could
shelter. He dozed on a blanket. He dreamed, but all he saw was hills rising and
falling below him as light and shadow shifted over trees, open meadows, a winding
river, and trees again, as if he flew above the land like a bird.

Hari’s bold voice haunted his dream.
“I’m of no use to you. Release me. Let me die.”
“Only when you have tracked down the man wearing the cloak of sky, and brought

him to me.”
He started awake to find Cornflower staring at him with such a peculiar expres-

sion that he shuddered. Those demon-blue eyes suddenly scared him. He sat up.
“You stay here. I’m going to check on Mai.”
Out of the shade of the lean-to, the sun’s light struck. The land shimmered. It

was so hot his lips cracked. Likely they’d be bleeding by tomorrow if they didn’t get
more water. He staggered into the shade cast by the outcropping. Mercifully, there
was more shade now as the afternoon lengthened, but even so soldiers were offering
water to the horses again. Precious water was not to be wasted on men, who with-
out their mounts would certainly die and who could in any case drink blood from
their horses when necessary.

Mai was asleep right up against the rock, curled on her side, head pillowed on a
rolled-up blanket. Even in sleep she was lovely; a little thin and pale because of the
rigors of the journey, but unwilted. Captain Anji sat against the rock beside her, not
touching her but with a proprietary interest in her presence. His eyes were closed,
and he breathed steadily and slowly as though asleep, but his eyes snapped open as
Shai neared. He put two fingers to his lips: Silence.

Quietly he rose and gestured for Shai to follow. His faithful attendants, Sengel
and Toughid, padded after them, staying at a discreet distance. They walked to the
edge of the shade, a cruel line between shelter and death.

Anji indicated the camp. “Is there a problem?”
“No. I was just wondering how Mai is holding up.”
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“She is stronger than she looks. It’s hard to see because her beauty blinds, like
this sun.”

The sun did blind. The heat made a man light-headed. “Do you love her?”
“You talk too much.” Anji wiped sweat off his brow with the back of a hand. “If

there is nothing else, I’m going to rest again. I recommend you do as well.” But as he
turned away, he paused, squinting south into the dusty haze.

A scout stationed atop the rock whistled thrice. Men scrambled up, weapons
drawn, bows ready. Many fell back to stand shoulder-to-shoulder, while others ran
for the horses.

“Hold!” cried Anji.
Chief Tuvi echoed him. “Hold! Hold!”
The wind moaning over the huge rock was the only sound. The horizon along

the south glowered, all black.
“Sandstorm,” whispered Shai, washed with a rush of faintness. His legs buckled,

but he caught his weight on the rock face beside him.
Tuvi was already giving orders as Anji strode away from the outcropping and,

conferring with two scouts, tested the direction and strength of the wind. The sol-
diers shifted the herd around to the sun side of the rock, opposite the prevailing
wind. The horses moved with restless vigor, stamping, neighing, mares nipping as
geldings were forced in close. Tents were raised. Spears were thrust deep into the
sand as supports for larger windbreaks of silk—as strong as steel, so it was said—
and canvas. Some men clambered up into the outcropping itself to take refuge in
holes and overhangs. The two wagons were tipped over and arranged in a square
with cloth fastened over them, to protect the water and other supplies. Mai knelt,
with Priya beside her, and crawled into the shelter of one of the wagons. Farther
away, Mountain shepherded the slave bearers into the safety of a tent.

In the lee of the rock the wind wasn’t as strong, so Shai circled, staying as close to
the rock as he could, until he came to a low ridge, the tail of the outcrop, on which
he could lean. He stared toward the south as the haze grew thicker and he began to
breathe dust into his lungs. The old stories told of the zaril-dar, the black storm,
that swallowed whole cities in a single night. As the wind rose in intensity he heard
voices on the wind, calling to him.

“Shai! Shai!”
Ghosts always seemed to know his name.
“I don’t know you,” he said into the wind, not fearing to speak out loud since no

one was near enough to hear him. “Why do you call for me? What do you want?”
“I am looking for my husband. Have you seen him?”
“I don’t know your husband. I’m sorry.”
“Have you seen my sister? My lover? My child? Can you help me find the one

who poisoned me . . . who abandoned me . . . who betrayed me . . . so I can get
my revenge?”

“I can’t help you,” he said to each in turn. “You’re dead.”
Their voices laughed and wept. They knew they were dead, but they were so an-

gry; they just couldn’t rest.
The wind had loosened his covering veil. He tightened it, but sand leaked in
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nevertheless. The light dimmed, died. He could barely see the outlines of the
camp behind him, horses and men hiding behind cloth and inside wagons, hun-
kered down in the hope that the storm would not bury them. He was the only
man visible.

“How bad is the storm?” he called as the ghosts swirled past him on the wind.
“Will it kill us, too?”

Some were kind. “The heart of the storm lies south of here, where the demons
walk. It’s moving east and south, not north.”

Most laughed cruelly, pale forms teasing him as they flashed past. “Dead! Dead!
Dead!” they cried, as if in mockery of Ti. “It will crawl right over you and eat you
all! Hai! Hai! Hai! Unless you have magic to shift it. To survive, you must offer a
sacrifice to the demons!”

So many ghosts! Had they all died out in this wasteland, like that skeleton hung
from the post to mark the boundary of the Wailing Lands? Did spirits congregate
here because of some innate quality in the land? Or were they, like he, only passing
through?

Who was lying and who telling the truth?
“Shai! Can you hear me?” The old familiar, beloved voice came from so close,

just at his shoulder.
“Hari?” He clutched at rock, almost falling. “Hari! I can’t see you!”
“Help me, Shai.” It moved away into the storm.
“You’re dead.”
“Help me! Find my bones, Shai. Release me from this torment. Bring me home. I

can’t rest.”
He staggered along the ridge of rock, having to use it for support because of the

battering wind. He could barely see an arm’s length in front of his face. Wind pum-
meled him as he stumbled after it. “Hari! Wait!”

Out of the storm, a solid figure emerged, and grabbed him. “Shai!”
He’d not realized the wind screamed so loud that another’s voice, even shouting,

might sound like a whisper. This was no ghost, whose voices need not compete
against earthly noise, but rather Captain Anji, materialized like a spirit out of the
howling storm

“Back to camp! If you wander out here, you’ll die.”
“But I heard Hari—I’ve got to go—”
“Demons ride this wind. They’re the ones tempting you. Come back!”
Shai was not weak. He had found solace in carpentry since he was a child whit-

tling scraps into fantastic animals, and he fought now, breaking free of that grasp.
A white-skinned figure walked out there, moving into the black storm, unbowed

by the terrible wind. The wind pressed her clothing hard against her front, revealing
a woman’s form. Her pale-gold, shining hair streamed like a banner, unbound, and
it seemed that she had wings with the silver gossamer fineness of a moth’s, dazzling
as they rippled. Nay, those were not wings. That was cloth, a vast cloak driven by the
wind, enveloping the pale figure, swallowing her, before he could see her face. He
stepped toward her, drawn by a malevolent yearning.

“Wait!” he cried. “Who are you?”

Spirit Gate 115



“Shai!” A hand caught his belt and tugged him backward. He strained for an in-
stant against that grip, but Anji’s will subdued him, as did the abrupt realization
that he was half choking on all the sand filtered through the folds of cloth wound
around his head. He stumbled in Anji’s wake. The vision was lost. Demons walked
abroad, beautiful and deadly. His heart was hollow, sucked dry.

Anji shoved him into the shelter of the wagons and crawled in after him. Within,
the air was stifling, thick with dust but breathable. Men coughed. One lit a lamp.

“Ah, there you are, Captain,” shouted Chief Tuvi, who was holding the tiny lamp
cupped in one palm. The light shrouded the cramped cavern made from carts and
cloth. Wind thrummed in the canvas, rumbling like thunder.

Mai reached out, eyes wide. “Shai. Anji!”
Anji crawled over to her. Before he could quite arrange himself cross-legged be-

side her, she threw her arms around him and buried her face in his chest, shaken
but not weeping. Priya sat quietly, head bowed, lips moving in her singsong
prayers, but if she was singing out loud the wind’s howl drowned melody and
words. Anji encircled Mai with one arm, leaving the other free near his knife. He
shut his eyes, seeming content to endure the storm and even death in this pleasing
manner.

Tuvi blew out the light.
The wind increased in pitch until the sound of it hurt. The spray of sand and

dust and rocks was louder than a driving rain, obliterating everything until they
huddled in a netherworld in which all substance was caught betwixt and between,
neither air nor earth, neither day nor night, neither living nor dead. Shai couldn’t
even hear the ghosts, or perhaps the storm had scattered them.

The demons screamed, but silk was proof against their kind.
It was too hot and frightening to sleep although now and again he dozed off,

only to jolt awake as whispers throttled him.
“Beware the third blow . . . I betrayed her, but only after she betrayed the others.

She betrayed all of us. And I aided her, out of fear. I cannot bear my shame any longer.
Let the wind take me. Let this burden pass on to another. . . .”

Yet it was only the heat and sand stifling him, after all, and the close-packed bod-
ies, and his parched throat.

In time the wind lessened and, at last, hours or days later, ceased.
When they dug themselves out and Chief Tuvi called roll, they had lost not one

man or horse, although a few were having trouble breathing, and it was clear they
would need more water and that soon.

“Not so bad,” said Chief Tuvi. “The heart of the storm didn’t pass over us. It
stayed to the south.”

But Cornflower was gone, vanished entirely. Mountain had thought she had
taken refuge with Priya and Mai; Priya had thought she was with Mountain and the
nine bearers. Shai hadn’t thought of her at all.

Captain Anji shaded his eyes to examine the red haze that blanketed the south-
west. The sun was setting, although it couldn’t be seen through the retreating
storm. “The demons took her,” he said.

Shai hid his tears.
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All that next morning as they pushed eastward across the dusty flats, Mai
thought obsessively of the feel of Anji’s arm around her as the storm had raged.
She had turned to him without thinking. He had the experience and foresight to
shelter all of his people, and somehow that made their intimacy more precious by
contrast. Her heart outraced her head. He was so strong. He was clever and imper-
turbable. He wasn’t like anyone in the Mei clan, not at all. He had chosen her, out
of all people.

Surely the heroine in the old songs had thought as many ridiculous things about
the bandit prince she fell in love with!

She laughed and he, hearing her, turned with eyebrows raised as their horses
plodded along. She blushed. How much more intense this feeling was even than the
sun’s punishing light! The old songs were silly and sentimental, but that didn’t mean
there wasn’t a grain of diamond truth hidden in the sand.

By midday it was too hot to ride. Ahead of them the way was cut by rugged
ground, and Chief Tuvi led them into a ravine formed by a dry riverbed. There was
no surface water but there was shade to be had right up against the cliff face. The
slaves set to work digging, but by the time they had got down a man’s height, two of
the slaves had fainted and there was still no water and not even muddy sludge. A
third slave lay in the shade, clutching his stomach and moaning.

“May I go see what I can do, Mistress?” Priya asked. “They will leave them be-
hind if they’re too weak to talk. It would be a terrible way to die. At least in a storm
you die quickly.”

“Do you think so?” asked Mai. “Do you think Cornflower is dead?”
“I hope so.”
Mai shuddered. Swallowed by sand, flesh scoured from bone by the screaming

wind. Yet how much more terrible to be snatched and tormented by demons. “She
was so unhappy. Do you think she wanted to die?”

Priya’s mouth twitched. Compassion, perhaps, might cause the lips to form that
particular angle. “You are the only one of your family who would ask that question,
Mistress.”

The words made her uncomfortable; she was no champion of Cornflower. She’d
turned her gaze away, just as the rest had. “Go help those men.” The words came out
more sharply than she’d intended, but Priya bowed and hurried away to the sick
man.

Mai sat on a pillow in the shade of the cliff, sweating and tired but not ex-
hausted. She hadn’t had to walk, or dig. Down the ravine, soldiers offered their
mounts water from cupped palms. Nearby, Anji and Tuvi consulted a pair of
scouts.

“How bad is the road?” Anji was asking. “Can we negotiate it in darkness?”
“We’ll have a bit of moonlight. There’s hills and dunes for the next two days or so



before we get back to flatter country near to Mariha. That’s if we don’t lose the trail,
and if that storm didn’t wipe away the caravan markers.”

“How much of a risk?”
“Better to ride it during the day. But if we delay too long here and can’t get more

water, we’ll lose horses first and then men.”
“Let me think on it.”
Anji walked over to stand beside her in the shade. For a while he thought, and

she waited. In the marketplace, one learned patience. She felt comfortable with him
and, indeed, relieved to be alive. The storm had shaken her. Truly, demons haunted
the wilderness; that was why folk kept to their towns and didn’t wander. Anji of-
fered her a swig from a finely tooled leather bottle. The slap of rice wine, gone a lit-
tle vinegary, burned her mouth and soared straight to her head.

“Hu!” She giggled. “That makes me even more thirsty.”
“Thirst is a powerful goad,” he agreed, smiling. He had a particular way of look-

ing sideways at her that made her shiver with anticipatory pleasure, but when she
shivered like that she always, the next instant, thought of Cornflower’s blank ex-
pression. Hump hump hump.

Enough of that! Cornflower was gone. Yet the image wouldn’t flee and refused to
be chased away.

“What are you thinking?” he asked abruptly. He’d never asked such a question
before. Husbands didn’t care what their wives thought. They didn’t need to, so her
mother and the aunts often told her.

She was taken aback, caught off guard. Lie, or be truthful?
She shook her head, impatient with herself. She had often held her tongue, but

she’d never outright lied to anyone. “I’m thinking of Cornflower. I—” After all, she
could not go on. It was too intimate; it was too humiliating. He might misunder-
stand, or he might understand, which could be worse. Her cheeks were hot. She
gritted her teeth, trying to untangle her thoughts and her tongue.

Sand pattered on the ground as the wind eddied, then died. It was a clear day,
without haze, and the sky was as blue as Cornflower’s eyes and as empty of joy.

“Her death, or her life?” he asked.
“Aren’t they the same? She must have run out into the storm seeking her free-

dom. That would be her death. Her life . . .”
“You think she did not live well in your father’s household?”
“How could anyone do so?” she asked bitterly. “Used like that?”
“Was she beaten?”
“Not after Uncle, the one whose name we don’t say, not since he died.

The aunts wouldn’t touch her. That was the strange thing. They wanted to be rid
of her but they didn’t hate her even though she had bewitched all the men.”
None of the women had hated Cornflower. It was peculiar, when you thought
of it. You expected women to be jealous in such a situation, but instead they had
all pitied her while just as strongly wanting her gone. Their silence was their
shame. “They didn’t hate her even though the men couldn’t leave her alone. But
she didn’t bewitch you.” She wasn’t sure how he would respond. It was a risky
comment.
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Anji wasn’t a man who frowned much. He did so now, causing lines to crease his
brow. “No. She didn’t bewitch me. I’ve seen demons face-to-face before. I know
what they’re capable of. Mai . . .”

He looked away from her, studying the red-brown horizon to the south, as if
seeking storms. He wasn’t shy, just considering his next words. He rubbed at his
lower lip with a dirty thumb. Like all of them, he was astoundingly filthy, hands and
face coated with grime, officer’s tunic gone to a color that could not be described.
She rubbed at her own hands as she waited, but the stuff was caked on. She could
feel sand in every most intimate crevice, and every time she blinked, her eyes stung
from the residue.

“No,” he said firmly, to himself. And to her: “It was nothing.”
“It was something.” She stared at her hands and then, with as much courage as

she could muster, she looked at him, and stumbled on heedlessly. “I saw her face
when that man was on her. She just lay there. She looked like she was dead, all limp.
There was nothing in her eyes or her expression. Nothing! Nothing! Nothing!” She
burst into tears.

His mouth had become an “o” of surprise. He rocked back on his heels as if
struck. For ten gulped sobs—her sobs—he stared at her. It took him that long to
collect himself, and maybe it was his surprise that soothed her crying, because she
could suddenly swallow the rest of her tears and dry her eyes. Her cheeks were slimy
with dirt and moisture.

“I need a bath,” she finished, and hiccoughed once.
He handed her the leather bottle, and she drained its contents in one slug and

braced herself for the jolt as the alcohol hit.
“Mai.” The captain took one of her hands and looked at her closely. “I am not

those men. I never wanted Cornflower more than I wanted you. Never never never.”
He had Ti’s diction down perfectly.

She laughed, and hiccoughed again, and he released her hand and strode
away toward Chief Tuvi. She wondered if it was better that he misunderstood her
after all. She wondered what it was like to take a bath with a naked man, and if a
man and woman might wash each other in all their secret places and be pleased
to do so, for of course she and Ti had peeked at a certain book kept in one of
the drawers of Father Mei’s desk that had contained all kinds of drawings
depicting what a man and a woman might do with each other. The uncles had
looked at that book a lot, and then afterward padded down the hall to the slave
barracks.

She wondered why Cornflower had vanished during that terrible storm. Could
demons die? And if so, what awaited them beyond Spirit Gate?

“Mistress?” Priya returned, O’eki limping beside her.
“I hope you are not hurt?” Panic flared.
“Just sore, Mistress.” The big man slipped a hand inside one sleeve and drew out

three small items, which he offered to her.
She took them without thinking and studied them with confusion: three tiny

beaded nets, the kind of gaudy cheap ornament women used to tie off the ends of
braids. “What are these? They’re very colorful.”

Spirit Gate 119



“Cornflower wore them,” said Priya. “She always wore her hair in a trident braid.
These were hers, the only thing she possessed.”

Mai shivered, wondering if ghosts could reach out through the material goods
they had left behind to throttle those they had hated during their lifetime. Yet if
that were so, all of Uncle Girish’s little treasures would long since have poisoned
the Mei clan, which still prospered. She looked up at O’eki. He had a broad face
and dark eyes, no different from anyone else; it was only his unusual stature that
set him apart. He’d come from the southwest, from an area conquered by the
Mariha princes when he was a boy. He’d spent most of his life as a slave to the
Mei clan, bought by Grandfather because of his size and placidity. But he wasn’t
stupid.

“How do you have these?”
“I found them. At dawn, just before we left that cursed place.”
“Where?” She glanced toward Captain Anji, but he was exploring the ravine, in-

volved in an intense conversation with Chief Tuvi and the scouts. Tuvi was gestur-
ing with expansive circles; Anji had his arms crossed, a skeptical frown on his face.

“Right up by the big rock where we were camping when the storm hit, Mistress.
Just lying there, like she’d torn them off. Or they’d been torn off her.”

She closed her hand around them. The mystery of Cornflower’s disappearance
troubled her, and the evidence she held in her hand suggested that the story might
be more complicated than it had at first seemed.

“What will you do with them, Mistress?” asked O’eki. “I can sell them, if you
please, at the next market.”

“No. I’ll return them to Shai. What she had belongs to him.” She slid them into
the pocket sewn into her sleeves. The expensive blue silk gown she had worn so
proudly at leave-taking was soiled beyond repair. She had left her other silks closed
in the chest in the hope they would survive the journey without being ruined. Un-
like linen and wool, silk fought sand better. It might become dirty, wet, and stained,
but sand could be shaken out because it couldn’t get as much purchase in the
smooth, tight weave.

The men had walked close enough that she could overhear them.
“It’s too risky to ride this path at night!” Tuvi exclaimed, voice rising as his hands

dropped to his side.
“If you’re afraid, don’t do it,” said Anji. “But if you do it, don’t be afraid. I’m

more concerned about water and the heat than the road. We have lamps, and moon-
light for part of the night. We’ll depart a hand’s span before sunset. I won’t sit and
wait for events to overtake me. There might be another storm. Best to move on. It
always is.”

“So you would say!” said Tuvi with a laugh, but he made no more protests.
In late afternoon they made ready to leave. About a hand’s span before sunset,

they headed up the twisting path, riding swiftly until the light faded. Then, with the
moon already in the sky, they dismounted and walked along the trail, such as it was,
with Chief Tuvi and the scouts in the lead bearing lanterns.

“You can ride,” Anji said to Mai. “I’ll lead your horse.”
“No. I’ll walk with the others.”
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“Very well.” It was difficult to see his expression, whether he was pleased or irri-
tated, and she didn’t know him well enough to interpret his tone. “But if you feel
yourself tiring, you must ride.”

“Yes.”
They walked on, east—always east. It was slow going. The way was dim and the

world shadowed, and she had no idea where they were or where they were going.
Yet as long as she kept her gaze fixed on Captain Anji’s straight back, as long as she
glanced frequently at the track, gleaming slightly in the moonlight, she managed.
They reached the crest of a barren hill and paused to survey the vast wilderness and
the impossibly depthless sky. The stars burned each one as brightly as the chief ’s
lamp. The heavens were a field of dense flames, each one the shard of a soul released
from its earthly suffering, so the Merciful One taught. So many, without counting.
The land on all sides was a ghost land, intangible under moonlight, like gauze and
darkness. Only in the north was there any solidity, and that because the far horizon
was black where mountains rose.

It was as if she had wandered into the landscape known in song, a place present
on no map, reached by no true road, where the daily round of life had no meaning.
She shivered.

“Are you cold?” Anji asked softly.
“No,” she whispered, afraid to speak in a normal voice. “It’s beautiful.”
“Ah.” Nothing more than his sigh.
Her cheeks blazed with heat. She reached and found his hand, surprising him as

she twined her fingers between his. He did not speak, but his breathing shifted and
quickened, as did hers.

Chief Tuvi whistled the advance.
“Oh!” she murmured, annoyed.
Anji chuckled, brought her hand up to his lips, turned it over, and kissed the in-

side of her wrist, then let go and set off again. She followed him, but with that brief
kiss the night had come alive. The curl of wind teased her. The movement of his
shoulders as he walked drew her on. Once he looked back over his shoulder and
grinned, and she burned burned burned. They walked across the land in silence
broken only by the jingle of harness, the fall of hooves and feet, and the occasional
mutter of one of the soldiers to a comrade; broken by the many soft noises made by
the desert, which seemed dead but was alive in a hundred hidden ways. The path
was rugged, and twice they had to backtrack when the trail Tuvi picked led them
into a dead end up a gulch, but they never faltered nor did any horse take a fall or
man stumble.

As the moon set and it became too dark to keep moving, the chief picked out a
sheltered overhang for a temporary camp.

“We’ll rest here until just before dawn,” he told the soldiers.“We’ll move on again
before dawn, and rest again during the heat of the day, and leave again before dusk.
Any man who violates rations will be killed.”

They watered the horses and each drank his measured allotment before lying
down to rest, careful not to disturb tufts of vegetation and scatters of rock that
might shelter poisonous slumbering creatures. Shai sat with head on knees, arms
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wrapped around bent legs. She was still angry with him for the way he had treated
Cornflower. Maybe if he had been nicer, the girl wouldn’t have run into the storm.
And yet, why cling to anger? There was no way to change what had happened. Poor
Shai looked so miserable.

Mai went over. “How are you holding up, Shai?”
He looked up. All she could see of his face was pallor. His voice scraped, dry and

anguished. “Will we ever come free of this place? Or will we be carried off by the
demons as well?”

She touched him gently on the shoulder. “Captain Anji knows what he’s doing.”
“Does he?”
“Of course he does! How can you doubt him?”
“We’ve not been told where we’re going. They tell us nothing at all. You’re not

scared? Not at all?”
“No,” she said. Then thought about it, hard, closely. No poisonous worm ate

away at her insides. Her hands didn’t tremble. She shook her head. “No, I’m not
afraid. We can trust Anji.”

The simple words, like a torch, led her footsteps to the long-awaited destination.
She left Shai and found Priya settling down to sleep on stony ground. She knelt be-
side her. “Priya! Hsst! Where’s my chest?”

The slave sighed sleepily. “The chest, Mistress? O’eki took it off the packhorse,
over there, you see where the luggage is stacked. Mistress?”

“Go back to sleep.”
She found it more by feel than by sight, opened the mechanism that locked the

clasp shut, and had just tipped up the lid a hand’s span and reached inside when she
heard him walk up behind her.

“Mai? You should be resting.”
Her breath caught in her chest. Her heart hammered. The silk slipped smoothly

under her hands, cool and lovely. She caught hold of one edge and eased the banner
out of the chest. It unfolded as it emerged, draping over her knees. Even in darkness,
with only the stars to light them, the silver threads picking out the eye and mane
of the black wolf shone, perfectly visible although there was no reason they ought
to be.

There is never any reason for happiness. Yet it exists. It shines.
For an eternity he did not move: not to touch her, not to speak, not to glance

around the camp and the soldiers and slaves and horses who surrounded them. At
last, she let the lid close and the clasp catch. Its snick jolted him. He caught her hand
and drew her upright with the banner caught under her left arm. Quickly, he led her
through camp, pausing only to fish a rolled-up length of heavy cloth from his saddle-
bags.

“Captain?”
“Keep the camp quiet, Chief.”
“Hu!” said Tuvi, but he didn’t laugh. Sengel and Toughid faded back toward

camp, and Tuvi’s form receded into the night, vanishing in the shadows that were
everywhere, except in her heart.

They climbed out of sight of the camp to a bare swell of ground mounded
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among the many hidden clefts and river washes. The brilliant heavens were their
roof, and the unrolled tent their bed. They were both filthy, and their kisses tasted of
grit, but desire and the night wind cleansed them. The immensity of the empty
lands sheltered them, who were alone in the whole wide world, no one else, not
even ghosts or scorpions, daring to disturb them, they two, who were now one.

Such a small thing, really, to mean so much.

14

Two qualities Shai possessed in plenty: He had endurance, and a high tolerance
for physical pain. Father Mei had never been able to beat the stubborn anger out of
him. One quality he sorely lacked: He’d never gathered enough courage to stand up
to his elder brothers. Not as Hari had. Bold Hari, best of brothers.

In the early-morning twilight as he trudged along at the rear of the company
among the silent tailmen, his thoughts returned doggedly to the subjects he didn’t
want to think about: We’re out of water. We’re all going to die if we don’t find water
soon. Dead like Cornflower. No. Nothing to be done about that. If Hari is dead,
then why didn’t he pass Spirit Gate? Why is he still chained to earth?

With a stumble and a quiet, sad whuffling noise, a horse collapsed. The company
halted. The grooms examined the horse, shook their heads. While life still breathed
in it, they opened a vein in its shoulder and drained its blood. It was a salty brew, in-
vigorating. Everyone got a swallow, even the slaves. When Mai drank, the blood
stained her lips with red, like a cosmetic meant to beautify.

As the beast failed, and died, they made ready to move out.
“Aren’t we going to butcher it?” Shai croaked. “For the flesh?”
“Take too long, need water more, oasis ahead,” said Chaji, his voice cracked and

ragged. Then he cackled. “You can stay, fight the vultures and demons, if you want.”
His feet must rise and fall, rise and fall, but he was by no means the weakest.

They all struggled. The bearers were strong men, but at length some were aided by
the others; they refused to let any of their number falter and fall behind. Mai walked
alongside Anji. Everyone walked, to spare the horses, who suffered most. Over the
course of that morning, two more horses failed, and the blood of those horses gave
strength to the living. Thus, Shai supposed, did demons feast on their victims, suck-
ing the spirit out of them. Was that what had happened to Hari?

The sun rose higher, but the air changed. He felt it as a kiss on his cheeks, as an
ache, an exhilaration, in his chest. Long before they could see it, the horses smelled
it and pulled eagerly, anxious to move faster. The people inhaled its promise
through nostrils and parched mouths.

Water.
Discipline held. They marched in good order into an isolated oasis guarded by a

surly group of twenty Qin tailmen.
“How long will you stay here?” the chief of the garrison asked them as they

filed in.
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“Two days,” said Anji. “We all need a rest and the horses must be well watered.
There are a couple too weak to go on so we’ll slaughter them and feast tonight. If
you send a few men back on our trail, you’ll find two dead horses, not too far, to add
to the feast.” He walked away to where Mai was seated, washing her hands and face
in water Priya had brought from the pond.

“At least we don’t have to feed your men, just the horses,” grumbled the garrison
chief. “You don’t know how hard it is keeping supplies out here!”

“The worst assignment,” laughed Tuvi, slapping the man on the shoulder. “When
I was a young lad just come to the army, I had a posting like this.”

“Did you?” replied the chief, whose frown curved upward at this companionable
talk. “We’ve enough to eat and drink. I think it’s the boredom that kills you. All this
rock and sand! No women and no pasture to admire!”

“Let me tell you about a posting that near did me in!”
The two men walked away, taking turns sucking at a pouch of an alcoholic brew,

to make a circuit of the low fortifications that surrounded the well, the pool, and the
scattering of vividly green trees and vegetation.

Shai waited his turn to drink with the rest of the men. The horses went first and
so sullied the pool that what he drank tasted more like mud than water, but like the
rest he made no complaint. Water was life. Life was better than death. He lay down
in the shade of a frond tree and fell asleep at once.

“Shai. Shai.” Would Hari’s ghost never leave him alone? It had been weeks since
the day Anji had given Hari’s wolf ’s-head ring to Father Mei, since Shai had
touched that ring and sensed Hari’s fate. Now it seemed that Hari, like Girish,
meant to plague the only person who could still hear him.

“Shai. Wake up.”
The hand pressing against his chest had weight. It was insistent, plucking at his

clothing.
“Eh. What? Mai!”
“Hush. Shh.” She displayed a yellow globe of fruit, twisted it so it split open, and

showed him how to scoop out the seeds so he could eat the succulent flesh. As he
ate, the juices dripping down his chin, she whispered, “I’m still very angry about
Cornflower. You treated her badly. But Shai, you’re my uncle. We’re kin. We can’t
fight like this. We have to hold together, don’t you think?”

Hu! Who could resist Mai when she was in this mood? He could!
“I’m riding with the tailmen. Cornflower was my slave. You had no right to inter-

fere.”
“Don’t be so stubborn!”
“You don’t want me anyway. Look at you, flying that Qin banner now. Don’t

think the others don’t talk around me just because I’m not Qin. I know what it
means.”

The blush on her cheeks brightened her. Even worn and exhausted, she had a
shine that made the world a more pleasing place. No one could stay mad at her.

“Are you happy?” he muttered.
“Oh. Shai.”
She was happy.
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He sighed. He grasped her hand with one of his own, now sticky with juice. “We
won’t fight.”

“Good.” The plum-blossom softness vanished, and she bent close, fixing him
with a gaze as sharp as that of any merchant bargaining hard in the marketplace.
“Listen, Shai. I may only have this one chance to tell you this. Do not breathe a
word. Now that—well—now that—well—” She flushed. She hid a smile behind a
hand. She giggled, shut her eyes, sighed heavily, smiled again, and finally sucked in
a deep breath and fixed him with a remarkable glare. “I asked. And he told me.”

“What?”
“What! Where we’re going! It’s because we’re past the desert now. We can’t pos-

sibly go back, or tell anyone.”
Or he offered knowledge as payment, thought Shai, but he said nothing.
“Anji is to be a general. He’s been promoted. We’re riding all the way to Tars Fort,

on the eastern border between Mariha and the Sirniakan Empire. Anji will com-
mand the fort and an entire border garrison, an army, much larger than this small
company. What do you think?”

The muddy water and sweet fruit churned uneasily in his stomach. He felt a lit-
tle sick. “Isn’t the border a dangerous place to be? Now that the Qin have conquered
the Mariha princedoms, that border lies right up against the most powerful and
largest empire known. What if there’s a war?”

“Why would there be a war?”
“Mai! Don’t be stupid. Why do the Qin need an army and garrisons along the

border if they don’t think there’ll be a fight? I would bet that the Mariha princes
didn’t think there was going to be a war twenty years ago, when the first Qin rode
out of the west. The Mariha princes are all dead now.”

“The Qin can defeat the empire if they want to. Don’t you think?”
“Now you are being stupid.”
Defending her husband, she looked positively fierce. “It’s no more than Anji de-

serves!”
“No. No. Of course not.” Indeed, Tuvi had told him as much, in almost the same

words, although he thought it better not to mention this to Mai. “He must be an
important man, to be promoted to such an important position.”

Her anger faded, and she looked thoughtful instead. “Yes. I suppose he must. I
wonder who his kinfolk are. He’s never told me.”

Shai squeezed her hand in warning. “Be cautious of asking. Don’t ask too much,
too quickly.”

In that moment, as their gazes met, understanding flashed. She smiled, and a
knot that had been tangling in his heart, eased.

“I’m not stupid, Shai.”
That connection still flowed between them. He glimpsed, then, how much it

bothered her to be thought of that way. “No, of course not. Of course not, Mai.” He
saw, then, that he and the rest of the family might never have understood her at all,
that he didn’t know her, not really. She was a mystery. She had hidden herself well.

A shout interrupted them. “Hai! Hai! Rider sighted!”
“I’d better go.” Mai let go of his hand and walked swiftly away.
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Shai got up. A soldier waved his banner at the top of the watchtower. The tower
was set about one hundred strides out from the old stone-built livestock wall that
surrounded the oasis and its stone-built houses. The villagers had long since fled
or been driven out, and now the tiny Qin garrison used the houses to store grain
for scouts and long-distance travelers. A dusty rider trotted in toward the oasis
from the east. Shai wasn’t sure how long he had slept. Checking the angle of the
sun, he noted that the sun’s position hadn’t changed appreciably; it still rode high
overhead. Over with the other slaves, Mountain raised his big shoulders up and
looked toward the gate. Priya lay beside her husband, head pillowed on arms,
sleeping.

He looked around. Mai had joined Captain Anji and walked with him to the
wall. Anji had a hand cupped under her elbow. Best not to disturb that pair. Instead,
he trotted over to Chief Tuvi, who was reeling from the strong drink he’d shared
with the other chief.

“Hu! Is that two men or one riding in?”
“Just one, Chief. Do you need an arm to lean on?”
“Pah! You can’t keep up with me!”
Shai hurried after him. They got to the gate at the same moment the rider did.

The man swung down before the captain, shedding dust as his feet hit the ground.
He was a typical Qin, stocky, mustache but no beard, with a handsome grin and a
cheerful laugh.

“Hu! Glad to see this place. It’s dry as bleached bone out that way.” He gestured
toward the east, red dry flat desert country all the way to the horizon.“I’m called To-
hon.”

“I’m Captain Anji. Are you a message rider? How can I help you?”
“Anything good to drink?”
Chief Tuvi offered him what remained of the stuff he’d been drinking, and the

man gulped it down, then wiped his mouth. “Whew! That’s done, then. I’ve come
from Commander Beje, and I’m looking for you, Captain Anji. An important mes-
sage. Most important, so Commander says. More important than anything else.”

“Commander Beje!” Captain Anji looked stunned.
“Oof!” said Tuvi.
“You know him yourself?” asked the rider.
“Who is Commander Beje?” The words leaped out of Shai’s throat before he

knew he meant to say them. Curiosity had got him by the throat. He had never seen
the imperturbable Anji taken by surprise.

Anji wiped sweat off his brow and shook droplets off his hand. He glanced at
Mai. “My first wife’s father. My father by marriage, back then. What message?”

The rider tugged off his cap and fanned himself with it. “Whoof! Hot today! A
strange message, truly, Captain. You’re not to go on to Tars Fort. I’m to lead you
northeast in a circuit around Mariha City and up into the hills, where you’ll meet
with Commander Beje in private. He said this: Your life depends on no man or
woman knowing where you’ve gone, or that you’ve gone. And this, too: Any troops
you meet take with you, even if you leave a posting abandoned.”

“Ah,” said Anji. No more than that. Only his narrowed eyes revealed the whirl of
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his thoughts. The wind kicked up, rustling in the fronds, but it said no more than
the captain did, not really.

T H E Y L E F T AT dawn, absorbing into their troop the twenty tailmen who had
been garrisoned at the oasis. In fact, now that Shai took the trouble to really start
measuring, he began to think that Anji’s retinue was two score or more men greater
in number than it had been when they left Kartu Town. But he’d been preoccupied
then. He hadn’t actually counted everyone. He was probably mistaken. It had been
a confused time.

Mai rode beside Captain Anji and the scout, Tohon, at the van. Shai crept his mount
forward through the irregular ranks—the Qin were disciplined but not rigid—until he
moved up alongside Chief Tuvi, who noted his arrival with a sour burp.

“Hu! My stomach just won’t settle after all that drinking and eating last night!”
“Where are we headed?”
“To see Commander Beje!”
“Was he really Captain Anji’s father by marriage?”
“That he was.” He patted his stomach. “Whew! Not so hot today, eh?”
It was possible that today’s sun was not as baleful as yesterday’s, but Shai

doubted it. He knew when he was being told to shut up, however, and so he dropped
back to the rear guard and rode in silence until the noon break. Tohon knew the
route well. He led them off the main trail to a scatter of rocks where they found
shade in which to rest through the hot hours. In late afternoon, they started on their
way again and rode into the night before breaking. Four more days they traveled at
this ground-eating pace. On the fifth, midmorning, they spotted dust in the east.

“Soldiers,” said Tohon, shading his eyes. “We’ll cut north now.”
“Aren’t those Qin?” asked Anji.
“Qin, yes.”
“But no one we want to meet.”
“Not according to my orders, Captain.”
“Is there war in the east?”
“No war. Not yet. But there might be, once the weather is cooler. So we’ve heard.

I don’t know the truth of that rumor.” Tohon grinned. He was a man of mature
years, a tough veteran who hadn’t lost his sense of humor. “Rumor is like a pretty
girl flirting with ten different men. You never know which one she really prefers.”

“Are the Qin going to war against the empire?” Mai asked softly.
Anji shrugged, meeting her gaze. “Commander Beje will tell me what I need to

know.”
The smiles Mai and Anji exchanged excluded Shai and, indeed, everyone else.

This demon was jealousy, gnawing at his gut. He fought against it, but he couldn’t
stop himself. Mai looked radiant and strong, but he felt weak because he was lonely.
All he could do was tag along after Chief Tuvi and play at weapons with the tailmen,
who respected him for his strength but ridiculed his awkward attempts to shoot a
bow; they could hit a marmot from horseback. He was a little better with a staff, not
hopeless at any rate, so they let him carry a spear as he rode to get accustomed to its
heft and length.
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The Golden Road was not actually a single trail leading west to east. It had many
paths and roads, some preferable in winter while others suited summer or autumn
travel. Tohon led their troop on a northeast spur at a steady clip for the rest of that
day, halting at intervals to rest, water, and feed the horses. The beasts were almost as
tough as their masters.

They camped that night at a water hole. In the morning they rode east until mid-
day and then pushed north again into the foothills until sundown, when they halted
by a dry streambed.

Shai was sore and nervous. Mai was laughing at something Anji had just said
to her.

I hate happy people, thought Shai. Mai had confided in him, but he hadn’t the
strength to return the favor. He watched Mountain and the other slaves digging into
the streambed. They struck water about an arm’s length down and widened the hole
to accommodate as many horses as possible.

All at once, Mai walked up beside him, hands cupped before her. She opened her
hands to reveal three tiny beaded nets. “O’eki found these. I forgot to give them to
you before.”

“Who is O’eki? That’s not a Qin name.”
“It’s Mountain’s name, as you should know,” she said tartly. “He found them.

Here. They belong to you.” Anji called to her. She pressed the objects into his hand
and walked away.

Cornflower had tied off the ends of her braids with these tiny beaded nets. He
had wondered often enough what it must feel like to touch her hair, as these once
had, to feel the texture of those fine strands as a caress on the skin. He shut his eyes
and listened, wondering if he could hear her ghost in the objects once worn by her.

She had not been dead when these had come off her. They’d been discarded, like
ruined clothing. Her pale gold hair had been unbound, just like that of the figure
he’d seen taken by the storm.

With a groan, he cast them onto the ground, then picked them up and tucked them
into the lining in his long sleeves next to Father Mei’s gold. What good was he, who
was no better than his brothers, all but Hari? He had lusted after her just as they had,
and it hadn’t been kindness that had stayed him from pressing his body onto hers. It
had been simple stubbornness; he didn’t want to be like them. He didn’t want to fol-
low in their dreary footsteps and do the predictable things they did. He didn’t want to
want what they wanted. So he’d pretended not to want her, and by ignoring her, had
left her waiting under the lean-to, easy prey for the storm and the demons that rode it.

Nothing-good boy. That’s what his mother had always called him.
“Hu!” Chief Tuvi strolled up to him. “That’s some good-tasting water once the

dirt is filtered out of it! There’s a hand of daylight left, Shai. You want to see if you
can hit anyone with that spear? We’ll make a soldier of you yet. You’re a challenge,
sure enough, but we’re not afraid of anything, not even your clumsiness!”

His particular companions were waiting—Jagi, Pil, Seren, Tam, and Umar—with
their usual hearty grins, calling him names as they taunted him to come over and get
the wits beaten out of him.

What a fool he’d been, moping all those years for the reward he’d never get, his
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family’s love and respect. A better prize lay within his grasp. These soldiers teased
only when they liked you.

He was one of them now. He found his staff and joined them. He got the wits
beaten out of him, and enjoyed it even as they mocked his clumsiness.

Only later did it occur to him to wonder where Mountain had found the bead
nets and, once he’d asked him, how unsatisfactory Mountain’s answer was.

“Right up by the big rock where we were camping when the storm hit, Master
Shai. Just lying there, like she’d torn them off. Or they’d been torn off her.”

15

Midmorning the next day they rode out onto an escarpment from which they
could view the spectacular Mariha Valley sprawled below. Irrigation canals cut the
land into a bright patchwork beyond which the lush colors faded quickly to a dull
yellow-brown. The old city was a vast honeycomb seen from above, ringed by stout
walls and graced by a lake at the center where, Tohon said, priests had once wor-
shiped their ancient god and now the Qin watered their horses. There was a holy
tower dedicated to the Merciful One, recognizable by its tiered rings, and a second
monumental building concealing a courtyard within a courtyard which Anji told
her was a temple for the worship of the god Beltak, one of the manifold names
given to the Lord of Lords, King of Kings, the Shining One Who Rules Alone. Next
to the Beltak temple lay another palatial structure.

“Is that a second temple?” Mai asked. “It has two courtyards, too, but they’re sep-
arate, side by side, not one nested inside the next.”

“That’s the royal palace, built in the Sirniakan style,” said Anji. “The larger court-
yard is where men congregate and the separate smaller courtyard is for the prince’s
women.”

“How strange,” said Mai. “Do you actually mean to say that women cannot go
where the men congregate, and men cannot walk in the women’s courtyard?”

“I mean to say that in Sirniaka, the palace women—a dozen wives, a hundred
concubines, and all their serving women and slaves—are sequestered, kept com-
pletely apart. Only the master, his sons, and his slaves can visit the women’s quar-
ters. Any other man who tries to walk there would be killed. Executed.”

Mai laughed. “That’s a good story! It’s quite a big palace, though. There must be
lots of people living there in order to need two courtyards that big.”

“You don’t believe me?” Anji raised an eyebrow in that sweet way he had of
showing amusement. He was so handsome!

“How could people live that way? Women kept apart! And so many that they
need a place that big! How could one man keep so many women? Two wives is
plenty, as the old song goes.”

“You don’t believe me,” repeated Anji, shaking his head. “It seems strange to me
now, I admit, because I’ve lived among the Qin for so many years, but it didn’t seem
strange at all when I was a child.”
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His words caught her up short. She’d been about to laugh again, but he was per-
fectly serious. He was, briefly, a stranger, looking at her through eyes whose glance
had recently become so very intimate.

Tohon whistled. “Captain! Best keep going. I think we’re being followed.”
“They’ll see our dust.”
“True, and our tracks. We need only reach Commander Beje’s posting before

they reach us.”
Anji signaled. Chief Tuvi whistled, and they set off again, riding at a bruising gait

that jarred her up through her teeth. Now and again they would reach a vantage
point from which they could get a good look behind them, and always there rose
that telltale haze of dust, moving as they moved, hard on their trail.

In midafternoon they rode down into a green vale watered by three streams
trickling down from the heights. An old stone watchtower on one slope had been
abandoned and replaced with a fortified villa on lower ground. It was a one-story
compound surrounded by a small orchard, a garden, a single field of grain, and an
inner wall of stone and outer palisade of logs ringed by a ditch. Sheep grazed be-
tween the two walls. A black Qin banner flew from the gate. They crossed a narrow
bridge, single-file, and the gate was closed after them by a silent guardsman.

“This way.” Tohon led them across the pasture and through a second gate,
guarded by stone dragons.

Inside lay a stableyard, dirt raked in neat lines. Captain Anji dismounted and
gave his reins to Sengel.

“Come,” he said to Mai. “Bring Priya.”
No one else—not even Sengel and Toughid, who shadowed Anji everywhere he

went—was invited to accompany them. There were guards on the walls and a score
of soldiers lounging in the stableyard, all armed. The captain’s troop dismounted
but did not otherwise disperse, as if they expected to have to leave at a moment’s
notice.

“Are we safe?” she whispered to Anji as Tohon led them into the shade of a long
porch. “Who do you think is following us?”

He paused before entering. The terrace was floored with sandstone, recently
swept, but the pillars, eaves, and roof of the porch were all of well-polished wood. A
youth knelt at the far end of the porch, not even looking up as their footsteps tapped
on stone; he rubbed at one of the pillars with a linen cloth.

“We are safe with Commander Beje,” Anji said. “Look. There are faces in the
pillars.”

The subtle faces of guardian animals peered out from the wood. They leered or
snarled or smiled, each according to its nature, and as they crossed the porch and
entered the interior, Mai had a fancy that one of the guardian beasts winked at her.
Inside they crossed an empty room to a wall of screens that, when slid aside, re-
vealed a quiet courtyard. Their shoes crackled on gravel. Like the first room, the
courtyard lay empty except for a quartet of low benches surrounding a dry fountain
shaped like a tree with bells hanging from the branches. No wind disturbed the
bells. It was utterly silent. A sliding door led them into the dim interior of another
immaculate room with wood floors and no furniture whatsoever. All the windows
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were shuttered, filtering the light through white rice paper. The air smelled faintly
of cloves.

Tohon slid a screen to one side, and they emerged under an arbor roofed by vines
and surrounded by a net of trees, some flowering and some boasting the small green
bulbs of early fruit. A multicolored carpet had been thrown down over flagstones,
and in the shade a stout man sat on a camp stool, his back to them, whittling. He set
knife and carving on the carpet before rising to face Captain Anji.

He was a good ten years older than Father Mei, a robust man with a face red
from too much drinking, and the typical Qin smile, generous and quick. “Anji-
hosh!” He wore slippers of gold silk embroidered with red poppies. On these he
padded forward to slap the captain on either shoulder. Anji placed his right hand
atop his left and bowed respectfully.

“Good you came.” The commander’s arkinga was a little different from Anji’s.
He voiced some of the words in a new way and sometimes used a phrase Mai had
never heard before. “Who is this lovely orchid?”

“My wife, Mai’ili.”
“Not concubine? She’s not Qin.”
“No. She is my wife.”
Beje studied Mai for what seemed an interminable time. He had black eyes, and

laugh lines that betrayed humor, but he looked her over in the same way a discrim-
inating buyer handles peaches and melons, knowing which are ripe and which not
ready for sale. She did not flinch, although she was desperately uncomfortable.

The father of Anji’s first wife, of whom she knew nothing except that the woman
was dead. Some of the aunts had speculated the Anji had beaten his first wife to
death because the Qin were known for their violent temper as well as their hearty
laugh, but if that were the case she couldn’t understand how the father of that
woman could greet Anji so affectionately.

“She can stay, then. If she’s your wife, I’ll treat her as if she were my daughter.” He
pointed to Priya. “No wife, this one. Why is she here?”

“She is educated. She can read and write.”
“A woman of value! Bring khaif for everyone, Sheyshi.”
The young woman stood so still within the curtain made by drooping vines that

Mai actually didn’t notice her until Beje said her name and she padded away
through the trees on a white gravel path.

“Is she your concubine?” asked Anji, looking amused.
Beje looked confused. “Concubine? Sheyshi? No, just a slave. I don’t like these

Marihan girls. They smell funny, but Cherfa likes to be surrounded by pretty things,
birds and kits and so on, and she likes pretty slave girls, too. She may sleep with
them. I don’t!”

“Who is Cherfa?” asked Mai.
“My chief wife. A good woman. She takes care of me. You take care of Anjihosh

here, and he’ll make you a good husband for all your days.”
“Yes, sir,” she said automatically, because he was the kind of man you addressed

with respect. Then she flushed, thinking of lovemaking.
He chuckled, but turned somber as Tohon brought stools, unfolded them, and
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they all sat down. There was still no wind, and the air was warm but not unpleas-
antly sticky. It was so quiet that Mai could not even hear the noise of Anji’s troop.

Beje sighed as he settled his bulk on the stool. “I’m sorry, Son. I’m still ashamed.
You could have shamed my whole clan and harmed our position in the var’s eyes,
but you did not.”

“It was not your fault,” said Anji. “There was nothing you could have done.”
“Maybe so. Maybe not. She was a headstrong girl.”
Anji’s smile ghosted, and vanished. “Precisely her charm.” He glanced at Mai but

said nothing more.
Beje looked at Mai, too, and nodded as if in answer to an unspoken question.

“Truly, this one is a beautiful woman. I have seen many handsome women in my
time, but this one I can see has been kissed by the Merciful One with grace of spirit.
Still, no need to have married her as she is not Qin.”

“A man may keep a knife hidden in his boot in case he falls onto hard times and
needs to defend himself when attack is least expected. She is my knife.”

Mai flushed again as Beje examined her, frowning.
“Is she? Hmm.” They sat in silence.
How odd that it should be so very quiet, as if a spell veiled them. Mai kept her

hands folded in her lap and examined first her husband and then the old com-
mander, who after a bit picked up his knife and began to whittle. The whit whit of
the knife strokes sounded like a bird’s cry, heard from a distance. She couldn’t tell
what shape was emerging from the wood. Anji sat so still that she would have
thought him asleep except his eyes were open, though he didn’t precisely seem to be
looking at anything. Lost in memory, perhaps. Surely he was thinking of his first
wife, whoever or whatever she had been.

Headstrong. She had shamed her family.
That didn’t sound promising.
I will never shame him or the Mei clan.
A bug tick ticked. Leaves rustled. Beje set down his carving just as Sheyshi reap-

peared, bearing a tray with four painted bowls on it. Now Mai got a better look at
her. Her complexion had a richer brown color than that of Kartu people, whom the
creator of all had admixed with the clay and sandstone of the desert, and she had a
more prominent nose, in some manner resembling Anji’s. She had pretty eyes and
pretty ways and a pretty smile as she offered Mai a pretty little bowl filled with
steaming khaif, a real luxury, which Mai had only ever tasted once in her life at
Grandmother’s double-double anniversary four years ago, when she had counted
four rounds of twelve years. Even Priya was handed a bowl, out of respect for her
learning.

They sipped as the servant girl waited, kneeling, by the sliding door. Priya nod-
ded appreciatively, but said nothing.

When they had each emptied their bowl and the heady aroma and flavor had
quite gone to Mai’s head, making the world seem large and pleasant indeed, Sheyshi
collected the bowls and departed through the trees.

“So,” said Beje. “So, Anjihosh, you are wondering.”
“I am.”
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“Do you know why you were sent east?”
“Yes. To take over command of the garrison and army at Tars Fort.”
“A lot of transfers, troops being moved along the border, and to the border.”
“Yes. I have wondered about that also. The var is too wise to attack the empire.

We can’t defeat them.”
“It seems unlikely. I can now tell you that all this movement is part of a larger

plan, one the var has only recently unveiled to his regional commanders. We are
massing an army along the border to ride to the aid of the emperor.”

Anji blinked but otherwise revealed no emotion. “Why would the Qin act as ser-
vants, as hired soldiers, for the emperor?”

“The var wishes to maintain stability. No way to trade with the empire, or collect
tribute from their outlying towns, if they’re torn apart by civil war, is there?”

“Why would the empire have civil war? Emperor Farutanihosh is a strong ad-
ministrator. The empire is at peace, and well run.”

Beje reached inside his blue silk tunic—only Qin commanders were allowed to
wear that particular shade of heaven blue—and withdrew a pristine folded-rice-
paper message sealed with the stylized horse-stamp sigil that every merchant recog-
nized because it represented the authority of the Qin var. Only the var’s officials
carried such seals. With a manifest bearing that seal, any officer could requisition a
family’s entire stock of grain or their best ram or bolts of silk hidden away for wed-
dings and prayer offerings.

He held it up now. “Emperor Farutanihosh is dead.”
Anji paled. The words struck him hard, but he said nothing.
“The emperor’s eldest son Farazadihosh has become emperor. However, another

claimant seeks the throne. There is dispute, and there is fighting in the southern
provinces. The var has offered to help Emperor Farazadihosh put down his rival in
exchange for the Qin receiving certain trading privileges. The new emperor has, it
seems, not as many troops as the claimant, who seeks to oust him.”

Anji seemed struck dumb. Mai stared. She had never seen him at a loss. Never.
Never.

“The new emperor is interested in the var’s offer. Of course. He’ll lose without our
support. Even a fool can see it. But he has one demand. Just one, before he allows our
troops into the empire. He wants proof of your death.” He waved the message. “This
message, here in my hand, is an order. For your head. By order of the var himself.”

“Ah.” The sound escaped Anji on an exhale.
Beje waited, but the captain said nothing more. His hands were in fists, his gaze

sightless, and he did not move.
“Why does the new emperor, this one called Farazadihosh, want you dead, Anji-

hosh?”
Mai had gone hot, arms tingling, as though fire burned nearby. She held her

breath, waiting.
Anji found his breath, and she breathed again as he spoke, his voice so low she

strained to hear him. “Because I’m his younger brother.”
Beje waved the message dismissively. “I know you’re the new emperor’s brother.

Why does he want you dead?”
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“Ah. Ah, well.” Slowly, he recovered himself, like a man pulling himself by rope
out of flooding waters: hand over hand. “It is the custom of the emperor to kill all
his half brothers when he ascends to the throne. Usually his full brothers as well, if
he has any.”

“Half? Full? What does this mean?”
“The same man sired us. We had different mothers.”
“But surely your father the Emperor Farutanihosh had a chief wife. Her sons

would always take precedence over sons by secondary wives and concubines.”
“No. The emperor may elevate any of his wives or concubines at any time he

pleases. He may disinherit, or give preference to, whichever son is his favorite, or
the favorite of whichever wife grips his staff most firmly.”

“Tss! That’s no way to be strong. Brothers should support one another.”
“Not in the royal court of the Sirniakan Empire. Azadihosh’s mother tried to

have me murdered once my mother fell out of favor. That’s when my mother had
me smuggled west to the Qin.”

Beje scratched an ear. “To her brother, the var. Then if princes are so ruthless in
the empire, how comes there to be a claimant to rise against the new emperor?”

“My father the Emperor Farutanihosh has always been a canny and ruthless ad-
ministrator. No one contests—contested—that. No one who contested that sur-
vived. But the noble clans consider—considered—him to be a softhearted, weak
man, because at the request of his mother he left alive his younger full brother,
Ufarihosh. He even let him marry and govern the southern provinces. The brothers
were on good terms, if royal brothers can ever be said to be on good terms in the
empire. Azadihosh and his mother must not have been able to murder Ufarihosh’s
sons before a claimant rose out of their ranks.”

“Yet these would be the nephews of the emperor, not the sons of the emperor.
Surely that would damage their claim.”

“Perhaps. The southern provinces are populous, and traditional, old-fashioned.
The son of an emperor known to be weakhearted, like Farutanihosh, might not re-
ceive their support if a better claimant raised his spear. Anything could happen
there. I don’t know. My mother hoped to keep me out of palace politics by sending
me away to her own people, to the Qin, where it would never matter what happened
to me. I would be an exile. I would be dead to the court. But now they’ve come to
find me, just as she feared. She meant to keep secret what had become of me. Do
you know how my brother found out where I was?”

“I do not.”
“Hu. A mystery, then.” He kept his gaze on Beje, each man watching the other in-

tently, as if waiting for a knife to be drawn. “What do you mean to do, Comman-
der?”

Beje tucked the message back inside his tunic. He scratched one ear again,
pulling on the lobe. Mai remembered to breathe. Anji nodded at her to show he
hadn’t forgotten her, before looking back at the commander.

“It’s too bad that you never arrived here,” said Beje. “After that terrible storm in
the desert some days ago, I sent out a scout. We found dead horses, dead men, and
your banner, torn and dirty, but recognizable. Your ring, too, that gold lion given to
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you by the var when you were twelve and first come to court. A shame! The storm
must have caught your troop unprepared.”

“It never would! That’s a slur on my competence!”
The commander smiled sharply. “You must choose between incompetence or

death, Anjihosh. This is the chance I will give you, because I am shocked that my
cousin the var would betray his own nephew to the Sirniakans. But then, this is the
same man who gave his sister to their emperor as a plaything. It’s like spitting at the
gods to treat a woman of our people in such a way. I hold to the old ways.”

“None better,” said Anji with a brief smile.
“None better! But shamed anyway, because of my daughter.” He picked up the

carving and tossed it to Anji, who caught it deftly. “You’ll have to take all your men.
Those who won’t go with you I will kill. I can’t take any chances.”

Anji glanced at Priya. “They’ll all go with me.”
“Any men who know you came to me will have to go with you as well, including

Tohon. He’s the best scout I have. You can trust him. Your wife can take the Mariha
girl as an attendant. I don’t know what use she is except for pouring khaif.”

Anji had an amused smile back on his face. “Where am I to go, Commander? If
my uncle the var will not have me, then I cannot ride west. I cannot ride east into
Sirniaka. South lies desert and, beyond that, mountains whose passes are so high
that travelers die with their own blood boiling on their lips.”

“North,” said Mai. “You said yourself there’s a place that merchants speak of, like
that one who found Uncle Hari’s ring. Shai is going there anyway. We’ll go with
him.”

Anji laughed.
“There is one pass running north, through high mountains, to this land of a

hundred lords,” said Beje. “But it’s said the land there protects its own with ancient
magic. That any folk who travel that way with malice in their hearts cannot survive
the journey. The road vanishes. Blizzards drown them.”

“Merchants go there,” insisted Mai.
“Merchants travel where soldiers fear to ride,” said Beje with a laugh that

sounded uncannily like Anji’s: amused, resigned, ironical.
“Merchants travel, but every merchant travels with a guard,” said Anji. “Mai is

right, of course. We’ll go north, if you can put us on the proper road. We can hire
ourselves out as a guard to some merchant caravan heading over the pass.”

“These Sirniakans are fiends for official chits and seals. I hear they arrest any
person who hasn’t a pass to account for his whereabouts. Heh! Even their dead must
have a permission chit for their ghosts to depart for the other life!”

“I still have the palace warrant my mother gave me. We’ll go swiftly.”
“That you must. You’ll have to ride into the northern reaches of the empire, but I

think you’ll be safe if you move fast, before anyone suspects the truth.”
“We can leave at once.”
“No baths?” Mai asked, feeling all her dirt, every grain of it.
Anji chuckled. He met her gaze, and she laughed, suddenly not caring. Dirt was

the least of it. Dirt was nothing, not if he loved her. “I promise you a bath. When it
is safe.”
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“Why not now?” asked Beje, eyeing her with the glint of lechery in his expres-
sion, nothing she hadn’t seen a thousand times in the marketplace. She smiled, in
the way she’d learned to acknowledge men without encouraging them, and he
laughed and slapped his thigh.

Anji rose, sobering. “There was a troop of riders on our trail.”
“It’s true you’ll need to leave before they see you,” said Beje, “but you need have

no fear of them. They are the men who came from the desert, the ones who found
your remains. I’ll need your officer’s tunic, your banner, and your ring.”

“Once I give you the banner and the ring I am no longer Qin.”
“Yes,” agreed Beje. “You are a dead man now, Anjihosh. Try to stay alive, if you

can.”
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A F T E R T H E Y C L I M B E D out of the Mariha Valley, they traveled east and north
for ten, twenty, forty, sixty and more days along the eastern slopes of the spine of the
world, that interlocking chain of mountains and massifs that formed the northern
boundary of the world Shai knew. The southern and western deserts—Kartu Town
itself—lay three or more months’ journey behind them. Dusty trails led them along
grassy hills and through sparse woodland. This late in the year, well into the dry sea-
son, the streams falling out of the highlands were running low, although there was
still enough water for horses and soldiers alike. In Kartu Town, where water came
from a trio of precious springs, water cost a tidy price. Here in the wilderness, water
was free.

Tohon took Shai under his wing, as an uncle might. They rode forward to scout
every day.

“You’re not skilled enough to be a tailman,” the soldier explained to Shai, “but
you’re cousin to captain’s wife, so the men humor you. Better learn a few things.”

“My friends are teaching me to fight,” said Shai, embarrassed by this talk.
“They’re just having fun, beating you up. I’ll teach you a few tricks. Then they’ll

respect you.”
Had they been making fun of him all along, in the guise of friendship? Was he

that great of a fool, just like his mother and elder brothers—all but Hari—had al-
ways said? Had he mistaken all the signs?

“Herdsmen,” said Tohon, pointing toward distant slopes.
Shai saw nothing. Escarpments limned the sky, although there were never any

mighty peaks to be seen glittering on high. But the landscape kept no secrets from
the scout.

“That cliff. Track, down. Here, now, follow my hand. Those aren’t a field of
stone. Those are sheep. Captain will send Chief Tuvi up there to trade. We’ll eat
mutton tomorrow night. You try that throw I taught you on Jagi and Pil. You’ll see.”

The Qin loved to wrestle. When Shai threw Jagi the next night, catching his an-
kle behind a heel and upending him flat on his rump, the soldiers hooted and
hollered in a way that shamed and pleased Shai.

“Didn’t think you could do that,” said Chief Tuvi. “We’ll make a tailman of you
after all.”

Having bet on the outcome, Tohon won a cupful of millet, which he shared in
halves with Shai. “Not much of this left,” he said. They washed the thick porridge
down with pungent fermented mare’s milk. He seemed unconcerned that the field



rations they’d been issued by Commander Beje were, at long last and after being
carefully rationed, running out. Mostly, they ate meat killed on the march.

They were camped beside a stream. Mai, with Priya and Sheyshi in attendance,
had gone a little ways upstream. Shai could see her scrubbing at her arms and face, al-
though the water was snowmelt, gaspingly cold. In the last light, men set snares, and
one of the foreign camp men netted for fish. Anji was seated cross-legged, repairing a
harness while chatting with a pair of veterans as easily as if they were family.

“Why are you teaching me?” Shai asked Tohon.
“Eh? Because we Qin respect a man who can fight.”
“No. I meant, why are you willing to teach me?” If it’s true that the others were do-

ing nothing but beating me up. But he didn’t want to speak that thought aloud.
“You’re tough. You don’t complain. You have the hands of a man who works, not

like those soft-handed Mariha princelings. Anyway, I miss my sons.”
“What happened to them?”
“One is dead. Another is a soldier. The youngest tends the herds in the range

given to my clan by the ancestor gods. Anyway, these here are Itay men. I’m Vasay.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“The ancestors. It’s an old feud between two clans. I give glory to my Vasay

mother by teaching you to win a few rounds and get their respect.”
The next day Tohon paused to eye a pair of hawks hanging on the winds above

the long ridgeline to their west. Although this land was tough and dry, it was still
handsomely fertile with tall grass and copses of birch, pine, pipe, and thorn-brush
trees. Game animals were plentiful.

“Deer. See. There.”
With Shai hanging back, out of the way, Tohon went after the herd, and killed

three before the rest scattered out of range. Shai retrieved a few of the arrows that
had missed their targets. He’d been given a knife big enough and sharp enough to
butcher with, and he set to work as Tohon studied the eastern horizon.

“Smoke,” said Tohon now, but although Shai squinted, he saw nothing except ten-
der wisps of high cloud strung along the reach of sky above the endless rolling hills.
The wind was pushing up out of the southeast, and it eddied here where the higher
ridge fell away into the broken hills through which they rode. “Must be coming into
empire’s territory. You can see how the line of trees begins to break into denser
growth. That means the land falls away pretty quickly up ahead, into some kind of
valley. There’s another pair of hawks riding the wind where the secondary ridge falls
away.”

Shai didn’t see them, but he nodded.
“You ride back. Let captain know. It’s a decent-sized place up there, forty hearths

at least. He’ll want warning. Decide our tactics.”
“Who lives out here? There’s been no one for days. Except those herdsmen.”
“We’ve stayed in the wild lands for a reason. Any farther east, and we’d be in the

empire. Now, the mountains are pushing us there, so we have to go.”
“Do the Sirniakans think of the Qin as enemies, or as friends?”
“Best hope the official who rules the lands out here got the news that the Qin

are allies now. Maybe he didn’t. Anyway, even if they treat us as friends, they’ll have
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orders to kill Captain Anji. If they can catch him. If they figure out who he is. Go on.
Send Jagi up to finish the butchering.”

The hooves of Shai’s horse kicked up dust as he rode back the way they
had come. Captain Anji deployed many layers of scouts. Soon enough Shai hailed
the second rank forward, and sent Jagi ahead to join Tohon while Pil headed off
the path to signal the two men riding singleton as rangers, one to either side. As he
rode up to the main company, he saw Chief Tuvi call a halt. It was an impressive
group that made a lot of dust with a big herd of horses and over two hundred
mounted men, Mai, and the slaves: Mai’s two female attendants, Mountain, the
nine bearers, and a youth who had seen them at Beje’s villa and been given a choice
between death or exile.

“What news?” asked Anji as Shai came in.
Mai bent close to listen. Her cheeks and forehead were powdered with dust, and

she had wound a cloth tight around her hair to keep it as clean as anything could be
in these conditions.

Shai repeated Tohon’s words. There came after this a silence as the captain con-
sidered.

“Avoid, or confront?” asked Chief Tuvi.
Anji shaded his eyes. He was scanning the heavens. His gaze had caught on the

same pair of hawks that had gotten Tohon’s attention. Shai could see them now.“No
choice, I think. The highlands will pinch off these high trails and leave us stranded.
We have to dip into the lower lands to reach the road that leads north into the Hun-
dred. There will be some smaller towns, but we aim for the market town of Sarida.
That’s where we’ll find our caravan.”

“How do you know this?” All looked at Shai, who had rudely interrupted the
considerations of the captain.

“You talk too much,” remarked Chief Tuvi.
Anji replied with no change in expression, watchful as he examined the raptors.

“A boy in the palace is trained in an exacting manner. The palace priests command
a map room with every temple and way station marked on a vast table sculpted in
the manner of a model of the land itself. Every mother of a royal son would whip
her boy if he answered a question wrong.”

“Were you whipped?” asked Mai with a laugh. She was the only person bold
enough to ask, and not be scolded for asking.

Anji did not smile. He did not frown. The hawks interested him more than the
question. “Never,” he said, absently. “Never would I have given my mother any rea-
son to be disappointed in me. Tuvi. Pull in the scouts. Mai. You must play a part.”

“Yes.” She agreed without asking what part she must play.
Shai envied the trust and loyalty she granted her husband. Yet what choice had

any of them? They were riding into the enemy’s country now, and Anji was the only
one among them who knew the lay, and the law, of the land.
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In the Sirniakan Empire, women of rank did not appear in public.
For weeks now Mai had ridden in the open air, and she had come to feel com-

fortable on horseback, breathing the wind. The palanquin had been carefully bro-
ken down into pieces and loaded onto packhorses. The bearers, now accustomed to
riding rather than bearing, must regain the strength to carry the palanquin all day
without faltering.

As soon as they entered the empire, Mai became blind and soft. Off came the
sturdy trousers and calf-length felt coat worn by the Qin. In silks and pillows, she
became a royal concubine being sent to the north for unspecified reasons and es-
corted by a band of slave mercenaries from the palace guard who carried a palace
warrant. All this she heard secondhand, or strained to hear through beaded curtains
at the many toll stations where Anji’s credentials were challenged and, inevitably,
accepted.

She listened to the empire and heard many things: the bark of military com-
mands at each checkpoint; the rattle of wheels on stone as they passed carts and
wagons; the pounding of hooves and the slap of feet on dirt; the lowing of cows and
the bleat of sheep. Water wheels slurped and spat; hammers beat in passing
rhythms; laboring men sang working songs in gangs whose melodies rose and fell
in volume as she came closer and then was carried away. Towns, she recognized for
the clatter of stone beneath them, and because of the incessant clamor of male
voices. It was loud even in the market district where an inn could be bespoke for a
midday rest or a night’s sleep. According to Priya, they never went in through the
inner gates of any town they passed. The royal warrant bought all, yet Mai saw
nothing except the inside of the women’s quarters. These consisted most often of a
courtyard surrounded by whitewashed walls and paved with polished white peb-
bles. Here the palanquin would be set down, and a simple room prepared, stripped
of all furniture and its rice-paper-covered windows nailed shut.

“You must not be seen,” Anji had said to her before they left the ridge trails and
rode down into inhabited country to set foot on the imperial roads. “Not even by
the Sirniakan women who will serve you. They must deal only with your slaves. You
must use only your own utensils and bedding. No royal concubine would touch any
item handled by commoners.”

White rooms and white courtyards, and herbs whose perfume leavened the stark
gardens; scent was all that relieved the monotony of her days. The food was simple,
tinted red and green and yellow with spices she had no name for and whose aroma
made her queasy. Usually they had for their drink only a hard wine that left a bitter
aftertaste in her mouth and a sour feeling in her stomach, but sometimes there was
also a sweet juice, the best thing she had ever tasted and which she could never get
enough of. More rarely, she was offered a comforting cup of khaif.

Anji did not come to her. He was merely a captain assigned to escort her, and



they could not chance that someone might suspect that the truth was different than
the tale he spun. Spies were everywhere: children giggling behind unseen peep-
holes; female voices murmuring on the other side of closed doors; more distantly
the shouting and arguments of men and often the boisterous song of drunken men
out on the streets just after sunset, following by the ringing of bells and the pro-
found silence of night’s rest. Priya and Sheyshi went about with heads and necks
and mouths and noses covered, only their eyes left to them. Otherwise they were
hidden in vast shawls that covered them to the ankles.

“The most beautiful silks,” Priya reported. “Inside the home, the women are
most beautiful and dressed as richly as queens. Loose silk trousers and long silk
jackets that reach almost to the floor and are clasped with braid across the torso. I
wish you could admire the fashion here.”

“No one will ever believe I am a royal concubine if I am not dressed in the
proper manner. These jackets and robes from Kartu are well enough for a woman
of the Mei clan. Yet I wonder if they would seem poor to a royal concubine. You
must say we met with some manner of trouble on the way, my wagons lost in a ford
when we crossed. When we come to a town with a proper marketplace, it will be
necessary for me to replenish my wardrobe.”

Through Priya she sent this message to Anji, and soon thereafter, at each stop,
silks arrived, gifts from local lords and magistrates hoping to curry favor.

Here were colors to delight her—marigold yellows as intense as sunlight, coral
reds and blood reds and rust reds, joyous oranges and plangent blue-greens—and
patterns to astonish, blossoms and vines and bulbs and leaves, every manner of flo-
ral gaudery both woven and embroidered in the style proper to a woman of rank.

“I will die of boredom in this seclusion,” she said one evening to Sheyshi as they
sat in a narrow room whose white walls and papered windows oppressed her. “How
soon will we come free of the empire?”

“I do not know, Mistress.” The Mariha girl was combing Mai’s hair in long
strokes. She seemed content enough. Mai thought it possible the girl was a little stu-
pid. No fault of the girl’s, of course. Sometimes things just worked out that way.

“When does Priya return with our supper?”
“I do not know, Mistress.”
“It seemed to me this might be a larger town than the others we’ve come to,” she

added, because the rumble of traffic had been so loud together with the rattle and
shrill of pots and laughter, the barking of dogs and the cackle of fowl, and the drone
of myriad voices. As she had rocked along the thoroughfare, she had heard the scrape
of carpenters’ adzes and had smelled wood shavings, as if they passed through a car-
pentry district. She thought of Shai, who loved to work wood, and wondered what he
thought of all this. Had Uncle Hari seen similar scenes when he was marched north
out of the empire with whatever doomed troop he had fallen in with in the end?

A door slammed shut with a sharp report. Footsteps drummed erratically on
wood. A woman shrieked a protest.

The door into her seclusion opened with the same quick spasm as of a gasp drawn
inward in surprise. Two men pushed in. One held a long knife. The other drew his
sword. Sheyshi screamed and fell flat to the floor, covered her eyes with her hands.
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Mai stared at them for a thousand years, it seemed, although in that space of
time they did not move more than one step each. They had complexions not darker
but different from Kartu folk, and they had also sharper faces, while Kartu folk had
broader cheeks and gentler eyes.

They are coming to kill me.
She had been kneeling on her pillow, but smoothly she rose, and faced them. It

was her training, honed in the market. Even in her early days, no customer had ever
torn her façade, not even the ones who had surprised her.

“Who are you?” she said in the cool voice she might use to a matron who offered
a deliberately insulting price for her wares.

They faltered. Sheyshi moaned in fear at Mai’s feet. The two men exchanged a
glance, speaking without words. Their smell, like everything in this country, hit her
strongly: straw and stables and leather and a hint of piss and a spice that made her
nose itch. Her instincts were good. Even in this extremity, she could see into them,
men determined but not subtle.

They are surprised by what they find. This is not the face and form and reaction
they expect.

The man on the left raised his sword. The other one tightened his grip on the
knife hilt. So slowly it all transpired: they took another step, while she considered
the strength of the walls behind her and whether it was likely she could smash
through them.

A rush of footfalls swept up the corridor. Chief Tuvi burst into the room with
Anji behind him as the assassins turned to meet them, but those who wished to
protect her had a kind of rare fury to aid them. With a few strokes the men were cut
down. They fell to the floor, and they bled and bled, croaking and gasping, until
Tuvi cut their throats.

Anji looked at her from the other side of the corpses. “Can you speak? Can you
move?”

“Yes, but Sheyshi is having hysterics.”
“We’re leaving now. If she does not get up, then Tuvi will kill her and leave her

with these.” He paused, cocked his head as he listened, and dashed out of the room.
On the heels of his exit, Priya ran in, tears on her face.

“Mistress!”
“I’m unharmed.”
Priya knelt, gathered up cup, pillows, bedding, and carried these out into the cor-

ridor. Mai took in a breath, aware suddenly that she had not breathed for forever.
She knelt beside the sobbing Sheyshi.

“We must go now. Now. Do you hear? Come. Stand up.”
The girl pulled her hands from her face, saw a trail of blood oozing toward her,

and wailed. She rolled backward to get away from it.
Mai took hold of her shoulder.“Close your eyes. Do it. Close your eyes and get up.”
“Leave her,” said Tuvi.“I’ll kill her after you’re gone. Not worth dying for, that one.”
“Sheyshi! Close your eyes. I’ll lead you.”
Tuvi leaped over the corpses. The stink of fresh blood became overpowering,

and Sheyshi began to retch, although nothing came up.
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“It’s very bad, Mistress,” Tuvi said reasonably. “Some local agent has guessed the
truth. We are a day’s ride from Sarida. We must get there before those who suspect
the captain’s identity get news back down the line to a commander who can do
something about it. Leave this one. Go!”

“Sheyshi!” Mai was angry now. It was so stupid to die this way. “Come now, or
I’ll have to leave you. Come now!” She hooked a hand under the girl’s armpit, and
tugged, and at last, spitting and groaning, the slave staggered to her feet. Limp and
passive, eyes squeezed shut, she allowed Mai to lead her along the wall and out of
the room, across the corridor, through the women’s courtyard where a huddle of
women crouched on the ground under the guard of four of Anji’s men. Mai could
not see their faces. They had thrown their colorful shawls up over their heads to
cover themselves. A toddling boy crouched between two of them, bawling, until one
of the women slapped him, and then he bawled louder and was wrestled under the
tent of her outer shawl, where his cries were choked off.

The gate that led out of the women’s courtyard stood open. Hesitantly, she
stepped through. The late-afternoon shadows stretched across the large inn court-
yard, but despite the late hour, Anji’s men went about their purposeful business,
saddling horses, tying on packs. The palanquin stood to one side, sliding door
open, interior stripped and empty. Anji led a horse to her.

“You’ll wrap yourself as Priya shows you, covering your face.” He did not look at
her; already he scanned the wide gates that let onto the thoroughfare. Despite the
imposing blockade of a dozen of his soldiers, passersby had gathered to gawk and
point and comment. Some, seeing Mai, gave up a shout, and Anji called, and his sol-
diers pushed into the street by laying their whips about them viciously.

“Aren’t we making a stir?” she asked, looking toward the palanquin.
“Too late now,” he said. “One of the red hounds got away. We must outrun them.

Cover your face.”
He thrust the reins into her hands and strode off. Priya ran up and wrapped a

shawl tightly around Mai’s head and neck and shoulders, twisted it, knotted it,
tucked it; gave Mai a pair of hands to boost her into the saddle. The first rank of
mounted soldiers pressed forward through the gate. Chief Tuvi came up beside Mai.

“You stick with me, Mistress,” he said. “You’re never to leave my sight.”
Fear clenched like a fist in her stomach. Priya had tied the shawl so tight that the

cloth flattened her nose, making it hard to take in a full breath, but Mai was afraid
to adjust anything in case it fell off. Already they were moving; the transition oc-
curred without her awareness, only that her muscles tensed as her mount trotted
forward alongside Chief Tuvi. She looked for Shai over the heads of the men around
her, but she could not see him.

As they pushed through the gate she saw, in the distance, a flower of smoke bloom-
ing in the hard bright sky. A high-toned bell began to ring, joined by a second and a
third. The noise of crowds of men in a panic swelled like the boom of gusting wind in
a storm. A racket of clattering sounds—like sticks striking stone—echoed from out of
the streets. She smelled smoke, and turned in the saddle with the shawl almost blind-
ing her, cloth rucked around her eyes. Flames leaped from the steep roof of the inn
where she had just sheltered. She stared, unable to comprehend it, because the roof
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was formed of planks of wood. No one had that much wood, to waste it on roofing!
Runnels of fire coursed along the pitch. Smoke poured out from under the eaves.

They turned a corner and, riding fast, hit the outskirts of the town along a series
of tenements and hovels fenced into corral-like compounds by waist-high plastered
walls. Open fields stretched ahead. Farther out, terraces heavy with crops and, above
them, wooded slopes marked the limits of the valley. They turned north, whipping
the horses into a jolting run. The road was paved but the roadway itself was much
wider than the central stone corridor, which was paralleled on either side by dirt
tracks fuzzed at their verge by wisps of grass and weeds. Men straightened from
their labor in the fields to stare. Workers toiling over stinking tanning vats leaped
up in surprise as the troop raced past them. Folk trudging in toward town with
burdens balanced in baskets on their heads or slung along their backs fell backward
to get off the road. Glossy orange and red fruit spilled and rolled and was trampled
under hoof. Uncannily, no one screamed imprecations after the troop as they scram-
bled to get out of the way. Theirs was the silence of obedience. Only dogs yipped and
chased them. Behind, more bells joined the clamor.

Mai’s eyes stung with tears. She gripped the pommel to keep herself steady, al-
though in truth the Qin saddles were built to keep the rider stable, able to stay on the
horse while handling bow or spear or sword. They rode at a draining pace through a
countryside whose lands were in fields out to every available cranny and corner.
Compounds plastered to a gleaming white stood in the midst of grain fields.

Soon it grew too dark to observe the surrounding landscape. Torches were lit,
and tailmen took them up, riding at stages within the troop, lighting their way. Nat-
urally, their pace slowed, but the road was smooth and level, nothing like the hap-
hazard tracks whose intertwining threads made up the Golden Road, the route
along which trade flowed east and west along the northern shore of the vast desert.

The stars made a brilliant ornament above them. The moon rose, adding its
handsome light as they pushed on into the night. Very late, they stopped where an
irrigation canal cut close to the road. Here Anji allowed the horses to be watered
while the soldiers switched mounts, saddling up those horses that hadn’t borne
weight on this first leg. They worked in a disciplined silence. Now and again a mur-
mured comment surfaced and was tersely answered.

“This strap has broken.”
“Here’s a cord to replace it.”
“This mare is blown.”
“Cut her loose. She’ll follow if she can.”
“Let me use your knife.”
“Lost yours?”
“Stuck in bone. Didn’t have time to get it out.”
“Huh. Clumsy of you. Chief ’ll send you back to be a tailman!”
The horses were tough, and the men showed no sign of strain, but she was weary

and her thighs hurt and her hands ached. O’eki brought fresh horses. Sheyshi crouched
on the ground, rocking obsessively. Priya stood beside Mai, saying nothing, watchful
and alert, although the darkness around her eyes betrayed her exhaustion and fear.

“Where are the bearers?” Mai asked. “Where is Shai?”
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“I don’t know,” Priya whispered. “There were fires. Fighting in the rear guard.”
“I heard it too,” Mai said, recalling now the rhythm of the clattering sounds she

had thought were sticks.
A short distance away, Chief Tuvi was conferring with Anji. Horses stamped. A

soldier jerked a gelding away from the water, where it had been drinking too long.
Mai wanted to go looking for Shai, but the urgency of their flight pinned her to this
one place, even though she had to pee. If she wasn’t ready to go, they would leave
without her. Shaking, she reached under the long silk jacket, undid her loose
trousers, and squatted right there while Priya swiftly unwound the shawl that cov-
ered her head and torso and held it up to shield her.

“This is so hard,” Mai whispered when she was done, and standing again. “What
happened?”

“Some kind of agents from the palace,” said Priya.“I have seen many strange things
in these few days, Mistress. Everything in this land is done one way only. The gates are
locked at night and unlocked in the morning. Women live in one place and men in
another. Each town has fields laid out in the same pattern, allowing for differences in
the lay of the land. Each town looks alike. There is a temple in the center of each town,
but the women told me that women are not allowed to go there. They were shocked I
should think so. I! Who served the Merciful One as an honored acolyte! That’s not all.
There are spies everywhere, that is what Captain Anji said. He told us to keep watch
for them, and for their scat. He calls them the red hounds. I think they must be like the
demon dogs who chased the Merciful One across the bone desert. Their eyes are red
with blood and their bodies are feathered with dust and iron shavings.”

“It was men who tried to kill me.”
“They can appear in any guise. They are not earthly creatures like you and me. They

are born out of sparks of anger and despair. The whirlwind twists them into a material
form.” Priya shuddered.“You were very brave, Mistress. You stood up to them.”

The memory of that moment did not disturb Mai. It was sealed as in glass, sepa-
rate from her. But she was still shaking from the rush of the ride, and the stench of
smoke in her nostrils. Had those women crouching in the courtyard, with their hid-
den faces, gotten out of the burning courtyard in time?

“I didn’t see,” said Priya. “We left too quickly. But it would be better for them if
they did die.”

“How can you say that?”
“The red hounds will question anyone who survives the fire. It would be better

to be dead than to suffer their questions.”
“What about Shai?” she asked Priya. “I don’t see him. What of the bearers?”

Where were the nine slaves who had borne her so faithfully for so long?
Priya cupped her hands in emulation of the Merciful One’s offering bowl, and

dipped her face toward her hands, to show the spilling of sorrow, tears unwept.
“They guarded the entrance to your suite of rooms. The red hounds slaughtered
them. That’s how we first knew something was wrong.”

Tears unwept, Mai heard the call to mount. She touched Priya’s hand, to give
comfort, to get comfort. O’eki returned, leading four horses, and without further
speech—for what was there left to say?—they rode on.
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“With me,” said Tohon, jerking Shai’s attention away from the open shopfronts
where carpenters worked. The street was lined with workshops. The smell of wood
shavings brought a sense of peace, the memory of honest industry on the slopes of
Dezara Mountain, but Tohon was already riding off and Shai had to follow.

Tohon balanced two sealed jars on his thighs. A pair of tailmen—Jagi and
Tam—came with them, Tam leading a packhorse with six or eight jars bound in
netting and slung over the beast and Jagi with a bundle of greasy sticks clutched un-
der his left arm and a slow-burning torch held in his right. Down the main avenue
they rode. Men paused to watch them pass, curious or suspicious, then turned away
with a passivity in the face of the unusual that made Shai feel both safe and queasy.
In Kartu Town, folk treated the Qin that way, too, looking away because to question
brought punishment. Now he was one of them. Not above the law, but holding the
law with the sword in his hand.

This town like all towns in the empire was laid out in an orderly octagon.
Fields and orchards gave way to stockyards, tanning yards, construction yards,
threshing yards, smithing yards, any kind of activity whose stench or fire danger
or need to sprawl made it inappropriate to the orderly and narrow lanes. Next
came compounds of humble dwellings with plastered walls surrounding each one
and a single gate for entry. Then they came into the market, where they always
halted for the night at a compound flying the orange banner stamped with an un-
readable blot of lines and circles that, Shai had worked out, denoted an inn. They
were not allowed to ride farther in, to the larger residential compounds with their
higher walls, the military garrison, and the spires marking the precincts of the
holy temple.

Turning right and right again on the narrowing streets, Tohon cupped a hand
under one of the jars and flung it into the air. It fell in a long arc and broke, smash-
ing on the roof of a carpenter’s compound. Potsherds skittered into pipewood gut-
ters. Oil glided down over the plank roof.

Shai stared, then urged his horse after Tohon. A man shouted in protest. A bright
flare flashed behind him, and he turned in the saddle. Behind, Jagi had lit one of the
sticks on fire. He tossed it onto the roof.

Spilled oil exploded into flame. They turned right again, rode on, turned left.
Tohon flung another jar while Tam, with the skill of a born horseman, extricated
a third jar from the netting on the back of the packhorse. Tohon drew his sword
and nodded at Shai, a signal to draw his as well. How strange it was to push
through the streets with death in your hand. Always, before, he had stepped out
of the path of passing soldiers. Now folk fled from him. He grinned, although the
expression fit his face strangely. Their fear gratified him, but the pounding of his
heart and the flush of excitement along his skin made him uneasy. Should he like
this so much? When he looked at his comrades, they looked like men about



their everyday business, nothing thrilling or horrifying about it, just doing their
job.

They moved through the outer streets, tossing jars and flaming sticks. Bells be-
gan to ring an alarm. By the time they circled back to where they’d started, the inn
was on fire, roaring and snapping with sheets of heat pouring off it. Tohon rode past
without stopping, making for the countryside. Shai slowed down as they passed the
open gates. Corpses sprawled in the courtyard, but the smoke made his eyes water,
hid their faces from view. He thought some might be Mai’s slave bearers. Some were
women. Wisps of ghostly fabric were only now oozing from the bodies, cowering
over the severed flesh. They were not yet aware that they were dead.

The streets were mobbed with men running in a panic, some hauling buckets,
others desperate to save anything they could from the fires. A child screamed. The
distinctive incense of cedar and sandalwood burning penetrated the acrid taint of
smoke. Then they pushed out beyond the streets and turned north on the road, fol-
lowing the trail of the main troop. Behind, the southern quarter of town was going
up in flames, serenaded by the clangor of the alarm bells.

T H E Y R O D E H A R D to catch up with the others, rode at intervals all night, rested
in the hour before daybreak when the moon had gone down, and as soon as it was
light moved on. The road pushed upward at a steady incline, enough to really strain
the horses. Five more were blown and their blood drained into cups to strengthen
the men, but the rest pushed on with the same placid tough-mindedness as their
riders. Maybe the horses knew what fate awaited them if they faltered. Although
Shai did not know the details, they had lost two tailmen, a young groom, and all
nine of the slave bearers in the conflagration. No one spoke of the dead men.

The valley broadened but the heights beyond grew higher and more rugged. They
came at midday to a spectacular overlook. Beyond, the valley split into three forks,
each one plunging into the most impressive highlands Shai had ever seen, steep hill-
sides so green that the color burned the eye. Slopes blazed under the hot blue sky. Ter-
races of ripening grain stair-stepped down steep hillsides. Streams coursed down from
every height. He glimpsed waterfalls like hidden ribbons caught among the crags.

Below, the road split, like the valley, into three distinct paths. Just north of this
crossroads lay a startlingly blue lake and beside it a town.

“Sarida,” said Captain Anji.
Mai was haggard and tense, with her head wrapped in a shawl to leave only her

face exposed.
The town had the usual octagon shape but fewer spires in its central temple and

an untidy growth on its southern walls: a mass of wagons and livestock seemingly
disgorged from the market quarter but not in motion. Any person who lived on the
Golden Road could recognize, even from a distance, the caravan quarter. It was the
lifeblood of a town, where merchants, carters, drovers, and guardsmen seeking a
hire met, mingled, and made mutually advantageous bargains. No one traveled any
distance alone.

“It may be that fortune favors us today,” Anji went on. He pointed.“There’s a car-
avan gathering in Sarida’s caravan market. A large one. Let’s hope it’s traveling
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north toward the Hundred, and not south back into the heart of the empire.” He
conferred with Chief Tuvi, Tohon, and a pair of older men. The three women were
directed to change into Qin clothing. Behind a blanket, they did so. When they
emerged, they had tucked their hair tightly away under cloth bindings. Tuvi gave
the signal to move. Mai pulled an end of cloth to cover her mouth and nose, as
against dust, with only her beautiful eyes exposed.

Tohon move up alongside to Shai. “You stay with me, lad.”
They rode on.

“ E M P I R E T O W N S H AV E walls, but they are not fortresses,” Tohon explained as
they followed in the dust of the main troop, riding rear guard with six tailmen be-
hind them to sound the warning should the emperor’s red hounds catch up. The
busier Tohon was scanning the landscape to either side, the likelier he was to get to
talking. “They’re not built to repel an army. We hit one once. That was many years
ago, before the first treaty was signed between them and us, the one that sent the
captain’s mother to the Sirniakan court to become the emperor’s concubine. I was
just a groom, not yet old enough to ride as a tailman.”

“I thought the new treaty with this new emperor made the Sirniakans and the
Qin allies. Why did they need that, then? If they were allies before?”

“There was trouble, fighting and raids, along the border after the var’s sister—
that is, the captain’s mother—lost favor in the imperial household. Now there’s this
new treaty.”

“Then are they building walls in case of war?”
“No. They build walls because their god tells them to. He likes things orderly.

Some things inside, some things outside, these things here and those things there.
All I know is, never talk to one of their priests. They’ll chop off your head just for a
wrong word. And, never put a foot into their temple grounds. They’ll do worse.”

“What can they do worse than chop off your head?”
Tohon chuckled. “Tss! You’re young!”
“What do their priests look like, so I’ll know not to talk to one?”
“I don’t know. I never saw one.”
The hillsides were covered with terraces. Men moved barefoot through those

small plots, but the work they stooped to in those wet fields made little sense to
Shai, who had grown up among the wood shavings and pastureland of his ances-
tors’ holdings. Tohon seemed to take it in with the same interest he would take in
the flights of birds and the venture of animals through the grass: only that which
might threaten him interested him.

The road came down onto the valley floor among fenced pastures and orchards
in strict ranks. They rode in and out of morning shade. Four towers could be seen
in the distance, though trees hid the rest of Sarida. Clouds had piled up along the
northern horizon, hiding the mountains. Above them, the sky was clear, and the sun
growing hot. Bees buzzed where flowers bloomed in parallel rows beyond the road-
side paths. A little girl wearing a long blue dress and a gold apron, with her hair tied
up in a gold scarf, stood among the golden flowers with a mass of flowers heaped in
her arms. She stared as they passed. A man wearing a leather apron and a dirty tunic
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knelt beside a wheelbarrow half filled with fruit. He shouted at the girl. Hastily, she
dropped to her knees and bent her head. A bird sang a five-note song; red wings
flashed in the trees. Tohon scratched his nose, sniffing as if he smelled smoke.

Where the road curved past a bristling hedge, they broke free of the ranks of or-
chard to find themselves right up against the outlying districts of Sarida. Fenced gar-
dens growing herbs, vegetables, or flowers competed for space with stinking tanning
yards and the beaten ground around smoking kilns. Off to the right Shai saw a spec-
tacular lumberyard, all kinds and sizes of stacked logs, but Tohon slapped him on the
elbow to get his attention as they rode up to the outskirts of the outermost district:
the caravan market, where merchants and strangers were permitted to bide.

The caravan market had overflowed its corral-like wall, and the town guards
were too busy trying to keep order to prevent the entry of a troop of soldiers bear-
ing a palace warrant. Many wagons had gathered on the field beyond the corral.
Drovers and servants loitered there, holding just about anything over their heads to
get some shade as the sun rose toward the zenith. Qin grooms held the main herd
tightly grouped out beyond the low walls, but the rest of the troop pushed in past
the gates to an open plot of ground where the men who ran the market took their
tolls and taxes. As Shai rode in at the rear, beside Tohon, local men gave way: porters
bearing sacks of meal or carters pushing barrels that smelled of oil; slaves clad in lit-
tle more than a loincloth, with scars lacing their bare backs; merchants borne in
chairs, who shouted at their bearers as they lurched to one side; a pair of dogs with
ears and tails down; a pack of boys in short tunics, hair pulled back into braided
horsetails, who slunk away after the dogs.

The men who ran the market conducted their business on a raised plank deck
sheltered by a plank roof. Anji rode right up onto that deck, the hooves of his horse
a hollow thunder on the wood. He had his whip in his hand, but no sword. The
market officials rose, outraged, but in the face of about two hundred armed and
dangerous men, they did not speak hard words. Many glanced elsewhere, as if seek-
ing reinforcements, someone else to draw the soldiers’ attention. Mai was lost
among the centermost knot of the troop, while the rest of the riders had fanned out
to cover the open ground. Shai pushed forward with Tohon.

“Is there a caravan headed north today?” Anji’s voice carried easily. “We’ve come
with special instructions from Dalilasah, from the Compassionate Magistrate of the
Fourth Army, and the Eleventh Warden of the Eighth Pack out of the Glorious Red
Hounds. We are to ride north and clear the North Road and the pass of the recent
infestation of robbers and heretics.”

“We’ve heard no such tales, of robbers and heretics!” objected one of the local of-
ficials. The man blanched as Anji turned a stony gaze on him and drew the whip
through the fingers of his opposite hand as tenderly as he might caress the hair of a
woman.

“Surely you have not heard any idle talk of heretics,” said Anji in a voice that
made every man there cringe. Other officials stepped away from the fool who had
spoken up. “We do not speak of such things openly, except in deadly times, such as
these. Heresy is a plague that kills swiftly. Be wary. Be alert. Meanwhile, I ride with
a special dispensation, a warrant from the palace. We leave at midday, after we’ve
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watered our horses. Any caravan master looking for protection may journey with
us. But they must make ready at once. We do not wait.”

It seemed unlikely to Shai that any merchant would ask for the protection of
such a threatening crew. No one spoke up, but a whisper passed through the assem-
bly. At the verge, the crowd melted away in the manner of boys and dogs.

Anji turned his men aside. They set to the task of watering the horses and
stealing—they called it commandeering—grain, portable foodstuffs, da, and terig
leaf from the storehouses. They provisioned themselves with a dispatch that Shai ad-
mired, considering how hungry he was. He himself pilfered sacks of oranges and
dates, and slung a pair of these sacks over the withers of his own horse, with the
other sacks over a spare pony. Jagi and Pil made fun of him; they didn’t know what
dates were, and the oranges, they said, would be mashed to pulp after one day on the
road.

As the sun kissed the zenith, the troop assembled outside the gates of the caravan
market. Astoundingly, a long line of wagons, slaves bound by rope, outriders, and
peddlers pushing handcarts waited in marching order. The caravan master pre-
sented a hastily drawn-up manifest of merchants and goods to Captain Anji. They
were ready to go, and eager, it seemed, to travel under the protection of such a men-
acing company.

“I can’t believe they’re agreeing to the captain’s terms, just like that,” muttered Shai
to Tohon.“Aren’t they suspicious? They have no idea if he’s really what he claims to be.”

Tohon chuckled. “A piece of advice, lad. When you talk, people hear that you
don’t understand what you see. Best to keep your eyes open, and your mouth
closed. Look at them. They’re scared. Fear tramples prudence. The captain tells
them to obey, and they want to believe that if they obey they’ll be safe, so they obey.”
He grinned in the friendliest manner possible, twisting the wispy strands at his chin
that were all he had of a beard. That smile almost took the sting out of the words.
“Are you any different?”

Chief Tuvi lifted the banner that signaled departure. Shouts and cries rose from
among the merchants and wagon drivers. The vanguard pushed out, and the front
of the caravan lurched after them as men and slaves all along the line braced them-
selves, getting ready to move.

North, to the Hundred. There, surely, they would find a safe haven.

19

“I’m sure we’re not yet facing the worst,” said Peddo with a rare look of disgust.
“That’s what you said yesterday.”
Joss had climbed up a stunted pine tree, scraping his hands in the process, and

now angled his body out over the edge of the drop-off. Yes, indeed, the pack of men
who had started shooting arrows at the two reeves yesterday at dusk had tracked
them down and assembled at the base of the rock on which Peddo and Joss and
their eagles had taken refuge for the night. The company below had rope, axes, and
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plenty of arrows. They had torches and, here in the tail end of the dry season, more
than enough parched vegetation to get a conflagration going.

“I said it yesterday,” said Peddo. “And I was right, wasn’t I? But I was only think-
ing of what the Commander said—when was that? The hells! That was almost a
year ago. Do you remember it? We had to do that escort duty along the roads for the
first time, and then the town of River’s Bend was burned down. ‘Not yet facing the
worst.’ Truer words were never spoken.”

Joss shinnied back, scraping his hands again on the bark, and jumped down be-
side Peddo. “Good thing they didn’t find us while it was still night, or we’d be
smoked with no way to fly out. Anyway, you weren’t at that meeting. That was for
legates only. How do you know she said that?”

Peddo had lost weight over the course of the Year of the Silver Fox. He looked
hunted, harried, and worn, but when he grinned, you just had to grin with him. “I
got you drunk and you spilled every word said in the meeting.”

“You didn’t get me drunk.”
“That’s true. You talked without being drunk. It must be part of your charm. Not

that I can see it, mind you.”
The first soft tendrils of smoke rose on the updrafts swirling around the huge

rock formation. Peddo shaded his eyes and scanned the heavens, east against the
rising sun, north, west, and south, but neither raptor—perched well away from each
other at opposite ends of the highest spur—had seen anything in the hard blue sky,
so that meant no reeves from Iron Hall could possibly be within human sight.

“What do you think?” Peddo asked more softly. “Those Iron Hall reeves swore to
meet us near this landmark. Think they ran into an accident? I fear me—” He hesi-
tated, rubbing his left shoulder where he’d taken an arrow wound two months ago.
Glancing toward the edge, he did not attempt to look over at their assailants. “I fear
me that they might have.”

“Best move out, and fly upland. See if we can spot them, or they us.”
“How far?”
Joss shrugged. “All the way to Iron Hall, if we must.”
“Eagles are getting touchy. We might be attacked by one of our own for flying

into their territory.”
“We have to try. Anyway, that accident—four months ago, was it?—with that

Copper Hall eagle was completely unexpected. That’s the first time in years one ea-
gle has attacked another for flying through its territory. Everyone—reeve and eagle
alike—we’re all agitated. We have to try, Peddo. We haven’t had a messenger out of
Iron Hall for a month.”

And they’d been too overwhelmed to send a messenger of their own, just to trade
reports, get up to date on the worsening situation across Haldia and the lowlands.
Not enough reeves, and far too much violence.

We’re helpless, but we have to try.
Below, enough brush had caught that the sound of fire crackling could be easily

heard. The two raptors were getting anxious. Scar yelped. Jabi shifted restlessly, and
as soon as Peddo fastened into the harness, the eagle thrust upward, beating hard.
Arrows spat up from the ground below. Joss unhooded Scar, but then stepped away

Spirit Gate 151



to the opposite side of the rock, to the lip where it tumbled straight down. He
scanned the landscape, splendid to survey but pitted with traps for the unwary ea-
gle: copses in which folk could hide, gulches into which a man could duck, clearings
in which archers could raise their bows, sight, and loose, as they were doing now,
knowing they had the shelter of trees nearby. There were many more men out there
than he had first imagined. He sucked in smoke, coughed, but held his place, watch-
ing as arrows sped up from the ground in the wake of Jabi’s flight. Jabi had served
through three reeves; he was smart enough to gauge his distance, and keep clear,
but those men would keep shooting and it was obvious to Joss that there were at
least a hundred men scattered within eyeshot of the outcropping.

Scar kekked. Joss spun just as a scrape and rattle of stone betrayed the man
scrambling up and over onto the height. Some damn fool had climbed, risking
everything for the chance to kill a reeve.

Scar was a big bird. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t move fast.
The man shrieked, seeing that massive form as it struck. He stumbled backward.

Scar’s foremost talons raked over the thigh, hung in the flesh. Then, as the man
slipped, flailing, into the gulf of air, the flesh ripped free, and he was gone over the
edge, screaming.

“The hells!” swore Joss.
He heard the crash of the body as it smashed into rock and rolled over dry

brush, and then a shout from wherever the fallen man had come to rest. A yammer
rose from the men below like that of hungry dogs circling in for the kill. It was def-
initely time to go.

Scar was furious, head lowered, feathers raised along the back of his neck. He
was twittering angrily, and although the sound seemed incongruous, coming from
such a huge bird, Joss knew what it meant: A blooded eagle who had lost his prey
was a bad-tempered eagle, roused and dangerous.

But the smoke was getting thicker. Others would climb, or were climbing. He
had to act. He put the bone whistle to his lips, and blew the command meant to
rouse any eagle to return to its reeve.

Scar lifted his head and opened his wings. Joss fastened into the harness. Up! Ar-
rows rose, like rain falling upward, sheets of them, but Scar had grabbed an updraft
with the first beat of his wings and kept rising, out of range. Far above, Jabi circled.
Below, men scattered into hiding places, making it impossible to get an estimate of
their numbers. Scar spiraled up on a thermal. Below, the fire began to spread. Joss
and Peddo, keeping their distance, traded flag signals, then flew north in parallel
tracks, within human visual range of each other. Gliding and spiraling, gliding and
spiraling, the effortless flight of the healthy eagle. For a long time they could see
black smoke from the fire, spreading as the blaze got out of control. No doubt,
thought Joss sourly, the men who had started it would flee with no concern for what
damage the fire would cause. But then, the Year of the Silver Fox had lived up to its
worst characteristics: a contentious, difficult, dangerous year colored by ashes and
gloom and death, one setback after the next.

As the day rose, they passed over empty tracks and roadways, flew above villages
and hamlets where folk turned their fields or trimmed their trees and field shrubs
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to ready them for the rains due to arrive next month, after the turn of the year.
What folk they saw who were out or abroad stuck close by the often pathetic pal-
isades thrown up around every habitation; in many cases, people were raising or re-
pairing walls.

They’d been aloft most of the morning when Jabi screamed an alert. Scar an-
swered him. Both sets of raptor eyes fixed on a sight beyond human range. Soon
enough Joss—and Peddo—saw it, too: another eagle and its reeve, circling high,
riding a thermal but not really going anywhere. Plumes of smoke cut up from the
land. Had they somehow swung around and were returning to the outcropping
they’d started from? Or, the hells, was this a new conflagration?

They had flown well north into the uplands of Haldia. The River Istri, no larger
than a stand of blue-green ribbon, snaked along the ground off to the west. The
foothills of Heaven’s Ridge swept the north and northwest; the upland plains to the
east were lost in heat haze, although at this height the high plateau could be guessed,
even at a distance of tens of mey, by the yellow shimmer smearing the eastern hori-
zon. Just a few mey ahead lay the city of High Haldia, one of the Thirteen Bannered
Cities in the Hundred. And it was the city, surely, that the smoke surrounded. As they
flew closer, he caught sight of a second eagle, then counted four. Ten! More like vul-
tures than eagles, circling as if waiting for the death throes to cease.

Whenever Scar shifted his wings, the movement of the raptor’s breast muscles
bunched and eased against Joss’s back. After so many years, Joss could anticipate
the changes. The muscles tensed, Scar dipped, then pulled up; Joss scanned the
ground to see what Scar had seen and brought to his notice.

Files of men, everywhere.
Sometimes, when you were on patrol, the sights you observed hanging in harness

at the breast of your eagle seemed absurd, unreal, a tale unfolding in the movements
of tiny carved toys on a rumpled blanket. A mob was converging on High Haldia,
whose attendant villages and fields were abandoned and whose gates were shut.
Ants might swarm toward a nest of sweets in this same manner. Men were coming
from all directions, grouped in companies and ranked by banners to mark their
leaders and cadres. Every village claimed a rough and ready militia of thirty-six able
adults; every town boasted a militia and guard of one hundred and eight who
would run to serve if needs must. Every Bannered City paid a permanent guard to
patrol its walls and streets and in addition organized a militia of folk able to stand
up with weapons if they were called for, a full six companies if they could manage it
or more in the largest population centers like Nessumara and Toskala. But such
massed armed forces had become rare in recent times, in the days of Joss’s mother
and grandmothers. Even in the north, in Herelia, Iliyat, and Vess, where the ancient
custom of lordship still held sway, a lord ruler could rarely afford to house and feed
more than a single company of one hundred and eight.

There was a name, rarely used, for the creature pulling its net tight around the
fields and walled precincts of High Haldia: an army.

An eagle dropped down to their elevation and sheared off toward the southwest.
Joss flagged Peddo, and they both banked, and followed the Iron Hall reeve ten mey
at least, an unexpected distance. The reeve brought the eagle down on a narrow
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ridge, the last outthrust of a bank of hills. The River Istri churned below, forced to
bend sharply here on its seaward course. A ferry banner marked a crossing point
below the stretch of whitewater, but no one was out on the river or waiting at the
shelter. The Istri Walk, that wide road that ran the length of the River Istri from
Nessumara to Seven, was entirely deserted; at this time of day it ought to be alive
with the flow of traffic. As Joss and Peddo circled in, testing the air currents, the
Iron Hall reeve hooded the eagle and trudged to the far end of the ridge to wait.

“The hells!” cried Peddo when he’d landed a safe distance from the other two ea-
gles, and unhitched. Joss beckoned, and together they walked over to the Iron Hall
reeve.

“The hells!” said Peddo again, as they came up to a tall, rangy woman with shad-
owed eyes, a chin scarred and twisted as though it had been broken but healed
crooked, and silver streaking her black hair. “What’s going on? How can it be Clan
Hall has heard nothing of this?”

The reeve’s expression tightened. A muffled chirp came from the other end of
the ridge, her eagle sensing trouble. It was a big, big female, the kind who could
cause a lot of damage.

Peddo barreled on. “Why aren’t you reeves doing anything but riding the winds
and just cursed watching it all happen?”

She raised a fist. Joss stepped forward before she could slug Peddo.
“I’m Joss, out of Clan Hall. This is Peddo. Mine’s Scar, and his is Jabi. Greetings

of the day to you. I don’t mind saying this looks like a rough one.”
She lowered her hand.
“Sorry,” muttered Peddo.
She relaxed infinitesimally. Not that she looked like she remembered how to re-

lax. “I’m Veda, out of Iron Hall. Mine’s Hunter, there. Give her a wide berth. They
gave me the duty of calling you Clan Hall reeves off, when you came. So now I’ve
done. Best you go back to Toskala and tell the Commander—” Her voice, on that
word, came edged with scorn, but Joss wasn’t sure who or what she was aiming at.
“—that the council at High Haldia has sworn to hold out against the attack for as
long as they can. How long that will be, I couldn’t say. But they’ve dug in. They’re
expecting to be besieged. They’re as scared as any folk might be. They’ve heard the
stories of villages burned and folk murdered or disappeared. High Haldia is a fine
prize for a ruthless thief to grab.”

Peddo opened his mouth, but Joss pressed a hand to Peddo’s elbow to shut him
down.

“This is all a shock to me, I’ll tell you,” Joss said, careful to mix geniality and gen-
uine outrage. “Where did all those armed men come from?”

“Where did they come from? Out from under our noses, that’s where! The first
cadre came marching down out of Heaven’s Ridge two weeks ago. Then the flood-
gates opened.”

“They’d been hiding there and you never spotted them?” demanded Peddo.
“That’s a lot of men to hide.”

“Where the hells are you from, boy?” snapped Veda. “Do you know those moun-
tains? That’s a lot of mountain to hide in, all the way from where the Fingers clutch
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at the northern seas down to the south where the Barrens kiss the Spires. Hundreds
of mey, and with caves and crevices and overhangs and box valleys and scarred
heights aplenty. There’s a reason they call it the graveyard of runaway slaves. That’s
a lot of cursed mountains to hide in! And die in. Not that you and your cursed ea-
gle could likely fly that far!” Her voice rose on the words.

Joss had heard men turn hysterical in just this same way.
“That’s right,” he interjected hastily. “That territory is far too much ground to

cover, and impossible to track given all the places a man could hide himself away.”
Given rope, she kept hauling. “We’re shorthanded. We’ve had to concentrate on

settled areas. People demand protection. Arkhons demand protection. Councils de-
mand protection. The cursed guilds demand protection. They want the fields pa-
trolled, the roads patrolled, their stinking outhouses patrolled. And then when an
attack like this comes, they’re after us for not having spent enough time searching
the wilderness for signs of trouble!”

“Neh, neh, don’t think we’re criticizing you. We’re in no better order. Clan Hall
is down to three flights, including the retired and fledglings.”

Her wild look eased slightly, although tears had begun to flow. “Three flights,”
she muttered. “Not that you have much area to cover.”

“We know what you’re up against. The town of River’s Bend was burned at the
beginning of the year. That was just the beginning. We’ve lost control of the upland
reaches of Low Haldia. Almost all trade has ceased with the valley of Iliyat. Oh, I
could go on, but I won’t. Tell me what’s happened at High Haldia. Who is attacking?
What do they want?”

She sucked in air between gritted teeth, then wiped tears from her cheeks.
“That’s the question,” she said. The wind whined, here at the height of ridge. Reeves
became accustomed to the incessant growl, moan, howl, whine, flutter, and roar of
wind, but for some reason the way this wind whistled over and through the rocks
grated on Joss’s nerves. His headache was back.

“What’s the question?” said Peddo, looking ready to pop with frustration.
She glared at him, the only target she’d had in days, maybe. “The question we

can’t answer. We have captured a couple of stragglers. Did you think we hadn’t done
even that much? Some had debt marks and no accounts bundle to prove they
bought their freedom under the law. Others were free men, the usual scum. Anyway,
those who would talk under pressure spouted nothing but nonsense: any desire
may be had in exchange for pledging loyalty to the cause; all the bad things done to
them would be avenged. They would babble on so about the gaze that burns and the
shadow flung down from the sky. Then would come stories of proving themselves
worthy, such cruel and nasty things they claimed to have done as would turn your
stomach. I don’t know how much of them were true. As likely understand the bark-
ing of dogs as learn anything from their gabble. They have this medallion they wear
like an amulet, to protect them from evil, but it’s a flimsy thing, hammered tin. I
could fold it with my own hands—” She mimed the action with her hands, front
back front back. “—until it snapped in two.”

Joss grunted. “A tin medallion? By any chance, an eight-tanged starburst?”
“That’s right! You’ve come across it as well.”
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“Only in the ruins of burned villages. What of the other men, the ones who
wouldn’t talk under pressure?”

“They didn’t talk, did they? Tough bastards, I’ll give them that. They died, rather
than talk.”

D R O P P I N G D O W N O V E R Toskala, skimming over the rooftops, Joss saw the
truth that could no longer be ignored. Within the five quarters of Toskala, in every
neighborhood, every courtyard and spare arm’s span of space in and around the
warehouses or along back alleys was woven with a network of ropes over which
were slung heavy canvas roofs and walls to build makeshift shelters. The neighbor-
hood watches patrolled a tight web, working the streets and alleys to stop problems
before they spread and to control garbage and pick up night soil. There were a lot of
scared people here, torn out of their homes.

The reeves were helpless against this threat.
Everyone knew it. That’s why they were all building walls and running to walls. It

was the only thing left to hide behind.

“ W E C A N S E E now that River’s Bend was simply the opening attack in a careful
strategy,” said the commander. “They’re encircling us.”

Like all reeve halls, Clan Hall’s architecture included a small amphitheater. In this
case, the curved tiers were cut from the rock at the edge of the promontory, and of-
fered a view beyond the proscenium to the river flowing past below, the wide Istri
Walk on the far shore, and fields and orchards opening out to the horizon. The com-
mander was seated on a chair, on the proscenium. Reeves sat in the lower tiers; in a
former time, they would have filled the tiers, but not now. Joss sat in the front row
with the other three legates who remained. Peddo had slipped in beside him. The rest
of Clan Hall’s reeves who could be spared from patrol or who weren’t fit for patrol
held the other seats. Their tension was a presence of itself, a huge beast, waiting to rip
them apart. Fear is its own challenge, the first battle that must be won. And after that,
the war on despair.

Naturally, on top of all that, he had a pounding headache.
“In the eleven months since the burning of River’s Bend, we can see the pattern

emerging.”
At the base of the curve of seats lay a huge rectangular low-sided box in which

was molded a large map of the Hundred as seen with an eagle’s sight, from the air.
Normally covered, it sat glittering in the sun with canvas rolled up to either side.
With a half-length field staff, her baton, the commander pointed here, and there,
showing the growth of the rot as it crept out over the land.

“At first I thought our situation was the same as that in Herelia, fifteen years ago,
when isolated villages began throwing out any reeves who came to stand at their as-
sizes. There were targeted attacks to disrupt trade and disturb normal patterns of
interaction between settlements. Both Copper Hall and Gold Hall had to withdraw
their reeves from one area after another when it became clear that if they continued
to interfere, then hamlets would be razed and innocent folk murdered. Well.
They’re moving more quickly now. And it seems we now know why.”
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She looked up, noting first Joss and then Peddo in her audience. “They have
more forces at hand than they did fifteen years ago. That is how they’ve spread so
quickly this past year. That is how they’ve increased their attacks on reeves such that
we’ve had to combine patrols, send out two reeves as a unit, which limits how much
territory we can cover. It limits the ability of the halls to communicate with each
other, since we are each one of us so overwhelmed by local problems. These are not
random attacks, a spasm of angry young men casting stones where they may. These
attacks are carried out with a clear understanding of the limitations of eagles and
the reeves. They hide in deep cover during the day and move, or attack, at night.
The only calm periods come at the days of the Lamp Moon, when certain eagles are
able and willing to patrol even at night if the skies are clear. Yet now, with the new
year coming and the rainy season bound hard upon it, the cloud cover will leave us
helpless always at night, even when the moon is at his brightest.”

Like the wide Istri, she poured on relentlessly. With one metal-capped tip of her
staff, she indicated the location of each of the six halls.

“Copper Hall’s territory has shrunk. Gold Hall has confined its patrols to the
Arro Mountains and the central Zosteria Plain. As we speak, Iron Hall contends
with a siege on High Haldia, and the northern reaches of Haldia are in chaos. The
northern plateaus remain silent, difficult to patrol in the best of years and as good
as closed to us now. Herelia and Vess and the northern coast, as we know, we lost
years ago. Of the southern halls, Bronze Hall and Horn Hall remain in communica-
tion. We trade a messenger with Bronze Hall twice a month. Mar has suffered no in-
cursions, but in the last four months they’ve dealt with some troublesome elements
pushing down out of the Beacons. Marshal Dessara at Horn Hall sends a messenger
at the first and the middle of the month, always the same report: No change in our
circumstances; we can spare no legate or reeves for Clan Hall at this time. I admit,
however, that their latest messenger is four days overdue. As for Argent Hall, Legate
Garrard departed eleven months ago, at the advent of the Whisper Rains. At first we
received regular messages from him regarding his concerns about the health of
Marshal Alyon and the difficulties besetting Argent Hall and the southern roads, but
we’ve heard nothing in six months. The one reeve I sent south to the Olo’o Sea did
not return. I’ve not had the luxury to send another, under similar risk.”

She raised her head and studied the faces of her reeves, one by one. Joss nodded,
to acknowledge her, but she merely touched on him and moved on along the row of
legates, the experienced reeves, the cripples and retirees and fledglings. Clan Hall
had a higher percentage than other halls of reeves who could no longer fly, men and
women who transferred in to help with the recordkeeping, mapmaking, and other
administrative chores with which Clan Hall was burdened. Gods! And there sat that
rancid spot of pus, the Snake, whispering in Sadit’s shapely ear. Sadit caught Joss
looking, and flushed, and grimaced with anger, and looked away, which movement
caused the Snake to note her action and glance Joss’s way. With a smirk, the Snake
rudely flicked a finger.

Joss’s whole body went rigid, ready to smash that slithering sack of shit’s nose
down into his ass . . . and then he thought of the reeve—Veda—who had lashed out
at Peddo only because she had no one else to be angry with. Volias was a snake, all
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right, and Joss had seen him at his poisonous worst, but this situation was not Vo-
lias’s fault. He rubbed his head, but the pain did not go away. It was always worst in
the season of Furnace Sky, in the last month before the rains brought relief.

The commander smacked her staff on stone. The crack resonated in his skull, mak-
ing him wince. Her voice was sharp, cold, and flat. “They’re tightening the net, and
drawing it closed around us. And we don’t even know who they are, or what they
want.”

She stared for a long time at the map of the Hundred. It was a crude thing, really,
once you had flown over the land with all its glorious variation, viewed it aloft from
the vantage of the eagle: a prize beyond any other. Once chosen as a reeve, you were,
in a way, a slave to the halls. No reeve could turn away from the eagles. The eagles
did not allow it.

Yet for all that, he craved no other life. Not even the quiet routine of the Haya
fish ponds.

“So,” the commander finished. “What do we do now?”
Joss stood immediately. A man snickered; certainly that was Volias, but he re-

fused to notice him. “I have said for months that we need to investigate the situa-
tion at Argent Hall.”

“So you have,” said the commander in her kindest and thus most dangerous voice.
“That’s why I sent Evo south. Evo never returned, and is presumed lost, and dead.”

Joss sat heavily. The Snake coughed like a man trying not to vomit. Others whis-
pered, scratched their heads, shuffled their feet on stone; someone was crying softly.
The river rushed on. The late-afternoon sun dragged shadows across them, a mercy
in this heat.

“But.” The commander’s voice cut through their restlessness, their uncertainty.
“The siege of High Haldia has changed all this. All my accounting must alter. If
High Haldia falls, and in the face of such numbers I cannot imagine it will survive
for long, then everything changes. The nature of what we are up against changes.
The power that works against us has chosen to move out into the open. We are
helpless to act as we have done. We reeves must find another way, or we will be de-
stroyed, for that is surely their plan. The Guardians are dead. And the reeve halls,
indeed the very sanctity of the laws and the Hundred, are under attack.”

Such a beautiful, hot, clear day, to hear such bitter words.
“I’ve selected three reeves to fly south, to investigate the situation at Horn Hall

and at Argent Hall. Joss.”
“Of course,” muttered some wit in the audience. “They always choose him.”
“Peddo. And Volias.”
“The hells!” cried the Snake.
Peddo scratched his chin thoughtfully, then patted Joss’s knee in a brotherly

fashion. “This doesn’t sound good,” he said in a low voice.
But Joss smiled. His headache had vanished, and for the first time in years, he felt

an upsurge of recklessness overwhelm the long slide of despair. Exhilaration tugged
at his heart as it had not done since the old days.

“I’m ready to go,” he said.
The commander nodded. She’d known that was what he would say.
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They took flight at dawn from the prow of Toskala. Folk were already at work
along the outer wall and earthworks, strengthening the defenses. There were reeves
on patrol out in the countryside where villages and estates lay vulnerable to attack.
For a person with keen eyesight, they appeared as specks circling in the sky.

People were moving on the roads and paths, headed out to their fields or pulling
out carts laden with night soil. The road commonly called the Flats, which struck
south into the lush farmlands of the Istrian Plain, was crowded. But traffic thinned
out where the wide road known as the ridgeward Istri Walk pushed into the north
alongside the great river. When the three reeves banked to head downstream along
the great river for the first part of the journey, Joss noted how quickly traffic turned
sparse on the seaward Istri Walk as well.

No one wanted to be far from the safety of the walls.
At length they gained enough height that they were ready to turn more or less

due south onto the plain, the eagles gliding and losing altitude until they found an-
other thermal radiating up from the ground as the earth warmed under the morn-
ing sun. Fields, hamlets, and villages dotted the plain. This time of year, stubble
dried to yellow on harvested fields, in places already mulched and turned into the
earth. Here and there dense white smoke rose up from fields being burned clean in
preparation for the coming new year’s rains. Farmers repaired irrigation ditches,
mended fences, and restored the embankments that protected against flooding. Ar-
tisans gathered around smoking kilns or arranged bricks in ranks to dry in the sun.
Everywhere folk worked on fortifications, digging out and raising earthworks or
fragile brick walls around the ten and thousand villages of Istria that had for as long
as anyone remembered lived in relative peace.

Now and again a person looked upward and lifted a hand in greeting. No red ea-
gle banners were raised on signal poles. All across the plain it seemed that today
might be a calm day, and yet perhaps their good fortune came at the expense of the
folk living in High Haldia.

Wind rushed past Joss’s face. Scar’s wings flapped as the big eagle caught the hint
of a shift in the airflow and cut left to find a better current. Strapped in the harness,
Joss felt the breathing of the raptor as his own. After twenty-two years together, they
communicated in ways that at some times seemed like mystery to Joss and at others
no different from the simple understanding granted to two creatures who knew
each other very very well and trusted each other absolutely.

He scanned the landscape as the regular pattern of village and fields shifted, and
the ground itself changed character. This is what had altered the current: They had
reached the Ascent, the slow uplift that marked the end of the Istrian Plain. Hills
like bubbles broke the surface; streams cut gullies like lacework through the soil;
stands of uncut trees gave way to woodland and then forest. By noon they met up
with the main road, still known as the Flats although here it pushed steadily upward



through pine, beech, and sour-sap trees. This was also good farming country. Here
in clearings bloomed a thousand tiny reservoirs, although the water levels had
sunk low. The berms surrounding the reservoirs were planted with mulberry trees.
Cows rested in the shade. Terraces stair-stepped down steeper slopes into broad
cotton fields or into tea plantations and fenced vegetable gardens. There was no
traffic on the road except, once, a caravan of ten wagons with an escort of about
thirty men armed with what looked like staves and spears and wearing round
leather caps.

To the southwest, the rocky peak of Mount Aua thrust up through the heat haze.
The western spur of the Ossu Hills painted a yellow-brown line to the east of the
mountain. Between these highland escarpments lay the high, wide saddle of the Aua
Gap, entry to the high plains grassland of the south.

It was really getting hot as the afternoon dragged on. Joss was itching with sweat
under his leathers. He was sorry he’d worn his short cloak. Usually it was much
cooler up high, with the winds tearing at you. Overland, of course, it normally took
anywhere from six to ten days to travel from Toskala to Horn, but the eagles,
pushed hard, could make it in one day. Joss was just mulling over whether it would
be best to set down for the day before the eagles got too hot when a flash caught his
peripheral vision. He looked west to see Peddo, who was flying on the west flank of
their formation, waving the “Alert!” flag. Out to the east, the Snake swept wide in a
larger circuit so as to scout the greatest amount of ground.

Joss banked, and flew over the road where it worked its way up through soft-
shouldered slopes not quite rounded enough to be hills. Ahead, Peddo circled a thin
thread of smoke. Joss was soon close enough to identify a hamlet of no more than a
dozen structures set beside a stream. The fields lay a short distance away, in stubble
this late in the year, but there was also tea and mulberry and the bright gold of jabi
bushes. Two altars tucked up one end of the hamlet: a neat, square hut to honor the
Thunderer, and an open-sided altar with green tiles on the steep roof and painted
green corner posts that held up that roof.

A mob had gathered by the Witherer’s altar, twenty men or more, no women in
sight, no children. A pair of men had been trussed up against one of the corner
posts, arms tied back so you couldn’t see their hands. A blade flashed. Peddo
swooped low, and a shout burst from the crowd, many voices raised in surprise as
they pointed and shouted.

Joss pulled Scar down. While the mob was staring at Peddo’s antics as the reeve
circled back, Joss landed in the middle of one of the fields and slipped out of the
harness. Scar yelped his booming call to draw attention. Joss walked forward, tap-
ping his baton against a palm.

It wasn’t a mob, after all, because they fell back into a reasonably disciplined
unit, shy of Scar’s fearsome gaze and the really intimidating span of his wings as he
fluffed up to show his size. There were over thirty, a full cadre, a surly-looking
bunch of men wearing the plain costume of laborers but holding real weapons:
spears, woodsman’s axes, long knives, and a single sword in the hand of the man the
rest looked to for a response. One man carried a red banner marked with three
black waves enclosed in a black circle.
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Joss’s ears were burning as though they were on fire. Scar scraped a talon against
earth, a sound to warn Joss that the eagle sensed danger.

The two men tied to the post were unconscious, or dead. One had the gray hair
of an elderly fellow; the other was probably about Joss’s own age, a mature house-
holder. He smelled a tincture of blood and the harsher stink of excrement and
urine, but there wasn’t any sign of a wound on their tunics, though their leggings
were stained. Dead, then; they had voided their bowels, and the ground was moist
beneath them, buzzing with flies, so it seemed likely they had been alive when
they’d been bound.

He wondered what had killed them. And who had chosen to desecrate the With-
erer’s altar with the act, and the display. No one shall defile a temple.

“A good afternoon to you,” said Joss in his kindest voice, the one that put Scar on
heightened alert. “We couldn’t help noticing that you have a bit of trouble here.”

“You’re not wearing the badge of Horn Hall,” said the man with the sword. He
wasn’t any older than the others, but he had that kind of flat look to his eyes that re-
minded Joss of men who have killed and gotten a taste for it.

“So I’m not,” agreed Joss in his most amiable tone, one that made most of the other
men shift uncomfortably. He noted those who did not. “We’re out of Clan Hall.”

“This is out of your territory,” said the swordsman.
Joss halted about thirty steps from the group and, with his baton resting lightly

and at the ready on his forearm, scanned the scene. This was a reasonably prosper-
ous farm. There was a shelter for the family cart, and a storehouse set up on posts,
as well as a few smaller huts and an outdoor fire pit where the last flare of a dying
fire smoked out, a signal fire, maybe. A path led upstream through trees to the
nearby pond, visible as a wink of water just above the jabi bushes. A pair of cottages
were backed by a tidy vegetable garden fenced in with latticework. The dirt yard be-
tween the two cottages had recently been raked and was disturbed now by a single
set of child-sized footprints.

All the doors were closed and windows slid shut, but although folk might have
been hiding within, he knew they were not. The place was deserted. Emptied.

“In fact, Clan Hall supervises the six eagle clans,” Joss said. “In the manner of a
commander supervising her marshals, if you take my meaning.”

The swordsman had a thin smile. His hair was shaved down tight against the
skull, almost in the manner of one of the Lantern’s hierophants but with a thicker
nap, yet still not enough to grab hold of in a fight. He wore lime-whitened horsetail
ornaments dangling from his shoulders, like a badge of rank that made up for his
shorn head. The rest dressed their hair in various lengths: horsetails streaked with
yellow or red; short beaded braids; rich men’s loops woven with bright ribbon.
None possessed leather caps or boiled-leather helmets, as militia would have. None
wore even the leather coats that protected city firemen from flames and sparks.
Some wore silks, and the rest wore cotton tunics or long local-silk jackets over kilts,
or loose trousers, or bare legs; every one wore sandals or boots, though, which was
unusual. They all seemed to be wearing a similar medallion at their necks, but he
wasn’t close enough to see if it was marked with the starburst. Most had a crude
copy of the red and black banner pattern sewn onto their clothing.
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“Think of us as a cadre of sworn brothers, then,” the swordsman said. “Bound to
our clan father. I didn’t think you were out of Horn Hall.”

Joss gestured toward the dead men. “What’s this?”
“Just what we were asking ourselves. We have a foot patrol we run out here along

the Flats, because of the trouble there has been. This is what we found.” He gestured.
“This hamlet, deserted. These two men, dead.”

There was no single word, or cough, or movement from those assembled, as
though they were all holding their breath to see how he reacted. Peddo circled over-
head again; he had his bow ready, its length tucked against his side, hard to see un-
less you knew to look for it. The Snake was nowhere to be seen.

They were lying.
The reeves were well trained and well armed, but they could not fight a pitched

battle.
A powerful cry split the air. All of the men leaped and startled as Trouble

swooped in low. The Snake had his orange flag in his hand: Danger. It was time to
retreat.

Aui! How it burned to have to do so. The dead men were farmers, likely grandfa-
ther and adult son. This was their place, for all he knew. But Volias, while a snake
and bastard of the first water, would not give the signal to retreat lightly.

“We’re on our way to Horn Hall now, as it happens,” said Joss, stalling as he gave
the gesture with his baton that would call Scar up behind him. He knew better than
to fall back; that might provoke a burst of frenzied bravado from the men, who
were strung tight enough already, quivering with it. “What’s your name, ver, so I
might mention it to the marshal at Horn Hall when I bring her a report of this
crime?”

“Him, as it happens,” said the swordsman. “It seems you’re a bit behind the
weather, reeve. What’s your name?”

The assembled men shied back a few steps as Scar walked right up behind Joss.
The harness brushed his back, and he hooked in one-handed. The swordsman lifted
the tip of his sword. A pair of men in the crowd fumbled with bows.

Jabi stooped, pulling up so late that most of the men hit the dirt. The Snake
pulled a wicked fast turn to get back around to give cover, passing over low, as Joss
blew one blast on his whistle and Scar thrust. The draft from Scar’s wings actually
beat down some of the other men. Then they were up and climbing over the trees.
He heard a shout, but no arrows raced after him.

The Snake was pointing with his baton. There, to the southwest and not too far
away, a cadre of armed men pushed along on a trail through open woodland. They
were in a hurry, sure enough, and as they trotted down the path their banner un-
furled. Its colors were red and yellow. The Snake had tucked his flag away already,
and with hand gestures Joss indicated that they should move on back to the road,
continue their journey toward Horn Hall. They had no possible way to make a good
outcome in the middle of that: either this new group were allies to the others, or
they were enemies, and no matter which it was, three reeves were too few.

Too few, as always. It was a nightmare.
Behind, smoke billowed upward; a larger fire had been set. How he hated this,
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every effort twisted until it came out the opposite of what the gods intended as jus-
tice. Maybe those men had just set fire to the Witherer’s altar. Any terrible deed was
possible, in these days. He had seen it all, and more, and worse.

W H E N H E S P O T T E D a rocky hilltop suitable for landing, with a pair of streams
coursing along lower ground below, he flagged a halt. The high ground was set
above a steep defile, difficult to climb but wide enough in the trough that the eagles
could come and go easily. He released Scar, and the Snake released Trouble, but
Peddo hooded Jabi as the other two eagles circled down to a spot where the stream
widened, for a cooling bath. Trouble was not only an exceptionally beautiful bird
but the best-natured eagle Joss had ever encountered, never ill-tempered, never a
bully, never needlessly aggressive. Entirely unlike her reeve.

“Why are we stopping?” asked the Snake irritably. “There’s still time to make
Horn Hall today, if we push. I don’t see a soft bed on this rock.”

Joss arranged sticks in a crevice, wondering if it was worth risking a fire. “I don’t
want the eagles blown when we come in.”

“You think there will be trouble?” Peddo was standing on the edge of the cliff
with his back to them, a hand raised to shade his eyes from the sun. He was gazing
north-northwest, but if he was looking for the column of smoke, they had long
since lost it in the hollows and rises of the land.

“Just a feeling that it would be prudent to be able to leave quickly if the need arises.”
The Snake, remarkably, remained silent. He set down his pack in the shade of a

gaggle of pine and settled cross-legged atop his folded cloak.
“I can hear that Volias agrees with you,” said Peddo with a laugh, turning back to

survey the way the other two reeves had placed a goodly distance between them-
selves. “How do you mean to proceed tomorrow, when we come to Horn Hall?”

“Cautiously,” said Joss.
The Snake took a swig from his wine sack.
“Who do you think killed those two men?” said Peddo, wiping grit off his hands.

“The folk who lived in that hamlet? The men who were there when we got there? Or
some other group altogether?”

Joss broke a few sticks over his knee. It felt good to snap something, but he had al-
ready decided against lighting a fire. They didn’t need fire except to boil water for tea.

“Most likely, we’ll never know.”

T H E D R E A M A LWAY S unveils itself in a gray unwinding of mist he has come to
dread. He is walking but cannot see any of the countryside around him, only shapes
like skeletal trees with leafless limbs and branches—cold-killed, as they call them in
the Arro Highlands, where, beyond the kill line, the trees wither in the dry season
and are reborn when the rains come. In the dream he is dead, awaiting rebirth. He
is a ghost, hoping to wake up from the nightmare twenty years ago, but the dream
has swallowed him.

The mist boils as though churned by a vast intelligence. It is here that the dream
twists into nightmare. The mist will part, and he will see her in the unattainable dis-
tance, walking along a slope of grass or climbing a rocky escarpment, a place he can
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and must never reach because he has a duty to those on earth whom he has sworn
to serve.

It begins. Wind rips the mist into streamers that blow and billow like cloth, like
the white linen and silk banners strung up around Sorrowing Towers where the
dead are laid to rest under the open sky. He begins to sweat, waiting for the appari-
tion. For Marit.

A foot scuffs on pebbles.
He jerked awake, rolled, grabbed his baton, and came up to find the Snake

crouched beside him with his knife out.
“So it’s true,” said the Snake in a murmur.“You do have nightmares. You do mur-

mur a woman’s name in your sleep, only not the one you’re sleeping with.”
The stars were brilliant, filling the heavens like a ripe field of glittering grain.

Peddo was snoring softly, and the wind was loud in the trees.
“What—?” began Joss angrily.
The Snake touched his shoulder to hush him.“Someone is climbing up the ridge.”
Joss couldn’t hear anything over the shurr of wind among branches. Even the ea-

gles were silent at their rest, all three hooded. It was long past the middle of the
night, coming toward dawn if he measured the position of the constellations cor-
rectly: The Weeping Boy was falling out of the zenith toward the west, and the Pea-
cock with his spangled tail was rising in tandem with a quartering Embers Moon.

Volias uncurled gracefully to stand. He cocked his head to one side, the motion
visible against the faint backlight of the night sky. And there, just there, as the wind
died off for a moment, Joss heard a scuff off to the right where the slope dropped
steeply away. Then a gust rattled leaves, and the sound vanished.

He rolled up to his knees and drew his knife. Volias nudged Peddo gently with a
foot, and damned if the waking reeve didn’t cough and snort and startle like a
drunkard.

“Eh? Whazzit?”
The noise might as well have been drums and bells and horns, because after all

that, although they stood watch in the interval until dawn, there came no further
sound, nothing at all. In the morning when it was light enough to see and they ex-
plored a bit down the steep slope and afterward flew a pair of full rings around the
area, they saw nothing and no one. No one at all.

21

Horn Hall was eldest of the eagle clans, thus “horn” for the first substance turned
into tools, according to the Tale of Fortune. Its eyrie had been built into the rugged
cliffs at the rim of the Aua Gap, about three mey from the town of Horn that sat
athwart the juncture of three major roads: the Flats, West Track, and East Track.
From its high vantage, Horn Hall’s reeves were well placed to patrol north onto the
Istrian Plain, south into the high plains grassland, or east and west into hill country.
The place was impossible to storm on foot or horseback because it was cut into a
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daunting escarpment, and laid out atop the windswept height, which no person
could reach unless she could fly.

So they came circling first at a polite distance, waiting to be marked by the
watchers on the towers. When no reeves flew out to inspect them, they tightened
their circle until at last Joss signaled the others to remain in the air while he went in.

Reeves got used to the wind, but this buffeting swirl of updrafts and eddies and
cross-currents made landing tricky, so he shied away from the broad ledge just be-
low the lip of the cliff, which let onto caves, and set down instead on the wide and
windy open space along the top of the ridge. Here watchtowers creaked under the
onslaught of shifting gusts, and hydra-headed wind vanes spun. This was the pa-
rade ground, the whole damned ridgetop. There were a couple of lofts suitable for
housing travelers out of other clans, but the constant noise of the wind battering
those walls would drive any reeve crazy. A pair of open-sided shelters with sturdy
roofs provided shade. Latrines had been built over a crevice split into the rock.
Many stone cairns were piled up at the edge as well as a dozen squat perches fixed
at intervals along the parade ground, all places for eagles to land. A huge hole
gaped in the rock, off to one side; it was roped off so a person wouldn’t acciden-
tally fall in.

The place was deserted. Scar shifted, head up, looking around without any of the
hackling or flaring he would have displayed were there unmet eagles nearby. The
wind vanes slowed, halted to point west-southwest as the wind steadied. Grit skit-
tered along the rock. A moan came from the forward watchtower as the wind found
a voice within the framework.

Joss left Scar on a perch, with his beak to the wind. He walked a circuit, checking
first the open shelters and then the lofts. They weren’t stripped bare. Each of the shel-
ters housed a pair of benches pinned down with screws into the rock so they wouldn’t
blow loose. The lofts included a dozen perches as well as tiny sojourning rooms, each
tidily set to rights with a rope bed, a low table, hooks to hang clothes and harness, and
the closets with their doors neatly slid closed and, inside, containing one folded mat-
tress, a sitting mat and thin sitting pillow, and a bronze pitcher and bowl for washing
up. He wiped a finger through dust, and judged that no one had stayed here for a while.

Like most reeves who had survived twenty years, he had a finely honed sense for
trouble, for unseen watchers, an instinct for ambush, the things that made the back of
his neck prickle, but the flavor here was all dead. He returned to the open space and
signaled to Peddo and Volias to hold their positions. They signaled back the all-clear.

A stairway, cut into the side of the cliff, led to the wide ledge beneath. There was no
railing, and despite his head for heights he got dizzy descending the stairs. He kept his
hand on the rock to steady himself. He didn’t look down. He could have flown down,
of course, but he just didn’t like the situation. He didn’t want Scar on that ledge with
those tricky winds; best risk only himself, because Scar would chose another reeve, al-
though preferably someone with a better personality than the Snake.

The ledge was itself as long and wide as the parade ground in Clan Hall, the
shape of a huge oval. A rock wall, rimmed with perches, ringed the outer edge. Ac-
cording to the Tale of Struggle, this rock eyrie had always been here, but he won-
dered how such a thing had been hewn out of hard rock, and especially how the
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work could be done so high off the ground. His footfalls clapped on the ground;
there was some kind of echo off the cliff face, subtle and confusing.

The place looked recently swept. At any instant, he expected a reeve or hireling
or hall slave to walk out of one of the five gaping cave mouths, the entries to the
eyrie within. But no one did.

He walked to the wall and stood with hands on the grainy surface. Morning shad-
ows darkened most of the ledge, but the rising sun was now high enough that it kissed
the leading edge. Soon the whole place would be flooded by sun, and by midafternoon
in this season, Furnace Sky, it must be hot enough to bake flatbread out here.

The view was tremendous. Only the east was closed to him by the cliff at his back
and, of course, the Ossu Range behind that, running east all the long mey to the Is-
trian Bay and the ocean. Here at Horn Hall, facing west-northwest, he looked across
the broad saddle of the Aua Gap to the magnificent face of Mount Aua some ten or
fifteen mey distant, visible this morning in the clear, bright air. South onto the high
plains there was already a haze, but a couple of mey to the north under the shadow
of the last spur of the Ossu Range lay the whitewashed walls of the city of Horn,
barely visible from this angle.

Peddo dipped down, flying past through the gulf of air; it was a drop of at least a
hundred batons to the scree-laden slope that marked the base of the cliff. Off to ei-
ther side the ridge fell into folds and ravines, just as deadly. To the south, out on the
rolling grasslands, grazed a herd of beasts, hundreds of them, but from this distance
he couldn’t mark what kind they were or if they were being shepherded by human
agency.

Joss turned away from the view and walked in through the highest mouth, into
the high hall where he had jessed and hooded Scar years ago on a visit to Horn Hall,
then busy with reeves and eagles and hirelings going to and fro. The big hole on the
height opened into this chamber, flooding it with light; he’d forgotten about that.
He walked on into adjoining passages, all carved out of the rock by hands that must
have labored for endless years. Most likely they’d been delved; no one else could do
this manner of work. In a nearby chamber, a vast space lit by arrows of light that
shot down through slits cut into the air-facing wall, the reeves and their guests had
taken their feast. There were lofts for the eagles, quiet and dim. There were three
chambers linked into a row given over to the care and manufacture of tack and har-
ness. Next to them, with its own entrance onto a smaller ledge actually on the other
side of the ridge, lay the kitchens. The hearths were cold. The pots were stacked
neatly. No one had cooked here this morning.

He explored down a corridor lit by cunningly angled shafts along which lay
rooms for Horn Hall’s reeves. Every one had a blanket folded at the end of the bed,
and a table with a lamp or whittling knife or spoon or cup set on it, or the other lit-
tle things that marked something of the character or habits of the reeve who slept
here: a half-sewn glove; a set of ceramic bowls painted with scenes of acrobats; a
leather vest hung from a hook, stained at the underarms and with a musty smell; a
basket covered with a striped cloth, beneath which he discovered a cache of hand-
some dolls gotten up to represent each of the fourteen guilds; a set of dancer’s
wristlets and anklets tucked beneath the two wool blankets folded at the end of the
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bed; a whip, left right out in the middle of the floor; a forgotten loaf of bread tucked
in the back of one of the freestanding storage closets, quite desiccated now and al-
most as hard as stone.

It was as if they’d all grabbed their traveling cloaks, packs, and weapons, and left
at dawn, for there wasn’t any dust to speak of. Horn Hall was well kept and well su-
pervised. Even the sliding doors on the closets moved effortlessly, recently oiled. He
felt like a ghoul, desecrating the body of the dead.

The master’s cote had a separate entrance, but it was a place so bare of any per-
sonal touch—there wasn’t even a change of clothes in the tiny closet—that he could
make no guess as to what kind of woman, or man, it was who was now marshal at
Horn Hall. If that swordsman hadn’t been lying about that, too.

Farther back lay storerooms and the stairs that led down into the depths of the
cistern, but it got dark too quickly and he’d left his lantern tied to the harness. A
cursory search did not turn up the halls’ store of candles, rushlights, or oil lamps.
The air moved softly through hidden vents, and the whole place breathed an uneasy
peace, the calm of a spot where the storm has just passed, maybe, and has swept
everyone away, or one where the folk have abandoned their home to escape the
storm they know is coming.

Gone altogether beyond.
That line from the Tale of Struggle, in the episode of the cunning outlander, had

always stuck with him. He had no idea what it meant—or at least, what the cunning
outlander had meant by using it—but he felt now that he understood it in a way
meaningful to him, at this moment. Maybe he was crazy, and probably he was, but
it seemed to him stepping at last back out onto the ledge, now half covered in blind-
ing sunlight, that the soul of Horn Hall had fled together with its inhabitants.

This time Volias and Peddo were both circling within sight of the ledge, watch-
ing for him. He gave them a wave and trudged back up the stairs. This time, the lack
of a railing did not bother him. He could have tumbled forever into the gulf of air,
and then he would have sprouted wings, and come safely home.

“ T H E R E ’ S S O M E T H I N G A LT O G E T H E R strange here,” he said after the other
two landed on the parade ground. “It’s deserted.”

“All gone out on patrol?” asked Peddo. “That doesn’t fit protocol. There should
be three duty reeves left on hall at all times.”

“Best we ask at the town,” said the Snake.
“Best we do,” said Joss.

H O R N WA S N A M E D after the hall, or the hall after the town. No one was sure.
This was sure: The folk working in the fields ducked and scattered when the

three reeves approached overhead, and the militia standing at guard on those
whitewashed walls took up their bows and loosed warning arrows.

No arrows came close, but the shock of having arrows shot after them at all hit
Joss so hard that he spent some wasted time circling high over Horn’s sturdy walls
and knotted streets trying to sort it out into any pattern except the obvious one: The
people of Horn did not trust reeves. And how in the hells had that come about?
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At last he set a course out to the crossroads where the Flats, West Track, and East
Track met, not more than half a mey from Horn’s gates, and circled there over the
wreckage of a line of wagons that, by the look of them, had been burned and up-
ended recently. Folk in the nearby fields retreated, bunching into groups for safety
or grabbing their tools and running back toward the gates.

He wanted to investigate, to see if he could estimate how long ago those wagons
had burned, but they were still visible to the militia’s watchful eye since the town lay
upslope with no woodland to break the line of sight. Instead, he turned south with
Peddo and Volias off to either side, and they flew along the empty road and fields
that, out of eyeshot of the walls, had been left fallow. This was a landscape of
smooth ridges and hollows that rolled like sea swells out beyond the breakers. They
had flown for not more than a mey when they crossed over a tumble of old boul-
ders and outcrops where the soil had worn down to expose ancient seams of rock.
Peddo’s whistle blasted within moments of the Snake flagging an alert.

Among the rocks lay scattered remains, skulls and leg bones and scraps of cloth
visible. A dark shape moved within a shadowed crevice, difficult to make out from
this height. They circled low. The remains spread beyond the outcrop into mixed
grass and scrub woodland. Where a stream wound along somewhat upslope, an-
other dense scatter of remains lay strewn along the bank.

It was a battlefield, easy to read: the first engagement had taken place where the
stream afforded cover, and then the losing side had retreated in a straggle through
heavy growth to the greater defensive position offered by the rocks. It was by no
means clear who had won, and who had lost. Wind, rain, and animals at work
among the dead had taken their toll of the evidence.

As had human agency: Four figures picked their way along the stream’s bank,
overturning skulls, using a spade to pry loose rib cages overgrown by grass. They
were so intent on their task that they didn’t notice the eagles passing overhead.

Peddo stayed aloft. Joss sent Scar down. The eagle fanned his tail and threw his legs
forward. They thumped home. Trouble came down right beside him, and both reeves
were out of their harness and scrambling as the children—for they were children—
gawped up at them with their scavenger’s tools hanging forgotten in grubby hands.

The eldest among them, a girl, began to cry without audible weeping, just a
smudging trickle on dirty cheeks. She was that scared. The littlest was a scrap of a
thing, and it took off only to be grabbed by the Snake and slung roughly back to
stand with the other three. There it cowered, hiding its left arm behind its back.
Looking them over, Joss saw that one of the middle children was lacking an ear and
the other had a twisted hand broken somehow and healed all wrong. The younger
two had swollen bellies, and all four had various sores on crusted lips, swollen red-
rimmed eyes, flies buzzing around pus-ridden blisters on their bare arms and legs,
and besides all that an unhealthy stink in addition to the obvious stink of children
who haven’t been taken to the baths in months.

They stood in the midst of tumbled remains, which were scoured until nothing
but bone and scraps of decaying cloth was left. He was surprised that none of the
Lady’s wandering mendicants had gathered the bones and burned them in order to
properly complete the rites to placate the restless dead.
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“What you going to do, ver?” asked the eldest. She had a squint that made her
look defiant, but in fact it came from a cut at one eye that had scarred and pulled
her lid tight. Like the others, she was as thin as if she’d been constructed out of
sticks, with a hollow face and deep-set eyes.

“I’m Reeve Joss,” he said gently. “What are your names?”
She looked at him as if he were crazy, and did not answer.
He tried again. “Where is your family? Kinfolk? Parents?” But he knew what the

answer would be before he heard it.
She shrugged.“Gone,” she said as her hand dropped down to brush the shoulder of

the earless one. With her good hand, Broken Hand took hold of the elbow of Littlest.
“How came that about?”
She shrugged.
“What of other kin? Aunties and uncles? Anyone to take you in?”
She shrugged. The others stood stock-still with well-practiced silence. They had

been alone long enough that they knew the routine.
“The temples take in such as these little criminals,” said the Snake.
“We’re not going there!” she said fiercely. “They just make slaves of us, and

split us apart. City folk are that way, willing to make slaves of themselves, that’s
what my dad says. But our people don’t do that. We’re doing okay. We’re doing
good enough.”

The Snake chuffed a laugh. “Doesn’t look that way to me.”
“What are you doing out here?” Joss asked before he lost her, for he knew how

some clammed right up when faced with scorn.
She indicated the rib cage she’d been trying to pry up. “There was a battle here,

oh I don’t know, a year or two ago so they say.”
“White Lion year,” chirped Broken Hand. “During the Flower Rains.”
“That’s right,” said Eldest. “We got rights just like anyone to come see what we

may find, ver.”
“Looters!” said the Snake with his habitual sneer. “Grave robbers.”
“Shut it!” snapped Joss. He looked back at the girl, who appraised this exchange

with a raised eyebrow and a nudge of the foot to Earless.“Looks like this field is well
scavenged already. As it would be, since it’s coming on three years since the battle
happened. What are you finding?”

“You going to try to take it from us, ver?” she asked, not with any sort of challenge.
“If I was, I wouldn’t say so at first, would I?”
He thought to crack a smile from her, but she just looked at him and considered

what he had said with the flat stare of a child who has long since hunkered down to
the serious business of survival and is doubtful she will make it. She might have got-
ten on better without the littler ones, but people often made that choice because they
could make no other. Sometimes they even made it because it was the just thing to do.

“You’re reeves,” she said.
“So we are, as I said.”
“Those reeves out of Horn Hall, they don’t come around no more. You from

Horn Hall?”
“We’re not.”
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“Didn’t think so.” She shrugged again, as though ridding herself of a weight. “We
none of us know why—that they stopped coming round, I mean. It just is that way
now, and were that way from before.”

“From before what?”
“Before we come to Horn.”
“Where did you come from?”
The Snake moved off upwind, wrinkling his nose against the stink, but Joss held

his position despite the strength of their sickly sweet-sour smell.
She looked away from him, blinking rapidly. “Dunesk Valley, up in the Ossu. We

come from there. Can’t live there now.”
“What happened?”
She shrugged.
“Where do you live now?”
“Horn. At least, the folk mostly leave us alone if we bide in the alleys and bother

no one. If we find something or other, maybe we can sell it.”
“Found a ring,” piped Littlest proudly. “I did!”
“Hush,” said Broken Hand, pinching Littlest’s skin until it whimpered.
“That was last month,” said Eldest hastily. “Lest you’re thinking it was just now.”
Which, by the nervous set of their chins and the way her gaze flicked toward Ear-

less, made him understand that in fact they had found something just now. In fact,
they believed that two reeves might likely steal what they had. That’s what they
thought of reeves. It made him want to shout in frustration.

“You need to tell me what happened in Dunesk Valley,” he said instead, because
understanding a thing was often the only way to solve it. “I need to know, because
I’m a reeve. You know it’s our job to set things right.”

“That’s what we used to think, but them at Horn Hall just stopped coming.”
“When was that?”
For a long while she was silent. Earless let go her hand and edged a few steps

away, crouched down at the bank, and ladled some water into his mouth. The Snake
had backed up and was staring toward the distant boulders. Peddo was nowhere in
sight.

Then she started talking in a voice as flat as her gaze, as if all emotion had long
since been crushed out of her. “Dunesk’s about a day’s walk, by the trail, and one
time we come down to Horn a few years back—”

“Snake year it was,” said Broken Hand.
“—that’s right, just after that one made his second year.” She pointed to the littlest.
“Four years ago,” Joss said.
She nodded. “We came down because Dad and Uncle had hides to trade. But

then the raiders came. There was all kinds of things they were doing, so our dad he
sent us into town because it isn’t safe up there no more. We sleep on the street.
Mostly folk leave us alone, not always.”

That not always made him wince. She was old enough, if a man had a fancy for
veal, which he did not, and anyway any child was old enough for those who had a
taste for that manner of cruelty.

He asked, “What of your dad? Or your uncle? Are they still living?”
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She choked. “I hope so.”
“It sounds awful, living in Horn as you do. You ever thought of going back

home?”
She would not meet his eye.“Awful is what they do in the villages, if they catch you.”
“What do they do?”
She shuddered and would not speak, and when finally he offered some dry flat-

bread out of his pouch, she pointed at Littlest, who lifted his left arm out from be-
hind his back to display a scarred and seamed stump. For a moment Joss couldn’t
figure why he was doing it.

Volias said, with real revulsion, “Lady’s Tit! They cut off the little wight’s hand!”
Earless scrambled back from the stream’s edge, and Eldest broke the bread into

four pieces. They inhaled it, so it seemed, because it vanished in a blink.
“Look there!” said Volias, pointing to a spot behind Joss’s back.
On occasion Joss found himself confused by the way the ground changed when

you were standing on it as opposed to when you were flying above it. Angles of sight
shifted; blind in one place, you found you could see in the other; unexpected vistas
revealed themselves because of the curve and elevation of the ground or when mist
hid from the sky what, with feet on the earth, you could see perfectly well.

The woodland scrub had seemed, from the air, to separate the rocky ground
from the stream, but in fact the land sloped down into a hollow where the densest
growth took advantage of damper ground to flourish, and rose again to the stony
ground. Seen from the ground, the rock formations were taller than they had
seemed from the air, with a hundred hiding places and defensive posts. Seemingly
oblivious of the reeves, their eagles, and the four children, a person bent, rose,
walked the ground, bent and rose again. The figure was dressed in some manner of
loose, black robe. From this distance, Joss thought it must be a woman, but he
couldn’t be sure.

“That’s another like us,” said Eldest, seeing how they were looking that way.
“You’ve seen that person before?”
“Yes, ver. So we have.”
“She’s a scavenger, like you?”
“So she must be, ver. We come out here all the time. We saw her first time a few

month back—”
“It was Fox Month,” said Broken Hand. “It was so cold at night, beginning of

Shiver Sky. That’s the first time we saw her out here.”
“That’s right,” said Eldest. “We see her now and again. Not all the time.”
“You ever talk to her? Have any trouble with her?”
“Nah, she don’t talk, except one time she stopped us and asked us if we saw any

strange thing that had an outland look to it. She’s looking for some dead person,
maybe her lover or her son. I don’t know and wasn’t thinking to ask.”

“Someone she got to missing,” said Earless abruptly in the hoarse voice of a boy
about to break into manhood. “Someone she want desperately to find.”

“How often do you come here?” Joss asked.
“As often as we need to,” said Eldest, who was relaxing a little. “Gleaning is all we

got, you see. No law against it!” she added hastily, looking at the Snake, but he had a

Spirit Gate 171



frown on his ugly mug and wasn’t looking at the children at all. He was tracking the
movements of that other person up among the rocks.

“Then you sell what you’ve found.”
She shrugged. “We pretty much found everything I expect there is to be found.

Sometimes a hand got cut off and rolled into a crevice. That’s how—” She almost
said a name, but bit her tongue. “That’s how that one found the ring.” She nodded
toward Littlest.

“Those dark holes could have snakes and biting things in them,” said Joss uneasily.
She rolled her eyes and said nothing. Snakes and biting things, obviously, did not

concern her much compared with her other troubles.
“What’ll you kids do now?” he asked.
“What you think?” she demanded. “We told you all. Can we go now?”
They were skittish, and Littlest kept wiping away the green snot leaking from his

nose.
“Have you nowhere else to go?” asked Volias suddenly.
“You ain’t been listening,” said Eldest. “Or you would have heard. You going to

take us somewhere on those eagles? And then who will take us in? We got to wait
here by Horn until Dad come to get us. That’s what he said. When it was safe again.
That’s what he said.”

Joss shook his head. “You go on. You’ve got a long walk back to Horn.”
They lit out as if fire had been kindled beneath them.
Volias settled onto his haunches beside the rib cage, studying it without touch-

ing. “Is that it?” he demanded, glaring at Joss. “They cut off that kid’s hand!”
“What else can we do for them?”
“That’s why we keep running from fights? Because we can’t do anything else for

them? What about those two dead men at that farm? Seems we reeves do a lot of look-
ing, and a lot of squeezing available women, but we don’t do any fighting anymore.”

“You’re right,” said Joss.
The words took the Snake so off guard that he rocked back, lost his balance, and

sat, kicking out reflexively. His foot jostled the rib cage, ripping it half out of the cov-
ering of debris that had begun to bury it. The mat of debris beneath it included de-
caying hempen cloth dyed a clay-red color that the Snake shied away from touching.

“This must be some manner of outlander,” said the Snake. “Wearing death cloth
like regular clothes. Look here. His belt’s still in good shape.” He peeled the strip of
leather out of the soil, whipping it away from the rib cage. A heavier object went fly-
ing to land on the nearby grass with a thud.

“Best we go talk to that woman,” said Joss.
“Why for, if we mean to do nothing about any of it?”
“Listen, Volias. The rot’s set in deep. We can get ourselves killed, or we can find

the source of the rot and kill it. I don’t see any other way. But of ourselves, just us
three, out here where we’ve no allies apparently and no idea who is our enemy and
who regards us as enemy, what are we three to do? Or did you want to take on two
cadres of armed men?”

The Snake ignored him, most likely because there was no answer. Joss trudged
down into the hollow, pushing through brush, noting the way the battle had whirled
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and eddied into clumps of fighting, marked by collections of disturbed bones, and
then streamed out again over open ground as one group fled toward the rocks while
the other group, presumably, pursued. Why in the hells had a group of outlanders
ridden into the Hundred? Who would have hired them? The other reeves ought to
have passed along to Clan Hall news of such an unusual occurrence, but they
hadn’t. Clan Hall had never heard about any battle fought in the Year of the White
Lion near the city of Horn.

And it really was strange that the dead had been left out here, stripped and
looted, just because no one could be bothered to carry the corpses to Horn’s Sor-
rowing Tower. Outlanders, bandits, clanless orphans might be abandoned in death.
Just like those kids who, if they died in the fields beyond Horn, would no doubt be
left lying with no one but that missing dad and uncle to care if their bodies ever re-
ceived godly treatment. Yet it went against the law, not to mention simple decency.

The kites and vultures and bugs would scour them all to bone in the end, in any
case. There were worse fates. In a way, to be left dead upon the earth was to be left
on the gods’ most ancient Sorrowing Tower, because the rock that was the scaffold-
ing of the earth had been erected long before the gods’ towers.

Just as Joss reached the outermost stretch of rock poking up out of a gaggle of
thorn-flower bushes, the woman came around the pile of weathered boulders. She
stopped, although she did not seem surprised to see him.

“I was just looking for you,” he said with his best smile. “I saw you from over
there.”

She was dressed for riding in stiff trousers, light shirt, and sleeveless jacket, with a
dark cloak of an almost weightless fabric curling down from her shoulders and
wrapped over one arm. In one hand, she held an old spear that she used as a walking
staff on the uneven ground. She wore a grave expression on a pleasant face whose
years were difficult to count; she was probably his age, or older. Yet she did not look
him over the way many women did, with an appreciative eye. She didn’t frown ei-
ther. She wasn’t unfriendly. She looked past him, shading her eyes. “You’re a reeve.”

“So I am, verea. I was wondering what brought a respectable householder like
you out to search a battlefield.”

That twitch of her lips was not as much a smile as a secret. “I was looking for
something.”

“Did you find it?”
“As it happens, I just did. Who is that following you?”
He looked back over his shoulder to see the Snake scrambling over the rugged

ground to catch up to him. “My comrade.”
“There are three of you,” she said, tilting her head back to survey the sky.
“These days, it’s best to travel in the company of those you trust.”
Her gaze slipped to his, and away as quickly, but even so that glance caught him off

guard. Funny, when you thought of it, how difficult it could be to know why you
trusted some folk and not others. He trusted Peddo. He thought of how much he dis-
liked the Snake, who was a bully, who made suspects cry for the fun of it, who liked to
push around locals to see them cringe; who had lied more than once; who had ratted
him out when he was trying to woo that merchant’s daughter, just because he was
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jealous. It wasn’t his fault that the Snake had no luck with women. The man ought
to look to his own behavior to answer for that lack. And yet, Joss knew Volias would
cover his back in a tight spot. Aui! He himself was the one who couldn’t be trusted.
He’d gone wild after Marit’s death. He’d been reckless, crazy, defiant, impossible,
even dangerous to himself and others. He’d fanned the flames until they got too
hot. No wonder Marshal Masar had tossed him out of Copper Hall. He’d been
named legate later to keep him away, not from any worthiness on his part, even if
people had given him that nickname, calling him incorruptible when really it was
only about doing your duty as you had agreed the day the eagle chose you, just try-
ing to make right everything that had gone wrong.

How had the sun gotten so bright all of a sudden? He was staring right into the
glare, eyes watering.

“Hey! Look here!” Volias walked panting up the slope and stopped beside him.
“It’s a belt buckle.” He had wiped away some of the dirt encrusted in the wrinkles
and crevices of the thing. When he held it up, metal caught sun and winked. “Good
quality. A wolf ’s head, I think. Never seen this manner of pattern before. What were
outlanders doing here, do you think?”

“Come to fight, I suppose,” said Joss, looking around for the woman.
“Then they got what they come for. Unlike us.”
“Where’d she go?”
“Where’d who go?”
“I was talking to that woman, the one we saw.”
“You’re always talking to women.”
“Didn’t you see her?”
“I did, but it seems she took fright of your ugly face and crept off while I was

coming up from behind those rocks. I lost sight of you for a bit. Serves you right!
You’re not used to them rejecting you, are you?”

For once, the Snake’s taunting did not disturb him. Wind skirled through the
rocks and spit dust at them. They tramped through the maze of outcrops and boul-
ders, stuck their heads into shadowed overhangs, and poked their batons into deep
crevices. Birds flitted around them, anxious at their presence, and various animals—
rats, mice, rabbits, coneys, a veritable feast—scurried in the undergrowth or down
into slits and cracks where they could not reach. Once, Joss saw a fox’s clever face
peering at him out of a thicket, but when he blinked, it was gone. There were bones
aplenty; Joss estimated that hundreds of people had died here, but the remains re-
ally were stripped out and there was nothing except skeletal remains and bits and
pieces of useless scrap.

They found no sign of the woman.
At length, Joss scrambled to the top of the highest boulder, where he stood at a

sheer edge about three body’s lengths off the ground. Searching the sky, he saw
Peddo and Jabi approaching from the south. That was strange, too. Hadn’t Peddo
been out of sight, too far away to mark as anything except an unidentified bird?
How had the woman known he was there?

He set his whistle to his lips and called Scar, and signaled with the flag for Peddo
to come down, but instead Peddo flew low overhead and, banking tight, blew the
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three short blasts on his whistle that made Joss’s whole body jolt just as a fire bell
would, heard clanging within the city’s vulnerable streets.

Emergency.
He and Scar leaped aloft, Volias and Trouble not far behind. There was a slight

updraft over the rocks, but the raptors strained, pushing hard, for they recognized
the whistle call as well as their reeves did. Jabi flapped past, pushing hard back the
way he had come, and Peddo whipped his flag in the up-and-down motion for
crime in progress.

By the hells, it would be good to be able to act for a change.
He looked back over the outcrop as they lifted, but he still saw no sign of that

woman. She could not have walked away so fast. She must have heard them, and
hidden in the rock in some hidey-hole they had not noticed. How had the people of
this region come to fear and hate reeves?

He did see the four children walking across abandoned fields in the direction of
Horn. They hadn’t gotten far. They even looked up and one pointed their way while
the others paused to stare.

Peddo glided alongside as close as any of them dared get to the other, and
shouted across the gap. “Osprey attack! Merchant banners. On West Track. Looks
bad!”

They found thermals and rose, and from the height the eagles immediately spot-
ted movement a mey or more ahead of them on the road.

Scar and Jabi and Trouble put out a burst of speed. Only as they got closer could
Joss make sense of the scene: a pair of wagons flying household banners marking
them as respectable merchants, a dozen plunging horses, and men on the road
striving mightily against a larger attacking group mostly on foot and directed by a
pair of riders hanging back at the rear out of danger. One of those captains was
carrying so much gear on his horse that the baggage distorted the animal’s frame,
making it seem bulkier about the body than a normal horse. The other captain wore
lime-whitened horsetail shoulder crests, and carried a banner strung with four nar-
row yellow and red flags.

For those on the road, who couldn’t have counted more than fifteen or so, it was
clearly a losing battle against attackers who boasted over twice that number. Al-
ready about half of the merchants and their armed escort had fallen, while the oth-
ers gave way until they were backed against one of the wagons.

This time he wasn’t going to walk away.
The eagles glided in silence and, when the angle was right, they stooped.
You never got jaded to this. The air screamed past; the ground leaped up at you,

ready to punch you in the face and then flatten you. And yet your eagle would put
on the brakes at just the right instant. Scar came down with wings wide and talons
extended. The laden horse was already bolting with its rider clinging to its back, but
the other man and horse did not react as quickly. Scar knocked him right off the
saddle, and the horse reared back in a panic, shied, backed up, and broke for safety,
following the other horse, which was already racing north along the road.

Joss unhooked his harness and jumped free, hitting the ground with legs bent to
absorb the impact. He had his short sword drawn. Peddo punched back a pair of
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men with his spear’s stout haft while Jabi went at a clot of bandits who had pushed
the beleaguered merchants up against their wagons. The raucous kek-kek of the
huge eagle was a terrifying thing, wings beating and talons ripping. The bandits
shrieked and cried out and scattered.

Where was Volias?
Scar yelped. Joss shied sideways, an instant before the blow hit him. His shoulder

took most of it, but the tip caught him just behind his right ear. Then the man com-
ing at him fell forward onto his own face, and Volias yanked his short sword out of
the man’s back and shoved the body aside.

“Thanks,” grunted Joss, stung and shocked as he struggled to his feet.
“Doesn’t mean I like you any better,” said the Snake.
The fallen man was writhing spastically, blood spitting from his mouth. Joss’s

head throbbed as a swell of nausea clogged his throat, but he gulped down the bile
and tried not to blink, which made the pain worse. Volias yelled, but Joss’s ears were
ringing and he couldn’t sort out the words. Then Scar was there, tearing into a man
who had somehow gotten right in front of him. The eagle’s talons punctured the
flesh, and the man screamed and screamed. Volias, glancing past them, got an awful
look on his face and ran as if demon-ridden toward the mess by the wagon.

A pair of men leaped past Joss, having crept up from the left, and swung with
halberds at Scar, but Joss spun up and met them blade-to-blade, holding them off
until Scar pounced. Their fear killed them, because they hesitated. Scar tore the
head off one while Joss stabbed another. The hot scent of death and blood flooded
him, and the ache in his head, in that instant, cleared.

He swept the scene with a quick look to identify the danger spots. The last eddy
of fighting had caught around the wagon. Peddo was on the ground curled up as
into a ball with eyes forced wide by pain. Volias battered back the last two men
standing, the ones who wouldn’t give up and run. A furious Jabi struck and struck
and struck into the torso of one of the men, whose hideous shrieks hurt the ears.
The other bolted, but Volias grabbed him from behind, jerked him back, and
stabbed him, then shoved him away.

Joss ran, and dropped down beside Peddo. “Heya! Heya! Peddo! Let’s see it.
Come on, now. It can’t be that bad.”

Volias appeared, his shadow giving them a brief respite from the sudden impos-
sible weight of the heat. The sun was dizzying.

“Ah, the hells.” Volias stalked away to see if anyone was left alive.
“Eh! Eh! Eh!” gasped Peddo, trying to speak, trying not to cry out.
“The hells,” said Joss. “Just scream, damn you. Let me see it.” Jabi was circling; he

hackled, and opened his wings impatiently. He was so damned big, a hundred times
more intimidating than any twenty men and their weapons because of his ferocity
and high courage. “He’s going to bate, Peddo. He’s scared for you. Don’t let me face
that alone. He’ll rip my head clean off.”

Peddo set his jaw and with a roar flopped back. Blood pumped from the cut that
had sliced just above his hip and down into his groin. Joss slit the leathers, pulled
strips of linen and silk from his own rig, and set to bind it as tightly as he could, to
stem the bleeding. All the while keeping up an idiot flow of commentary.
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“Damn it but that was a close one, Peddo. Lucky thing that blade didn’t just
whack your good friend there right off. Else you’d have no reason to visit the De-
vourer again, but then, I don’t suppose that would have bothered you any.”

“Peh. Uh. At least I’m choosy about where my friend takes his festival. Ayuh!”
Without warning, Peddo passed out. Jabi settled, crouching over his reeve and
spreading his wings to shelter him.

Volias came back.“Not good. We didn’t get here in time. Cursed wolves got them
all. There’s one merchant who can still talk, but his gut’s laid open. No mendicants
in sight, so I don’t see how we can save him. The rest are dead or unconscious, and
the wolves are already circling. They’re gathering out beyond range, but they won’t
stay out there long. We’re badly outnumbered, despite the ones we killed.”

Joss rose to survey the scene. The two wagons were rigged to run rugged and fast.
The horses had bolted; a few were already being rounded up by those bandits who
had fled off to a safe distance. The other two eagles were hackling, strung tight,
ready to go at it again.

“Get Peddo in his harness,” he said to Volias.
The dead littered the ground, merchants and bandits alike. Some were still alive, but

in that passing way, blood bubbling from their lips or dribbling from puncture wounds
in the torso that could not be healed, not even by the Lady’s mendicants had there been
any here along the road. A couple of the bandits were whimpering, lost in pain, all
bloody and torn enough to make you wince until you remembered that they had at-
tacked. The fortunate ones were unconscious and dying, or already dead. One of the
merchants had dragged himself into a half-sitting position, propped up on the body of
another man. His head was wrapped in cloth, in a turban. A strip of that cloth had
come loose, and the entire elaborate structure of the headdress looked likely to unravel.
His arms glinted under the weight of a sheath of silver bracelets. His silk jacket was cut
through and, as the Snake had said, his gut had been laid horribly open to expose the
glistening insides. It was a terrible wound made worse because it did not kill quickly.

“Will he live?” Volias asked.
Joss began to shake his head, and realized that Volias was asking about Peddo. “If

we get him back to Clan Hall before he bleeds to death, and if there’s no infection,
he just might. That man there, he’s a Silver.”

“Yeh. I didn’t touch him. He’s the only one of that kind in the group.”
“Strange. Usually they travel together with their own kind.”
Joss tossed an extra coil of rope to Volias, then strode over. The wounded man

saw the movement and tracked him with his gaze. He even tried to smile as Joss
knelt beside him.

“Ah—ah—thought no one would come.”
“We did, but it didn’t help much.”
“It is enough,” whispered the Silver valiantly. His face was sheened with sweat,

and his lips were losing color. A stink roiled out of his exposed guts. Behind, Peddo’s
whistle shrilled as Volias blew it to get Jabi to settle and come in.

“Must get the message through,” croaked the Silver.
Joss took one of the Silver’s hands between his own. The man’s skin was cool,

and getting colder as the life drained from him. “What message?”
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“Shefen sen Haf Gi Ri. My house—sent me with these others. The four of us.
Sons of the Lesser Houses—in Olossi. And these eight guardsmen—brave men.”

Joss looked the man in the eye to aid him in keeping his focus as he struggled for
words. He did not interrupt. The dying man didn’t have much time. Nor did the
reeves. Out beyond the watchful eagles, the wolves were circling.

“Dissent, disagreement, in the council. The Greater walks hard upon the Lesser,
although there are more of us—among the Lesser. We should be heard. Trade to the
north has stopped. The Greater Houses say—to be patient—but we—the others of
us—the Lesser Houses—we wonder—what is going on. So we sent this group—we
four to carry the message. Nokki from Three Rings. Myself. Two from the guilds,
Kavess and Aden. Also the eight guardsmen, brave men.” Like the wolves, he was cir-
cling, back to words he had already spoken.

“What is your message?” Joss prompted. In this moment, the world was dead to
him, all emotion fled and the wind and the smell of battle fading away because he
must hear the words that this man was trying so desperately to speak.

“Two. There are two messages. Why has trade stopped? Where are our caravans
sent north last year? Why does no trade come out of the north? Show us support.”

“Have you asked the reeves of Argent Hall to help you?”
“They can’t hear us,” said the Silver cryptically, and he went on so quickly that

Joss dared not stop him to ask that he explain himself. “Two—the second message.
Emergency! There are ospreys hunting on the Kandaran Pass, and along West Spur.
Attacking caravans, this season. Now. Right now. Captain Beron of the border
guards is no help. He claims he needs more guardsmen. He claims . . . he needs sup-
port of Olossi council, of Argent Hall. We of the Lesser Houses . . . we would give
aid, more guardsmen, pay for it . . . but the Greater Houses remain silent. They re-
fuse to listen to our voice. They no longer trust us. The wolves are circling, cutting
us off at both ends. They mean to choke us. Who?”

His hand clenched Joss’s hard, as though a jolt had passed through him, as
though he had found his strength and might actually live. “Who wants to choke us?
Who will help them? Who will help us?”

The hells!
The effort of speaking had sucked the man dry. He went limp as the breath of life

fled. His destiny, his fortune, to end here, on the West Track, about five mey from
safety. If the town of Horn would have offered these men a safe haven.

And the wolves were closing in, damn them all to the hells.
Joss released his hand, tucked in the fraying ends of the man’s headdress, and

twisted the bracelets off both arms. He cut a length of silk off the man’s jacket and
wrapped the bracelets up with a twist knot. Rising, he checked the positions of his
allies and his enemies.

Jabi had his wings spread wide, and he wasn’t happy, but he held still as all the
eagles were trained to do when their reeves were wounded. Volias hooked Peddo
into the harness and tied him in tightly with Joss’s rope, checked the bandage, all
with a remarkable lack of concern about that vicious beak and those talons a mere
kiss away from his head.

The wolves were circling, getting bolder, and one man seemed to be lining up a
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trio of archers far enough away that they could pester the reeves with arrows. Joss
counted his dead and dying: all twelve of the Olossi men, and fourteen scruffy out-
laws. He searched through the corpses for the guildsmen and the other merchant,
who would wear an identifying mark on their clothing.

“Joss!” called Volias.
“Go on!” called Joss to him. “Take Peddo north to Clan Hall.”
“We’ve got to get back to Clan Hall!” yelled Volias. “Now. Those damned wolves

are going to come after us in about three breaths.”
Joss lifted both hands. “We’ve got to follow this up. Bandits on the Kandaran

Pass. The West Track unsafe for merchants. Something’s definitely wrong at Argent
Hall. I’m flying south to see what I can see. Tell the Commander to send a flight
south to meet me at Olossi.”

“Stupid shithead,” said Volias. “Don’t you get tired of it?”
“Tired of what?”
“Always having to be the one who goes in first. Ah, the hells! Never mind.” He let

Jabi go, and leaped back. The big eagle lifted with a shriek. Volias gave a call with his
own whistle and, when Trouble fluttered over to him, hooked into his own harness.

“You got a good haul off that Silver!” he called, as a parting shot. “The dead will
make you rich!”

“Go devour yourself,” shouted Joss, “since no one else will!”
There, at the end, with the nub of their dislike spoken baldly, Volias actually

laughed. “I hate men like you, so easy with the women!” He said something more,
but the words were lost as Trouble lifted in a gust of wings.

An arrow skittered over the ground. The wolves were testing their range. Joss
counted ten that he could see, one limping. Five had bows, always the greatest danger
to the eagles. Joss stuck his bone whistle to his lips, and the blast of sound shuddered
over the carnage as if it might shiver all those ghosts to rest. Scar, already strung tight
by the presence of the lurking bandits, by the fight, and by hunger, flew straight at
him, leaving Joss barely enough time to turn his back as the eagle landed with a mas-
sive thump just behind him. One-handed, he fastened into the harness, and then
they were up, Scar beating with powerful strokes until he found a thermal and
caught it.

Up and up they rose. Below, the scatter of wagons and dead and dying men
looked like a child’s toys thrown carelessly about. The wolves dashed in to ransack
the wagons and the dead men. After them would come the vultures; a pair glided
past, already on the hunt for fresh carrion. Tomorrow or the next day, perhaps,
those four children would come to glean through what remained.

The other two eagles were already high above, slipping into a northward glide.
Far off to the west, Joss spotted another creature in the sky. At first he thought it
must be a vulture, but it moved with the wrong motion. It was not even flying as an
eagle did, rising and gliding, but beating steadily. Scar kekked, seeking direction.

Joss considered the distant flyer, already fading from sight. Scar took no heed of
it, and Joss hadn’t time to investigate a bird that Scar deemed unworthy of notice.
Anyway, he had to keep his attention on the urgent matter at hand.

“South,” he said to himself, and signaled with the jess.
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They left the battle scene behind, quickly out of sight within the rolling, golden
landscape, the high plains grasslands that stretched to the southern horizon. That
was the way of a reeve’s life. You had to leave it behind. If you did not, it ate you up
from the inside out.

H E I S WA L K I N G but instead of skeletal trees he sees the long rise and fall of the
slopes that make up the grassland countryside where he and the eagle bedded down
that night. Grass rolls away on all sides. There is no horizon. Mist boils up out of the
ground as though the earth itself has exhaled. He strains to see through it into the
veiled distance. Are those merely shadows on the slope ahead of him or is that a fig-
ure climbing toward the crest? Those fingers on the back of his neck are the wind.
He tries to move forward, to chase it down, but he cannot shift.

Then, on the wind, he hears her voice as faintly as if she is speaking to him across
a vast distance, or in a whisper just behind his head.

“The ospreys raid on the West Spur. Their leader is Beron, captain of the border
guard. Break them first, before they take the treasure that the Hundred needs most.
The carters and merchants will help you, for they suffer the worst depredations.
Hurry. The shadows are spreading. Beware!”

“Marit!” he cried, sitting bolt upright.
It was dawn, and he was sweating, and after all he was awake and there was noth-

ing to see except the dregs of his campfire, his pack and weapons set on the ground
beside the bedroll on which he had slept, and Scar rousing himself with the rising of
the light. He buried the last embers, and made ready. The sky was cloudless, utterly
clear, bound to the flat eastern horizon and still purpling dark where it met the dis-
tant Soha Hills to the west. His thoughts, too, were clear, sharp, naked. He thought
of murdered reeves and mutilated eagles, of River’s Bend burned to the ground, of
High Haldia under attack, of farmers tied to the posts of the Witherer’s altar, of
Horn Hall abandoned, of the four children, of the dying Silver and his murdered
companions. He thought of the voice in his dream.

You had to leave it behind, because if you did not, it ate you up from the inside
out.

But not this time. This time he wouldn’t walk away. He would fix something,
serve justice somehow, or by the hells he would die trying.

22

The road north toward the Hundred ran long, and through steep, impossibly
high mountains. Shai listened to the chatter of merchants and hired men as he rode
through the ranks of the caravan.

“I knew it were not good, the way that other caravan did racket out yesterday.”
“What caravan? I didn’t get to the market that early.”
“It were at Sarida before us, you know, readying to go. A smaller group of Hun-

dred merchants they were, anxious to get home. They did bolt at dawn whilst we
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were still bargaining with the caravan master for places. I bet they did hear some-
thing of these bandits and heretics, and hoped to outrace the troubles.”

“The market magistrate said there’s been no caravan come south from the Hun-
dred for two months. Not a one, not since our company came five months back be-
fore the really cold weather.”

“Might still be snow up on the pass.”
“No. I’m sure it must be these troubles. I hadn’t finished with my last trades, I

had a few deals to make, but I let them go. Better safe than dead, I’m thinking. I’m
that glad we lucked into these strong guards.”

“May the gods watch over us.”
“Hush! No talk of the gods in the empire. You’ll get us killed!”
The Hundred merchants had a strange way of talking; many of the words were

the same as the language spoken up and down the Golden Road and in the empire,
but they shaped the sounds differently. They had also a peculiar manner of dress-
ing, men wearing loose robes that left their calves bare, or knee-length tunics and
sleeveless jackets over baggy trousers. Instead of heavy jackets to protect against the
cold, they wore lengths of cloth, cloaks voluminous enough to wrap around their
bodies, falling down to their ankles and fastened in place at the shoulder. The com-
plexion and arrangement of features on their faces weren’t like anything Shai had
seen in Kartu Town, either, where one saw a variety of folk passing through as mer-
chants or soldiers or priests or slaves. They hadn’t the red-brown clay coloring of
Kartu people, or the dusty brown complexion of the Mariha and desert people, or
the mulch-brown features of many of the Sirniakan people, nor the richly brown-
black skin of Priya, who came from far to the south past desert and heaven-high
mountains both, close to the sun. Most of these northern men had a complexion
with a golden-brown shine, black hair more commonly curly than the coarse
straight black hair known in the rest of the world, and the brown eyes that marked
all human folk.

Not like Cornflower’s demon-blue eyes.
Why must he still think of her? Those memories made him flush, made him itch.

They shamed him. Chief Tuvi rode through, casting orders as to the winds, and in
his wake Tohon dragged Shai away to ride point.

Out ahead of the rest, they pushed their faces into the wind that ran down off the
tremendous height piled up before them. Tohon rode in a concentrated silence, his
gaze roaming over the unfolding road and the narrowing vista of the land, but Shai
sucked in the flavor of the wind and mumbled to himself in a low voice. By breath-
ing in air that tasted of far places and unknown destinations, he hoped to thrust her
ghost out of his mind, because she would not stop haunting him. Yet she ought to
stop, here in a land where women were not permitted to walk abroad alone and un-
covered. She ought to stop, because there were no ghosts in the Sirniakan Empire.
Not one.

“Tohon, the Qin soldiers and that groom who died. What happens to them? To
their bodies and spirits?”

“To die in battle is a good death. The gods take the dead man’s spirit into the
heavens, and their flesh is scattered by the animals, returning to the earth.”
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“But don’t you keep their bones with the ancestors?”
Tohon burst out laughing. “Hu! You folk with your feet stuck in the bricks of

your cities. I’ve seen those tombs where you bury the bones of your ancestors. How
are we Qin to carry so many bones with us? I’ve my weapons, my saddle, my string
of horses, my field rations. Back in my home country, my son tends the family
herds. I’d a daughter once, but she died, and my good wife died of grief at the losing
of her. It was a bad death. The girl drowned. When the water takes you, the demons
capture your soul.” He shook his head, face creased with a frown. Shai had never
seen him look so downcast.

“I—I’m sorry to hear such a sad tale. May the merciful heart of the Holy One
ease your burden.”

“Huh. That’s why I rode east with Commander Beje. I’d done my years in the
army, I could have stayed in the home pastures and raised my grandchildren, but
the burden was too great. My daughter’s ghost haunted me. I wonder in what land
my bones will be scattered. This north land, this Hundred land, perhaps.”

“You don’t just leave everyone behind, do you? Like those men who died. We just
left them behind. Isn’t there shame in having no remains to bury with the ances-
tors? Is there nothing their family has of them, in the end?”

“How is a person to stop in a battle, or on the trail? You talk too much, Shai. I
told you before. Once the spirit is fled, the body is just meat. The spirit can be born
again and again, and travel on the winds. You can meet them in another life.”

“Not once they’ve passed Spirit Gate. The Merciful One teaches that once you
pass Spirit Gate, you can be free of the world, free of suffering, gone altogether be-
yond.”

“Why would you want to be free of the world?” asked Tohon. “I’ll never under-
stand you people.”

“ W H AT H A P P E N S W H E N folk die, here in the empire?” Shai asked Anji that
night as the captain waited for his tent and awning to be set up. They were standing
by a freshly kindled fire. In the hills, there was plenty of wood to burn.

Anji considered, as if searching the question for traps. Finally, he shrugged. “The
Sirniakan magistrates investigate every death and determine its cause. The guilty
are punished. Those responsible for the corpse pay the death price. Afterward, the
body is taken to the temple and burned. The ashes are plowed into special fields to
nourish the living. Everything is always tidy in the empire. Not like in the rest of the
world. Ghosts dare not trouble the priests of Beltak, Lord of Lords and King of
Kings, the Shining One Who Rules Alone.”

Shai flushed as though the fire had washed over him. Why would Anji mention
ghosts? Had he betrayed himself somehow? He had tried so hard to keep his secret.
Maybe Mai had whispered the truth to Anji, as pillow talk. Best he not talk about
the dead at all, lest folk got to wondering how he knew so much about ghosts.

“Who is Beltak?” he asked, hoping to throw down fresh scent to muddy the
trail.

“That’s the short name of the god. He has a longer one, but it takes an hour to say it
all.” The shifting dance of the flames played on his face. The world was an inconstant
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place, so the flames might have told him. Anji was a man who appreciated irony,
and gave away little else.

“What of the Merciful One?”
“The priests of the Merciful One are executed if they’re caught. Or any of their

worshipers. Hamstrung, and burned alive.”
Shai shuddered. The awning was settled. A lantern was lit, and a carpet unrolled.

Shai excused himself, claiming he had to take a piss, but he was simply too nervous
to sit. He walked a circuit of the campsite.

Six fires burned to shelter this consortium of thirty-one anxious merchants,
ranging in grandness from long-distance solo peddlers pushing handcarts piled
with silks and spices to one grand entrepreneur and his managers shepherding ten
wagons of fine goods and forty or more healthy young slaves destined for the mar-
kets of the Hundred. No one sang or chattered. They watched the darkness, waiting
for bandits or heretics to strike.

One man dressed purely in white sat alone, on a mat, with only an oil lamp for
company. He held a wooden bowl in front of him and murmured words as he
touched water from the bowl to his forehead. The Sirniakan carters and drovers
knelt on the ground behind this man, mimicking his movement with bowls and
water of their own.

Shai paused to watch. After a moment, a slender man of mature years slipped in
beside Shai. The man wore a voluminous cloak, dark pantaloons whose color could
not be distinguished, and a tunic that in the moonlight appeared as pale as butter.

After a moment, the man touched him lightly on the elbow. “Best not to stand
watching, they don’t allow it,” he whispered. He flashed a kindly smile, then strode
away, cloak swirling around his legs.

Startled, Shai moved on. As he continued his circuit, the Qin sentries nodded at
him. These days they seemed polite more than friendly. He had taken their polite-
ness for companionship before, having known so little companionship in Kartu.
Now that he understood them better, he recognized that they were bred, or honed,
to a manner with a sheen of smoothness that rarely betrayed extremes of emotion.
Tohon was asleep, rolled up in a blanket and snoring, his weathered face as peaceful
as a baby’s.

The sentry closest to the forest’s edge whistled sharply. Men leaped up. Torches
were lit. The merchants scattered to their wagons and carts. Out in the night,
branches snapped and whipped as unseen stalkers scurried to get out of the way.
Qin soldiers dashed after them and, in the distance and hidden by darkness, a melee
exploded. It settled quickly, fading into a few shouts and a cheery laugh.

The man in white appeared at the edge of camp, holding his oil lamp in his left
hand and his bowl in his right. The soldiers reappeared, mocking the tailman who
limped in. They dragged a body, a ragged creature who once might have been a
man, although he was filthy, skinny, and quite dead now. Shai watched from a dis-
tance. It was difficult to see threat in the dead man, but the merchants were as ec-
static as if they had been saved from a marauding army.

A wisp of ghost substance spun out of the man; a face of bitter regret and pain
began to form its familiar cry. The man in white lifted lamp and bowl, chanting
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words under his breath like a prayer over the dead. As he spoke, the ghost substance
was pulled and pulled like thread unraveling, and drawn inexorably into that sim-
ple wooden bowl, sucked clean into it, until it was all gone.

All gone. Given no chance to pass through Spirit Gate. Trapped in the bowl.
No one else noticed. No one else saw.
Shai broke into a sweat. His hands were shaking as he turned away. The man in

white—whatever he was—must not suspect what Shai had seen.
Hamstrung and burned alive.
No talk of the gods in the empire. You’ll get us killed!
The man in white moved away. The body was searched and afterward dumped

into the bushes like so much garbage. The camp fell quiet again. It took him a long
time, but he fought to breathe evenly. Once he thought he could speak without
stammering, he circled back around to where he had started, at a spot overlooking
the captain’s awning.

By the light of a lantern, under the sole awning erected for the night, Anji had
settled in to confer with Master Iad, the caravan master, a keen and cunning man
for whom no detail was too small to ignore. Together they examined a knife that
had been taken from the body of the dead man.

Mai appeared beside him, as if she had been waiting for him to show up.“What’s
wrong, Shai? You look worried.”

“There is a man, dressed in white, who travels with the caravan. The drovers and
carters mimic him. What is he?”

“He is a priest of Beltak. That’s what Anji says. Every caravan traveling through
the empire must employ a priest to guard.”

“To guard what?”
“I don’t know. To guard against evil, I suppose. I think they’re sorcerers. Do not

speak to him. He’ll leave us and go back into the empire, once we reach the border-
lands.”

The caravan master glanced up, seeing Mai, and away again with guilty swift-
ness.

“He knows you’re not a boy,” said Shai. “Do you think the merchants suspect the
captain lied to them?”

“Wasn’t Anji magnificent at Sarida? He told them what they most feared to hear,
so they believed him.”

“That’s not an answer.”
“I don’t think they care,” she said coolly, “not as long as they’re safe.”
“Are we ever safe?”
She shuddered.
“What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong, Mai?”
Shaking herself, she touched his hand. “I didn’t see how it happened, in Sarida.

How we lost all the bearers, who walked so faithfully all this time, never complain-
ing. And that poor lad forced to leave Commander Beje’s villa only because he saw
us on the porch. He’s dead, too. And poor Cornflower, lost in the storm. How can
we be safe when we never know who we’re going to lose?” Her voice dropped to a
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whisper. “What if Anji is killed? Then what happens to us? We’ve been on the road
for four months. We’re so far from home we can never go back.”

Footsteps crunched on dirt. Mountain’s hulking shape appeared out of the night
bearing wash water. “Mistress? Priya says she has your wash ready.”

She forced a smile before hurrying away.

W H Y S H O U L D T H E merchants care that Mai was not a boy, as long as they were
safe? If the caravan master had his suspicions, he did not confide them to Beltak’s
priest. No doubt he’d be twice a fool to protest now, and a dead fool at that. They
were all far from home; best not to take chances.

Their company pushed higher and higher into the mountains. The few weak
souls in the merchant train who couldn’t keep up were left behind. At the order of
the priest, one female slave was executed for an unspecified crime. A young slave
gone lame was granted clemency and allowed to ride on the back of a wagon until
he could walk again. None of the merchants complained about the grueling pace.
Possibly this was because they were to all intents and purposes now at the mercy of
their guards. Possibly it was because they were eager to push beyond the range of
the Beltak priest’s absolute power. Or possibly they were happy to have to pay so lit-
tle, nothing more than feed and provisions, for this magnificent captain and his
wolf pack of soldiers who quietly and efficiently guarded the merchants and ped-
dlers and their laden wagons and chained slaves.

At a tiny walled village high in the mountains, at the last registered toll station,
the Beltak priest turned aside with no word to anyone and walked away south,
downhill. Yet even though his departure brought a certain sense of relief, the most
difficult part of the crossing lay ahead. For days, they passed no other villages or in-
deed any sign of habitation except for a few isolated shepherd’s shacks. On several
occasions they observed men along the ridgelines, following and observing their
march, but no one approached them.

In time, they had to dismount and lead the horses because of the steady upward
incline of the road. Anji pulled the scouts in, and guarded the caravan before and
behind with ranks of his most experienced men. In these high reaches, they saw
only birds and rodents and deer. At length, in the mountains with white-capped
peaks towering above, it became difficult to suck in quite enough air as one trudged
along. They were walking in a no-man’s-land where only clouds and rain held sway.
They had truly left behind the grip of the empire and its priests.

Shai knew it for sure because one morning he saw a ghost, a wisp caught among
rocks where a slide had half obliterated an old sod shack. The ghost was beckoning to
them, its substance bent in a passionate come come come, and its mouth opening and
closing with exaggerated desperation.

What did it want? It was too far away for Shai to hear what it was saying.
Seeing the remains of the shack, a peddler called cheerfully to one of his fellows,

“See, there! That’s the old way station, where that orange priest used to take alms
and offer up that holy water of his. Not far now to the border! Only two or three
more days, though most of it downhill! Whew! Downhill is the hard part!”
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“What became of him?” huffed his companion, whose legs were as stout as tree
trunks from years of pushing a loaded handcart up and down these steep trails.
“That orange priest, I mean.”

“Eh, who knows, up here. Anything could happen.”
They both caught breath, then called out to a slender man of mature years who

was striding past them, the very same man who had warned Shai off watching the
Beltak priest. In daylight, Shai could admire the extremely bright, even gaudy, col-
ors of the man’s clothing: a voluminous cloak of peacock blue, wine-red pan-
taloons, and a tunic of an intense saffron yellow hue.

“Greetings of the day, holy one. Greetings of the day.”
“Greetings of the day to you, friend. And to you. Almost home, neh?”
“Almost home! The gods be praised! You in a hurry there, Your Holiness?”
“I hear there’s another caravan a half day’s journey ahead of us. Thought I would

catch up to them, get the news.” He kept walking, making for the front of the cara-
van. Amazingly, the peddlers did not guffaw at this astounding statement. Indeed,
the man’s stride seemed tireless; as far as Shai could see, he wasn’t even breathing
hard despite the thin air and a bundle slung over one shoulder.

Shai trudged alongside the peddlers for a bit, watching the other man’s bright
blue cloak recede up the road. When, in the happenstance of moving along, he
caught the eye of one of the peddlers, he spoke up.

“What manner of holy man is he?”
The two men looked him over, measuring him, and then nodded at each other as

if to agree that they could speak freely.
“That one? Can’t you tell by the sky cloak? That’s an envoy of Ilu. Though what

he was doing walking down into the empire I can’t imagine. They kill priests there.”
“Silk,” said the other peddler wisely, nodding toward the well-wrapped goods in

his own hardcart. “Sometimes the temples send a holy one south to buy silk for the
temple. A dangerous task, mind you. Like a test of their courage and wit. Or to see if
they’re ready to move up in the temple hierarchy. I’ll wager he’s got silk in that bun-
dle, two bolts of highest-grade quality. Not anything I could afford.”

The holy man reached the van and just kept going, advancing past the forward
guard and along the road until he was lost from sight. No one tried to stop him, a
traveler moving into the unknown. Would he return home unscathed? Would
something terrible happen to him?

But after all, Shai realized, he was really only wondering those things about
himself.
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P A R T F I V E : S L A V E S

23

J U S T B E F O R E S U N S E T a man appeared on the road, entirely alone, walking up
out of the south. He was a holy man, and he wore the gaudy colors of an envoy of
Ilu: a voluminous cloak of peacock blue, wine-red pantaloons, and a tunic dyed
the intense yellow gotten only from cloth dyed with that dearest of herbs, saffron,
whose value in the markets of the Hundred Keshad knew down to the last vey.
Along with the rest of the small merchant company, Kesh stared as the man
strode to the spot they were settling in for their night’s camp, cheerfully greeted
the caravan master, and began chatting as though he’d been traveling with them
all along. The envoys of Ilu were known to be insane, not mad in their minds but
willing to endure hardships and risk dangers that no ordinary person would get
near. This certainly proved it.

But Keshad had his own business to attend to, a wagon, mules, driver, and most
crucially the goods he was transporting north over the Kandaran Pass to the Hun-
dred. He had a very particular and complicated routine he must follow at night to
keep his goods safe. So he dismissed the envoy of Ilu from his thoughts, and did no
more than glance his way once or twice, until midway through the next day when
the envoy, pacing the caravan, drew up alongside Kesh where he walked at the front
of the line.

“Greetings of the day, nephew.”
“Greetings of the day, Holy One.”
As the two men walked along the ancient trading road, they talked. It was a good

way to pass the time. Their feet scuffed up dust with each step. The rumble of cart
wheels and the clop of pack animals and the laughter of a quartet of guards striding
out in front serenaded them. Behind, the rest of the caravan clattered along. That
ensemble of noises always seemed to Keshad the most reassuring of sounds when he
was out on the road. If safety could be found in the world, then surely it was found
where folk banded together to protect themselves from predators.

“In ancient days,” the envoy was saying, “the Four Mothers created the land
known as the Hundred with its doubled prow thrust east and north into ocean and
two great mountain ranges to the south and the west to protect the inhabitants
from their enemies. The Mothers joined themselves with the land, and in that trans-
formation seven gods emerged from the maelstrom to create order.”

Keshad shrugged. “So the story goes, at any rate.”
“Ah. You’re clearly born and bred in the Hundred.” The man touched his own

left eye, as if to bring to Kesh’s attention that he had noticed the debt scar on Kesh’s
face. “Yet you don’t believe the Tale of Beginning?”



“I believed it when I was a child.”
“You’ve gone over to the Silvers’ way of believing?”
“The Silvers? No, I don’t know anything about that.”
The envoy was old enough to be Kesh’s father, had Kesh still had a father; a man

beyond his prime but not yet elderly.
“Something else, then. Hmm. Keshad is your given name, so you say. That means

you were dedicated to the Air Mother at birth. Too much thinking. That’s often a
problem with Air-touched children. In what year were you born?”

Kesh brushed his elbow, where his tattoo was. “Year of the Goat.”
“Even worse then! Goats are inconstant and unstable, prone to change their

thinking, especially if they’re Air-touched and liable to think too much. Still, they
can survive anything. Look at you, a young man, in the prime of your strength,
good-looking, all your teeth—oh, no! missing one, probably from a fight.”

“That’s right. But the other man lost more! And he started it!”
“Happy is Ilu when he hears of those who gain justice!” The envoy grinned, and

Kesh laughed. “Good eyes, not bloodshot or yellow or infected. Strong limbs, open
stride. Health in order. It must be your Goat’s heart that is distracting your Air-
touched mind.”

Kesh rolled his eyes, but he did not want to insult a holy envoy, who was a nice
enough fellow, cheerful, lean, strong, and with an amazing set of white teeth that
made his grin contagious. Obviously, the man was crazy.

“So, then, lad, you are born to be skeptical. How do you think the world came
into being, if you don’t believe my tale?”

“I hadn’t given it much thought. I’m too busy wondering if we’ll be attacked on
the road, and if the guards we hired will protect us. Or run.”

“That’s always a distraction,” agreed the envoy amiably.
Still, as the small merchant train and its armed escort trudged down the hip-

jarring slope of the Kandaran Pass, Keshad studied the terrain of the rugged
foothills where bandits lurked. He cast his gaze up at the spires themselves, shining
in the afternoon sun. Light splintered off the snowy peaks. Clouds spun off into
threads where they caught on summits and pinnacles. It was easy to imagine the
fiery eye of a god glaring those formidable mountains into being as a warning to
mortal man: Do not cross me.

“The way I see it,” Keshad continued, “it doesn’t matter how the world came to
be. It matters what path a man takes as he walks through the world.”

“A fine philosophy! Did you serve your apprenticeship to Ilu, perhaps? You
sound like a Herald’s clansman.”

“No.”
“One of the Thunderer’s ordinands, perhaps? I see you carry a short sword and a

bow. That’s not common among merchants.”
“I am not,” he said curtly, and was then sorry at his sour tone. The envoy had

treated him with good humor and deserved as much in return.“I have spent a lot of
time thinking about journeys, because of my own. For instance, a merchant has a
choice of three paths to reach the markets of the Hundred.”
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“Three paths? I would have thought only one.” The envoy indicated the road on
which they walked, but his sharp gaze never left Kesh’s face.

“He can brave the seas—”
“And their treacherous currents! The roil of Messalia! Reefs and shoals!”
“That’s right. Or the desert crossing to the west over Heaven’s Ridge.”
“And thereby across the Barrens! There’s a reason they’re called that, you know!”
“That’s so. But it can be done, and folk do it.”
“True enough.” The man coughed. “So I hear.”
“Or he can pass this way, as we’re doing. Paying a tax to the empire for right-of-

way on the Kandaran Pass, because it’s the only route leading over the Spires that we
know of.”

The envoy’s steady gait did not falter, but his eyebrows rose in surprise and his
voice changed timbre. “That we know of? You think there’s another way over the
Spires?”

“If there was, and you knew about it, wouldn’t you keep it hidden?”
The envoy snorted and lifted his walking staff, letting its crest of silk ribbons

flutter as he waved the staff toward the heavens. “That I would, lad! If I were a mer-
chant, and prized profit above all things. Or one of the Lady’s mendicants, desiring
secrecy. How comes it that you know so much about traveling into and out of the
Hundred, if you’re not heart-sworn to Ilu the Herald, as I am?”

“I’m a merchant, and therefore I prize profit, so I’ve tried all three in my time—”
“Ah. As well you might, being an Air-touched Goat. Still, you’re yet a sprout.

Young to be so well traveled!”
“Not so very young!”
“Three and twenty seems young to a man of my years!”
Kesh laughed. “Do you want to hear what I’ve concluded about the three paths?”
The envoy’s expression was full with laughter, although he did not laugh, and for

some reason Kesh could not explain, the holy man’s amusement was not conde-
scending but warm and sympathetic. “I’ve heard a great deal about you so far! Why
stop here? Go on!”

“Well, then. I’ve concluded that while Death might find tax collectors amusing,
She doesn’t often masquerade as one. Therefore: I choose taxes.”

“Taxes?”
“Best to risk taxes now, and death later.”
“As they say, both are certain. Still, I can’t help but think they’re gouging us.”
“Who is? Death’s wolves?”
That grin flashed again. “Death’s wolves aren’t greedy. They only eat when

they’re hungry, not like the wolves among men. I mean the Sirniakan toll collectors,
the ones we’ve left behind. Double and triple toll they charged me! Even a man such
as myself who is only carrying two bolts of silk. Just because I’m a foreigner in their
lands.”

“It’s true their tolls cut down on profits, but taxes are still preferable to death. A
man can’t work if he’s dead.”

“So it’s said. Is that all life is for you? Work?”
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Kesh looked back at his cargo. He’d rented the wagon, mules, and driver at great
expense in the south, and spent yet more to rig up scaffolding and waxed canvas so
his treasure would be concealed from the eyes of men, although naturally every per-
son in the wagon train believed they knew what he had purchased. If he listened
closely, he heard the two chests shifting and knocking together and the two girls
whispering as the wagon juddered along. Otherwise, his cargo was silent and seem-
ingly ignored by merchants and guardsmen and travelers alike, but he saw the way
they glanced at his campsite in the evenings, every man of them. Wondering.

The envoy said nothing, waiting him out.
Kesh discovered he’d tightened his hand on the hilt of his own staff so hard his

fingers hurt. He shifted the staff to his other hand and opened and closed his fingers
to ease the ache.

“Work is the road I must take to reach the destination I seek,” he said finally,
knowing the ache would never ease.

“Ah.” Again, the envoy brushed a finger alongside his own unscarred left temple.
If he wanted to question Kesh about the debt mark, he kept his curiosity politely to
himself.

“What of you, holy envoy? That’s a long way to walk just to buy silk, when you
can buy Sirniakan silk in the markets of the Hundred. Had you no other purpose?
Sightseeing?”

“As if any priest would wish to risk execution in the south just to see the fabled
eight-walled city,” replied the envoy with a chuckle, easily falling in with Kesh’s
change of subject. “Silk, it’s true, can be bought anywhere, but I was looking for a
particular . . . grade and pattern.” His frown was startling for being so swift and so
dark, but it passed quickly, and Kesh wondered if he’d mistaken it. “I did not find
what I was looking for. Did you?”

The riposte took him off guard. “I’ll only know when we reach Olossi.”
“Who will you sell the girls to?”
“Girls?”
“The two girls.”
Keshad smiled nervously. “Whichever man will pay the most.”
The envoy glanced back at the wagon. His gaze burned; for an instant, Kesh

thought the man could actually see through the canopy and mark the treasure Kesh
had hidden all this way by using the time-honored method of illusionists: distract
the gaze with the things that don’t matter so that your audience doesn’t notice the
one thing that does. Ilu’s envoys were notorious, seekers and finders who noticed
everything in their service to Ilu, the Herald, the Opener of Ways. They were always
gathering news and carrying messages; the temples even sold information to sup-
port themselves.

Still, this was none of Ilu’s business. Kesh had come by this treasure as honestly
as any man could. It was his to sell and profit by, his to use to get what he needed
most. After so many years toiling, this trip promised to be the one that would at last
bring him what he had worked for, over twelve long years.

It hurt to think of it, because he wanted it so much: Freedom.
“Look there.” Perhaps the envoy meant the distraction kindly, seeing Kesh’s
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distress, but even if this were so, it was just as obvious that the sight relieved him.
“The first mey post. We have reached the Hundred at last.”

The white post had carved on it the number one, being the first mey of the road.
Above that was engraved the name of the road, written in the old writing, more pic-
ture than letter, and recently repainted in the grooves with black ink: WEST SPUR.

The envoy padded to the side of the road to cover the top of the post with his
palm. The mey post stood chest height. It was square at base and top but tapered so
that the base was larger than the squared-off top where, in time of peril, the base of
a wayfarer’s lamp could be fixed into a finger’s-width hole drilled deep down into
the wood. At first the envoy stared north along the road, which began here its most
precipitous drop out of the mountains. Then he shut his eyes and bowed his head in
prayer as the seventeen carts and wagons of the merchant train trundled closer.
When he looked up, he gazed toward the nearest prominence. A rugged mountain
rose just off to the east with forested slopes and a bare summit surrounded on all
sides by bare cliffs. Keshad thought he saw light winking up there, as if caught in a
mirror, but when he blinked, the illusion vanished.

“Home,” said the envoy with satisfaction. He removed his hand and began walk-
ing again to keep ahead of the wagons. Kesh hurried after him.“And hope of a dram
of cordial at the Southmost.”

Brakes grated against wheels as wagons hit the incline. Kesh looked back. The
black mey marking, which had numbered one viewed from the south, numbered
sixty-four seen from this direction: the distance of the road called “West Spur” from
founding post to founding post. The other end of the West Spur lay a few mey out-
side the market city of Olossi, their destination. For him, this was the last road he
would walk as the man he was now.

He felt sick with determination, with hope, with memory.
“I will let no obstacle bar my path,” he muttered.
“What? Eh? Forgive me, I didn’t hear.”
“It was nothing. Just thinking out loud.”
“Like the winds, to whom voice is thought, and thought voice.”
“No, more like a mumbling madman who doesn’t know when to shut up.

There’s the border gate.”
Stone walls stretched east and west as far as Kesh could see, with miniature tow-

ers anchoring each side of the road. Armed men leaned on those narrow parapets,
eyeing the approaching caravan. Below, by the log barrier, a pair of young ordi-
nands lounged against the fence, laughing as they traded stories with those of the
caravan’s guards who’d been walking point.

“Heya! Heya!” shouted their captain from the east tower. “Get you, and you, to
your posts!”

The ordinands scampered back across the ditch on a plank bridge to take up
their places at the second fence, this one gated and closed.

“The guard force has doubled since last time I came through here,” commented
the envoy.

“Are they expecting trouble?”
“It’s always wise to expect trouble in border country.”
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Kesh grunted in reply as he dug into his travel sack for his permission chits, his
ledger, and the tax tokens he had received from the Sirniakan toll stations they had
passed.

“If you’ll excuse me, holy envoy. I must see to my cargo. If you would be so kind
as to share a cordial with me at the Southmost, I would be honored.”

“Indeed! I thank you. I’ll drink with pleasure!”
The envoy strode ahead. His staff, tattoo, and colors were chit and ledger

enough. In the Hundred, the servants of Ilu could wander as they, and the god,
willed. Only Atiratu’s mendicants had as much freedom. Kesh certainly did not. He
dropped back. The forward wagons creaked and squealed as drivers fought against
brakes, beasts, the weight of their cargos, and the steepening pitch of the road. It
was a good location for a border gate. Any wagon that did not slow to a stop would
crash into the ditch, and charging horsemen who cut off the road to avoid fences
and ditch would shatter themselves against the stone walls.

Farther back, a wheel, stressed to its limit by the wear of the brake, wrenched
sideways and broke off its axle amid curses and shouting. The wagon tipped side-
ways and with a crack and a shudder blocked a third of the road.

“Out of the way! Out of the way!”
“You cursed fool!”
Kesh jumped back as his hired driver, Tebedir, barely swung past the wreck; then

Kesh got a toe on the boards and leaped up beside him.
“I replace wheels before they is too weak to take the strain,” said the driver with-

out looking at Keshad as the wagon rocked with the shift in weight. “No savings in
scanting on repair, if you ask me.”

“It’s why I hired you,” said Kesh, “despite the cost.”
“No savings by hiring cheap.”
They jolted to a stop behind the third wagon, to wait their turn. Ahead, a pair of

Silver brothers or cousins—identifiable by their pale complexions, slant eyes, tur-
baned heads, and the silver bracelets jangling from wrist to elbow on their arms—
were arguing with the clerks checking off their ledger. Kesh chewed on his lower lip.
Tebedir chewed a cylinder of pipe leaf, spat it out, thumbed a new leaf from the lip
of his travel sack, and rolled it deftly before slipping it between parted lips. His
teeth were stained brown, but he had a nice grin.

After a while, rubbing his stubble of black hair, Tebedir said, “Slow today.”
Kesh wiped sweat from his forehead, although it wasn’t unusually hot. “The

guards are expecting trouble.”
“Rumor in camp tells it no merchant can travel north past a town the Hundred

folk call Horn.”
“It’s hard to imagine, although I’ve heard those tales, too. That would mean the

markets of Nessumara and Toskala are closed to every merchant trading out of
Olossi.”

“Still, young master, we are only going this far as Olossi. It is no matter to us.”
“That’s right. No matter to us.”
As the second wagon moved through, Tebedir gave the reins to Kesh and clam-

bered down to take the beasts and guide them over the plank bridge. Kesh didn’t
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like heights—they made him dizzy—so he didn’t look over the edge and down into
the ditch, although he’d heard that the ordinands cultivated adders in that trench. It
always seemed when he crossed that he heard hissing, but that might have been the
wind scraping through the pines and tollyrakes that grew in the highlands around
them.

No, that was hissing. Aui! Had she taken it into her head to waken now? He
turned. One of the girls was peeking through a gap in the canvas sheeting tied over
the scaffolding.

“Tsst! No! Not allowed!”
She saw him. One dark eye, all he could see, flared as she startled back. The cloth

was pinched shut. A voice murmured, too soft for him to hear syllables. Anyway,
they didn’t speak a language he knew, nor had he taught them words beyond the
most basic commands. That way they couldn’t talk to anyone.

Tebedir pulled the wagon to a stop where the guards waved him down. Keshad
tugged his sleeves down to conceal his bronze bracelets. The captain strolled up, ex-
amined Kesh’s face, and held out a hand.

“Let’s see your ledger, ver,” he said in a friendly way which suggested he preferred
cooperation to belligerence.

And why not? A captain at this border station could turn back any man to
whom he took a dislike. The Silvers’ wagon had been released and was rumbling
down the road toward the village that waited two mey farther along. Where the
dust settled, the envoy walked along briskly in its wake, his arms swinging. He
seemed to be singing, but he was too far ahead for Kesh to hear. The second wagon,
piled high with bolts of silk wrapped in burlap, was under assault by a pair of
shaven-headed clerks who laboriously matched each bolt to what was written in
the merchant’s accounts book.

“How slow they are,” said Tebedir, indicating the clerks. “Why you Hundred peo-
ple allow women perform the work belonging to men?”

“No use arguing against the gods of the Hundred,” said Kesh.
Tebedir merely grunted in reply, then led the beasts off to a generous patch of

shade, beneath trees planted long ago for this purpose. He sat down on a log placed
there for drivers, sipped from his ale pouch, and settled back to wait as Kesh handed
the ledger over to the captain. The man paged through it. Naturally he couldn’t
read, but a man in his position knew the old ideograms well enough to mark if
everything was in its proper place. As his arm moved, Kesh glimpsed the tattoo on
his wrist: the Crane, resting between the clean squares and angles that marked an
Earth-born child.

“Looks in order,” he said to Kesh, handing the ledger back, “but the clerks will
have to set their stamp. What’s this?” Kesh offered him the tangle of chits, and he
plucked the rare one out of the group and dangled it. “Two ordinary, one exalted.
What have you got in there?”

“I call on the law of Sapanasu,” said Kesh, “to ask for the veil of secrecy. You
check yourself, Captain, and see that all is in order. I’ve no contraband, no weapons,
no goods not accounted for in my ledger. I’ll pay extra for the veil. It’s my right.”

“It’s not cheap.”
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“I’ve these tax tokens to prove I’ve paid the worth of my cargo all the way north
out of Sirniaka.”

“I see it. This ledger is stamped with Merchant Feden’s seal. We know his mark
here. I’ll accept your call for the veil. Now let me look.”

Kesh gave his two-note whistle and called, “Moy. Tay.”
The curtain at the back of the cart parted, switched sideways by a brown hand,

and the older girl peeked out. The captain eyed her as she unfolded the step and
cautiously descended to the ground. She was small but well formed, if too slender
for the taste of most men. The younger followed her out, keeping her gaze lowered.
She was plumper but not quite ripe. Under Kesh’s gaze, they lifted out the two
chests and opened them to display their contents.

“Sisters or cousins,” said Kesh.
“Umm,” agreed the captain. “Too skinny. Might not be bad, though, with a few

more years and more flesh. Where are they from?”
“I picked them up in eastern Mariha, along the border country there. I was hop-

ing to sell them to one of the jarya houses in Toskala or Nessumara, but I hear it’s
not safe to travel so far.”

“It’s true. You’ve been out of the Hundred for some months?”
“Yes.”
“Roads north out of Olossi aren’t safe. That’s the word. It would be a shame to

lose a good cargo like that to a pack of filthy bandits. But what’s this veil you’re
wanting?” He picked carelessly through the contents of the two chests. “I see noth-
ing unusual here. Vials of saffron, clove oil, mirrors, a basket of shell dice, ivory
combs—very handsome!—and so on. You’re not even carrying silk.”

“Go in, if you will. Here come the clerks.”
The captain paused with a foot on the step.
“This one next, Captain Beron?” asked the male clerk.
“Yes.”
Moy and Tay kept their gazes fixed on the ground as the clerks moved in with

their charcoal pencils, carved wood stamps, and ink. The clerks wore the nonde-
script, undyed robes common to those who labored for the Lantern of the Gods,
Sapanasu. Like most of Her hierophants, they had shaved their heads, and their
brown skin had a pleasing gleam from being oiled. They poked and prodded the
girls delicately, and in their efficient way tallied each least item in the two chests and
checked it against his account. They were so tidy that they packed everything back
in just as they had found it, not a corner’s fold of fabric out of place.

The captain ducked inside the wagon, which rocked under his weight. Tebedir
dozed. A fly crawled on one of the driver’s eyelids, and without seeming to wake he
lifted a hand to brush it away.

“All accounted for.” The female clerk dipped a stamp in ink and pressed it to the
appropriate line in the ledger while the male clerk copied down figures in the record
book he carried. “Or was there something else? What’s this chit for?”

She held up the rare oblong, carved out of shell into the shape of a leopard.
The curtain trembled. The captain pushed out, wiping his brow, then the back of

his neck. He stumbled as he came down that one step. He was flushed and sweating,

194 K A T E E L L I O T T



and looking a little ashamed and yet at the same time a little amused at his own
shame, but only a little.

“Tsst! Where’d you get such a thing?”
“I found it. Unclaimed. Mine by finder’s right. You know the law.”
He took a long look at Kesh. What passed in his mind was unfathomable.
“Anything we must know, Captain Beron?” asked the female clerk.
“No, set him his tariff and let him go on. He’s invoked the veil.”
“Very well.” She and her fellow clerk consulted. They were no older than Kesh,

but experienced and swift. They named the tariff. Kesh sorted through his coins,
paid them into the locked coffer, and got his border chits to add to his collection.
He was now almost broke, except for his trade goods, and paying for food and wa-
ter would take the rest of his coin over the sixty-four mey of West Spur. It all de-
pended on the price he could obtain for his trade goods once he reached Olossi.
Everything depended on that.

“I’ve seen you before, last year,” said the male clerk. “You’re out of Merchant Fe-
den’s household, aren’t you?”

“I am.”
“Come on, Denni!” called the female clerk, who had already moved on to the

next wagon. “The envoy said there was a bigger caravan coming up behind this one.
We’ll be stuck here all week if we stand gawking.”

“Aui!” The male clerk looked Kesh over with a sneer. Boldly, he grabbed Kesh’s
elbow and rudely twitched back a sleeve to reveal a bronze bracelet. “Pretending to
be what you aren’t, as if you’d already bought your accounts bundle and cleared
your debt! Don’t think we can’t see what’s marked by your eye.” He let go, and went
after his companion.

The captain raised his eyebrows. “Isn’t there a law against you slaves wearing
sleeves that cover your wrists?” Recalling the ledger, he added ten to ten, as mer-
chants did, and got twenty. “You’re Feden’s slave, aren’t you?”

“I am.” He felt how his ears burned, how his cheeks burned. How the shame took
him, but also the anger and hope, because he was so close. “Do you know him?”

“You look like a good Hundred boy to me. What happened?”
Keshad wanted to say “none of your business,” but the first rule of merchants,

and slaves, was never to insult those who might have the means to harm you, or
help you, later.

“Family debt. I was a boy. I never knew the details, only the amount.”
“Eiya! If anything should clear your slate, young man, then this cargo should

do it.”
Kesh made the traditional gesture, hands to chest, the formal bow of not more

than thirty degrees’ inclination to show respect rather than submission, and turned
to go.

“Whsst! In!” he said to the girls.
They clapped the chests shut and loaded them into the back while Tebedir

yawned and got to his feet, stretching, flexing his big hands, clucking as he got the
beasts out of their stupor.

“Coming up, Master?”
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“I’ll walk,” said Kesh.
“If you ask me, a man can wear his feet out, walking too much. Women walk.”
“I’ll walk.”
The captain watched them go, his gaze as sharp as the touch of a blade to Ke-

shad’s back, but in the end one of his men called to him and he went back to his
task. He hadn’t even demanded a bribe, but there were men like that. “Beron” was
an Earth-touched name, and he’d worn the Earth Mother’s tattoos. No doubt the en-
voy of Ilu would have a few words to say about the honesty of a man born in the Year
of the Crane, dedicated to the Earth Mother at birth, and serving Kotaru, the Thun-
derer, as one of his holy soldiers, his ordinands.

24

By the time Keshad paid a half leya as toll to pass the palisade gate and walked
beside his wagon into the village of Dast Korumbos, the envoy was already seated
and drinking at the inn called Southmost. The village’s eight rectangular houses
were sturdily constructed of halved logs, and in the manner of the southern Hun-
dred were not whitewashed. Chimes tinkled from every eave. The inn’s shutters
were open under the peaked roof to air out the loft. In the fenced forecourt, a trio of
locals sat on stools around the envoy’s bench, laughing as he told a story.

“So he said, ‘No one wants to live so far south, right up into the mountains where
anything might happen. But where else will folk pay double price for my sour cor-
dial?’ ”

The innkeeper trotted out, cast a sour glance at his customers, and went back in-
side the house. The courtyard boasted two awnings and a grape arbor that also pro-
vided shade. The kitchen smoked out back. A chicken wandered past the benches,
scratching and pecking. A dark-haired child stuck its head out of the loft where
Kesh had slept once on a straw bed, the one time he had had Merchant Feden’s coin
to pay for lodging. The other times in Dastko he had slept on the ground beside the
village well, under the branches of the Ladytree, where no one was allowed to
charge rent.

The envoy saw him and lifted a hand in greeting. Kesh handed five vey to Tebe-
dir. “For the well,” he said. “See they drink deeply.”

“If you ask me, they overcharge.”
“That they do. You come have a drink, and we’ll see what the inn is offering at a

reasonable price for supper.”
“We stay here tonight?”
Ahead, the wagon with the two Silvers trundled on through the far gate, headed

down West Spur into the north, but the second wagon had already pulled up along
the commons. Kesh squinted at the sky with its lacing of clouds and a peculiar pur-
pling blue to the east, what could be seen of that horizon with the hills piled so high
and the mountains crowded so close behind.

“It’s a half day’s journey to Far Umbos. We can’t make it by dusk.”
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“That wagon goes on.”
“Silvers have some kind of sorcery that protects them. Me, I don’t want to sleep

out under the trees tonight with any wild beast coming to eat us up. For free!”
“Lot of cold road here in the north,” remarked Tebedir as he got down and

hooked the leads onto the beasts’ harness.“Lot of cold road and only wild forest and
demon beast on every side. Not like in the empire. In the empire, there’s always
some person or village in spitting distance. Don’t know how you folk stand it.”

“I might say otherwise, wondering how you southern folk can stand to live all
crowded together.”

“Not crowded at all!” he retorted with a chuckle. “Lonely. Brrr.” He shuddered as
though troubled by a chill wind, gave a flip to the reins, and guided the team toward
the well at the northeastern corner of the palisade.

The Ladytree was an old one, situated to the left of the well between the high
outer palisade and the lower ring of stone wall that protected the well. A waist-high
corral marked the limit of the Lady’s generosity. The top of each post was carved
into a representation of her sigil, the double axe, so no one could mistake this for
anything but holy ground, but also to provide a hitching post for a traveler’s
mounts, dogs, or livestock. The Lady was practical in that way. The branches had
grown out over the fence and had been twined in with it, and in spots he noted
white scars where they’d been hacked back in defiance of the law.

Children loitered by the narrow entrance to the encircled well. Several sat on the
high posts that jutted up from the wall. One man and one woman waited by the
well gate to exact toll from anyone who needed to water a team. Keshad hoped
Tebedir would not kick up a fuss about the woman wanting to take coin out of his
hand, but the Sirniakan driver had worked the Kandaran Pass into the Hundred be-
fore; he knew the custom here. The wagon came to a halt under the sanctuary of the
Ladytree. Tebedir unhitched the beasts with practiced skill and led them around the
curve of the inner wall to the gate. The man put his hand out, not the woman. No
doubt they’d seen plenty of Sirniakan drivers come through.

“Keshad!” The envoy beckoned. “Come sit, nephew. My friends here have already
bought me a drink in exchange for news from the south.”

The locals moved aside to let Kesh sit beside the envoy on the log bench. As a
draught of cordial was placed before him by the smiling innkeeper, he glanced back
toward the well, but Tebedir and the animals had vanished behind the inner pal-
isade. One boy stood up on one of the high posts and, balanced there like a bird
sentry, turned to watch what was going on at the trough, which was not visible from
outside the little palisade.

“What about you, lad?” asked the locals. “What news from the south?”
Kesh shrugged. “Not much news you haven’t already heard. The old emperor

died. It’s whispered there’s a rebellion brewing in the south against the new em-
peror. A cousin thinks he has more right to sit on the throne, so there might be
fighting.”

“Oom. Hem,” muttered the locals, nodding wisely. “That bodes poorly for cus-
tom, don’t it?”

“It might,” said Kesh, “if fighting reaches so far north no one dares trade from
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the Hundred into the empire. As for the western markets, the Mariha princes have
fallen to an army from farther west, barbarians called ‘Kin.’

“You traveled that far west?” asked the envoy, surprised. “All the way to Mariha
lands?”

“I did. That’s where I got the two girls. It was strange, though. Not one merchant
I spoke to complained about their new overlords except that they have a habit of
hanging thieves as well as murderers.”

“That can’t be all bad,” said the older local, twisting greasy fingers in his beard.
“Good riddance.”

“Unless they call thieves and murderers those they want to hang, even if they
didn’t steal or kill!” said the younger as he rubbed a scab on his nose.

The trio talked for a while of their own expeditions into the south, though Kesh
soon wondered whether these men had stirred more than a half day’s walk from
Dast Korumbos in their entire lives. Their stories sounded like such a tangle of tales
that he suspected they might have heard them from others, and they could never
verify details, but the envoy merely smiled at their stories, and nodded at Kesh as if
to warn him that there was no harm in letting them spin their fantasies as long as
they wished. Other wagons trundled in at erratic intervals. After two marks the traf-
fic ceased. This late in the day, no one else continued north. By arriving early, the
first wagons had gotten the prime spots under the Ladytree, up against the net of
branches that, having grown into the fence, gave them a second wall of sorts at their
backs. Other wagons had to pay for space on the commons or along the outer pal-
isade, and soon most of the open space in the village was littered with a confusing
maze of wagons and carts and a few tents being raised.

Tebedir took his time watering the beasts and getting things settled to his liking.
After he hobbled the pair beside their wagon, he sauntered over to see about drink
and taking a meal. The locals squinted at the driver, sketched hasty fare-thee-wells,
and departed.

“I hear tell there’s another caravan coming up behind this one,” said the
innkeeper as he brought Tebedir a cordial and all of them a pot of lovingly spiced
barsh, a green mash of rice, chopped onion, and liver liberally sprinkled with pep-
per and sharp kursi, which was grown in the eastern marshlands.

“What’s this?” Tebedir asked, making a face at the pungent barsh.
The envoy took in a deep breath and smiled broadly. With two fingers he dipped

into the mash and tasted it. “Ah! A better flavor than your cordial, Master Innkeeper.
Very good!”

The man grunted, both irritated and gratified. “The berries were sour this year. I
can’t afford to throw it out and buy elsewhere. No one wants to live on the pass,
right up into the mountains where anything might happen. Heya! I was born here,
and here I’ll stay, but we have to pay rent and food to the ordinands who patrol the
wall and control the gate, and to the clerks who account the trade and taxes. And it’s
a high toll ourselves to bring in any goods we want that we can’t grow here. I don’t
like serving sour cordial, I’m proud of my inn and my service, but sour cordial’s all
I’ve got this year.”

“Heya! Innkeeper!” a merchant called from another bench.
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He sketched a gesture of leave-taking and hurried away. Kesh hitched the tripod
holding the pot of barsh closer to the bench. They set to it eagerly.

Tebedir ate more slowly than the other two and was first to break the silence.
“Not that tasty, if you ask me.”

“What of your girls?” asked the envoy.
Embarrassed to be be taken to task in public, Kesh called the innkeeper over. “I

want two tey of your second-grade rice, and a tey of beans—whatever kind—mixed
in. I’ll bring the bowl back when they’re done.”

“That’s a lot of food for two young girls,” said the envoy. He stared toward the La-
dytree. Clouds had crept westward, making the late afternoon hazy. The wagon was
half lost in the shadows under the spreading branches, but the envoy’s gaze had a
piercing quality that made Kesh nervous. What if the man could see through cloth?

Kesh forced a grin to his lips. “They’re my merchandise. I’ll get a better price for
them if they’re healthy and plump. No profit to me if the girls get sick or starve on
the way to the block, is it?”

“No, certainly not. Nor is it any shame to hire folk who worship He Who Rules
Alone when there are no good Hundred folk who can make the journey.”

“The Shining One Who Rules Alone,” corrected Tebedir genially. “King of Kings,
Lord of Lords. You Hundred folk will all burn in the fire if you don’t change your
ungodly ways like Keshad here did.”

The envoy raised an eyebrow but said nothing, and Kesh winced, thinking it
would have been better had the envoy spoken his thoughts out loud. Anything
would be better than that measured gaze turned on him now that seemed to eat
him alive.

“Have you turned your back on your clansmen?” asked the envoy curiously, al-
though no hint of anger tarnished his voice.

“They turned their back on me! Sold me into slavery to pay their debts!” He
touched the crudely worked debt mark, more scar than tattoo, curving from his left
brow and around the outside of his left eye.

“A sad tale heard all too often in the Hundred, I grant you. But under the rule of
Beltak, once a slave you are a slave forever.” He turned to the driver. “Is that not
true?”

“Of course! No man become slave by the law of the Exalted One if he do not fall
into disgrace.” He nodded toward Keshad without embarrassment. “Is different
here in the north. Tsst! First become slave, then buy free, and so on. But that is your
way. Maybe it will change when Beltak’s priests come.”

“Maybe,” agreed the envoy politely, “but in the Hundred, the gods and the land
are as one, not to be separated.” He looked closely again at Kesh as if trying to tease
the strand of memory out of Kesh’s mind that would explain to him why a good
Hundred boy would betray his gods.

Kesh scratched the back of his neck, wondering how he could excuse himself
without insulting the envoy. Whatever pleasure he’d taken in the day had vanished.
Fortunately one of the innkeeper’s lads bustled up with the boiled rice and beans.

“Best get the girls fed and settled down for the night,” he said as he took the big
bowl. “We rise before dawn. Get a brisk start to the day. Olossi Town beckons.”
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He tossed enough vey on the table to pay for everything.
“I thank you, nephew.” The envoy smiled. “Rest well.”
“Crazy priests,” muttered Tebedir as they walked back to the wagon. “Best they

all die in the burnings. Better for your people to worship the Exalted One and not
these wrong things they call gods.”

“Leave it, if you will,” said Kesh sharply. The conversation had rattled him. He
handed the rice inside.

After the girls had eaten, he returned the bowl to the inn, paid a pair of vey to
empty their waste bucket in the inn’s latrines, and returned to his little camp. Yet as
he knelt in the shadow of the wagon, set a bowl of water before his knees, and said
his evening prayers with palms turned upward to face the heavens, he found the
words meaningless.

“Rid us of all that is evil. Rid us of demons. Rid us of hate. Rid us of envy. Rid us
of heretics and liars. Rid us of wolves and of armies stained with the blood of the
pure.” He dipped a thumb in the water and traced that cool touch across his fore-
head. “Increase all that is good. Increase life. Increase wealth. Increase the strength
of your devoted. Increase the power of your holy emperor, beloved among men.” He
dipped his little finger in the water and traced a line on each cheek. “Teach me to
hate darkness and battle evil. Teach me the Truth, Exalted One, King of Kings, Lord
of Lords. You are Beltak, the Shining One Who Rules Alone. Peace. Peace. Peace.”

Wind shushed in the branches of the Ladytree, as if the Lady Atiratu Herself
overheard him and muttered Her displeasure among the leaves. His thoughts
wound away like the wind, seeking north. The town of Olossi beckoned, sixty-two
mey from Dast Korumbos, more or less eight or ten days’ journey depending on
weather, road conditions, the state of the wagon, and the likelihood of accidents or
obstacles as yet unknown.

Nine days! It seemed both far too many and so blindingly few. He could feel the
taste of freedom on his tongue, as sharp as the blend of kursi and pepper that had
spiced the barsh. His freedom. Her freedom. Both of us, soon to be free.

“Hei! Hei!”
The slap of feet on the ground startled him so badly he knocked over the bless-

ing bowl. Water stained the dirt. He jumped up, but his view beyond the Ladytree
was obscured by branches. A commotion roiled the commons. A youth came run-
ning from the direction of the southern gate with his broad sleeves fluttering back
like bird’s wings.

“Hei! Hei! ’Ware! ’Ware! Ospreys comin—!” He stumbled forward and plunged
headlong into the ground. An arrow stuck out of his back. His arms jiggled crazily
as he tried to crawl but could not make his legs work.

“Osprey?” Tebedir had heard the words but from his angle closer to the trunk of
tree had not seen the lad fall. “What is that?”

“Trail robbers. Named for birds—what swoop down and grab their prey. But
they never attack into a town. . . .”

“Robbers!” exclaimed Tebedir.
“Close the gate! Close the gate!” rang the frantic call.
Already out in the commons, a hand of men in guard tunics ran toward the
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southern gate. A pair of guards leaped on horses and headed toward the northern
gate. A crowd converged on the inn, each man, and they were all men, yelling and
gesticulating as they cried for protection, for news, for safety. Kesh grabbed his
sword and slung it over his back, then buckled his quiver over it and with a quick
tug and pop strung his bow. His stomach had fallen into a pit so deep he couldn’t
measure it.

“Tebedir, you can run, or stick with me, whatever you will, but if you run now I
can’t pay you your delivery share and you’ll be taking your chances with robbers out
among the trees.”

He backed up until he pressed into one corner of the wagon, scanning with each
step, and called out to Tebedir again, but the driver had vanished as if consumed by
a stroke of lightning. Even the driver’s blessing bowl was gone.

There were four vehicles under the Ladytree, crammed to fit: three wagons and
one handcart. A sleepy lad draped along the driver’s bench of the second wagon
raised his head and stared around without comprehension. The others had been
abandoned by men gone over to their supper who had, no doubt, paid their com-
panion’s lad to stand watch over all. Another merchant, less trusting, leaned
against his handcart waggling his hands in fear as he stared at Keshad and his
weapons.

“What to do? What to do? That boy just fell down with an arrow in his back! Os-
preys never dive into a walled village! Everyone knows that!”

“Run for safety,” advised Kesh roughly.
“And leave my cart? That’s all my clan’s savings tied up in silk—”
A bell jangled, twice, three times, and then the alarm was cut off by a shrill

scream that went on for so long that Kesh realized it wasn’t a dying man making
that horrible noise but a living one. It was a battle cry.

The other merchant bolted out from under the Ladytree’s canopy, but the fool
ran for the mob gone into hysterics at the inn rather than seeking the sanctuary of-
fered by the well. The two horses gone north returned at a gallop. One was riderless.
The other, shot in the hindquarters, dragged its rider behind, but the fellow was
dead or unconscious, his body turning and tumbling as the pain-blinded horse
tried to shake him loose.

How could this be happening? How, when he was so close? Were the gods pun-
ishing him for turning his back on them? Yet he’d done that years ago and walked
unmolested in the Hundred enough times that they’d had plenty of time to dissolve
him with the blast of their angry gaze if that was their intent. No, no, it must be
now, when he was so close that the taste of freedom had made him at last admit his
hunger. The gods were cruel, that was it, and delighted in mocking his hopes.

He reached back and slipped an arrow free, set it against the string. “Curse you
all,” he muttered. “I won’t lose all this now!”

“Kei? Kei?” It was the older girl, peering out from between the walls of cloth.
“What go, Master? What go?”

“Down!” he snapped. “On the bed of the wagon. Down flat!” He heard them
rustling, but he hadn’t the leisure to look inside to make sure they obeyed. Just what
he needed! A stray arrow piercing that precious neck and robbing him of all he’d

Spirit Gate 201



worked for, for so many years. God, he was so furious at those damned robbers he
could kill them and eat their hearts and savor the tang.

“Whass going on?” asked the lad.
“Robbers, you thick skull!”
The lad whistled. He was, it appeared, thick in understanding. He scratched his

shaved head and wiped his nose. “Now what?”
“Run to the well. That’s refuge.”
“Can’t leave the wagon. Boss said so.”
“If they catch you, they’ll kill you.”
“Boss said so. Stick by, he said. Watch these other two, not just ours. Gotta do what

Boss said. Plus there’s a sticky bun in it for me. When we get to Old Fort. He promised.”
“Hide under the wagon. You’ve got good position back here with me. Hard to

come through these back branches, like a wall—” He pointed with the bow, and the
lad nodded wisely. It was obvious that the boy didn’t comprehend the danger they
were in. “There’s the cart, and that other wagon there, on the other side where it’s
more open. That’s like wall, too. A bit of safety. The Lady’s palisade, they call it.”

“Eh,” said the lad, squinting. “Eh! See there!” He pointed with his elbow, not that
Kesh hadn’t already seen and felt his insides go from falling to twisting into a tight,
tight knot.

Where the caravan guards had got to he did not know, but the men now riding
into the commons from both north and south were no raggle-taggle bunch but two
dozen men armed with bows, spears, and swords and dressed in good silk. Not the
best quality. He had a finely honed eye, and even from this distance he recognized
that the shades of crimson, apricot, and azure were decent but second-rate. This was
the kind of silk a well-to-do crofter might buy his young bride for her wedding
price, or a rich merchant might clothe her servants in for a festival party to impress
her rivals.

Behind, branches rustled. He spun. Tebedir pushed through the wall of hanging
branches, holding an unlit torch in one hand and a shovel in the other.

“Tsst!” the driver hissed in disgust. “No robber in my land. God keep order!” He
had tied his blessing bowl back onto his belt but now set down shovel and torch and
set to work with flint and tinder to start a fire in the bowl. “Fire scare evil ones,” he
explained. “Burn them.”

“My thanks for coming back,” said Kesh, heartened by his reappearance.
“Never left. I swear my time of service according to the Exalted One. To break a

swear—an oath—makes a man a slave! In my country, Master,” he added. “Not
yours. No such honor in yours.”

Kesh grinned wryly but kept his gaze fixed on the way the robbers were closing in
around the inn. A few of the merchants bore walking staffs or droving whips, but
those that held them aloft did so more as if to say they were ready to surrender. The
innkeeper emerged from the inn on his knees, hands clapped to his forehead, palms
facing outward in the traditional gesture of submission.

“Mercy!” The man’s voice carried easily over the commons. “By the mercy
granted us by the Witherer’s Kiss, take what you will and go on your way.”
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“Think they’ll see us?” whispered Tebedir.
A strong voice called out from among the robbers.
“Move swift! Hurry! Find the treasure, and ride!”
They wheeled, scattering like a flock of chickens after thrown grain. One jumped

his mount over the fence surrounding the inn and rode through, whip flashing to
either side as men screamed and stumbled out of his way. Another cantered back to-
ward the northern gate and a third toward the southern. Six dismounted and began
to tear through the wagons parked all through the commons as that same voice
called, “No, you slackabeds! A wagon with canvas walls! Yes, like that!”

The man giving the orders remained in the road, surveying the chaos, watching
avidly as a wagon surmounted by a canvas cabin had its walls slit by spear point.
The leader’s mouth and nose were masked by a black scarf tied up behind his ears.
His dark hair was short, like a laborer’s, and streaked with enough gray that Kesh
could make out the speckling from here. Two men turned their horses and trotted
toward the Ladytree.

Streamers of colored ribbons broke out of the innyard as the envoy used his staff
to help himself vault the fence. He cleared it easily and landed with remarkable
agility for a man of his advanced years. He trotted through the chaos with a pecu-
liar lack of concern, following on the trail of the two riders moving in on the La-
dytree.

“Not much chance fighting these odds,” said Tebedir. “If you ask me.”
“I’m not asking you! You’re free to escape, if you wish.”
“Seems to me Hundred folk like killing southern folk. As good odds here as out

on my own. I stick.”
“With my thanks, then. If we survive this, I’ll give you a bonus.”
“Hei!” cried the lad, pointing toward the two riders.
Tebedir jammed the base of the torch into the dirt, held the shovel between his

knees, and flicked open his tinderbox. Keshad sighed, nocked an arrow, and took
aim. Once the first arrow went, he’d be marked and doomed. He could still surren-
der. The two riders closed. The envoy gained ground behind them, darting through
the chaos. Kesh noted him grimly. Was it the envoy who had betrayed them to the
bandits?

He loosed his arrow. It missed so wildly that in truth the two riders didn’t even
notice it, so intent were they on looking back over their shoulders at the fortunate
men now looting the wagons out on the commons where merchants sobbed and
slaves cowered.

The torch flared beside him, a wash of unexpected heat. Tebedir hoisted the
shovel in two hands and gave it a test swing as Keshad set another arrow to the
string. He loosed it, only to see it veer wide yet again. Beltak had cursed him, or
the gods had chosen to punish him for his apostasy now that he was back walking in
their Hundred.

The lad had come up with a bow from somewhere. With a blinking look of con-
fusion, he drew and aimed and shot and the lead rider of the pair toppled off his
horse with an arrow buried deep in his belly.
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“ ’Eir! ’Eir!” cried the second, waving and hollering until he got the attention of
the leader. He drew his sword. “Got trouble over here.”

The leader gestured. Three more riders turned to ride that way as the second
rider bent low in his saddle, letting his mount’s neck cover him. The lad fumbled
for a second arrow. Keshad swore under his breath and made ready.

The envoy fell to his knees as though hit, but more likely he was only cowering
as the new riders swept up beside him, ignoring an unarmed man dressed in the
colors of a god. His arms shifted, and without warning he stuck his staff parallel
an arm’s span above the ground, right in the path of one of the horses. The crea-
ture tripped and tumbled and screamed as it went down with all that weight,
slamming hard. The rider spilled forward over the horse’s neck, hitting head and
shoulder on the earth, and lay there like a dead man, although the horse struggled
up at once.

“Beware!” said Tebedir in a sharp voice at Keshad’s left ear.
Kesh stepped back, and loosed an arrow into the face of the first rider, who was

just now ducking under the Ladytree. The man screamed and flailed as his horse
swung sharply back the way they’d come to get out from under the branches. The
turn and the scrape of branches toppled him from the horse, and he lay writhing
in the dirt and moaning and bleating and clawing at his face. The horse trotted
away.

Two riders still pounded toward them. Tebedir dashed forward to the cover of
another wagon, holding both torch and shovel. The lad had strung another arrow,
but the sight of the wounded man struggling and bleeding in the dirt distracted
him as did the cries and shouts from the commons and the inn.

The envoy dashed after the riders, toward the Ladytree, only to stumble and fall.
An arrow stuck out of his back.

Kesh loosed his arrow as the pair of bandits ducked beneath the tree, but it
missed. The lad was still staring at the injured man and the arrow stuck in his eye
with blood and matter smearing his cheek.

“Heya! Heya!” shouted Kesh, but the lad turned too late as the lead rider stuck
him through the belly with a spear. Choking, the boy collapsed and was then spun
sideways as the rider yanked his spear clean. Tebedir thrust the smoking torch into
the face of the second horse, and as it shied back he swung hard with the shovel. Its
edge cut deep into the second rider’s ribs. The man shrieked and grunted; his sword
caught Tebedir in the thigh, but only because he was already falling. He staggered as
the rider landed at his feet, then battered the man’s face with the shovel, cursing as
he swung his arms. Blood stained the fabric of his leggings.

Keshad leaped back as the other rider advanced. The man’s arm was cocked back
with the bloody spear dripping and pointed straight at him. Kesh’s hands shook so
badly he could not get an arrow free from the quiver, and when his back slammed
up against his cart he dropped the bow and drew his short sword, however stupid
and hopeless that was. The bandit tried a thrust, but Kesh slapped it aside desper-
ately. Beyond, more riders approached. Tebedir shifted to get a better position in
the shelter of the foremost wagon.

204 K A T E E L L I O T T



“Here! Here!” shouted the lead man, keeping his distance now that he’d seen
Kesh would fight back. “I’ve got them! Two armed, one wounded. The wagon’s
here!”

Although trapped against his wagon, Kesh could still see a portion of the com-
mons. The bandit’s captain raised his voice, and all heads turned toward the La-
dytree. Every man of them reined their horses aside; they had seen their quarry and
now moved, like ospreys, for the swift catch.

“It’s all over,” called the rider, sneering. “Throw down your sword and we’ll kill
you quick. Keep it, and we’ll take longer.”

“Is that meant to persuade me?” answered Kesh. “Can’t you do better? Offer me
a share in your company? Compliment my skills to your captain? Promise to lay
waste to my clan house if I don’t cooperate? Neh! You can’t even finish me off be-
fore the rest of them get here to back you up! You probably need them to help you
swive the goats, too—”

He expected the thrust, caught the haft on his blade and shoved it aside. While
the man was recovering his balance, Kesh jumped up against the horse’s withers,
grabbed the rider’s belt, and yanked him off the horse.

“Tebedir! Back to me!” he called as he skipped sideways. The rider hit his head
hard enough to wind him, and Kesh stuck him up under the ribs with no more
mercy than the man had shown to the poor lad, who was still gurgling.

“Not looking good,” said Tebedir as he limped over, leaning heavily on the
shovel.

A dozen men trotted over the limp body of the envoy as more came up from be-
hind, converging on the Ladytree.

“You can give yourself up and beg for mercy. I won’t mind.”
Tebedir’s breathing had gone raspy with pain. “Better to die with honor than

surrender as a woman. I give my word to drive, to keep silence, to bring you and the
cargo to Olossi. I keep my word.”

A wind stirred the branches, as though the Lady were whispering. A strange
prickling charge made Keshad’s skin tingle. He looked around, expecting to see the
Lady’s servants leap out of the air to protect those who sheltered under her sacred
boughs, but it was only the wind and a distant ripple of thunder, a change in the
weather.

Too late for him. Too late for her.
“Now would be a good time for Beltak to show His power,” muttered Kesh an-

grily, feeling tears sting and a vast crashing wave of despair and fury and hopeless-
ness. From behind the canvas walls of the shelter he heard one of the girls sobbing
with fear. He, too, wanted to weep, but he’d be damned if he would give in.

The thunder grew louder, and the riders toward the back of the group turned
their heads to look south. He could not see their expressions, precisely, but he saw
their postures alter. Elbows were raised, pointing, and then came an explosion of
shouting and curses as they tried to shift direction.

Too late for them. They could not move quickly enough, having been too intent
on the fish beneath the waters. A tide of black-clad riders swept through them,
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scattering them, cutting them down. What fine horsemen! This new company
turned sharply and with ease and took from behind those who had been spared
the first assault. It was a slaughter. Not one of the bandits, not even the captain,
survived.

Tebedir took his shovel and beat in the heads of the men still moaning, until they
stopped. He halted beside the lad, whose eyes were open and whose face was white
with agony and terror. “Kill him?” he asked.

“No. No.” Kesh could barely grip his sword’s hilt, he was trembling so hard.
Saved! Just as he had asked! “There may be a real healer here. Praise the righteous
ruler of all! Who are those men?”

Unexpectedly, horses neighed shrilly, and some reared, only to be ruthlessly
reined down and held hard by their riders. Those horses who had no riders scat-
tered in a panic. At the command of their captain, the mounted company withdrew
from open ground, back among the wagons. Merchants and slaves pointed over-
head, yelling and exclaiming, and most sprinted for the inn as though a squall was
about to hit. All this movement cleared a space in the commons beyond the tangle
of wagons and carts.

Whoof!
The beast came down fast, body almost at the vertical and wings in a wide curve,

and yet with such beauty that Kesh shouted aloud and Tebedir swore in the name of
the god. It was a huge eagle with a gruesome healed scar above its piercingly bright
right eye. The man hanging in the harness unhooked himself with a speed born of
long practice and leaped out with reeve’s baton raised and cloak swirling dashingly
at his back. But as he surveyed the scene, he relaxed, then grinned, then lifted the ba-
ton toward the waiting horsemen as a salute. He turned to the eagle, spoke a word,
and stepped back as it fanned out its wings with primary feathers and tail raising.
With unnatural power, it thrust with its legs and lifted with its wings and took to
the air again. Its wake fanned the air, and lifted the ends of the reeve’s cloak. A man
actually shrieked in fear, followed by a chorus of anxious laughter and a sudden
gabble as all the merchants swarmed the reeve.

Tebedir grunted and sat gingerly on the tongue of the cart.
“Let me see that wound,” said Kesh, but the driver waved him away.
“Best go, first. Talk and see. I not die with this cut.”
“But without you . . . you stuck with me, beyond everything. . . . I can’t repay

you—”
“Oath is worth more than coin. No believing man go against his oath.” Tebedir

meant what he said; it was no use arguing.
Kesh sheathed his sword, picked up bow and quiver and slung them over his

back, then headed out to the mob. It was true what Tebedir said: As a believing
man, a true follower of Beltak, the Shining One Who Rules Alone, he could not for-
swear his oath to see the task through to its end. Of course, not every Sirniakan who
claimed to be a believing man really was one, but in this case fortune had favored
Kesh, and he murmured a prayer of thanks.
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There was a lot to take in besides the twenty or so corpses, the stray horses, and
the baggage that had been strewn on the ground around the carts as they were
ransacked. Merchants and servants hurried to gather up those wares not spoiled
or broken in the assault. One wept over a roll of golden silk that had been
trampled, but surely the idiot could see that silk, at least, could be cleaned and re-
paired and sold at a reasonable discount; it was better than being dead. Other
merchants crowded around the reeve, demanding aid or explanation or simply
pouring out their fear and anger, but Kesh remained mindful of the force of men
that waited off to one side. He estimated their number at about one hundred, all
wearing black gear. They showed remarkable discipline, lined up in tidy ranks
with a trio of men, their leaders, in front. They appeared foreign in both dress and
facial features. He had never seen anyone who looked quite like them, except in
Mariha.

He elbowed into the mob surrounding the reeve and, finding the innkeeper,
grabbed him by the arm. “Heya! Heya! Pay attention! We need to bring in wounded
men, maybe a dead one. An envoy of Ilu needs our help! Quick!”

Kesh’s fierce words cowed the man, and the reeve looked his way with the calm
expression of a man completely in his element.

“Go on,” said the reeve to the innkeeper. “You heard what he said. Bring in any
wounded at once. Find that envoy! If there are any innocent folk these ospreys
killed, I’ll need their name and clan, so we can make an accounting and see that any
death tithe is offered correctly.”

Kesh tugged the innkeeper after him. The reeve, meanwhile, gestured to the oth-
ers to move back to their wagons. Afterward he walked to the black-clad guards-
men. Kesh saw the envoy’s bright blue cloak on the ground and he broke away from
the innkeeper and ran to kneel beside him. The arrow had an ugly look to it. The
shaft had broken four times and it was clear that the envoy had been tumbled when
the horses were ridden over him.

“Is there a healer here?” he asked the innkeeper.
The man gave a groan of despair and shook his head. “Nay! Nay! It’s many days’

walk to the closest temple devoted to the Lady! We haven’t seen a mendicant in
weeks.”

“What about the Merciless One? Sometimes there are healers there.”
“The closest temple is all the way north by Olossi.”
“I know that place,” said Kesh grimly.
“Eiya! Horrible!” wailed the innkeeper as he stared at the body. “To have it

known that an envoy of Ilu died here! No one will want to bide here or sup and
drink at my inn. It’s an ill omen! We’re ruined!”

“Get a flat board—a tabletop—a door—something! We must carry him inside.”
He looked up at the sky. “It might rain, and it will soon be dark.”



The innkeeper needed no greater encouragement. He bolted back the way they
had come. Kesh pressed a hand gently to the envoy’s neck. He breathed still, if shal-
lowly. Life pulsed in his body. The breath of the gods had not yet left him.

Kesh curled his hand around the arrow as close against the envoy’s back as he
could and tested its grip by slowly twisting it. To his surprise, it slid free easily.
Amazingly, the point had not pierced the fabric of the cloak but only driven it deep
into the body. He cast the arrow away and swiftly pushed the cloak to one side as
blood gushed up through the yellow silk of the tunic. He got out his knife and slit
open the back of the tunic to expose the wound. The tumbling by the horses had
done the most damage by disturbing the point, but it was remarkable how the silk
had not torn despite the speed and force of the missile. He pressed the heel of one
hand on the wound to stem the flow of blood and closed his eyes, trying to sense the
pattern of the body’s humors beneath the skin, as it was said true healers might do
who could breathe and smell and even hear the whispering complaints of illness or
injury.

“Ssa!” came the whisper. “Sshuu!” And then, “Where did they come from? Who
set them on us?”

Kesh opened his eyes to see that the envoy’s eyes were open. One of them, any-
way. He couldn’t see the other since the man’s face was turned to one side because
he was laid out on his stomach.

“Please lie still,” said Kesh. “Don’t talk. I got the arrow out. Hang on. We’ll get
you to the inn. You’ll rest there.”

The first winds heralding dusk sighed down off the mountains, and the cloak
rose and sunk into ridges and hollows as if something living were moving inside it.
The envoy did not reply, but perhaps he had passed out again. His left arm lay at an
awkward angle, and bruises were purpling all along his back where hooves had
struck him.

“How badly hurt?” The reeve crouched beside Kesh. He was younger than the
envoy but a fair bit older than Kesh, a good-looking fellow with short black hair
teased by a few strands of white. He stood at medium height, lean but very fit, and
he moved with the strength of a man who has confidence in his ability to stick it out
in a brawl. A dangerous man, in his own way, and not unlike his eagle in the way he
examined the envoy with a keen gaze, without actually touching him, as predators
seek from above the sign of their prey by studying the ripples in grass and the flash
of sudden movement along the ground.

Kesh eased the heel of his hand off the wound. Blood oozed, but the gushing had
stopped. He pushed the envoy’s cloak off the body and into a heap at one side, then
slit the tunic from neck to base and opened it like wings.

“Trampled and shot,” mused the reeve, “but still breathing. Good thing those os-
preys are all dead, as it’s more merciful than the death they’d receive for killing a
holy man.”

“He’s still breathing! He spoke to me.”
The reeve grunted and glanced over his shoulder. Kesh looked, too, and saw that

the black-clad guards had dismounted and spread out, and were hauling the
corpses of the bandits into rows the better to tally, identify, and dispose of them.
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Locals and servants hovered close by, hoping to strip the bodies of second-rate but
still precious silk.

“That’s one band,” remarked the reeve, more to himself than to Keshad, “but it
won’t be the end of it.”

“The end of what?”
“These attacks along the roads. I came south from Clan Hall to investigate.”
“I heard there’s been trouble. I’ve been south some months. You’d think Argent

Hall would have been patrolling.”
“So you would think. Worst, it turns out it’s the captain in charge who has made

common pact with these ospreys.”
“The captain? The one in charge of the border post? Captain Beron?”
“The same,” said the reeve. “How do you know him?”
“I heard the clerks speak his name as I passed through earlier today. He seemed

a decent man.”
But the thought struck him hard enough that he fell silent: It was my treasure the

ospreys sought. He saw it, and let me pass, and sent these men after.
He said nothing, although the reeve waited, as if sensing that Kesh clutched a se-

cret to his heart.
“Beron?” The envoy stirred. His voice had the hoarse gurgle of a man talking

past blood. “Dedicated to the Earth Mother at birth. Crane-born—did you see his
Crane mark? Sworn to Kotaru the Thunderer. Well. It’s no wonder.” That wheeze
was, perhaps, meant to be a laugh, but it sounded more like a death rattle.

The reeve regarded the envoy with a look of mild amazement.
“What’s no wonder?” demanded Kesh. “Yet if you would be silent, uncle, we

might save you!”
“Cranes are orderly. . . . Thunderer likes discipline. . . . Earth Mother arranges

all things but . . . can be rigid. Overturn these . . .” He gargled on blood as he tried
to suck in air.

“Overturn these,” said the reeve softly, “and you have chaos.”
“It is easy to subvert a man . . . who is in all parts desiring order . . . imposed

from without. Eh! Eh! Any envoy of Ilu would have advised against . . . dedicating
this child . . . to Kotaru.”

“Uncle! Keep still! You must spare yourself.”
The reeve looked fixedly at Kesh as the innkeeper trotted up, gasping and grunt-

ing and leading a pair of men who carried a tabletop on which to bear the wounded
man. The envoy closed his eyes. They shifted him over and hurried off, but Kesh
grabbed the innkeeper by the sleeve.

“There’s a pair under the Ladytree. A poor brave lad who I fear is dead. And my
driver, who needs his wound washed and bound with a salve. If you have any
starflower or soldier’s friend, they are good for such injuries. Or Bright Blue, which
stems bleeding—nay, it’s too far south for that.”

The innkeeper gave him a fearful grimace and tore away, shouting at a pair of
untidy lads loitering by the gate to come and give a hand, and he lumbered off to-
ward the inn after the envoy while his servants, or slaves, ran toward the Ladytree.

“You know something of the healing properties of plants,” said the reeve, who
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had not once taken his gaze from Keshad during this exchange. He rose, brushing
the dust from his knees, and when Keshad looked past him at the black-clad for-
eigners tidying the field, he looked, too, to see what caught Kesh’s interest.

“Where did those come from?” asked Kesh. “Were they patrolling? I’ve never
seen such a company of guardsmen in Olossi.”

“No. They’re the hired guard for another caravan. It was running about half a
day behind yours. I saw them coming down the pass. As a reeve, I have the power to
deputize folk when I need their aid.”

“They’re not Sirniakan.”
“Are they not?” The reeve sat back on his heels with a look of pleased interest.

“What are they, then?”
“I’m not sure, but I think they’re Kin. Qin. I can’t say it right. Grass eaters. That’s

what they’re called in Mariha.”
“Mariha?”
“That’s a princedom west of the empire. They were ruled by five princes for a

long time, so I was told, and none were happy except those who ruled. Then these
Qin people came out of the west and killed the ruling princes. Now the Qin rule in
Mariha.”

He was about to say more, but he faltered, seeing too late that the reeve’s pleasant
interrogation had been meant to draw him out.

“Beyond the western edge of the Sirniakan Empire?” mused the reeve. “Well, I’ve
seen no maps nor have I patrolled those lands, so I can’t say I understand it. These
men and their captain claim to be mercenaries. They hired themselves to the cara-
van as guards.”

For a while that seemed drawn out far too long, the reeve smiled at Kesh as Kesh
squirmed, shifting his feet and berating himself in his thoughts. This reeve was a
truly dangerous man, for all his cordiality. He must start to wonder why the ospreys
had attacked in such numbers and into the village rather than waiting and raiding
along the road. He must start to wonder what it was they were after so urgently.

“I’d like to talk to you further,” said the reeve.
“I have to leave at dawn.”
“As must I. Come see me in the inn later, when you’ve a chance. Don’t forget your

accounts book and tallies.” He said the words with such a benevolent smile that Ke-
shad knew he absolutely would be rounded up by those grim-faced guardsmen and
marched before the reeve as before the assizes if he did not present himself before
the man this very night. When a reeve said such words, in that tone of voice, a man
had to obey.

“It’s getting dark,” he said, to escape.
He fled to the Ladytree to find Tebedir arguing with the lads from the inn. The

driver had already poured a dram of his potent brew onto the cut and bound it with
a strip of linen, and he refused any other aid.

“Best see to the boy,” he said.
“He must be carried,” said Kesh to the lads, who bent to grab the youth by ankles

and wrists. “Nay, not like that, you fools. His guts will fall out.”
“What matter?” asked the shorter lad. “He’s dead, this one. Just not yet.”
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“Wish he’d stop squealing,” said the taller one. “Makes a lot of noise for a dying
man, don’t you think?”

“No one can survive a plug to the guts. Gah! He smells!”
“Go get something to carry him on!” shouted Kesh.
They fled as Kesh cursed after them.
The lad was whimpering and keening, and the sound did grate the ears, but Kesh

felt pity for him, and anyway the lad had probably saved Kesh’s cargo with his stal-
wart defense of his master’s wagon. He crouched and smoothed the lad’s forehead
and talked to him as he would talk to an injured dog, letting the sound of his voice
act as a focus as the lad’s breathing caught, ceased . . . and gasped again as he fought
back to life.

Tebedir offered a bowl of water and a cloth to Kesh, who wiped the lad’s brow as
he mewled and cried for his mother. Flies gathered on the dead ospreys, and flies
buzzed around the lad’s ghastly wound, all pink and gray with oozing blood drain-
ing his life as it dribbled onto the ground. Wind whispered in the Ladytree, and be-
tween one breath and the next the lad escaped into the air, slipped away on the
breeze, his breath following the shadow path toward home. A sprawled hand lay
open; the mark of the Ox decorated his wrist.

Tebedir murmured a prayer. Kesh sank back on his heels as the pair of lads trot-
ted up empty-handed. A stout man wearing a stained merchant’s coat labored along
behind them. When he saw the dead boy, he slapped a hand to his forehead.

“Not under the Ladytree! Now I’ll have to pay the death offering to the Lady,
too!”

Tebedir raised an eyebrow and looked at Kesh.
“This boy saved your cargo,” said Kesh sharply. “He defended your wagon with

selfless courage. I can’t say the same for you.”
“This is none of your business! Move aside! Oh, by the Witherer’s Kiss, you

fools!” he shouted at the lads. “You should have dragged him out from under the
tree! Now I’m stuck with the cursed Lady tithe.”

Kesh rose and turned to Tebedir. “Watch the cart, if you will. If I have to stand
and listen to this any longer, I’ll hit him.”

“Please hit,” said Tebedir. “That boy fought like brave man.”
“Pissing foreigners!” snarled the merchant. “Get out of my way!”
Kesh lifted a fist, and such a tide of loathing swept him that he hauled back—the

merchant shrieked—and from the cart a female voice said words in a language Kesh
had never heard before. It was like a bucketful of icy spring water splashed over him.
He recovered; he remembered: Hit a man beneath a Ladytree, violating the Lady’s law,
and you paid a fine to her mendicants. They always knew; you could never get around
it. Pay a fine, and it was that much coin thrown away. He could afford to lose none of
his profit, not now, not this time. Not because he was disgusted by a self-important,
selfish jackal of a man who paid his lackwit servant in sticky buns since the poor boy
was too ignorant and too stupid and now too dead to demand better pay.

Shaking, he lowered his hand, gave the bowl and cloth to Tebedir, grabbed his
ledger and pouch, and strode away. The merchant began yapping after him, but
Kesh walked fast and didn’t listen.
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Dusk lay heavily over the commons. A cheerful fire burned in the outdoor hearth
of the inn’s courtyard, and men gathered there, drinking, but no songs warmed the
twilight and the talk looked intense but muted. No one laughed. Other merchants
hunkered down beside their carts. A half-dozen hirelings prowled around the ranks
of corpses, but a quartet of black-clad mercenaries guarded the dead men, and Kesh
guessed that no one would strip those bodies, not tonight, not without permission
from the mercenary captain or the reeve. He paused by the gate to look over the
mercenaries from a safe distance, not so close that they might feel he was challeng-
ing them. A few were setting up crude tents, canvas stretched out as a lean-to over
bare ground to provide shelter against rain and wind. A pair rode off toward the
south gate. Others moved among the horses, unsaddling some and stringing their
spare mounts along a line for the night. They watched the movement of merchants
and hirelings and slaves in the commons in the same way that wolves study the be-
havior of deer in a clearing. They ignored the corpses, though Kesh could not. The
souls of dead folk begged for release, and the longer they lingered here, the more
likely they would get up to some mischief.

He touched fingers to forehead and lips, and patted his chest twice, remembering
the words of the Shining One Who Rules Alone: Death is liberation.

“There are no ghosts,” he said, as if saying it would make it true.
Too late he noticed a young man coming up to the gate carrying a full kettle of

steaming barsh. He halted and stared at Kesh strangely, as if he’d heard the com-
ment. Kesh opened the gate for him, and the young man nodded in thanks and hur-
ried toward the mercenaries, looking back once. He was dressed differently, in loose
trousers and a short kirtle bound at the waist with a sash. His red-clay coloring and
pleasant features reminded Keshad more of his two Mariha slave girls than of the
stocky riders with their flat, broad cheekbones, sparse mustaches, and predator’s
gaze.

Inside the inn, the reeve had set up court. He had drawn up a table parallel to
one end of the long room. Here he sat, stripped out of cloak and sleeveless vest and
down to shirtsleeves, on a bench between table and wall, and seated beside him the
man who must be the mercenary captain. The contrast between the two men made
Kesh pause beside the door as he tried to decide whether to get in line with the
other merchants being interviewed by the reeve, or grab a drink first to fortify him-
self against the coming interrogation.

The reeve had an easy way of talking to the merchants who laid out their ledgers
and tallied their chits in response to his smiling questions. His manner suggested
this was merely an inconvenience between friends. The other man was a stranger,
reserved, removed, but aware of every action within the smoky interior. He glanced
at Kesh, noting his scrutiny, and marked him with a nod before looking elsewhere.
That he understood the words flying back and forth Kesh guessed by the way he
would cock his head at intervals and glance sideways so as not to seem to be paying
too much attention to the talk of cargoes and tallies. He had much the look of the
Qin soldiers, but a striking nose and the shape of his eyes gave him the look of a
man who has been twisted out of different clay. Kesh wasn’t sure which man made
him more nervous: the genial eagle or the silent wolf.
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The innkeeper sidled past, on his way to the door, and Kesh caught his sleeve and
tugged him to a stop.

“Here, now, you old toad. Those two lads you sent were useless. There’s a boy
dead beneath the Ladytree—”

“Thank goodness!” wheezed the innkeeper, trying to pry his sleeve out of Kesh’s
grasp. “That’s none of my trouble, then. I have enough as it is!”

“As sour as your cordial! Where is the envoy?”
“Lying as peaceful as he can, out on the shade porch.” He recoiled, although Kesh

did nothing but give him a disgusted look. “He’s under a shelter! If he dies under my
roof it’ll cost me half my season’s profit for the purification ritual. I am not a cruel
man, ver, but it will not help me or my family if I lose everything we have, will it?”

Kesh scanned the room. An elderly man was filling wooden mugs. A lad not
more than ten was cleaning the floor where someone had sicked up. The rest of the
staff, evidently, was outside clearing up from the attack.

“Can’t get good help, anyway,” continued the innkeeper as he weaseled his sleeve
out of Kesh’s grip. “Used to be my good wife and a niece and daughter helped me
instead of these cursed useless hired louts, but after the midnight raids of four year
back we moved all the women down road by Old Fort. I was lucky. I know a man
lost both his strong daughters that summer to the raids. The gods alone know what
became of them, poor lasses. Something awful. If you’ll kindly let me get to my
business, ver, I’ll see you get a cup of cordial.”

Kesh let him go as the reeve caught his eye and gestured, smiling as if they were
old friends just now reunited. The innkeeper scurried away. Kesh pushed past a trio
of grousing merchants and came up to the table as another man gathered up his
ledger and chits, thanked the reeve profusely and, with an innocent man’s flush of
honest relief, headed for the door with a mug of cordial in one hand.

“I forgot your name, ver,” said the reeve. “Sit down.”
“You never asked it.”
“In the heat of the moment, courtesy gets lost in the fire. I’m called Joss.”
“Fire-touched,” said Kesh, thinking of the envoy as he noticed the mark on Joss’s

wrist: like the dead boy under the Ladytree, the reeve was born in the Year of the
Ox. Kesh’s ken for numbers figured it up, unbidden. While the lad must be sixteen,
this reeve was likely two cycles older, so he was forty.

Joss smiled. “ ‘A Fire-kissed Ox! You’ll drive me to drink, lad!’ That’s what any
one of my dear aunties always said. I don’t think I was that wild. This is Captain
Anji, who commands the guard of the caravan that was traveling behind you on the
road. We’re all fortunate they happened to be close enough to help us out. I’m sorry.
I didn’t catch your name again.”

“I’m called Keshad.” It was best to set all his chits on the table immediately. He
opened the ledger to the current page. “I’m a debt slave bound to Master Feden of
Olossi.”

“Master Feden of Olossi,” murmured the reeve, gaze fixing on the tabletop as
though to seek answers there, or to remember a thing he had forgotten. “Feden.”

“Do you know him? He’s a member of the Greater Council of Olossi. One of the
most prosperous and influential merchants in Olossi, in fact.”
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The reeve blinked, as though shaking awake, and he looked hard at Kesh. “How
long have you been debt-bound to him?”

“Twelve years now.”
“Twelve years? Did you know that on Law Rock it states that ‘When a person sells

their body into servitude in payment for a debt, that person will serve eight years
and in the ninth go free.’ ”

He shrugged. “Everyone knows that covers only the original debt. Not any debts
accrued in the interval.”

“Is that what your master tells you?” asked the reeve in a tone Kesh couldn’t inter-
pret.

“That’s the usual way. Have you heard different? Is it different in the north?”
The hard look on the reeve’s face made Kesh nervous, but the man shook it off

quickly.
“No, I don’t suppose it is.” He ran a finger down the neat column of the ledger,

turning back a page or three. Kesh doubted he could read, but any educated person
knew the ideograms for common market goods, the directions, numbers, and so
on. “A trusted slave, I see, running your own trip south and even into lands where
Hundred folk don’t normally trade. Like Mariha.”

“I like to find goods that will make a profit.”
“For your master?”
“I must clear a certain amount for each trip. After that, I keep the rest of the

profit for myself.”
The reeve glanced up at him, then touched each of the chits. “Getting close?”
“Yes.”
“After twelve years.” He was clean-shaven like a lot of the men north of the Aua

Gap: Toskala-chinned, people called it. He rubbed his smooth Toskala chin against
an arm, sighed, and scooped up the rare chit.“The Sirniakans call this an exalted to-
ken.” He tapped the last line of the ledger. “I see you invoked Sapanasu’s veil for
your cargo. Care to tell me anything about that?”

“No.”
The reeve drew his finger up to the top of the page. “Whatever it is, it seems to

have come your way in Mariha together with—” He clicked his tongue, studying the
writing. “Females—two, young, unmarried. What’s this?”

“Saffron.”
“Ah. Oil . . .”
“Clove oil.”
“These here—mirrors. I don’t know what that is—”
“Shell dice. This one is ivory combs—thirty-two in number.”
“No silk! That’s unusual.” His finger slid back to the last line. “Isn’t that the mark

for a bouquet of flowers? Or herbs of some kind?”
Kesh did not look at either of them. He kept his hands open, and was able to

speak normally. “An aphrodisiac.”
The reeve nodded, with a hearty grin and chuckle that suddenly struck Kesh as

so entirely false that he shuddered and found he’d curled one hand into a fist. All
this time, the mercenary captain had watched and listened and made no sound or
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reaction, like one of those stone monuments so old that any distinguishing marks
have long since been worn off its face. This time he raised an eyebrow and said, in a
cool, elegant accent, “Have the men of the Hundred need for such medicine?”

“We haven’t any women as beautiful as your wife, Captain,” said Joss, “or we
should never want for desire.”

The captain smiled blandly to accept the compliment. He did not deny it.
“Where are you come from, Captain?” Kesh asked.
“I have come from the south. I hire my company out as caravan guard. This is

our first trip to the Hundred.” Anji looked sidelong at Joss. “Maybe Hundred folk
need guards to hire.”

Joss shrugged. “Maybe so. Times are hard.”
“I hear things are very bad in the north,” said Kesh, happy to see the conversation

flow into safer channels.
“So they are,” said Joss with the merest flicker of his eyelids as he considered the

north and what it meant to him.
“Maybe you know folk who are looking for honest men seeking employment,”

said the captain.
Joss let the chit fall to the table and regarded the captain. The two men had level

gazes, and the ability to look each at the other without it becoming a contest. They
were different men, with different authority, not rivals.

“It’s come to this,” said the reeve, “that merchants moving goods along all roads
in the Hundred need caravan guards. I’ll see what introductions I can make for you,
in Olossi, in exchange for the good turn you’ve done me.”

“One, in exchange for another.” The captain extended an arm, and the men
grasped, each with his hand to the other’s elbow: So were bargains sealed in the
marketplace, where the worth of a man’s word was soon known to everyone.

“May I go?” Kesh asked.
“Certainly,” said the reeve as though he thought Kesh had left hours ago. “Just

one thing.”
Kesh waited.
Pleasant expressions were traps for the unwary. The reeve wore one now. “An en-

voy of Ilu is dying out on the back porch. It’s a bad thing in any event, that a holy
man is murdered in this way, and I take it more personally because I was dedicated
for my year to the Herald, so it’s like one of my kinsmen breathing out his spirit a few
paces from me. Here I was come too late to prevent it. That’s a thing that really burns
me hard, coming too late.” His entire aspect shaded to an emotion so dark that Kesh
took a step back, and that made the reeve take notice and that friendly smile crawl
back onto his lips just as if he hadn’t a moment before looked furious enough to rip
someone’s head right off. “Tell me, Keshad, did you witness the killing? Can you tell
me what you saw? Leave out no detail. Mention everything you noticed.”

“There wasn’t much to notice. I retreated under the Ladytree to defend my
wagon and cargo.” The best defense was a good offense; he remembered that now.
“You can imagine that I didn’t want to lose what I’d bought in Mariha. I’m close—
very close—to buying back my freedom, so you can imagine—” Even so, he choked
on it.
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The reeve nodded compassionately and took a slug of cordial while Kesh caught
his breath and thought through his strategy. The captain did not drink.

“I stood there under the Ladytree hoping we wouldn’t be noticed because of the
boughs. Or that ospreys wouldn’t blood sanctuary ground—scant chance of that!
Anyway, men came riding our way, and that envoy just ran out toward us. At first I
thought maybe he was in league with them, but he used his staff to bring down one
of the horses and its rider, and then someone—I don’t know who—shot him in the
back as he was running, and after that he was run over at least once by a pair of
horses. I was busy by then. I didn’t see anything more.”

The reeve asked, “Where do you think the envoy was running?”
“I thought toward the Ladytree, seeing as it is sanctuary ground. . . .” He timed

his hesitation perfectly. “He couldn’t be sure the ospreys would grant him safe pas-
sage. But he may have been running elsewhere. I don’t know. I had my own trou-
bles. We were attacked. My driver got wounded. That lad was killed. I should put in
a complaint to you, now that I think on it, because the merchant who hired him
looks like to shirk the burying tithe, and I’ll wager he’s got no interest in seeing the
boy’s family gets any death tax due them. He was a brave lad, a little weak in the
mind, if you take my meaning, but he stuck his ground as brave as any guardsman
I’ve seen, not that he had a chance against the ospreys.”

Captain Anji had a little secret smile on his face that made Kesh turn cold inside.
But the reeve said nothing, only stared into the depths of his cordial as if seeking the
tiny stems that weren’t quite all strained out.

“Did you know his name?” the reeve asked.
“His name? Whose name?”
“The envoy’s name?”
“He never said, now that I think on it. They rarely do. I never thought—”
“Yes?”
“Just . . . it all came so fast, the attack, all of that. I really thought we were safe

once we crossed the border.” He wiped his brow and found that his hands were
trembling. “Can I go now? Is there anything else you want to ask me?”

The reeve shook his head. “No. You can go.” His smile was so cheerful that it was
almost possible to believe they were two good friends parting after a sweet drink to
chase down the day’s travel. “If I think of anything else, though, be sure I’ll ask.”

“I’m leaving at dawn.”
“So are we all. I believe your two caravans will be joining forces for the rest of the

journey. I’ll be patrolling the West Spur as you go, so I can always drop in if I have
any more questions.”

“I’ll go, then.” He nodded at both men and moved away, swearing under his
breath, until he caught the innkeeper coming in from outside. “What about that
cordial you promised me?” He glanced over his shoulder to see the reeve and the
captain with heads bent together. The reeve glanced up at the same moment, saw
him looking, and waved at him with the kind of bright, deceitful smile that cheating
merchants paraded every day of their cheating lives. It reminded him of Master
Feden.

“You’re hurting my arm,” whispered the innkeeper.
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“Never mind the cordial. I’d like to see the envoy.”
There wasn’t much to see. The dying man had been carried out behind the main

structure, and laid out on a table set up on a raised porch covered by a solid roof
constructed of lashed-together pipe stalks and thatch-tree fronds, the kind of place
where people congregated in the heat of the day to escape the sun. A single tarry
lamp burned, suspended from a hook in the cross quarter beam. Its smell gave him
a headache, but the glower of its light offered enough illumination to see. The envoy
lay on his stomach with his blue cape bunched along his left side to make him more
comfortable. Kesh crouched beside him. He gave no sign of life beyond the infini-
tesimal movement of one eye below its closed eyelid, as though he were dreaming.

“He’ll be dead by midnight,” whispered the innkeeper, too loudly, and—
startled—Kesh fell on his butt, and put his head in his hands, and after a moment
roused himself to get up.

“Has any effort been made to stem the bleeding?” he asked.
“Bleeding’s stopped. Just a bubble of air coming out. See it pop—there! I mark

that means it hit his lungs. That’ll end him, no doubt.” He gestured toward the
smoke swirling up from the tarry lamp. “That stink’ll fetch any mendicant close by,
but if there is none of them near, then there’s nothing we can do.”

“You’ve no starflower? Soldier’s friend?”
“Wouldn’t know it if I saw it. Just herbs for flavoring food and the cordial spices,

that’s all we’ve got here.”
Gingerly, Kesh traced a finger around the wound. It was deep and almost per-

fectly round, rimed with blood but barely oozing. Bruises were blooming all over
the envoy’s bare back. The bright saffron-yellow tunic lay in pieces, discarded to
one side.

“It’s the trampling that done him,” said the innkeeper.“I’ve seen men run over by
horses who got up and walked in for a drink as easy as you please only to die in the
nighttime after with no warning. Something gets broken inside. No way to heal
that.”

“No,” said Kesh quietly, “no way to heal the things that are broken on the inside.”
He touched the envoy’s grizzled hair, as much silver as black. “Is there a Sorrowing
Tower here?”

“Nay, none here. He’ll have to be carted to Far Umbos. Another expense!”
“He had two bolts of finest quality silk with him,” said Kesh bitterly. “That

should cover your costs.”
The bartender called from the back door. The innkeeper excused himself and

hurried indoors.
Kesh was overcome by such a wave of exhaustion that for a moment he thought

the blue cloak was slithering like a snake, as though something trapped inside it was
alive. He dozed off. When he started awake, he remembered that the innkeeper was
gone, leaving only him and the silent body. The envoy still breathed, slow and shal-
low. Something about the pale moon exposed in an inky sky and the harsh scent of
the tarry lamp made Kesh shiver.

On the breeze he heard the sound of wagons rumbling in, and a few shouts of
greeting.
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“Farewell, uncle,” he murmured.
In the commons, the second caravan had arrived at last, led in by a pair of scouts.

It was a bigger company than the one Kesh had traveled with, about thirty wagons
and carts in all although it was too dark to get an accurate count even with hirelings
and slaves trudging alongside with torches. There was even one heavily guarded
wagon, a tiny cote on wheels rather like his own, but he could not be sure what trea-
sure, or prisoner, was held within. There were another hundred of those black-clad
guardsmen riding in attendance. Captain Anji led a substantial troop.

Kesh walked back to the Ladytree and his own wagon, where Tebedir kept watch.
He dismissed the driver to get what rest he could. After emptying the girls’ waste
pail out beyond the Ladytree’s boundaries and returning it to them, he stretched out
on the ground. There he dozed, restlessly, waking at intervals to stare hard into the
darkness.

He had to stay alert. Someone was looking for the treasure he was hiding. A
thousand needles could not have pricked so hard. But there was nobody there, and
all around him in Dast Korumbos the survivors and the newcomers slept the sleep
of the justly rescued. If any ghosts walked, he at least, thank Beltak, could not see
them.

26

“We keep our heads down,” Keshad said to Tebedir that dawn in Dast Korumbos
as they harnessed the beasts and stowed the gear. “Stay away from the reeve. Don’t
let that foreign captain or his wolves notice us. Heads down. Tails down. Walk qui-
etly. Draw no attention to ourselves. Keep in the middle of the group.”

As soon as they left Dast Korumbos, a pattern developed: Each night the caravan
halted where the reeve met them on the road, and each night Kesh built his fire, fed
his slaves, and kept his head down, watching and listening but never venturing far-
ther than he had to from his wagon. He heard the rumor that the faithless border
captain, Beron, was being held as a prisoner, hauled along to face justice at the as-
sizes in Olossi, but no one was allowed near that closed wagon, guarded as it was by
a shield of grim wolves. Kesh had no desire to investigate. Best not to draw attention
to himself. He was pleased to find himself assigned to the last third of the pro-
cession. They’d eat dust back here, but were perfectly placed to remain anonymous
as the cavalcade lurched down the West Spur, moving north and east.

He looked for signs of that Silvers’ wagon that had gone on ahead, alone, out of
Dast Korumbos, but he saw no wreckage, no sign of them at all. Either they’d got
away free, or they and their wagon had been hauled off into the trees, never to be
seen again.

At length the caravan rumbled down the long slope out of the foothills where the
high mountain pine and tollyrake forest gave way to an open, grass-grown, and
rather dry landscape with few trees. They came to Old Fort, a low hill where the re-
mains of an ancient monument thrust up into the sky, looking rather like the mast
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of a vast, buried ship. A palisade ringed the community at New Fort, rising beneath
the gaze of the old ruin. The Olo’o Sea shimmered in the afternoon sun. The south-
ern hills and eastern upland plains rimmed the waters of the Olo’o, but west and
north the inland sea ran all the way to the horizon. Dogs lapped at the water and,
finding it salty, shied back. Along the shore, fires burned merrily where families of
fisherfolk smoked their catch beside reed boats coated with pitch to make them wa-
terproof.

At Old Fort, the reeve left them and flew north. The merchants, bickering and
complaining, found places in the camping ground built just beyond the palisade
and its double stone watchtowers. Those merchants who had spent days walking in
the rear of the cavalcade brought their grievance to the two caravan masters, and
Kesh decided that he, too, had to demand a forward place lest folk wonder why he
was content to skulk in the back. Others complained more loudly; he was quickly
forgotten as the arguments ebbed and flowed. He waited at the back of the assem-
bly. A man brought a complaint against a guardsman—not one of the Qin—who,
the merchant claimed, had had sexual congress with one of his slave girls; three
merchants carting oil of naya and barrels of pitch from the west shore of the sea
begged leave to join the caravan; a dispute had arisen over payment for a driver and
his teams. As soon as Master Iad handed out new places in the line of march, Kesh
left. At the camping ground, the fisherfolk were glad to sell their catch at an inflated
price. For his party, Kesh cooked rice, with one fish shared between them.

He sat on the steps of his wagon to watch the sun set. Red spilled along the wa-
ters, painting a gods’ road where no mortal could walk. Much of the company set-
tled down for the night, though a fair number felt safe enough to get drunk and
sing.

Kesh was too restless to sleep. He sat late, marking the slow wheeling of the stars.
The sigh of the water on the flat shore nagged at him all night, like his doubts and
fears. Twice, he thought he heard the soft sound of weeping from inside the wagon,
and twice, it ceased as soon as he rose, thinking to look inside. Shadows crawled
along the shoreline. He saw a dark figure striding knee-deep far out in the quiet wa-
ters, a death-bright white cloak billowing out behind as though caught in a gale. He
blinked, and it was after all only the light of the rising moon spilling along the sea.
It wasn’t even windy.

In the morning, the caravan pushed north along the road, which took the upland
route, always within sight of the Olo’o Sea. This good road, which he had walked
before, was packed earth. The sights were familiar and comforting, the glassy
stretch of sea to his left and the long rolling swells of the grassland to his right,
shimmering under a wind out of the east. It was nice to walk in the front for a
change. Each of the next five days, he marked the remaining four of the five fixed
landmarks of the West Spur: Silence Cliff; the Scar; Rope Tree; the intersection with
the Old Stone Road that led to the Three Brothers, the intersection that was the ter-
minus of West Spur, the last mey post.

An hour after dawn, they passed the alabaster gates of the Old Stone Road. Other
folk were also on the road and its attendant paths this early, most carting goods to-
ward town: a girl drove a flock of sheep alongside the road; a dog trotted beside a
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lone traveler with pouches and loose packs hung from his shoulders and belt; a
cripple seated on a ragged blanket was selling oranges, but no one stopped to buy.

Kesh stepped aside from the line of march and walked over to touch the mey
post that marked the intersection. The gesture made him think of the envoy of Ilu.
It was strange how a brief acquaintance could haunt a man, even a man like himself
who kept all those who wished to call him “friend” at arm’s length. He watched as
the point of the caravan turned southwest onto West Track. It had taken nine days
to travel the West Spur from Dast Korumbos. Now the three noble towers of Olossi
shone in the distance, where the land sloped down to the wide river that snaked
along the lowland plain.

Tebedir, making the turn, waved at him, and he left the mey post and hurried
after.

On the long slow descent down the gradual incline, they maintained an excellent
view of the mouth of the River Olo and its environs. The alternating colors of the
patternwork of agricultural fields, cut into sections by irrigation canals, faded into
the hazy distance to the north and west on the Olo Plain. The town itself lay up-
stream. The walled inner city was nestled on a swell of bedrock almost entirely sur-
rounded by a stupendous oxbow bend in the river. There were walls of a sort even
around the sprawling outer districts, but although Sapanasu’s clerks and Atiratu’s
poets related stories of sieges and attacks fended off by the impressive inner wall
works in days long past, the outer wall was little more than a palisade thrown up in
stages to mark the slow outward crawl as Olossi “let out her skirts.”

“A disorderly town,” remarked Tebedir. “In the empire, all is laid in a double
square. Every door and gate has a number and name.”

“With the Shining One’s aid, I will leave that place by tomorrow, and never re-
turn,” Kesh said reflexively. Olossi’s shortcomings did not interest him.

His gaze followed the winding river downstream to where the delta glistened
with a dozen slender channels. Tiny fishing boats worked the estuary, sliding in and
out of view among great stands of reeds. Even from this distance he saw the rocky
island in the delta crowned with a compound of whitewashed buildings. The tem-
ple had high walls, four courtyards, and three piers: one for supplies, one for those
coming to worship at the altar of the Merciless One, and one for those departing
sated or scarred.

He was then and for a long time as he trudged beside the wagon almost delirious
with fear and hope. He was sick and dizzy. To keep his balance he had to clutch one
of the stout posts that held up the taut canvas cover that tented the wagon’s bed. He
silently wept with longing, and fixed his gaze on the ground to watch his feet hit,
one after the other and again and again. That repetition soothed him as he tramped
along. The steady plodding impact of his feet, like the post, was something to cling
to as he cut away his fears and hopes and ruthlessly consigned them to the furnace,
where they burned; to the cold ice, where they grew a sheen of frost. He set them
aside. He must not be weak. Not now.

A pair of horses moved alongside him, riding from the front toward the rear, and
one rider turned to keep pace with his wagon.

“Are you well, merchant?”
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The clear voice made him startle, and he looked up into the gaze of the young
woman who was the wife of Captain Anji. Once or twice on West Spur he’d seen her
studying his little camp, as though Moy and Tay—when he let them out—interested
her. But she’d never spoken to him before. Her husband watched as wolves did who
have recently eaten: curious but not ready to attack.

“A long, weary journey, Mistress,” he said with a forced smile. He let go of the
pole and wiped his sweating brow.

Her smile had the strengthening effect of a cool draught of water. “Close now, I
see. Is Olossi your home?”

“No, Mistress. But it is my destination.”
She glanced at his wagon. He had never been this close to her before. She was

stunningly lovely, and dressed in a magnificently rich Sirniakan silk robe cut away
for riding, with the sleeves sewn so long they covered most of the hand. These were
the sleeves of a woman rich enough that she was not obliged to perform manual la-
bor. Her long nails were perfectly kept, painted in astonishing detail with tiny
golden dragons curled against a blue sky.

She caught him looking, nodded with a look both polite and reserved, and
moved on. He turned to watch her go. No man had the power to resist a second
look: She had features not so much perfectly proportioned as entirely captivat-
ing, marked by an exotic touch around the eyes, which had a narrowing slant
rather like the slantwise eye folds of the Silvers, now that he thought of it. Cer-
tainly, she was beautiful, the kind of woman a man must marry if he could. But
he possessed a treasure much more valuable. As the pair moved back along the
line the captain looked back over his shoulder, and Kesh smiled, finding strength
in the thought.

Much more valuable.
He would succeed. He had to.

S O M E M A N N E R O F accident—a broken axle—held up the rear portion of the
train, but by midmorning the forward half of the caravan clattered through Crow’s
Gate in the outer wall to the sprawl of Merchants’ Walk, the way station, clearing-
house, and bazaar for traders who came from all parts of the Hundred and from
over the Kandaran Pass out of the south, and for that trickle who walked the Bar-
rens Road out of the dry and deadly west. Wide, dusty avenues were lined with
warehouses and auction blocks. Behind them, alleys plunged in and out of warrens
where the lesser merchants and peddlers and cartmen lodged in narrow boarding-
houses. Sapanasu’s clerks kept two temples here, alive at all hours with bargaining,
recordkeeping, and argument.

At the Crow’s Gate temple, shaven-headed clerks stood sweating under the shade
of a colonnade as they settled accounts. Kesh stood in line with the rest to pay his
portion of the guards’ fee, and after signing off and paying up he was free of his ob-
ligation to the caravan and free to continue into Merchants’ Walk. He handed over
the last of his leya. Except for a string of twenty-two vey, which was not even
enough to fill his leather bottle with cheap wine, he had nothing left except his mer-
chandise and his accounts book.
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“We haven’t much time,” he said to Tebedir. “Shade Hour is coming. Everything
closes down.”

Beyond Crow’s Gate Field, the road split into three. Kesh directed Tebedir to
drive to the right, and they soon rolled into Gadria’s Oval, commonly known as
Flesh Alley.

The broad oval, which maintained a surprising bit of grass, was ringed by stately
ironwood trees and by the accounts houses and holding pens for merchants who
specialized in buying and selling debt, or paupers and criminals destined for slav-
ery. In the middle of the oval rose the stepped marble platform with its spectacular
ornamented roof, where at this moment a pair of boys, guarded by bored hirelings,
were being offered for sale. The crowd was sparse. Many turned to look at the
wagon. It was not an exciting day at the market.

“The house with the mark of three rings,” he said.
The master of the Three Rings offered shade and water gratis to any customers

or purveyors arriving by cart or wagon. Kesh got Tebedir settled, then opened the
door of the wagon.

“Moy! Tay!”
They ventured out cautiously, staring around with wide eyes. They looked at

him, at the accounts house with its open doors, then saw the marble platform and
the business going on there. The younger girl whispered fiercely to her sister, and
they clutched hands, bent their heads, and waited.

“Come on,” he said, not liking to look at them. It wasn’t right to go so meekly. He
would have respected them more had they raged and fought against their fate, but
they never had. They had come to him obediently, and it seemed they would leave
the same way.

He herded them up to an open door and inside. The room was empty except for
a two-stepped wooden platform, ringed by a rail, that stood in the middle. There
was nothing else, only tall windows open to admit as much light as possible, and the
packed earth floor. Kesh closed the door and rang the bell hanging from a hook to
the left of the entryway. He led the girls up onto the platform, where they stood
holding on to the railing and looking around with frightened expressions. Yet,
knowing a bit about them from the long journey, he understood they had long since
accepted their fortune. Neither cried. They still held hands.

The spy window opened and, after a moment, closed. Footsteps pattered away
within the house. From outside, the patter of the auctioneer wound up and down. A
dog barked. Wheels ground along the dirt.

The inner door slid open, and Merchant Calon stepped down into the room.
“Keshad! I knew you would bring me something of value!” He was a tidy man,

narrow, neat, and dressed in an austere tunic scarcely more than what an honored
slave might wear. He circled the girls, who watched him as mice might eye a stoat.
They did not whimper or cry. In their own way, they had courage.“This looks prom-
ising in a month in which I have suffered many disappointments. Quite unique.”
Calon called into the house, where a figure stood half in shadow beyond the door.
“Where is Malia?”

“She is coming, exalted.”
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“Listen,” said Kesh. “We have dealt fairly with each other for several years now. I
have always brought you the best of what I’ve found in the south.”

“So you have. I think we have both profited.”
“I know Malia will want to inspect them first, but let me speak bluntly. Offer me

a fair price, and I won’t haggle.”
Calon paused and, without looking at Kesh, touched first the ivory bracelet on

his left wrist, and after this the one on his right.
“I call them Moy and Tay, which means in their language ‘one’ and ‘two.’ Tay is

not yet in her bleeding. The elder girl is also young, a year or two older. They may
be sisters. That wasn’t clear to me when I obtained them. They have not given me a
moment’s trouble on the long journey, nor did they ever try to escape.”

An elderly woman appeared at the door, leaning on a cane of polished ebony. She
wore both bronze slave bracelets and the ivory bracelets reserved for those who
were free. “Keshad,” she said in her spider’s voice, whispery and tough. Her smile
was tenuous. She was not, in Kesh’s estimation, a cruel woman, but she was not
compassionate either. “What have you got here? Southern. Look at those complex-
ions. Very fine.”

Calon rang the bell twice. A servant appeared with a trio of silver goblets, each
half full of sweet cordial. He offered one to Kesh. The two men turned their backs
so Malia could inspect the girls closely. Kesh sipped as cloth rustled and slipped, as
each girl spoke a few words and, when Malia sang a phrase, mimicked her. They had
voices as sweet and clear as the cordial. Feet and hands and teeth would be exam-
ined, and skin and body prodded and stroked.

Malia took her time, most of it in silence. Kesh sipped.
“What news from Master Feden’s house?” Calon asked with seeming casualness.
“We just walked in today through Crow’s Gate. I came here first.”
Calon grinned. “I see. Best not to let Feden’s fat fist grab the best of your mer-

chandise. He would only find a way to cheat you, him and the other Greater
Houses.”

“I never said so.”
Calon nodded. “Nor can you, so I’ll say it for you. Those who sit at the voting

table with a majority of votes held to themselves can play the tune the rest of us
must dance to. They see only what is good for themselves, while the land falls into
ruin around them. They are made shortsighted by their own greed. Eiya! So be it.
Those of us in the Lesser Houses are ready—poised—to make a change, whether
the Greater Houses will, or no. As are you. Listen, young man, I expect the day
comes quickly when you are able to buy yourself free.” With his chin he gestured to-
ward the girls. “If you’ve a mind to, I would offer you a position as a junior trader in
my house, for it seems, alas, that I may have an opening. You’ve a good head, a clear
mind, and a cool heart. Consider it.”

Kesh met his gaze, respect for respect. “If I meant to stay in Olossi, I would con-
sider it, Master Calon. You’re the only merchant here I respect enough to work for.”

“I’ll take that as thanks, then. Malia? A fair price.”
She circled around once more before standing in silence for a time, calculating.

She had never been a beauty; intelligence and ruthlessness had bought her freedom.
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Kesh smelled the lemon water in which she washed, a bracing and cooling scent
even on such a hot day.

“A good investment,” she said. “They are young enough to learn. They are
healthy. They have clear voices. I think they can be trained as jaryas, if it so happens
that they are also intelligent. If not, they can be trained to sing what others com-
pose. Although they’re not great beauties they have an unusual coloring that will at-
tract notice. Three hundred leya apiece. Six hundred, altogether.”

Kesh pressed teeth into his lower lip, so he wouldn’t yelp with triumph and thus
betray himself. Ten cheyt! Ten gold pieces was the best haul he had ever made. And
he would need every vey.

“A fair price?” Calon asked.
“More than I expected,” said Kesh.
Calon grinned. “Malia is never wrong. I’m of a mind to have them trained in my

own house. That younger one, now . . . in a few years, if she has the talent, she might
hope to marry one of Olossi’s old merchants who has lost his first pair of wives
from childbearing or the swamp fever. I can expect to sell her for ten times what I
paid. So you’re getting no bargain, Keshad. Do not think I am sentimental.”

“I am satisfied it is a fair price. You’ll have to train and feed them. Let us seal it.”
Malia led the girls away. They did not look back as they vanished through the in-

ner door into their new life.

M A S T E R F E D E N L I V E D in the inner city, but his clearinghouse, like those of the
other sixteen Greater Houses, stood in the outer city along Stone Field, the rectan-
gular plaza at the heart of Merchants’ Walk. Paving stones rumbled beneath the
wheels of Tebedir’s cart, an oddly comforting sound after months squeaking along
packed-earth roads. With afternoon settling over the day, traffic in the plaza was
thinning out. Shade Hour beckoned. Olossi was slipping into its daily drowse.

Feden’s clearinghouse wore a banner of green and orange silk, ghastly colors
pieced together in a quartered flower. Its front had seven gates, doors built to a dou-
bled height and width, but only the servants’ entrance remained open at this hour.
They drove through the open doors, nodding to the yawning guard, who recog-
nized Keshad and passed him through with an uninterested wave. The wagon rat-
tled down a high arched corridor built of stone and into the dusty, treeless
courtyard where Master Feden’s hired men and slaves hauled water from the cis-
tern, laded handcarts for transport into town, and loitered in the shade offered by
rooftops.

“It’s Kesh!”
The slaves sweating at their labors set aside their tasks and came over to gather

beside the wagon. They looked, but did not touch.
“How’d the run go?” asked old Sushad, wiping sweat from the drooping side of

his mouth.
Kesh nodded, too full to speak, and the others, who had been whispering and ea-

ger, fell silent and moved away to let Tebedir drive the wagon into a bay at Kesh’s di-
rection. Tebedir unhitched the horses and led them to a trough built against the
outermost wall of the courtyard. Kesh counted up costs in his head. Feden would
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charge him for water and feed and stabling, so he had to work quickly and reach the
master before it came time to raise the Shade Hour flag.

Footsteps slapped the dirt. He turned.
Nasia slipped into the shaded cover of the cargo bay. She wore a short linen tu-

nic. Her legs and feet were bare, dusty from the courtyard, and she had a smudge of
whiting powder on her nose, a smear of oil across her knuckles, and a fresh bruise
on her cheek.

“Is it true?” she asked in her soft voice. She didn’t touch him. Her slave bracelets
glimmered as she raised her hands, and dropped them again. “They’re saying in the
halls that you’ve earned enough to buy your freedom.”

“Maybe so.”
She waited, but he shook his head.
“I told you already,” he went on. “I told you honestly. I’m going for Bai.”
Her face would never be beautiful, but she had eyes as lovely and expressive as a

doe’s, wide and almost black. “You can’t,” she said, trembling. “You can’t possibly be
able to buy her free from the temple.”

“A treasure fell in my lap. It’s now, or never.”
She choked down tears, but he did not comfort her. He had told her the truth all

along, and probably she had never believed him. Hope is a cruel master.
“Master Feden hoped we might tie the binding,” she whispered. “He gave per-

mission.”
“And give him our children’s labor to fatten his purse, and more debt for us to

pay off? No.”
“If you can hope to go for—her—you could buy off my debt instead. You could.”
“I don’t have time for this.”
“Did you ever love me, Kesh?”
“I never told you I did. I like you, that’s all.”
“I got—I got—” She pressed a hand to her abdomen. “They made me drink the

herbs. I lost a baby.”
Eiya! Nasia had gotten pregnant. Maybe with his child. Or maybe with the child

of one of Master Feden’s customers. No matter.
“A child born to a slave is better off not being born,” he said. “Would you want

that? To begin a child’s life when it’s in debt already? It was for the best. You’ll see
that, in time. Anyway, this is the end of it, Nasia. You’re a good girl. If I can ever help
you, I will, but now I have to hurry. I can’t afford to pay a whole day’s stabling
charge.”

She began to cry, but silently, as slaves learned to do. Old Sushad slid into view
from around the corner. He said nothing to Kesh, just a look with that half-frozen
face and his little finger flicked up. Kesh turned his back. He counted the water
skins and satchels hanging along the wagon on either side. He took two days’ worth
of the remaining flatbread and smoked meat, not at all tasty. The rest he left for
Tebedir, who must make a return journey south over the pass to the empire, a good
long way even if he got a hire. By the time he looked around, Nasia and Sushad had
vanished away into the courtyard, where the ordinary noises of folk at their labor
sounded again. Not one person, people he had known many years, came to greet
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him. Nasia was better-loved than he would ever be. No doubt they hated him for
her sake, but he did not care.

By the time Tebedir returned, Kesh had unloaded the two chests, leaving only the
treasure inside. Tebedir remained behind to guard the wagon, and Kesh hauled the
chests to the wing door. It was a struggle to get them inside, as the door had been
weighted so it easily swung shut if not being held. His fellow slaves passed him, go-
ing in and out. Not one stopped to help. No one looked him in the eye; not one per-
son said a single word to him.

Aui! News of Nasia had traveled quickly.
But they were only bodies, moving in the monotonous dance of servitude. Their

feet shuffled along a wood floor smoothed by generations of barefoot slaves walking
quietly, as they must. They grunted, or coughed, or cleared their throats, and if they
wept, they wept silently, as Nasia had. The men walked with heads bent. They went
mostly bearded, trimmed tight along the jaw, and in general without the luxury of a
mustache. Their hair was cut close to the head, easy to care for, nothing to get in the
way of work. The women, depending on their station and age and what labor they
were set, wore their hair shorn or pulled back in a ring and bound with slender iron
chains so that the length of captive hair swayed along their back and buttocks.

He was well rid of them all.
He dragged the chests, one with each hand, and halted panting beside the rear

door into the lesser exchange room, the only one he was permitted to enter without
permission. He propped open the door and got the chests in, closed and locked
himself in, and unrolled a colorless silk viewing cloth over the larger table. Dust
motes spun where light poured through windows not yet closed for Shade Hour. It
was hot, and getting hotter, but Master Feden would not quite be done for the day,
not if his routine had remained unaltered in the last many months. Not if these
windows were still open.

On the silk he arranged combs and mirrors and oil and saffron and shell dice,
the handsome little items that he had picked up in southern markets on his journey.
When he had all arranged to his liking, he rang the bell three times, twice two, and
thrice again.

He was too unsettled to sit. He paced, wiped his brow, and rearranged the
combs, liking the new pattern better, liking how it set off the richest among the
lesser. Feden would want the best for his own family, to show off their long, glossy
black hair, the pride of every man and woman who was neither hireling nor slave.

The master’s door opened, and the man himself walked through with a shaven-
headed clerk in attendance. He was a man made powerful by wealth, stout but not
flabby, with his uncut hair braided and looped back in a man’s threefold at his neck
and shoulders.

Master Feden made no greeting, but walked slowly around the table while the
clerk made a running tally and checked it against Keshad’s accounts book. The pen
scraped in the silence. Outside, the sun’s light baked the stone plaza, seen beyond
the thick posts where, soon, the slaves would unroll the cloth awnings over the
wooden porch. So had Keshad done twelve years ago, when he was a lad sold into
Master Feden’s service. Unroll the awnings; close the windows; haul water; beat

226 K A T E E L L I O T T



carpets; sweep and rake and look away when some clumsy soul got a hard cuff on
the cheek for moving too slowly or simply for looking at a customer the wrong way
or any way. Watch the massage girl you fancied be traded away for a mare. Listen as
your young friend cried when he discovered he had missed the debt payment and
was indentured for another year, during which new debts for food, drink, oil, pallet
space, training costs, and interest would accrue, with more added on if you got sick
or injured and a healer had to be brought in from the temple.

Pride, swallowed so many times, became a rock in the chest, and it had filled him
with stone.

“Impressive,” said Master Feden, with a contemptuous smile that made Kesh
want to slap him because Feden never began his haggling with a compliment. “I
congratulate you, Keshad. You have the gift. We need only set a price.”

“As I carried all my possessions with me, no holding space was required for my
goods while I was gone, which means the debt set against my freedom in addition
to interest accruing on the regulated basis during my absence stands at five hundred
and eighty-seven leya,” said Kesh immediately. “Am I correct?”

Master Feden nodded at the clerk.
She tallied. “Yes, that’s right.”
“The goods you see before you are easily worth twice that on the market. But I

offer them, to you, in exchange for the rest of my debt. Which is a bargain for you,
Master Feden.”

The master picked up a comb studded with whitestone and walked to the win-
dows to peer at the subtle wash of colors that, Kesh knew, played beneath the sur-
face of the stones. With his broad back to Kesh, he spoke. “I’m surprised you act in
such haste. I wish to offer you a post in my firm.”

The clerk actually gasped.
“You have promise. You’ve shown it time and again. I’ll free the massage girl—

what is her name?—the one you show particular attention to, although we had to
have the herb woman in a month or two after you left to rid her of what she caught
in her belly. I’ve been thinking of trading her debt to Mistress Bettia, who has a pair
of fine embroidered couches my dear wife has been coveting, but I’ll reconsider if
you’ll take her in marriage—both of you free—and sign a contract to trade for my
firm—fifty-fifty percentages, we’ll say—for ten years.”

The clerk’s mouth had dropped open, and this time she looked at Kesh and then
at the master’s back. She ceased writing, waiting for his response.

He rested his hands on the rim of the table. All that restless energy fell away. He
was clear and sharp and clean and perfect in his clarity.

“The rest of my debt. Which is a bargain for you, Master Feden.”
“Stubborn until the end.” He returned to the table. He had fleshy hands and

sausage fingers, but a delicate touch as he set the comb down into its nest of silk.
“Very well. Settled.”

The clerk stood stunned, gaping at Kesh as though he had been revealed as a
deadly lilu.

“Record it!” Feden snapped with a burst of impatient fury that made the poor
clerk flinch. “I have a meeting to attend. I must leave now!”
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She spattered ink, blotted it up, and began scratching with her head bent in
concentration and her shoulders hunched in case a blow came. But she was
Sapanasu’s hierophant, not Feden’s slave. If he hit her, he would have to pay a fine
to the temple.

Kesh lowered his hands to his side and tried not to twitch. Outside, a pair of lads
stumped past; the awning creaked and dropped as they unrolled it. At once, the
light through the windows muted to a less intense gold.

The clerk set down the accounts book. Feden glanced over the final entry, then
made his mark. She turned it, and Kesh counted up the merchandise, saw that
everything displayed on the table was accounted for, and with the pen marked the
quartered moon that served as his seal.

“Sapanasu gives her blessing,” said the clerk. “And her curse to any who turn
their backs on what they have sworn in her name. Let it be marked and sealed.”

“Let it be marked and sealed,” said Feden with a smirk.
“Let it be marked and sealed.” Keshad extended a hand. “My accounts book. It’s

mine now, free and clear.”
Feden lifted a hand, still smirking. He had rosy lips almost hidden within his

luxuriant growth of beard and mustache. “We have other business. There’s a wagon
and pair in one of my bays, and water taken from my trough. Stabling costs must be
paid. With coin, or in labor.” He chortled.

Out in the hall, a door slammed.
What a fool he was! Kesh discovered his hands in fists and his skin flushed with

heat. The clerk, seeing his expression, fell back a step. But he refused to move. He
had meant to specify that the stabling charges be included in the final reckoning.
Haste is its own trap. He had fixed the bait and walked into it himself. Damn damn
damn.

After taking four breaths as Feden watched with intense amusement, he spoke in
a flat voice.“The usual stabling fee in Olossi includes hay, grain according to the na-
ture of the beast, and twice watering. For one night, one leya or a day’s labor in ex-
change. I have not been in this yard one night, nor has the pair under hire taken
more than one watering. But I’ll accept one leya as a fair charge.”

“I am not a public stableyard. Nor do I charge piecemeal, but only by the night.
My premises are more secure, indeed, you have now invaded them as an outsider,
someone not of my clan or family and with no other claim or right for biding
within my clearinghouse, so that will cost extra. And you know my policy about
those cursed Southerners. I hate them, the thick-witted fanatics that they are, keep-
ing women like sheep and slaves like pigs. I hear they say that once a man becomes
a slave it’s the god’s doing, and he and any children or grandchildren he may ever
quicken through his loins are marked forever with the slave’s brand and can never
again or any they marry become free men. So because of my distaste for such a per-
son, and the cleaning I’ll have to have my servants do after he’s left the yard to wash
away any stink he’s left, I’ll have to charge triple my usual fee. He comes under your
hire, I believe. Nine leya. Or eighteen days’ labor out of you, at the going rate, plus of
course I’ll have to charge you lodging and for your food for that time if you remain
here to do the labor. And you’ll have to stay here—you’re obligated to do so—in case
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you choose to run to escape your debt. Three leya a day for lodging and food, to ac-
crue while you work, unless you want to eat more than once a day, in which case a
fourth leya for the second meal.”

“It’s true,” said the clerk with a kind of dazed fascination, watching the exchange.
“Sapanasu’s law supports Master Feden’s claim against you, on both counts.”

“You cheating dog,” said Keshad softly. “Nine leya is an outrage. As is three leya a
day for costs.”

“Not in my house. I do not run a roadside shelter offering a plank floor to sleep
on and nai porridge for supper. Do not think I gloat over your mistake, Keshad. I
am a man of business. I must protect myself and my house.”

“You want me back. But I’m no longer your slave.”
“Do you expect me to believe you have any coin left after that trip? Have you

paid up that southern driver? All your expenses? And yet you cast your throw so
carelessly. I trained you better than that.”

Kesh let Feden keep talking. Indeed, he savored it, for the man did love to talk
and did always believe himself to know more than others could.

“Sign on with me, and the stabling charge will be placed on your first accounts
book as a junior partner. I’ll still throw in the girl. For nothing. As a gesture of good
faith. Otherwise, I fear me, Keshad, you’ll be falling behind again. And if I choose
not to allow you another trading venture, I am not one bit sure how you will over-
come the debt.”

Kesh smiled. For the first time, Feden faltered, mouth pursing with doubt. Kesh
slid a hand into the pouch sewn into his sleeve, careful to hide how much coin he
had on his strings. He drew off nine precious leya, weighed them in his hand, and
placed them each, individually, with a snap on the table. Feden’s eyes widened.

“One night, two waterings, hay and grain,” Kesh said politely to the clerk. It was
hard not to gloat, even if he was furious at himself for losing these leya through
carelessness. He had better uses for the money. “I’d like to get this settled. I have
other business to attend to.”

“Where did you get that?” demanded the outraged merchant.
Kesh waited a few breaths, letting the other man stew. In his head, he tallied up

the coin he owed Tebedir, a goodly amount. Everything now hinged on the treasure.
“Well?” Feden looked ready to burst.
With an exaggerated sigh, Kesh bent to close the chests, then straightened, fuss-

ing with his sleeves. “This is not the only merchandise I brought out of the south.
You didn’t bother to look into my accounts book because you were in such haste to
cheat me. But we have already sealed that these items settle my debt price.”

The clerk stared at the coins, which Feden had not touched.
Feden laughed. “Twice cursed, you are,” he said to Kesh. “None of your aunts or

uncles made the least effort to hold you after the death of your parents. Did I ever
tell you that? They were eager to take the money and sell you flat, whatever they
could get for a boy of twelve. They couldn’t even be bothered to pay the temple for
a legitimate debt mark, but only that botched tattoo from a back-alley vendor. That
scar can never be altered, the mark of their dislike for you. What makes you think
they’ll want you back?”
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“What makes you think I’m going back to them?”
“But you must!” The stout man looked genuinely alarmed. “Every man must

cleave to his family and his clan. So the gods have set down.”
“Settle the stabling debt,” said Kesh to the clerk.
She did not look to Feden for permission. Kesh was a free man, now. She acted at

his orders. She wrote; Feden fumed; Kesh wiped his brow, thinking that he ought to
be sweating but he was cool, collected, wrung dry. He was free.

As soon as she was done writing, and marks made and seal set, she handed him
the accounts book, the mark of his freedom. He tucked it into the lining of a sleeve,
offered her a half leya as a tithe, which she took. Then he twisted the bronze slave
bracelets off his wrists. Their weight, in his palm, seemed so heavy that he did not
comprehend how he had borne it all these years. Deliberately, looking directly at Fe-
den, meeting his gaze, Kesh placed the bracelets on the table. Feden turned away.

It was done.
Kesh left by the customers’ door, which he had never once used in all the twelve

years he had lived in this house. He did not look back.

“ W H E R E W E G O ? ” Tebedir asked as they rolled out into the plaza. The heat made
the beasts slow, and Kesh’s throat was already parched. “Here, we roast, like fowl in
the oven.”

One slave trudged across the plaza, wearing sandals to protect his feet against the
hot stones. He wasn’t carrying anything visible, but his shoulders were bowed
nonetheless. Gates were closed and awnings furled along the long porches of the
clearinghouses. Beyond the flat plain of Merchants’ Walk rose the inner city on its
rocky bed, buildings pressed shoulder-to-shoulder. Tile roofs and white walls
baked; heat shimmered off them. The sun made the air a furnace. Only a wisp of
pale cloud floated off above the eastern high plains, where, in the Lending, the
grassland herders might have hope of a spatter of cooling rain.

Kesh was sweating, and dizzy. I’m free. But she isn’t.
“We’ll go now to Crow’s Gate Field. I’ll pay off the remainder of your contract.”
“As agreed, the remainder, it is one hundred, eighty, and seven of leya. As agreed,

in addition, my costs to stable at the hiring ground, for five days. There I seek hire
for journey back to empire.”

“That’s right,” said Kesh absently, because his thoughts were already plunging
ahead. “I’ll ask around and see who is hiring to go south before the end of the year
and the rains. There’ll be a caravan south within the week, I would wager. There’s a
particular chit I can see you get, so merchants know you’re an honest and loyal hire.
I can never thank you enough for standing beside me at Dast Korumbos . . .”

Tebedir nodded. “The Shining One rewards his faithful worshipers. Do not de-
spair unless your heart is dishonest. Do not despair unless you have broken the
vows you make in the name of the King of King and Lord of Lords.”

Kesh barely heard him. Whatever calm had sustained him in Feden’s house evap-
orated out here under the sun. His ears roared with the tumult inside him; sweat
dripped from his fingers as his heart raced. Do not despair. He had stumbled onto
the two Mariha girls in a frontier town and purchased them for a desperately cheap
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price, and for a while he had played the numbers in his head: Should he hire a
drover and two donkeys to convey them with the other, smaller goods? Should he
let them walk the entire months-long road to the Hundred, carrying the chests
themselves, knowing that the journey might kill them but that he would save coin?
Alone, they could not gain him what he wished, and indeed, they had brought him
a greater profit than he had expected, enough to more than cover the expense of
hiring a driver and wagon for the long haul once he had stumbled upon the trea-
sure. They had enabled him to travel in what was, for him, relative comfort with his
chests of carefully chosen luxury goods.

He had made his choices. He had bought his own freedom.
That night he slept on the hiring ground, under the wagon, with his strings of

leya tucked against his chest.
In the morning, he bespoke a pair of bearers and their covered litter, nothing

fancy but its cloth walls opaque and tied tight. Once he concluded his business and
his contract with Tebedir and paid him the bonus he had promised, he had cleared
all of his debts.

Only one thing remained: It was time to cast his last and most desperate throw.

27

The path out to the village of Dast Olo led along a raised stone causeway that ran
first through grain fields, then through the pond-like dari fields, and finally into the
tangle of reed flats and minnow channels that marked the edge of the navigable
delta waters. Kesh walked briskly, but for all his travels he had trouble keeping pace
with the two bearers who carried the curtained litter.

“Yah, so,” said the talkative one, who walked at the front rails. “Brother and I, you
know, it is the tradition out there in the Barrens border country, the village sends
lads in to the green lands to work three years, and bring home coin and salt and silk.
Maybe a wife, but that’s hard to come by considering green-land women don’t like
the Barrens.”

They were short, with broad shoulders and torsos and powerful hands. Talker
wasn’t even out of breath, and while Kesh had already broken a sweat under the
clear early-morning sky, these two had not bothered with a drink from their leather
bottles.

“Probably we’ll marry Lariada, from out by Falls.”
Silent grinned appreciatively.
“Yah, so, she’s a strong girl, and more important a smart one who apprenticed to

the Lantern, so she can keep accounts which is a powerful skill to have, to my way of
thinking, if a pair of brothers are thinking to tenure good pastureland and build up
a herd of cattle like our father and uncles never could do because of the drought
back in the Year of the Goat, that would be the Gold Goat before either of us were
birthed, not this last one. They lost everything but for the one heifer and the one
dray.”
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“They didn’t lose the goats,” said Silent.
“Maybe not, but those goats’ll survive anything, and grand mam said their milk

was sour for two year after.”
“How’s the caravan trade going up the Barrens Road these days?” asked Kesh,

wiping another waterfall of sweat off his brow. He carried a slight enough burden, a
satchel slung over his back with nothing more than a change of clothes, his ac-
counts bundle, and the detritus of traveling life: knife, spoon, eating bowl, worship
bowl, a pair of wax candles, flint and steel to light them, one day’s worth of food, a
leather bottle full of cheap wine. His weapons. The coin tied into his sleeves. It
weighed like bricks already, because it was everything he owned.

They got within sight of Dast Olo before Talker got through with his description
of the last twelve-year of caravan stories, and given that no more than a pair or
three of caravans braved the Barrens Road every year, he took a long time telling an
awful lot about not much.

“So the strangest part of it all, after the last caravan left and the girl paid her fine
to the Witherer’s altar—and you can be sure that the arkhon had a long talking to
old Silk Ears—!”

Silent snickered.
“—then we in the village were thinking it would be all the travelers until the

flood rains passed, and we two were leaving anyway to come down here Olossi
green land way for our three year, and what do we see as we start out the walk?
Heya!”

Kesh barely had time to open his mouth for the polite reply before Talker rushed on.
“We go passing an envoy of Ilu, walking up the long west-facing slope as cheer-

ful as a redbird and him walking west on the Barrens Road he told us because we
did stop and ask thinking he was headed for the village or maybe Falls or maybe
Dritavu, because you know that everyone knows there’s a Guardian altar up past
Dritavu way that is forbidden but sometimes we see a light up there.”

“He talked as much as you do!” said Silent with another appreciative grin, al-
though this one had no lascivious edge to it.

“I do not! That envoy, he’d have talked all five seasons from then until now if that
reeve hadn’t flown patrolling overhead and scared the donkey! So we must run af-
ter, and the envoy must go on his way west over the Barrens Road. I wonder if he’s
still alive, or come back to the Hundred as a living man, or only his bones! Say. Did
I remember to tell you how we came to get that donkey?”

“We’re here,” said Kesh with relief.
Dast Olo rested on a huge platform that some said was a natural escarpment of

rugged rock but which Sapanasu’s clerks and the Lady’s mendicants claimed was
the base of an ancient fortress whose pillars and roof and walls had long ago been
obliterated by wind and rain and the passing of years. The high ground kept the feet
of the village out of the waters, even during a ten-year flood. Dast Olo boasted also
a lucky five-set of inns catering to pilgrims.

“Straight to the pier,” he said as they paused at the base of the wagon ramp. “I’ll
give you vey for beer at the inn once we get back from the island. In addition to your
hire.”
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“Seeing so much water makes a man thirsty,” agreed Talker as they trotted up the
ramp, not even panting. They had a funny way of loping that made the litter skim
smoothly over the ground, never jarring. Their legs looked as thick as pillars. Kesh’s
legs had begun to sweat freely. He was glad he’d stripped down to a simple knee-
length tunic and leather sandals, with nothing to chafe as he walked.

Dast Olo’s villagers were farmers, fishers, or marketers catering to the flow of pil-
grims. The village was already awake. Most of the fishing boats were long since out
on the waters.

“Only a city man sleeps abed after the sun is risen!” proclaimed Talker cheerfully
as they trotted through the streets to the pilgrim’s pier.

Used to everything and anything, none of the folk out on their errands gave the
curtained litter a second glance. The transaction at the pier—the price of a half leya
per person was fixed by the temple—went swiftly. He handed two leya to an unin-
terested man with a flat-bottomed scow. The boatman tucked the coin in his sleeve
and waited as Talker and Silent hoisted the litter in and settled themselves cross-
legged in the rear with practiced ease, barely rocking the boat. Kesh had an un-
gainly time of it. He was shaking. Every surface seemed slick under his hands. Once
the boat stopped rocking, the boater sighed, then poled away from the stone pier,
and pushed along the channel toward the temple island. The closest pier flew the
silk lotus banner that marked every temple to the Merciless One. Red petals on
white linen: passion and death. Kesh shut his eyes as if by keeping them open he
might force the island to recede by dint of the intensity of his desire. The boatman
hummed a tuneless melody. Talker said nothing. The wind hummed at Kesh’s ears
in descant to the boatman’s song. Once, they hissed through a stand of reeds. He
hung a hand over the side and let it trail through the water, which was gaspingly
cold except where they passed through a warmer, saltier eddy.

At last, the boat nudged up against Banner Pier. Kesh scrambled out as soon as
the boatman tied up the scow. From here, he could not see Leave-taking Pier. The
Devourer told no secrets. Those on their way to worship were shielded from the
sight of those departing, in the same manner that those departing could expect to
skim home without being seen by every arriving pilgrim.

As Talker and Silent got the litter onto the pier, a bare-chested, dark-haired lad
dressed in a novice’s kilt walked up to Kesh. He was yawning as he rubbed the sleep
out of his eyes.

“You’re early.” He grinned skittishly, as if he had just recalled that hierodules
dedicated to the Merciless One cast no judgment and made no comment. He gave
Keshad the once-over up and down, nodded genially to Talker and Silent as if they
came here all the time either as bearers or supplicants, and finally looked over the
featureless curtains that concealed the interior of the litter. “My old aunt spent five
years as a Devouring girl before she married,” he added,“and she used to say that no
person comes concealed for any good purpose. ‘Who is ashamed to be touched by
the Devourer’s lips’?”

“It’s nothing to do with shame,” said Kesh, a tide of heat and anger swelling over
him. His head throbbed, and he wanted it all to be done with and him walking away
with what he had come for.
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“Eiya! No harm meant! Which house is yours?”
“I’m here to see the Hieros.”
The lad’s mouth formed a circle.
A raucous cry split the air. Keshad actually jumped because he was already so on

edge, but the others only tipped back their heads as folk always did to mark a reeve
passing over along the northern edge of the delta and circling in toward Olossi.

“Uncle Idan says there were more of them reeves back when he was a lad,” said
Talker. “Bad days, since that drought. It just goes to show that when folk don’t keep
order in their own houses, pretty soon the land begins to suffer. So the gods teach
us.”

“Bad luck on them who deserves it,” muttered the lad under his breath, making
the cross-fingers sign against ill fortune close against his body, as if he didn’t
want the others to see. He saw Kesh watching him, flushed, and turned his attention
to the two bearers. “If you will wait in the outer court, I’d much appreciate it.”

“I need the litter brought with me,” said Kesh. “Then they can go and wait wher-
ever you wish.”

“Are you sure?”
“That I need the litter brought with me?”
“That you want an audience with the Hieros. No one ever asks for that. If you

knew her, you’d know—” He flicked hair out of his eyes and sidestepped away. “No
one in sight. Not a soul come so early, and there’s none to leave.”

“Damn all,” said the boatman. “First come in the morning means a long wait, or
a return trip made empty. My old arms!”

“Sorry, old man,” said the lad. “It wasn’t a lantern night, last night. You know the
rules.”

“I won’t be long,” said Kesh, “as I’m not here to worship the Devourer, just to
conduct a bit of business. If you’ll wait at Leave-taking Pier, I’ll pay you passage
back, same as came here.”

The boatman grinned, showing brown teeth and gaps between. “Over there,
then. Same number as coming. That’s fair.”

The lad hopped from one foot to the other. It was evident he wanted to ask what
was going on, but novices did not ask about the business or predilections or desires
or identities, if veiled, of pilgrims. It was against the rules.

“The Devourer eats secrets,” he said at last, with a hopeful glance at Kesh, as if
encouraging him to confide a pair or three of mysteries.

“I’m ready to go,” said Kesh.
Unlit lanterns hung from the parallel ranks of posts that marked the path up to

the outer court. To one side of the posts, the ground sloped down to the water’s edge
and a thin strand of pebble beach. To the other side, rockier ground had been man-
icured into a pleasing arrangement of rock, moss, and pruned miniature trees, these
islands separated by raked sand. A big ginny lizard—one of the Devourer’s acolytes,
as they were called—perched on top of a rock, sunning itself. As they strode past, it
cracked open its mouth just enough to show teeth.

A tall lattice fence grown thick with herboria and red and yellow falls of patience
marked the beginning of the outer court. They passed through a gap in the lattice
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fence and walked toward the great gates between rows of benches. The outer court
filled the wide space between the workshop wing and the long kitchen hall, which
had a thatched roof but no walls. A dozen men and women chopped vegetables at
tables, or sweated over hearths and grills. Halfway down to Tradesmen’s Pier, a big
rounded bread oven was being cleaned out. The smell of that fresh bread made
Kesh’s mouth water.

The lad beckoned them through the gates. “Heya!” he called to a pair of youths
loitering in the shade. “Get down to the pier. You were already supposed to be
there.”

They walked into the Heart Garden, a square courtyard surrounded by blank
walls. Three closed inner gates beckoned, one painted golden yellow and one the
pale silver of moonlight. The third, opposite the bronze-colored outer court gates,
was painted as white as the walls and in fact was rather difficult to discern against
the white walls. The lad motioned to benches placed within pools of shade cast by
a dozen vine-covered arbors and surrounded by beds of bright yellow-bells,
blood roses, and blue and violet stardrops. This time of day it was quiet, and the
scent of the flowers, particularly the glorious stardrops, was piquant and heady,
like a drug. They sat in the shade and waited while the lad vanished through the
white gates.

At intervals, Talker and Silent glanced at the litter. They knew its weight and bal-
ance, but they asked no questions. Kesh rubbed his hands as if washing them. He
had never been as anxious in his life as he was at this threshold, not even when he
had faced down Master Feden. A hush had fallen. Somewhere unseen, a door
scraped open and slid shut. He jumped up when one of the white doors slid open.
An elderly woman appeared. She beckoned.

“Bring the litter,” he said.
The procession arrived at the white gate. The old woman was tiny, with chains of

delicate dancer’s bells circling her wrists and ankles. Her long hair was gone to sil-
ver and bound back into a braid brightened with moss-green ribbons.

“Set your burden down just inside and then return out here,” she said to the
bearers in a high, light voice. “We’ll call you when you’re needed.” To Kesh she said
nothing.

Past the white gate, a screen blocked their view of the courtyard beyond. Talker
and Silent set down the litter, and as soon as they retreated the lad appeared; he
closed the doors by going out after them, leaving Kesh alone with the old woman.
She wore blue silk, and smelled of sweet ginger.

She moved away around the screen without looking back at him and with a re-
markable and agile haste. He followed the chime of her bells into a court grown so
lush with vines and hedges and carefully pruned trees that the scent of green wa-
tered growing things made the air almost too thick to breathe. Around every corner
of the labyrinthine pathway a new and different tiny glade was revealed, soft and
shadowed and usually ornamented by some cunning, tiny waterfall trickling along
a sculpture shaped out of rock or pipewood. At length his steps led him to a grav-
eled open space at the center. A fountain splashed, water caressing the flanks of a
statue depicting a man and a woman in the grip of the Devourer.
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“Crude, but it was placed here long before my tenure. I would never have chosen
something so unsophisticated.” The voice was low, harsh, and female.

He turned all the way around. He was alone, although the dense foliage offered a
hundred hiding places.

“With what desire do you come to worship at the altar of the Merciless One?” the
voice asked.

“I do not come to worship. I come to complete a transaction begun ten years
ago. Where is Zubaidit?”

“She’s not available right now. You can’t see her.”
“I’m not here to see her. I’m here to buy out her debt.”
At a distance, a bell jangled. Nearby, he heard a hissed breath, the scrape of a

shod foot on rock, and the whisper of dancing bells. The old woman, too, must be
spying on him.

“She won’t go! She is a true hierodule of the Devourer. Our best student and
most devoted worshiper.”

He heard her words with a contempt that made him snarl. “That’s not true.”
It can’t be true!
“I know who you are. It has been two years since you have seen her. Many things

can change in that time. She thinks you’ve given up on her, and she’s turned her
heart entirely to the goddess. She doesn’t want to speak to you again.”

Perhaps it was all for nothing. All those weary mey trudged; all the deals, the
bargaining, the cold nights and hungry days and the endless hells of Master Feden’s
house that he had endured for twelve years because each morning upon waking he
could take in a breath that was a promise, that he would be free. And that she would
be free.

“That’s what you say! I’ll hear it from her own lips, not yours.” He stooped,
picked up a handful of pebbles, and cast them wildly toward a concealing thicket.
They spattered. She mocked him with a laugh that made him grit his teeth. He fixed
his gaze on the pour of the water as it coursed down the deep valleys made by the
mingling of limbs, woman to man.

“You know the law,” he said at last. “I’ve come, as the gods of the Hundred give
me the right to do. You must accept my payment if the hierodule agrees.”

Her voice hissed out of the shadows. “Spare yourself this humiliation. She won’t
leave the temple.”

“Then she can live here freely, after I’ve spoken with her. She must tell me herself
with her own voice. Unless you’ve cut out her tongue! But your hierodules need
their tongues, don’t they?”

“Impious scrat! The Devourer will eat your testicles!”
“I’ll take my chances.”
Branches rattled as if a rat scrambled away through the undergrowth. As he

waited, he became convinced someone was staring at him. Scanning the under-
growth, he saw nothing at first, but then, as his gaze picked out shapes, he distin-
guished the snout of a ginny lizard, shadowed under drooping striped-firecanth
leaves. The creature stared intently down at him, from a branch higher than his
own head. It bobbed its head at him but did not otherwise move; it watched him as
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if it were a sentry. A second head joined the first, an arm’s length away, and this one
bent first one eye at him and then the other, head turning almost flirtatiously.

Footsteps scraped on earth. He turned. A woman walked into view from under-
neath a tunnel woven of interlaced leaves. Of middle years, she had a bountiful fig-
ure wrapped in a patterned taloos covered by an undyed work shirt. But she only
looked Keshad up and down with a measuring smile in a manner very like that of
the second ginny lizard, and stood at the edge of the clearing to wait. Others ap-
peared, exactly like loitering shoppers who canvass the market with no intention of
buying. About twenty people filtered into the courtyard, strung around the clearing
like so many jewels about an old granite-skinned widow’s neck. He sensed a few
standing concealed within the drowsy growth. A young pair sauntered up to lean on
the sun-warmed stone rim of the fountain. Arms crossed, the lanky girl with luxu-
rious hair and a lazy smile looked him over in a way that made him shiver. The
youth, wearing only a kilted wrap around his hips, settled beside her; he nudged her
foot with his and whispered into her ear. She narrowed one eye almost to a wink as
if promising Keshad his heart’s desire. When she shifted her buttocks on the rim,
her long tunic, cut high, slipped to reveal a sleek flank. He flushed, and her com-
panion snickered, but after so long in the south he had almost forgotten that Hun-
dred women were the most beautiful of all, dark and lovely, although this one could
have used a little extra flesh to round her curves.

Hundred women were the most beautiful of all—except perhaps for the captain’s
wife—and he looked down to hide his face so none of these, vultures all, could feed
on any scrap of truth his expression might reveal. A steady step crunched on rock.
When he looked up, there was Zubaidit striding barefoot around the curve of the
fountain. She had grown since he last saw her, and even then she had been tall. She
wore a tight, sleeveless, short jacket and a knee-length wrap of plain linen kilted low
around her hips, leaving her brown belly bare. A jewel gleamed in her navel. She was
well muscled, like an acrobat, and her skin glistened with oil and sweat, just as if she
had come from exercise.

She saw him, and halted. Her eyes flared with surprise, while her left hand curled
into a fist. A purpled bruise mottled her left cheek. Aui! Had they been beating her?

When she did not acknowledge him, he said nothing, and when he said nothing,
she shrugged a shoulder and twisted to look behind her. Everyone swiveled heads as
the tiny silver-haired woman who had let him into the inner court glided into view.
She walked with a pitter-pat step that made her seem dainty, but her shoulders had
the square stubborn cant of a swordsman’s.

The lanky girl coughed, and her friend smirked.
“Are you the Hieros?” Kesh asked without preamble.
“I am,” said the old woman.
“I am here to pay off the debt of Zubaidit.”
Bai looked at him, gaze dark and intense, and her eyelids flickered as if she were

sending him a message.
“By what right do you claim the right to act in her favor?” demanded the Hieros.
“Blood right.”
The statement was a formality, so she dismissed it and went on. “Show the tally
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bundle.” A young woman in an orange taloos unrolled a bundle of sewn-together
sheets. Holding each end of the scroll, oldest to newest, forced her to open her arms
wide.

“A tremendous debt,” remarked the Hieros with a caustic smile. “Her purchase
price, and the usual debits for lodging, drink and food, clothing, training as a hi-
erodule.” She ran a finger from top to bottom of each flat tally stick as she traced the
account of Zubaidit’s service at the temple.“Set against these debits, and in addition
to the favor she accrued through her regular duties, she earned favor by comforting
the gods-favored worshipers. Against this, additional training costs to the temple.”

“ ‘When a person sells their body into servitude in payment for a debt, that per-
son will serve eight years and in the ninth go free.’ That’s what it says on Law Rock.”

She raised an eyebrow. “No assizes will rule in your favor, not when legitimate
debt has accrued on an account.”

He had known she would say it, but the distraction had allowed him a moment
to calm himself, to ask the necessary question. “What is the tally?”

The Hieros grinned exultantly. Indeed, her smile was almost ecstatic, and he sup-
posed she had long years of practice, as old as she was. “Thirty cheyt, seventy-one
leya, and nineteen vey.”

One thousand eight hundred and seventy-one leya.
The number dizzied Kesh. He stumbled to the fountain, sat down on the rim,

and rested his head on a hand. When had he gotten so tired?
The lanky girl whistled appreciatively.
Her friend chortled, nudging her foot again. “I heard that one of the merchants

of the Greater Council bought her only son the best stallion from the best herd off
the grasslands and fitted it out with bridle and saddle trimmed with silver and
gold—that was the price! Thirty cheyt! For a horse and gear! Can you imagine? And
then it threw the fool, and broke his neck!”

“You’ve cheated me!” said Bai with a kind of parched hoarseness, as though her
throat had been rubbed raw. Kesh looked up. She’d fisted her hands, as if ready to
punch back.

He was genuinely shocked by the debt—he’d expected a similar price to his own,
maybe a little more—but he’d known something like this might be coming. But
what matter if the temple was cheating Bai? He raised a hand, thumb and three fin-
gers curled and touching his little finger to his lips. Obedient to their childhood
code, Bai subsided, turning her back on the Hieros.

“That’s a staggering amount,” he said to the Hieros. “Is that the full measure? Are
there any other costs you aren’t telling me, or that you mean to add on afterward?”

As her face relaxed, he glimpsed how she might look in the moments after satia-
tion: a true devotee of the Merciless One, content only with the complete surrender
of her victim.

“That is the measure in full, as of this meeting between us, now,” she said gra-
ciously. “We’ll set whatever coin you can offer today against her account. Next year,
you can pay another installment.” And another and another, she meant, an endless
procession of hopeless payments that would never catch up to the galloping pace of
debits.
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“No, Kesh,” said Bai urgently. “Keep whatever you have as seed coin. Come back
when you have the whole thing. Don’t waste it out like this. I know what it means,
that you’ve come today. You must use it as we spoke of before.”

At her words, he bent, splashed water on his face, and stood. The dizziness had
fled. It was a relief, in a way, knowing that the sale of the Mariha girls would not
have come close to covering the whole no matter what. The temple was cheating
Bai, that was obvious, but it was also true she had no legal recourse given her cir-
cumstances, and neither did he, no matter what that reeve, Joss, had said. Knowing
it had come to this, knowing he had made the right choices all along, made it easier
to give up the treasure to free Bai.

He met Bai’s gaze. She lifted her chin defiantly as he crossed his forearms at his
chest, wanting to crow in triumph.

All done now! Finished. He had won that which he had sworn to do years back.
He nodded at the Hieros. For the first time, doubt flickered across her proud

face. “By the gate you’ll find a litter,” he said. “Have it brought here.”
“Rudely spoken, to command me as though I am your slave,” she said, but she

believed herself safe and so she remained amused. At her command, four young
bodies hurtled away. Another dozen people pushed to the edge of the clearing,
come to watch. Probably the news was all over the temple by now.

Bai looked down at the ground for all the world like a shy bride, yet her stance
betrayed a body honed and strengthened by hard exercise. It disturbed him. She
had changed utterly since the day she’d been sold away from him, little sister and
older brother on the auction block of Flesh Alley with aunts and uncle looking on
dispassionately as they mouthed each rising tally, as the bidding went higher. Bai
had been a thin stick of a thing, first clinging to him, then sobbing and wailing as
the servants of the Hieros dragged her away. Twelve years ago.

He had lost the desire to revenge himself on his aunts and uncle. They were
meaningless; like the old ruins to be found along every road, they mattered nothing
to the caravan of life that must proceed on its way to its next destination. He was so
close to success that he felt tears, and gulped them down, and shook as with a palsy.
He knew suddenly and with complete conviction that the litter would be gone or
the treasure vanished. How could he have left it alone? Had he really been that stu-
pid?

But after all here it came, swaying raggedly with four bearers off-step and un-
gainly as they crunched over the gravel to set the litter down in the midst of the
open space, about halfway between the edge of greenery and the centerpiece foun-
tain. As Kesh approached, everyone except Bai and the Hieros backed away.

“The payment.” He hooked back the curtain, reached in, and grasped the first
thing his hand came to, which was a braid. He tugged.

She came unresisting, as she had all along, and stepped out into full sun. She
raised no hand to shade her eyes. Her body was hidden beneath her only piece of
clothing, a voluminous cloak woven of a silverine cloth. She blinked several times as
the light struck; that was all.

Breaths were caught short, or taken in hard. Several people skipped back, and
one voice whimpered in fear.
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“A ghost!” whispered the Hieros, crossing her forearms away from her chest to
ward off the ill omen.

“Touch her. She is no ghost.”
He pulled the cloak back, each wing over one of her shoulders, and heard their

moans of fear and gasps of surprise—and their sighs—as her body was revealed, as
pallid as marble, as smooth as goat’s milk and as creamy. Her hair both above and
below was as pale as a field of harvest-ripe grain. Her eyes were not natural eyes.
They were cornflower-blue. Demon-blue.

“What I offer, you must accept,” he finished.
Bai grinned in a way that terrified him suddenly. She leaped across the clearing

like a cat, halting in front of the Hieros. With a laugh, she slapped her, a crack across
that old face.

“Bitch! I’ve been waiting to do that for twelve years!”
No one moved.
Without lashing out in her turn or even losing her temper, the Hieros spoke. “Do

what impulse tells you, Zubaidit, but it will make no difference in the end. You are
meant for the Devourer. You will see.”

Bai spat onto the pebbles. Grinning with a vicious glee, she tugged her slave
bracelets from her wrists and dropped them on the ground.

“I’ll meet you at Leave-taking Pier,” she said to Kesh. She dashed away into the
greenery under an arched lacework of flowering vines. In her wake, the two ginny
lizards rattled away into the undergrowth.

No one spoke, and no one moved, all in thrall to the vision standing among
them, no stunning beauty, not like Captain Anji’s wife—nothing so pallid could
truly be deemed beautiful—but a thing of horrible and irresistible fascination. A
whirlpool into which all are dragged and can never fight their way out. She was an
evil thing, and Keshad knew it, but he did not care. He was rid of her, and by this
means had gained everything he cared about in the wide world: his freedom, and
his sister’s freedom. The temple could take care of itself.

The Hieros shook out of her stupor. She glided up to them and circled the slave
as she would circle a poisonous snake. She hitched the cloak up and looked over the
slave’s backside, and after a long moment she reached a hand and, after the merest
hesitation, brushed her fingers over a forearm. The slave did not even flinch, only
stared unseeing toward the green tangle of a witch hedge.

“Where did you get her?” the Hieros asked.
“At the edge of a desert so vast you cannot imagine it.”
“I can imagine a lot of things,” said the lanky girl, giving a lazy and lustful hum.
“Shut up!” hissed her companion. He was not laughing, but staring at the slave as

if a hammer had hit him.
“A desert of stone and red sand. She was wandering, lost, as mute and blank as

you see her now.”
“Insane!” The Hieros ventured to pinch the lean curve of that hip. If the girl felt

the pull of those fingers, she showed no sign.
“But compliant!” he said hastily. That she might be insane had often occurred to

him over the course of the journey. It was the only reasonable explanation.
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“How do you know she is compliant? Did you go into her yourself?”
As Bai had, he spat on the pebbles, and the Hieros flinched away from him with

a look of such anger that he shivered. She will seek revenge.
So he smiled, to taunt her. “You know what they say. It’s bad luck to spit in your

own trading goods. Men—and women—will come to see if they can bestir her. And
even if they can’t stir her, if she remains as limp as a puppet in their arms, they’ll
still come.”

“Oh, yes. I can see it.” She rubbed her hands, but he couldn’t tell if it was the
thought of caressing that white flesh that bestirred her, or the thought of so many
worshipers waiting at the gates for the chance to gaze on—or touch—this living
ghost with her demon-blue eyes. “Better than any aphrodisiac, indeed. I acknowl-
edge that this covers her debts.”

“I want Bai’s accounts bundle, properly sealed and marked off.”
The Hieros stepped back to face Keshad. She was truly a devotee of the Merciless

One. He could see it in the set of her face, cold and cruel and passionate, devoured
by the goddess until not even her soul was her own.

“You have earned an enemy today,” she said as if these were the kindest words she
had ever spoken, “and you will come to regret it, but you are correct that this pay-
ment cannot be refused. Take what you have paid for. All will be sealed legally.” She
smiled gently, but her eyes were like stones in that handsome old face. “Be sure that
if I ever have a chance to repay you for taking from me my most valuable hierodule,
I will do so swiftly and with pleasure.”

“Do what you must.” Kesh’s limbs were loose, his jaw relaxed, and his heart calm,
now that it was over. “As I did.”
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T H E Y H A D L E F T Kartu Town and the desert far behind. They had escaped the
Sirniakan Empire. Now, after many days traveling over the high Kandaran Pass, the
caravan halted at a wall and border crossing guarding the road into the Hundred. In
the Hundred, they would find good fortune, or disaster. Shai just didn’t expect
things to happen so quickly.

At the border crossing, a huge eagle carrying a man landed in their midst,
frightening the horses and astonishing even the Qin soldiers who could not, Shai
thought, be astonished by anything. After consulting with the eagle rider, Captain
Anji commanded his troop to take control of the border crossing. The fight that en-
sued blew over quickly when the border guards realized it was their own captain
who was corrupt. They surrendered to the authority of the eagle rider and handed
over their captain at spearpoint. After this, in accordance with an agreement
reached between Anji and the eagle rider, half the Qin company galloped north
along the road to a tiny way-station village where, so they were told, a smaller cara-
van had come under assault by bandits. Shai rode with them, under Tohon’s super-
vision.

The Qin slaughtered the bandits with the efficiency of a wolf pack cutting out
and bringing down the weakest deer. Two men suffered slight wounds, and were
roundly ridiculed for their lack of skill.

“They’ll ride as tailmen tomorrow!” said Chief Tuvi, laughing.
The soldiers dragged the dead bodies into rows, clearing the commons so the big

caravan coming up behind would have space to settle in for the night.
None of this amused the new-made ghosts of the slaughtered bandits. They

were angry, all right; no one liked suffering violent death. At dawn they were still
angry, milling around the commons shaking their fists and cursing and weeping,
and pissing on the living, not that ghosts could actually piss, but the gesture both
comforted and infuriated them—an impotent defiance. They clustered in great
numbers around the wagon where the prisoner—their co-conspirator who once
called himself a captain—was kept under guard, but since ghosts are fixed to the
earth, they had no way to reach him, who was concealed within the bed of a cov-
ered wagon, raised up on wheels.

As Shai went to get a drink of water at the rain barrel, well away from stacked
bodies, he pretended not to see the commotion the ghosts made. Thwarted of
their prey, the ghosts churned through the open ground and wandered among the
merchants, servants, and slaves they had so recently terrorized, but this unworthy
audience was oblivious of the wisps haunting them. Captain Anji prowled the



caravan as the two caravan masters argued over who should take precedence and
in what order wagons and carts should be shifted into a new line of march. Now
and again Anji sidestepped to avoid a misty stream of ghostly rancor. Crude men,
these Hundred folk. Civilized ghosts had better manners, although their language
was just as bad. The corpse of a youth lay beneath the huge tree growing on one
side of the open ground, but his spirit had fled, leaving the husk. At least someone
was at peace today.

On a cleared space of ground, the eagle rider set a bone whistle to his lips and
blew a shrill blast. Shai slurped from the ladle, saw Mai watching the reeve. Seeing
Shai, she came over. North of the border, she walked openly as a woman.

“What do they say?” She took the ladle from his hand, dipped, and drank neatly.
“What do who say?”
She hung up the ladle from its hook. A pair of drops stretched off the curve of

the cup, parted, and fell onto the glassy surface. Drip. Drop. “The ghosts.”
“What are you talking about?”
“These bandits. Are their ghosts saying anything?”
“How would I know?”
She looked at him. He hated that look. She had changed since they departed

Kartu Town and she became a married woman. He had always been her trusted
older uncle—even if only by a few years—yet now he felt he was the younger one. “I
know you see ghosts, Shai. Anji knows it, too. You admitted as much to him out in
the desert. Anyway, you’re a seventh son.”

“What does that have to do with it?”
“Seventh sons see ghosts.”
“What about seventh daughters?”
“Who ever has seven daughters? Just tell me! We’re not in Kartu Town anymore.

You aren’t a witch here.”
“How do you know? Maybe they’ll burn me alive like they do in the empire. Or

hang me, or tie me to a post and shoot me full of arrows, or poke me with spears
until I’m all full of holes. You don’t know anything about this place!”

“You shouldn’t be afraid. Anji isn’t.”
“Then why don’t you ask him what the ghosts are saying?” he snapped.
This revelation did not disturb her. Of course she already knew Anji saw ghosts!

She considered him with a placid expression, but he guessed from the tilt of her
chin that she was annoyed. “He doesn’t hear ghosts. He only sees them. What you
hear might help us.”

When he only looked at her, she continued as she would to a particularly slow
slave child who needed each least task explained at length several times over. “Help
us. From the ghosts you can learn of any danger that might be ahead . . . learn the
customs of the Hundred . . . Shai! The ghosts can teach us, warn us, even if they
don’t mean to. If we know more, we’ll do better in our new life, don’t you think?”

“You don’t understand ghosts, Mai. They only talk about the past. What lies in
the future no longer exists. That’s why they’re ghosts.”

Which was why ghosts were often boring, as these were, bawling and bleating
like so many discontented sheep:
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Captain Beron! You betrayed us, you sheep-tupping son of a bitch!
I didn’t mean to eat that rabbit. It isn’t fair I was exiled for such a little thing!

Forced to live the osprey life. I never wanted it! Why won’t you forgive me? Why can’t
I go home?

I hate you! I hate all of you! Piss on you all!
“One thing, though,” he said, because he found it so curious that he had to share

with Mai. “You know how the arkinga here sounds so strange.”
“They speak it wrong,” she agreed. “Sometimes I can’t understand them.”
“I don’t notice it so much with the ghosts.”
“Maybe ghosts only speak the language of the dead. What are they saying?”
The only way to be rid of her questions was for the company to start moving,

and the caravan wasn’t ready. He’d never seen people slower to get moving in his
life! The Qin stood beside their horses, not by a whisker betraying they might be
impatient to go.

“Some person named Captain Beron betrayed them. Don’t eat rabbit meat—it’ll
get you exiled. Now I don’t want to talk about it anymore. How can I know it’s safe
here? In the empire, they burn those who believe in the Merciful One. What would
they do with me?” When he spoke of the empire, he remembered how that Beltak
priest had imprisoned the essence of a ghost, trapping it forever within a simple
wooden bowl.

She touched his arm. “Are you all right, Shai? You’re pale.”
He looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. Mai’s slave women

were busying themselves by the cart Mai had obtained south of the pass through
some clever trading of silks and woolens given to her as a wedding gift by Com-
mander Beje.

“Can’t you see? I’ve seen so many ghosts. I don’t want to become one myself by
speaking when I should have remained silent!”

Her expression softened. “I’m sorry. Of course you’ve had to keep it secret all
your life in Kartu. I can see why you would still be anxious.”

It was almost worse when she gazed at him with sincere concern.“How do we re-
ally know it’s safe here?” he demanded. “Captain Anji made common cause with
that eagle rider awfully quickly.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes you have to know when to leap. Anyway, he liked
him.”

Abruptly, many of the horses whinnied and startled and shied. The big eagle
landed with a whomp in the clear zone. The reeve fastened himself into his harness,
and the eagle launched itself skyward with a mighty thrust of legs and wings whose
strength and majesty brought tears of admiration to Shai’s eyes. Mai touched fin-
gers to heart, her gaze open with awe. They both followed the raptor’s flight until it
vanished away over the trees.

Chief Tuvi called out and, when he had their attention, waved merrily at them
and signaled toward the horses.

“We’re leaving!” Shai said with relief. He wiped his eyes and went to join the
ranks.

The angry ghosts did not follow as the caravan trundled out the northern
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gate. But they hadn’t ridden more than a few lengths when Shai saw an almost
transparent wisp trudging along the road, a whipcord man-shape who had such
an antique look about him—as though he had lingered in this spot for a hundred
years—that Shai actually stared, wondering who this ghost was and where it
came from. He had a strange idea that he had seen that face recently, but he
couldn’t place it. The ghost did not even look at him. As he turned in the saddle
to watch it fall behind, it reached a broad stone placed beside the road like a
marker, and vanished.

29

For the first three days after leaving Dast Korumbos, they traveled through heav-
ily wooded hills, and although the road bent here to the left and there to the right
and at intervals hit steep upward inclines as they climbed out of a valley, on the
whole they headed northeast and downslope until Mai thought her tailbone would
never stop aching. The Qin never tired or ached, so she refused to complain and
had Priya massage her in the evening.

“Sheyshi should massage you, and you should massage Sheyshi.” She lay on her
stomach, with her head turned sideways so she could see with one eye. Her hair was
caught up against her head, tendrils fallen free along her neck.“You must ache, too.”

Priya smiled as she rubbed Mai’s buttocks. “This is an easy life, compared to
what came before.”

“I wish I was a horse,” Sheyshi whispered. She only ever whispered.
“Why do you wish you were a horse?” Mai asked. “Oh. Ah! Yes, right there!”
Sheyshi did not answer. She was the most reserved person Mai had ever met,

closemouthed, not at all confiding.
“Horses are free,” said Priya.
“Sheyshi, do you wish you were free?” Mai asked. “When we have found a place

to live, I’ll make sure you can earn extra zastras—or whatever they use here—to
earn money toward your manumission. That’s perfectly fair. Commander Beje gave
me your bill of sale. That amount is what you must earn to buy your freedom.”

The girl colored, stared at her hands, then lifted her gaze to look at Mai as dar-
ingly as she ever had. “I would like to be free,” she whispered. “But that isn’t what I
meant. I dream sometimes about things. I dreamed I was a horse, running over the
grass. It felt—it felt—” But after all, that was too much confiding! Sheyshi squeezed
shut her mouth, twisted her hands and, to make herself busy, offered Priya more oil
for the massage even though Priya’s hands were moist and Mai’s flanks smoothly
coated.

Priya chuckled. “Were you a mare, or a stallion? I’ve wondered, sometimes, how
it might feel to be a stallion—man or horse—and have such a—”

“Oh, stop teasing her!” Mai scolded, because the girl looked miserable. Or
maybe not. Commander Beje had implied that the girl slept in the bed with his
chief wife and that there was play between them. “Are you lonely, Sheyshi?”
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Sheyshi wore a green silk cap from which hung shoulder-length streamers, some
of green silk, some of gold and white beads, and one woven out of supple wire. Nor-
mally the arrangement left her face exposed, but with her head bowed the streamers
concealed her expression.

“Hard to come by right now,” said Priya as she rubbed, “but I can make sheaths
out of sheep gut if you’re wanting comfort with a man without catching a child in
your sack.”

Mai chuckled.“You made me no such offer, Priya! A sheep-gut sheath for a man’s
sword!”

“You are freeborn, and now a wife. You must get a child as soon as you can.” She
paused with a hand resting on the gentle curve of Mai’s lower back. “Perhaps . . .”

“It’s too early,” said Mai, suddenly frightened. “Don’t say anything.”
Priya began kneading again as if nothing had been said. “I will pray to the Mer-

ciful One that you are blessed with seven sons, and three daughters.”
It was good to change the subject. “How can it be, if there are always seven sons

but only three daughters, that all the sons can get married? In Kartu, the clan ban-
ner goes only to the eldest son. But all my uncles got wives—well, except for Uncle
Shai, and Uncle Hari, and Uncle Girish.” She shuddered, remembering Girish. He’d
paved his own path to the deepest hell.

“Priests and soldiers need not marry,” said Priya. “This way we always have
plenty of them.”

“Ow! Ow! No, don’t stop! Right there!” She groaned in blissful pain. “Yes, right
there! It hurts!” Priya worked in silence while Mai kept her eyes shut and breathed
into the knot of pain to try to loosen it.

Sheyshi shuffled around; there came footsteps, an opening and closing of the
flap of the tent. Feet shushed along the carpet, and just before Mai opened her eyes
to see what was going on, hands began massaging her again. These hands were firm
and strong and callused, and no less knowing.

“Anji.” She smiled as she opened her eyes.
He kept kneading with one hand and with the other slipped free the tortoiseshell

comb that bound up her hair, uncoiling it and raking it out over her back. “I am the
most fortunate of men,” he murmured.

“I am the most flattered of women.”
He laughed.“It is not flattery if it is true. Not one man among this company does

not honor your beauty and good nature, Mai.”
She rolled out from his hand, onto her side, and propped her head up on a bent

elbow. “Is that what you seek? The envy of other men?”
He considered the comment, but his gaze roamed along her body and his hands

twitched, although he did not—yet—touch her. “It is easy to be gratified by the
envy of others, directed at what you yourself possess. But it weakens you. Half
the secret of your beauty, plum blossom, is that you do not covet it or use it.” Then
he smiled. “Except in the marketplace, to drive a harder bargain.”

“You will never let me forget that.”
“I must know the measure of those I hold closest. Any commander must mea-

sure his troops in this manner.”
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“I am no different than your troops?”
He said nothing, and she understood abruptly that it would be foolish to press

the conversation any further in this direction.
She groped for and found the scraper Priya would have used to clean the oil off

her body. “When do I get my bath?”
He relaxed. “Soon.” He took the scraper and worked methodically, but somehow

by the time he had finished he was also undressed and she was warm and almost
delirious with pleasure.

“Soon,” he repeated, kissing her.
She wrapped her limbs around him and took what she wanted.

D O N O T F E A R happiness.
Is it dangerous to become too happy? To get what you want, and be blessed with

good fortune? A kind husband. A missed bleeding. As Grandmother Mei used to
say, in her querulous way, “Why do you think you’ll get a drink from my cup just
because I gave you one yesterday?”

She pondered this question at dawn as she rolled up the blankets and the sleep-
ing carpets while, outside, Priya and O’eki released the tent ropes. She crawled out
as the walls collapsed. Sheyshi collected the bedding and secured it to one of the
packhorses. Anji stood beside the sentry fire talking with the man who rode that
huge and intimidating eagle. Anji had an easy way of conversing with other men.
He had a natural precision of movement, and he took up space in a way that made
him noticeable without diminishing those in his company. He glanced her way, saw
her, and without smiling—just a certain way of narrowing his eyes and the barest
curve to his lips—made her flush.

Grandmother had not approved of happiness. She said it led to carelessness and
trouble, or perhaps she had meant that happiness led you to carelessness, which in
turn took your hand and walked you into trouble. Good fortune was fickle. You
must never count on it.

Her hair was already pulled back in a mare’s tail swishing down her back to her
hips. She twisted it up deftly, and Priya thrust the tortoise comb through the mass
of gathered hair to keep it in place. Mai walked over to the men.

“A good morning,” said Joss appreciatively. He was the kind of man who smiles
his admiration but shows restraint in the way he doesn’t draw too close. She liked
him. He was good-looking in the northern way, but pretty old. As old as her fa-
ther, probably, although his coloring was so different that it was hard to tell. Fa-
ther Mei walked old and talked old and frowned old and sighed old, but the reeve
had the lively aura of a man who plunges through life because he wants to be
happy.

It hit her all at once.
“You’re an Ox,” she said.
“Mai?” said Anji in a tone that almost crossed into a warning.
Joss laughed. “How did you know?”
“So am I. The Ox is hardworking and pragmatic, with a dreamer hidden inside.”
“What gave me away?” He was still smiling, his eyes handsomely crinkled with
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amusement, and she gave in to the temptation to flirt, even though she knew she
should not.

“ ‘The Ox walks with its feet in the clay, but its heart leaps to the heavens where it
seeks the soul which fulfills it. The Ox desires happiness, which is a heavenly gift,
but it accepts its burden of service on earth even if it knows that happiness has
flown out of its grasp.’ And anyway, the Ox is always beautiful.”

She was aware at once of Anji’s boots shifting on the dirt as a complicated ex-
pression altered the reeve’s face before he found a harmless smile again. “Does it say
somewhere that the Ox is a shrewd judge of character? Or did you serve your ap-
prenticeship to Ilu as I did?”

“I don’t know what ‘Ilu’ is.”
He glanced at Anji and made his own judgment. “We’d best begin our trek. It’s

still five or six days’ journey from here to Olossi. I won’t rest easily until these two
caravans are delivered to the safety of the market there.”

Anji nodded, and the reeve left.
“He’s been called handsome before,” said Anji once the other man was out of

earshot. “He’s accustomed to the admiration of women. It was the talk of happiness
that made him uncomfortable.”

She looked at him closely. “You’re a little mad at me.”
“This is not the marketplace, Mai, and you are not selling peaches and almonds

to unsuspecting men who will be stunned into paying full price by one glance from
your beautiful eyes.”

She raised a hand to her cheek, where Father Mei would have slapped her. “For-
give me,” she said in a low voice, but she kept her gaze fixed to his.

He did not smile to soften his words. His voice was low and even. “Do not dis-
honor me.”

“I will never dishonor you! Because I will never dishonor myself!”
Now he smiled. “I am rebuked.”
Her cheeks were hot, and her heart was hotter. She was still not quite sure what

threat she faced because in most ways Anji was still a mystery. Father Mei would
have hit her, and her mother and aunt would have pinched her arms and ears until
she cried. It had been easier to fit herself into the walls they shaped than to endure
slaps and pinches, but she had passed through the gate and survived the ghost
lands. She was not the same person any longer. She refused to go back.

“I want to be trusted,” she said softly, “because it dishonors me if I am not
trusted.”

His gaze remained level. He was no longer angry, but rather measuring and per-
haps a little curious, intrigued yet not at all amused. “Honor is all we have. You are
right, Mai. I must trust you.”

She nodded in reply. That was as far as she could go. She could not trust her
voice, and turned aside gratefully as O’eki brought the horses forward.

L AT E I N T H E afternoon, the wagons rolled into a meadow already fitted for en-
campments. A covered cistern opened through a series of cunning traps into a
trough suitable for watering stock. A spacious corral built out of logs allowed them

Spirit Gate 249



to turn out many of the beasts. Posts offered traction for lead lines where horses
could be tethered. Pits rimmed with stones marked off six fire circles, all of which
had iron stakes set in place to hang kettles or cauldrons over flames. Hired men and
slaves set to work to raise camp and get food ready.

She made her way on a dirt path that cut through a thick stand of pipe-brush and
under an airy grove of swallow trees to the crude pits set back against a ravine. Some
kind soul had woven screens out of young pipe-brush stalks and pounded and
nailed arm braces against the steep slope for ease of use. There was a great deal of
coming and going and, remarkably, a stone basin cooled by trickling water flowing
down through an old, halved stalk of mature pipe-brush. As she washed her hands,
she noticed a small structure off to one side that almost blended into the foliage. She
walked over, Priya and Sheyshi trailing after, but thought better of mounting the
steps when she saw it was a shrine. She had been raised in the path taught by the Mer-
ciful One. In the empire, she knew, the priests served Beltak, calling him the Shining
One Who Rules Alone even though he was only a harsher aspect of the holy one all
folk worshiped.

This altar had no walls, only green poles with the shapes of leaves carved into
them, a tile roof painted green, and a green rug laid over a plank floor. The rug was
woven of thick, stiff grass-like blades as long as her arm, and it had begun to wear
away where folk had trodden on it. A walking staff stood within, propped at an an-
gle, so tall that it fit inside the peaked roof. A stubby log sat on its end in one corner,
with a bouquet of withered flowers discarded on top.

“I’m surprised the flowers haven’t blown away, or been replaced with something
fresh,” she murmured to Priya. “Is there no bell or lamp?”

“This is no altar for the Merciful One,” said Priya.
“I don’t think it’s a Beltak temple, either,” said Mai.
“I see no god,” whispered Sheyshi. With head bent, she eyed the shrine as she

might a twisting snake whose dance can cause women to fall into a charmed and
deadly sleep.

Folk were looking their way, faces obscured by twilight.
“Perhaps we’re not meant to stand here,” said Mai. “Let’s go back.”
Anji had staked out the central fire pit, and he stood near its flickering light

speaking to the reeve as Mai walked up behind them. They were laughing, and did
not see her.

“You are a lucky man, did you know that?” Joss was saying.
“It would be impolite to reply to such a question. If I knew, and said so, then it

would seem I am boasting. If I did not, it would seem I am foolish.”
The reeve laughed. “I am answered!” He turned, alert even before Anji was, and

Anji turned, and saw Mai. Sheyshi scuttled away to help O’eki, who was wrestling
with a steaming haunch of venison. Priya paused just outside the circle of firelight.

“Surely you are a fortunate man as well,” said Mai, coming forward.
His smile remained easy, but his gaze retreated into itself, as though he were star-

ing down a long straight track into a twilit distance whose landscape was forever
veiled from mortal sight. “I am not married.”

Day seemed to shift into night with the swiftness of a child whose mood can
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swing from joy to tears in an instant. She halted beside Anji, but she could not look
away from the reeve.

“You have a shadow in your eyes,” she said to the reeve.
He looked at Anji, and she looked at Anji, and the captain nodded, and the reeve

spoke in a low voice as around them the camp settled into its evening routine of
drinking, eating, song, and sleep.

“I gave up telling the tale years ago. It came at the beginning, when the shadows first
began to reach into the land, in the north. She was the first one—the first reeve—
slaughtered. That was on the Liya Pass. Twenty years ago. Where it all began, when out-
laws and cursed greedy lords began hunting down the eagle clans. I still dream about
her. I shouldn’t have let her go alone. If I’d gone with her . . .” But he shook his head.

“What then?” she asked.
Anji remained silent, watching.
He shrugged, and offered her a wry smile that made her want to cry for his pain.

“Most likely we’d both be dead. Her eagle was found. Not just dead, but mutilated.”
She had a nasty, prickling feeling along her back, as if someone drew cold fingers

laced with slivers of glass up and down her skin. “What of her?”
He shifted his gaze to the leaping flames, his head canted and jaw tight, and con-

tinued speaking. “Her body was never found, but we found her clothes, her boots, a
belt buckle, her knife, items she carried in her pack . . .” The fire sparked as a soldier
shoved a pair of branches into the flames. The reeve winced back from the flare,
then caught himself and went on, although his voice seemed flatter and more dis-
tant. He might have been reciting from a scroll. “Her boot knife was found on a girl,
one of the Devourer’s hierodules. The girl had been stabbed in the heart. That girl’s
corpse lay there with the rest of the discarded gear. It was only her body we did not
find, nor them who did it, as they had all abandoned the camp.”

“She might not have been taken away with those who killed the other one?” Anji
asked.

“We searched, but there was never any sign of her. No, she’s dead. I knew it as
soon as I saw what remained of Flirt—that was her eagle. A reeve doesn’t survive
her eagle’s death. An eagle can survive through the lives of four or five reeves if it’s
particularly long-lived, like my good Scar, but for the other way, no. Better dead
than no longer a reeve, so we say.” His smile was a ghost’s smile, without life, but he
struggled with it and shook his head and said, “It still hurts. A few years later, bones
were found in an unmarked grave up beyond that abandoned camp. Perhaps that
was her, hidden because they feared our revenge. I try to leave it behind.” He blew
breath out through his lips and shook himself in the manner of a duck shedding
water. “I keep thinking I have.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Mai, wiping away a tear. “What was her name?”
“Reeve Joss!” A voice hailed him from the darkness. “Best come see this!”
“Excuse me.” Joss left.
“Every young man loses his first love,” remarked Anji to Mai, “but most get back

in the saddle and keep riding. He’s tethered to one post.”
“Is it fair to say so? You don’t know what he’s done in the years since, only that

speaking the tale makes him sad. The storytellers in the marketplace would make a
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song out of it, like in the tale of the Rose Princess and the Fourteen Silk Ribbons. She
ran off with her lover, and he left her by the riverside while he went into town to buy
her silk ribbons, and she was eaten by a lion that had been sent to earth by a demon
jealous of her beauty. Afterward he wore her bloodstained rags and went on pilgrimage
to the fourteen holy temples, one for each ribbon he had bought for her, but he
could not calm his heart and after all he turned back to seek revenge, but the demon
seduced him and made him steal back the ribbons from each temple and . . . It’s a ter-
ribly sad tale!” she finished indignantly, seeing that he was trying not to laugh.“He dis-
honored himself! What could be worse? There is a song, but it always makes me cry.”

“I would gladly hear the song. You sing with sincerity and a true voice.”
“Maybe not such a strong one,” she muttered.“But the tone is good, so I am told.”
“You are still angry. I do not laugh at you, dearest Mai. I just have no taste for

such tales. To me, they seem ridiculous.”
“How are the tales ridiculous?”
He laughed. “Any man knows better than to leave a beautiful woman alone by

the riverside in the middle of wilderness! Wild beasts and demons stalk everywhere,
and not least among them the sort of bandits we drove away in Dast Korumbos. No,
I have no patience for those stories.”

“Mistress.” Sheyshi came out of the dark carrying a copper basin filled with wa-
ter. “Here is warmed water, if you want to wash your hair and face.”

“Captain!” The reeve reappeared, barely visible in the gloom, and waved a hand.
“If you will. There’s something I would like you to see.”

Anji nodded at her and went after Joss. Mai watched them fade into the twilight.
She scanned the clearing and the trees but could see nothing exceptional, only mer-
chants fussing at their wagons, soldiers grooming horses, and a dog slinking under
the wheels of a cart. Guards ringed the prisoner’s wagon, but they showed no sign of
alarm as they maintained their vigil.

Movement beside one wagon attracted her gaze. Canvas had been stretched by
means of an internal scaffolding to make a cabin over the bed, and two young
women knelt beside a small fire, feeding sticks into it and stirring in a pot that hung
on an iron tripod over the flames.

“Look there,” said Mai to Priya. “I’ve noticed them before. They look a little like
Sheyshi, don’t they?”

“Slaves,” said Priya. “See the bracelets and anklets, hung with bells so they can-
not run away without alerting their master. Someone means to sell them here in the
north. So it happened to me.”

Mai took the other woman’s arm, looking for the mark of shackles. “You have
never worn such bracelets, Priya!”

“It is not the custom in Kartu. They were taken off me before I came to your fa-
ther’s house.”

“Still.” Mai scratched a forearm carelessly. “There’s something about those two—
or that wagon, anyway—that makes me itch. I don’t know what. Like that time
keder oil spilled on Ti’s hand and made it blister. There’s something hidden, but I
don’t know what.”

A young man appeared by the fire, speaking to the girls, and he looked up as if he
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felt Mai’s gaze. She had seen him before, among the merchants. He was young, with
thick, curly black hair, and vivid with a kind of hunger of the spirit, a thing which
gnaws at the underbelly and never lets up. He noted her, as men always did, but
looked away quickly as if to say, “You cannot feed me, so I have no interest in you!”

“Find out his name,” said Mai to Priya.
Priya brushed her fingers across Mai’s knuckles. “You shouldn’t stare at young

men. Best we go on. Your water is ready.”
She followed Sheyshi behind a canvas screen set up for privacy and, with the aid

of her two slaves, stripped and had them pour the water over her just for the feel of
it. It wasn’t a true bath, with a scrub and afterward a hot soak, but she rubbed and
soaped and afterward Sheyshi brought two more basins and rinsed her, and anyway
it was better than the constant smear of dirt on her skin. She had dried and dressed
and was sitting on a stool, sipping at this nasty drink called cordial while Priya
combed out her hair, when Anji returned, accepted a cup from Sheyshi, and drained
it without even a grimace at the sour taste.

“What was it?” she asked him.
“Just in the trees, a man found two skulls, bones scattered. Wild beasts got into

them, but it isn’t clear if the dead men were murdered or just died from some other
cause—starvation, illness. Or where they came from or why, nothing but the bones,
not even scraps of clothing, pieces of gear, nothing.”

“It doesn’t seem likely that naked people would go wandering in the forest. Un-
less these Hundred folk have strange customs.”

He smiled, but sobered immediately. “The reeve tells me they have no holy fol-
lowers of the Merciful One at all.”

“No followers of the Merciful One? How can that be? We saw a shrine to the god,
but it contained no statue, nothing but withered flowers.”

“He kept thinking I was saying the Merciless One. It took us a while to sort it out.
He had never heard of the Merciful One.”

“You might as well say you have never heard of the color blue, or the sun and the
moon!” she protested. “Surely all creatures know the Merciful One.”

He smiled. “Not in Sirniaka, where Beltak, the King of Kings, Lord of Lords, the
Shining One, rules alone.”

“Everyone knows that this Shining One is only one aspect of the Merciful One.”
“You would be burned alive for saying so.”
“Then I am glad we did not have to stay in Sirniaka!”
He touched her hand, and cradled it between his. “Not even for another ama-

ranth parasol?”
“I only needed one!” She laid her other hand atop his, thinking of the flash of

jealousy he had displayed. Of course it was gratifying, but it scared her, too. “I only
need one,” she added, and his hand tightened on hers and he looked at her intently
in a way that made her both bold and nervous, as though she stood in the court of
judgment knowing she had done nothing to dishonor herself.

“Well,” he said, releasing her hand and rising, breaking the gaze. Her shoulders
relaxed. “They’ll be given a proper funeral, however they do that kind of thing here.
Still, it makes a man wonder.”
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“How they came to die?”
“How much trouble the Hundred folk are having in their lands, to find border

guards working in league with bandits and bones abandoned in the forest. Another
thing I wonder at.” He paused, and she watched him as he regarded the starry heav-
ens with a thoughtful gaze. His profile was a noble one, given a patina of unworld-
liness by night and stars and the fitful illumination of firelight. So might a man out
of legend appear as he considers his destiny, because it is the duty of night to mask
his thoughts and lend glamour to his fortitude.

She waited—she had always been good at waiting—and at length he continued.
“Their ghosts were still there. Where men die violently, there remains a whirlpool

of rage and fear where the spirit was cut from the body. I had Shai come over. Do
you know what he told me?”

“Poor Shai. He’s so afraid of being burned for seeing ghosts.”
He frowned. “It’s true you Kartu folk have odd ideas, which we Qin often re-

marked on. Among the Qin, the few men and women who can see ghosts are hon-
ored. It’s a rare gift. In the empire, a boy who sees ghosts is given to the priests and
becomes a powerful man. It’s also true, though, that a woman in the empire who
saw ghosts would be executed. So, after all, on all counts, you’re better off with me,
Mai.”

“Did I ever suggest otherwise?”
“You did not. But, hear this and wonder, as I do. Those ghosts claim to have been

reeves, so Shai tells me. They were murdered, although they cannot say who killed
them. Yet where are the bones of their eagles? How comes it that our good ally Reeve
Joss had no inkling of these deaths? Are these reeves not soldiers together in one
unit? Does a crime that assaults one not lash the rest into action? Why is he here
alone? Where are those who must stand at his shoulder?”

“What are you saying? That he is a rogue? Or a liar?”
“I think he is an honorable man. But what of other reeves? Are they as honorable

as he is?”
“Did you ask him? Maybe he had heard of the deaths but not thought to tell

you.”
“He said there is a fort—a hall, he called it—of reeves a few days’ journey from

here. He’ll leave us tomorrow at a place he calls Old Fort, and fly to that place to
meet with these other reeves, to see what they have heard of this situation. I am
thinking he wonders why they have not acted, when all these crimes take place
within the lands they are responsible to patrol.”

“He can ask them if they are missing two reeves.”
Anji shook his head. “I did not tell him what the ghosts told us. I am mindful of

the laws of Kartu. Before we let these Hundred folk know that both Shai and I have
ghost-touched sight, best we know whether they’ll wish to burn us alive.”

She put her hands to her cheeks, wishing that fear did not make her skin burn so.
“We must keep our eyes open,” he went on. “Reeve Joss promises to meet us in

Olossi, to help us in our request for settlement privileges. Mai, there is a part for
you to play as well. You are my negotiator. When we reach this city, Olossi, you must
speak innocently, and listen well.”
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“You want me to be a spy.”
“A merchant, darling Mai. Merchants make the best scouts of all. Anyway, men

speak freely with you in a way they will not with other men. Your beauty and clarity
are like wine, loosening their tongues. We have ridden into a strange land. If we are
to survive here, we must know what we are up against.”

30

From Old Fort, Joss and Scar flew east-northeast along the ridge that separated
the narrow coastal fringe from the upland plateau. They glided from updraft to up-
draft, making good time. The southern mountains were marked with icy tips. South
lay the golden brown grasslands, blurring into the horizon. Just to the north, the
Olo’o Sea was fringed with white frills where salt encrusted the shoreline. Seen
from above, the sea had the silky luster of a rare gem, and the intense blue of its wa-
ters matched the color of the sky.

For two days they paused to feed and rest at one of the abandoned bastions that
guarded West Spur, but although Scar could have used another day or two to really
recover his full vigor, Joss pushed on. On the day that they passed the last of the bas-
tions, a circular ruin of stone sitting on a bluff and overlooking road and sea, Joss
turned Scar north over the sea itself, cutting across the estuarine bay which he had
been told was known locally as Fisherman’s Delight.

Below, a swirl of currents and contrasting colors marked the outflow from the
River Olo, a cooler layer of water borne down from frigid springs and northern hills
that had not yet mixed into the warmer sea. Joss no longer hoped that the hidden
currents ripping through the reeve halls would be so easy to discern.

Late in the day he glimpsed an eagle off to the north, a speck seen flying above
the dark border of the distant shore. Soon he could see the broad Olo Plain with its
stripes and squares of fields measured by the straight lines of ditches and orchard
rows. From this height, the rocky escarpment of the city was a mere smudge in the
east, many mey distant, with the ribbon of the river no more than a wink as the
light of the lowering sun caught in its majestic curves. Best to tackle the reeves first,
before they had news of his coming. He had a few days before the caravan would
reach Olossi.

Argent Hall had built its headquarters right at the coastline, in the midst of rice
fields and sheep pasture, making it impossible to sneak up from any side. The huge
rectangular compound was elevated on a massive earth platform and lapped by the
sea on one side and by a murky moat on the other three. The steep banks of the
earthen platform were reinforced along the base with stone, and grown green with
mown grass. Sturdy stone corner towers offered a vantage to survey the surround-
ing fields and the open sea. Skeletal watchtowers suitable for eyries rose at intervals
along the long walls. As he came in, two eagles rose on a coastal updraft and circled
to fall in behind him.

So he would do, placing an escort on an approaching visitor, if he thought
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trouble was coming. Apparently Marshal Alyon thought trouble was coming, even
in the person of another reeve. Joss considered this bleakly as Scar took the turn in
toward the chalk-lightened parade ground and the cart-sized perches, painted
white, where they could land. Before the shadows, the reeves from different clans
had trusted each other, but that trust had eroded. Sometimes he felt he was himself
to blame, since in the first years after the murders of Marit and Flirt he had broken
the boundaries multiple times, had invaded the Guardian altars even knowing they
were forbidden.

Yet this was not the fault of one young, foolish, reckless reeve.
He had to shake it off, but the dreams kept coming.
Scar pulled vertical, wing and tail feathers fanning out and his false wings standing

up as he slowed, and landed. Then he spread his wings to show his size before settling.
A kind of flurry of wings and fluffed-up feathers flowed around those few eagles visi-
ble from the parade ground and up on the watchtowers. Heads swiveled to stare.

Joss slipped out of his harness and dropped to the net, then swung down to the
ground. He bound up his harness out of the way and tied the leash onto the perch’s
swivel ring.

Folk gathered, most in reeve leathers but a few in loose tunics or in the kilted
skirts commonly worn for exercise. He strolled out into the center of the vast parade
ground, where he could be seen and examined from all sides.

“I’ve come to see Marshal Alyon,” he said, and added, unnecessarily, “I hail from
Clan Hall.”

A younger reeve with a scar on his chin and a beady, suspicious gaze answered
him without stepping forward to take charge. “Marshal Alyon’s corpse was laid on
Sorrowing Tower months ago. We’ve had a new marshal since the Whisper Rains.”

He let the shock of that bald statement rake through his body without betraying
by frown or blink that it stunned him. “I’m sorry to hear it. We had no word of it at
Clan Hall.” He took a breath and let it out. “We were wondering, too, what became
of Legate Garrard and the duty reeves who were called back and never replaced.
That was almost a full year ago. Clan Hall sent a reeve called Evo down here as well,
some months ago, but he never returned. I’ve come to see if there’s any news of his
whereabouts.”

The younger man stared but said nothing. They all stared, a dozen reeves and, by
now, twice that many stewards and artificers, and even a few slaves ghosting in the
shadow of the lofts as they craned necks to watch the showdown, although Joss
wasn’t sure who his opponent was. He had faced sullen silences before, only not
from his fellow reeves. They were supposed to be allies.

Clan Hall should have had word of Marshal Alyon’s death if the marshal had
died during the Whisper Rains. That was months ago. These folk knew it as well as
he did. And if they knew what happened to Evo, they should have sent word. But no
one here was talking.

Shadows stretched over the dusty parade ground. A pair of eagles braked in to
land on open watchtowers. Scar fluffed up his feathers. A spike of nerves thrilled up
along Joss’s spine, but the old eagle held his position, and fixed his amber gaze on
his reeve.
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Two reeves, the ones who had just landed, clambered down the watchtower lad-
ders. But the attention of the gathering shifted when a young woman strode out of
the open door of the west loft. A frown creased her dark face. Her hair was pulled
tightly back along the high curve of her skull and braided in a single rope. Folk gave
way to let her through, keeping their distance. She wore an exercise kilt, tied up very
short, while not much more than a band of linen wrapped her breasts. The rest of
her was exposed, and there was a lot of her to see, because she was tall for a woman:
smooth brown legs, taut abdomen, muscular shoulders, arms glistening with sweat
and oil. She wore sandals, and her feet were clean. She stopped a body’s length from
him, looked him up and down in the way she might measure a horse, and smiled
with a soft whistle of approval that made his ears burn. Turning, she cast a pair of
words over her shoulder at him, not in the least flirtatious.

“Come on.”
He appreciated her curves and her brisk walk and the scalloped wave of tattoos

running up the back of her shapely legs, and let her get a little ahead of him before
he followed, just to get the all of her in his view. Her braid didn’t reach much farther
than the middle of her back. Those gathered took her departure as a signal to move
away in silence, all but the man with the scarred chin whose gaze looked ready to
sear both hen and rooster.

As Joss passed close by him, the man hissed between his teeth and said, in a mur-
mur that could not have reached beyond the two of them, “The shadow of lust and
greed rules here. Watch your back.” Then he, too, turned away and, with a notice-
able hitch in his stride, favoring his right leg, headed for the east loft.

The woman paused in the alley between the braceworks and the high wall of the
west loft, in the shadowed cleft midway between light and light, right where a
double-wide door, slid back, opened onto a storehouse built into the outer wall.
Ranks of ceramic vessels filled the long chamber: the tall amphorae for groundnut
oil; smaller pots marked with the ideograms for sesame and chili oils; the elabo-
rately decorated and stoppered vessels containing the most expensive cosmetic oils;
an especially plentiful supply of the distinctive round, sealed pots holding precious
oil of naya. Argent Hall had a remarkably well stocked storehouse, any merchant’s
dream.

“Are you always this slow?” she asked as he halted beside her and gave her his full
attention.

He grinned. “Only when I want to be.”
She snorted. “Men say so, but they have no stamina.”
“Spoken like one of the Devourer’s hierodules.”
“Do you think so?”
“You have the look of it.”
Her fingers, brushing his wrist, were like a wasp’s tickling walk along skin. “Do

you want to find out?”
He bent toward her, lips to her ear, not quite touching. “You’ll find me far more

at ease once my business here is concluded.”
As she started forward, she said something under her breath that he couldn’t

quite catch, or maybe it was something he had heard before, lying in the arms of the
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Merciless One. She devoured the ground with her stride. An impatient woman. She
sizzled with a pent-up anger, but he didn’t know enough to figure it out.

The alley gave way to the garden court with a narrow reflection pool flanked
by fruit and nut trees, a pair of hexagonal fountains spilling water over blue tile,
and wide corner terraces heavily planted with a variety of herbs, veil of mercy,
and hundred-petaled butter-bright, so yellow that the petals seemed smeared
with grease. The marshal’s cote was a humble-seeming pavilion built at the far
end of the pool. The intricate woodwork in the overhanging eaves and around the
closed doors and white-papered windows, and the lacing vines of veil of mercy
and climbing stars twining the poles and lattices of the wraparound porch, be-
trayed that skilled workmanship had gone into both its construction and its or-
namentation.

Their footfalls on gravel surely warned the man waiting within. She indicated
the steps. As Joss mounted the first one, the door slid open and a retired reeve shuf-
fled out onto the covered porch and stood aside. Joss unlaced his boots, stepped out
of them, and crossed up and over the threshold onto the raised floor.

The cote was not a large building. The front room stretched its length, while a
single door, currently shut, suggested that a private chamber waited in back. The
marshal sat on a pillow at a writing desk, at his ease with a quill in one hand and an
ink knife in the other. Such a slender thing, that knife. Joss watched carefully as the
marshal toyed with this knife, gaze fixed on the blank paper lying on the desk. He
must have been cold, for he was wearing a cloak indoors, although it seemed plenty
warm to Joss.

Finally, the marshal set down the knife next to a silver handbell, and looked up.
He was young enough that his youth came as a surprise: a man with an unpreten-
tious face and a diffident manner. He was no one Joss had ever seen before, that he
recalled, and he had seen plenty of reeves in his time.

“I’m Legate Joss out of Clan Hall.”
“I know who you are. Why are you come here?” The man had a child’s plain way

of speaking.
“I hear Marshal Alyon is dead.”
“So he is.”
As the pause drew out, Joss understood that no further information was forth-

coming. The outer door slid shut behind them, and the woman sashayed in, crossed
to the inner door, opened it, stepped through into a narrow chamber made dim
with shadows because all its shutters were shut, and closed the door behind her.
Outside, someone began sweeping the porch.

“How did he die?” Joss asked.
“In the manner of all creatures. His time on this earth ended, and the gods

plucked his soul from the husk to give it a new life in another being.”
Joss had always found these sorts of platitudes irritating, and that fueled his rash

streak. “We’d heard no news at Clan Hall of his passing.”
The marshal blinked.
“We’d wondered about Legate Garrard, and the dozen duty reeves who were

withdrawn from Clan Hall at the beginning of the year. No news, and no legate to
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replace him, and no roster of duty reeves. Clan Hall also sent a reeve this way at the
beginning of the Flood Rains. Evo, his name is. Do you have news of him?”

The marshal moved his quill to a different spot on the work table.
It seemed to be all the answer Joss was going to get. He had dealt with uncoop-

erative witnesses many times, but there was something about the hushed room, the
lack of pillows on which a visitor might settle to make friendly conversation, the
rhythmic stroke of the broom outside, and the memory of that darkened inner
chamber that unsettled him as few things did. Even dealing with the ospreys and
their corrupt ally had not made his skin creep, not like this.

At last, the marshal replied in that innocuous voice. “You’re come into Argent
Hall’s territories. Why?”

“I was sent here at the order of the Commander at Clan Hall to find out why
Legate Garrard was never replaced, and why we’ve had no word from Reeve Evo.
Nor received any news from Argent Hall in almost a year.” When the marshal made
no effort to reply, Joss went on.“As it happens, I’ve also heard complaints from mer-
chants that there is trouble both on West Track and on the Kandaran Pass. They
claimed that border guards on the Kandaran Pass were in league with ospreys.”

The marshal smiled as does a child who is told a ridiculous story. “Do you be-
lieve that?”

“I have proof of it.”
Such a guileless face. “Proof? How can I believe that?”
“I have a man in custody, an ordinand who was in league with the ospreys. Who

admits to the crime.”
“Is he with you here?”
“No.”
“Where, then? It’s a serious charge. The Thunderer’s ordinands are the gods’ holy

soldiers, famous for their devotion to duty and the straight path. It’s a hard thing to
imagine one of them casting aside his oath to hunt with ospreys.”

“He’ll come before the Olossi town assizes. Had Argent Hall no word of these
attacks?”

“Who told you of this?”
“Some among Olossi’s merchants tried—” He broke off, and reconsidered.

“Word reached Clan Hall of the council’s concerns.”
The marshal touched the quill, but picked up the bell instead and rang it. As in

answer, a deeper bell rang twice, breathed twice, rang twice, breathed twice, and
rang twice again.

“We’ll speak tomorrow,” said the marshal. “At the parting of day, we take our sup-
per.”

Joss considered gain and loss, and decided he had no choice but to stay. He took
leave to tend to Scar, to get the eagle settled for a night in the guesting loft. Scar was
the only eagle present in the space. For the first time in his life as a reeve quartering
in a reeve hall, Joss did not properly leash the eagle. He wasn’t sure how quickly he
would need to leave.

A fawkner’s assistant wearing a slave’s bracelets came by to offer a huge haunch
of mutton, but Joss fed Scar lightly and sent the rest away. He remained in the
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semidarkness talking to the eagle about nothing in particular, just that soothing,
mellow chatter necessary to allow the old eagle to adjust to the new surroundings,
although all guest lofts were built exactly the same in every hall. But Scar had the
patience and calm of a veteran and, when the second bell came, took the hood with-
out fuss.

The same slave who had brought the mutton waited outside the door. They crossed
the parade ground, skirted the west loft by an alley running along the sea side of the
compound, and moved directly into the hall where the reeves and their community
ate together every night under the eye of their marshal. He did not see the young man
with scarred chin whose strange warning had raised so many alarms. A place on a
bench awaited Joss, but not at the marshal’s table. The marshal ate alone, still in his
outdoor clothing. He was served by the old reeve, who had a habit, Joss noted, of tast-
ing each dish before ladling out a portion onto his master’s trencher.

Joss sat at the second-rank table among a flight of experienced reeves, stolid, la-
conic men and one woman who said nothing, apparently because it was now the
custom at Argent Hall to listen to a reading while the meal was taken. A middle-
aged woman read in a clear alto from a book of children’s poetry about the origins
and functions of the fourteen guilds, known to Joss from his schooling days when
he’d been set the whole to memorize. It was as nourishing as straw.

Hew! The forester, strong and stern,
Swings with the axe the blacksmith forged.
Soon comes carter to haul the logs
To the shop where woodwright plies his turn.

Gods, how had he endured it then? Well, he had not, and had been caned on the
hands more than once for his tricks when he got bored.

The mention of the carters got him thinking again about his dreams. Strange
that he had folded the dying Silver’s words into a dream and given them Marit’s
voice, as if to give himself an excuse to fly south straight into the fray rather than re-
turn with the wounded Peddo. For twenty years, hers was the only death he had
never been able to leave behind.

The poem droned on and on.

Even bramble, healer uses
To give to dyer for handsome blues

Ghastly! He kept himself busy by sampling every dish, although he was careful
to eat lightly, to avoid getting too full and thus too heavy. Argent Hall ate well:
boiled fish covered with a spicy red chili sauce, rice cake, fried vegetables, nai por-
ridge smothered in butter. Steamed spine-flower petals, heated just until their edges
began to curl, were strewn over lamb basted in sharp ginger. The ubiquitous flat-
bread and mounds of rice rounded out the meal.

Trenchers were cleared away and cups of wine brought. A cluster of giggling
youths dressed in short, sleeveless tunics scurried into the hall. In the pause while
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this unprepossessing entertainment readied itself, his companions ventured a few
comments.

“Clan Hall, is it?” asked the youngest of these veterans. He had a nose once bro-
ken but long since healed with a bump and a twist.

“It is,” agreed Joss pleasantly.
They stared at him as though he had grown a second head. The man with the

broken nose scratched an elbow.
“Toskala is besieged,” said the woman. “How goes it there if foodstuffs can’t

come in or out?”
“Tss! What are you thinking?” demanded Broken Nose as two of the grizzled eld-

ers hissed through tight lips. She paled, shaking her head.
“Besieged?” Joss asked, startled and troubled by the comment. “Beleaguered,

truly, but Toskala is not under siege. A strange turn that would be!”
“Beleaguered,” said Broken Nose, elbowing the woman.
“That’s right. That’s what I heard.” She wasn’t a good liar.
Broken Nose continued.“That’s what we heard. Refugees. Food shortages. Fight-

ing in the hills. Fields laid waste in the night. What news have you heard, there in
the north? What of the regions north of you? Heard you anything?”

Joss wanted to ask them why no one from Argent Hall had sent any manner of
communication to Clan Hall this entire year, but the prickling along the back of his
neck kept him quiet on this subject. He shrugged instead. “The north is lost to us.
Few reeves dare patrol there now. The reeves of Gold Hall and Copper Hall say the
same, of their territories that touch anywhere along the borders of Herelia and Vess.
No news at all from the high vales, so I’ve heard. But that’s only hearsay. The worst
news—this I saw myself—is that High Haldia has come under attack. Under siege.
Perhaps that’s what you were thinking of.”

Six of the seven youths fell into the familiar “talking line,” and the seventh raised
a stick and mirror-drum and commenced to beat out the pulse. As the storytellers
fluttered their hands and stamped their feet, it took him a bit to start picking out
the phrases from their gestures, because they were not accomplished: “bird flies to
mountain” “the wind of ice weights its wings” “falling! falling!” “a cave” “the spring
fountains, an overflowing wine cup carved into the stone” “caught in the current!”
“the tumbling water spills into the hidden valley” . . .

This was the familiar Tale of Indiyabu, but he had never seen it performed so
crudely. And at such length! Every hamlet and village had a girl or boy who had
been trained in the Lady’s garden and could entertain visiting dignitaries with a
more graceful rendition; any member of the guild of entertainers would be shocked
by this display. He yawned, caught himself, and forced a cough. Two of the older
reeves were snoring softly. The woman watched her hands; her fingers twitched, as
though they knew the gestures and wished to speak. Broken Nose stared at the mar-
shal as if awaiting a signal, but if expressions were anything to go by, there was no
love lost between him and the hall’s master. Joss scanned the tables again, but the
young man with the scarred chin remained absent. No one made a move to leave.
Indeed, the audience seemed lulled into a stupor. By the Herald’s Gate! Now they
meant to repeat the entire thing for a third time!
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It was a relief when the drumbeat ended, the marshal rose, and the company was
allowed to depart. A row of tiny cells lined the southern exterior of the guest loft.
Each cell had a sliding window built into the wall above the pallet to let the reeve
check on his eagle at any time during the night. A slave indicated the cell he was
meant to inhabit. The rest were obviously empty, doors ajar, pallets bare of mat-
tresses, even. It appeared no visitors had stayed here in many months.

He made his last check of Scar for the night, finished his own ablutions, and
paced out the cell to get his bearings in the wavering light of a small oil lamp. Four
strides from door to pallet; four strides diagonal to the corner to the right of the
door where a square chest, hip-high, could hold baggage and, with its lid closed,
might also serve as a writing table; side to side the cell was three strides wide. There
was a double shelf at the base of the pallet and some hooks set into the wall on
which to hang clothing and gear. He slid the window open. The loft was dark and
silent. Scar would alert him if anyone came through that way. Still wearing his
leathers, he took off his boots, placed his quiver and staff on the floor just to the left
of the pallet, and tucked his short sword between him and the wall. He hung the
lamp from a hook and blew out the flame. Then he lay down, resting his head on his
rolled-up cloak.

Maybe the food had been contaminated with sleeping herbs. Once he closed his
eyes, he dropped so fast into slumber that he had a moment of disorientation before
he was inexorably dragged under.

The dream unveiled itself in the gray unwinding of mist he has come to dread.
He is walking within a forest of skeletal trees, and by this knows he is dead, awaiting
rebirth. He is a ghost, hoping to wake up from the nightmare twenty years ago, but
the dream has swallowed him and he walks in a world both sleeping and waking
that has no Marit in it.

Foolish. Foolish. Let her pass through Spirit Gate so she can rest. But he cannot
let her go any more than he can unbind the harness that ties him to Scar. The Ox’s
heart seeks in the heavens that soul which fulfills it. He has romanced, enjoyed,
liked, and parted with many women—probably too many—in the second half of
his life, but he has never loved any of them.

The mist boils as though churned by a vast intelligence. Here the dream twists
into nightmare. As the mist parts, he will see her in the unattainable distance, walk-
ing along a slope of grass or climbing a rocky escarpment, a place he can and must
never reach because he has a duty to those on earth whom he has sworn to serve.

The door opened.
Out of the darkness a woman’s figure emerges into what is not light but a super-

natural glamour. Marit pauses on the threshold. She is so close to him! She is
dressed in an undyed linen wide-sleeved jacket whose front panels overlap and are
tied off along one side seam. Her trousers are of the kind that herdsmen wear, loose
and comfortable, stained at the knees. Her hands and feet are bare, yet as if it is cold,
she wears a death-white cape flung back from her broad shoulders. Her gorgeous
black hair is braided into a single widow’s spine almost as thick as his arm.

It hurts to look at her.
She does not move forward. She cannot. She cannot speak or act, because she is
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only a spirit that he dreams as part of his torment. She is not even a ghost, only a
shadow to mark his desire.

“Be warned, sweetheart,” she says. “You are in danger. Beware the third blow.”
His heart lurches. It is her voice, her very own, never forgotten! He tries to sit up,

but he is paralyzed in truth, sleeping and awake at the same time, unable to shift his
limbs.

“Marit!”
“I have broken my oath once already to warn you. Wake now!”
He jolted awake, jarringly alert even though only his eyes opened as the barest

sound scuffed the matted floor. He grabbed his sword and sat up so fast that the
shadow froze.

“Who’s there?” he said in a low voice.
A cough gave him distance and placement, two strides forward from the door

and one to the side.
“I had to come see.” She was taller than Marit. “If it was true what you said.”
“What did I say?” He eased the sword onto his thighs, hilt toward the room and

point toward the wall, holding it underhanded in his left hand.
“That you were slow only when you wanted to be. A woman can look a long time

before she finds a man who can really take his time.”
Her voice had that drawling tone that teases a man and causes him all manner of

comfortable distress. She changed position, and he saw suddenly that she was naked
from the waist up, wearing only that short kilted wrap around her hips. She was all
suggestive curves. He felt a stirring through skin and flesh, and in that instant of
distraction, because men can be so easily distracted, she struck.

She was fast, but he was wide awake and ready. He ducked under her lunge and
extended his arm in one stroke, catching her under the arm with a sharp blow from
the hilt. That was enough to stagger her, and he looped his lower arm around and
over and slapped her hard on the side of the head, catching her cheek with the flat of
the blade.

She collapsed onto the floor with a grunt. Her weapon rattled against the pallet
and rolled onto her body. He scooped it up by the handle, rolled it in his fingers,
tried its weight. It was light, slender, deadly, an assassin’s knife. He knew it as surely
as he breathed.

He fished for the chain at his neck and drew up the two treasures that hung
there. His fingers brushed the whistle, and for an instant he considered blowing it,
to alert Scar, but the pitch would wake other eagles as well. Now was not the time.

Instead, he untied the tiny bag in which he carried his flint. Striking and nursing
a spark with the flint, he lit the lamp. Her body was sweetly formed, enticing him.
Her braid was wrapped tight and pinned atop her head. Her eyes were closed, and
she was breathing shallowly, full breasts rising and falling. . . . He forced himself to
look away, to examine the knife. A sigil was carved into the handle, the four-petaled
mark of Ushara, the Merciless One, the Devourer, mistress of life, death, and desire.
They had found a similar tattoo on the body of that Devouring girl, twenty years
ago.

The Devourer eats women and men both, and both women and men serve her,
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but only women served in her innermost sanctum. There, it was rumored, assassins
might be bought who had trained in Ushara’s courtyards, equally adept at seduc-
tion or murder, but even a reeve of long standing like Joss had never been able to fix
the blame for any mysterious killing on the Merciless One’s secretive hierodules. He
had never been able to prove anything.

He sawed off a length of her wrap, rolled up the knife in the cloth, and shoved it
into his kit bag. Quickly, he pulled on his boots, strapped on his gear, and left Argent
Hall’s guest rooms behind. Scar was already awake and alert, strangely calm, as
though he had been warned. Quickly, and in silence, Joss readied the eagle, then
shoved open the great door and walked him outside into the empty courtyard. A
single lantern burned at the night watch’s tower, overlooking the land side of the
compound.

Joss was shaking as he gestured Scar up on the launching post and fastened him-
self into the harness. A shout rang out from the tower. A second lamp flashed. Scar
raised wings and tail and thrust with his legs. No male eagle had a more powerful
downstroke than Scar, and he was lifting and moving forward with such strength
that he was past the compound’s wall before the sentry got his eagle off the watch-
tower. Joss got a glimpse of him as they flew past, gaining altitude, seeking an up-
draft. It was the young man with the scar. He set his eagle after anyway, rising into
the night and stroking after Joss.

Sweat poured freely down Joss’s neck and forehead, although the night’s wind off
the sea was cool. The heavens were clear, and the stars blazed. Far to the east, the
Peacock rose. He turned Scar south-southeast toward Olossi.

As a youth, he had served his year’s apprenticeship with Ilu the Herald. He had a
seeking mind that did not veer away from the unknown or inexplicable. Now his
heart hammered and his thoughts skipped. He could not think through the trou-
bling things he had seen and experienced at Argent Hall. He could make no sense of
the day at all, or even the impossible dream of Marit stepping out of the mist where
she had long wandered in the unreachable distance. Of Marit speaking. He ought to
think of her, but he could not because he kept seeing that dead Devouring girl from
twenty years ago. Although pierced to the heart, she had lost little blood, and her
face had worn a rictus grin that had disturbed him ever after. So might the Merci-
less One smile when she suffers death’s consummatory kiss.

This night, such a knife had been meant for him.
Sweat stung his eyes, and he wiped his forehead and tilted his face to let the wind

pour over eyes and nose and mouth. Scar found an updraft, and they rose and rose
and rose as the land fell away below them, as dark and still as a sleeping beast. The
sea gleamed, reflecting stars.

The reeve from Argent Hall was still pacing him, neither falling behind nor try-
ing to catch up. Eagles were creatures of day, and flew at night only under duress.
Scar was already angry, kekking and making his displeasure known with little stab-
bing motions of that huge beak. Joss didn’t want to put down, but he had enough of
a head start out of Argent Hall that he figured it was better to risk the stop rather
than let the other man follow.

He and Scar circled down in an open field of rice stubble not yet turned under, a
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pale expanse where it was unlikely they’d stumble onto any unexpected holes or
rills or ditches. It was a risk, but one that paid off as the other reeve landed at the far
end of the field, a gap carefully judged to allow an approach without seeming
threatening.

Scar flared and spread his wings, disturbed by the difficulty of the night landing,
the lack of a roost, and the presence of the other eagle, but after a command from
Joss, he tucked his head under his wing and settled in to wait.

Joss unhooked from his harness, hooked the unlit lantern to his belt, and kicked
through the stubble. The other man met him halfway. He had kept his traveling
cloak on, a signal that he didn’t expect a fight. Both raised their staves out in front
into “holding.”

“Why did you come after me?” asked Joss.
“You’re really from Clan Hall?”
“So I am.”
“Legate Garrard is dead.”
“How do you know?”
Wind rustled in the dry stalks. Insects chirruped. He smelled a trace of hearth

fire, drifting from an unseen farmhouse. A line of mulberry trees rimmed the sea
break of the field. It grew suddenly cool, as though the weather had turned back
several months to the season of Shiver Sky, but maybe that was just his instinct for
trouble shivering to life.

The young man cleared his throat. “Once I speak, I cannot return to Argent Hall.
They’ll kill me.”

“They’ll kill you anyway, if it has come to that. They’ll never trust you, knowing
you came after me. Tell me what you know. Afterward it’s best you fly to Clan Hall
to report to the Commander. Do you know the way?”

“I was there one time, my first year.”
So were they all. It was part of their training.
“I think I can find it,” he added, but he didn’t sound sure of himself. He lowered

his staff to “resting,” as a measure of trust, but Joss only spotted the tip of his own
against the earth, ready to strike if this proved to be an ambush.

“What’s your name?”
“I’m Pari. That’s Killer.”
“Killer?” He peered through the curtain of night, but the eagle seemed smaller

than average and already asleep, head tucked.
“She’s very calm,” said the young man with a hoarse laugh. “Kind of lethargic,

actually. I think her first reeve gave it to her as a hope name.”
“Well, then, Pari, I’m Legate Joss, out of Clan Hall. That’s Scar. Why did you

come after me?”
The other man was breathing harshly, and he caught back what sounded like a

sob. “Ai, where to start? You know, they tell you that the reeves are incorruptible. It’s
what they teach you the day you step into the circle. Reeves are incorruptible be-
cause the eagles can’t be corrupted. The hells! What a stupid thing to believe!”

“Don’t take it too hard,” said Joss softly. “It’s true about the eagles, anyway.”
“Oh. Sure!” He was aggrieved as only the young can be, when the still waters in
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which they have gazed all this time are shattered by a tossed stone. “But a dog can
no more cleanse his master’s shadowed heart than a child can stop its father from
drinking away the wages his family needs for food, or drag its den-crawling mother
from clouds of sweet-smoke where she drowns while her children bawl outside.”

“A sight seen too often,” Joss agreed. “What happened at Argent Hall?”
“I’m three years in, and I never knew that reeves did come and go so much. Folk

transferred out, and transferred in. Why, I think a hundred reeves come in just in
these last three years, and there was already a big turnover before that, so the old
ones tell me. And no new reeves chosen for over two years now. That’s even though
there’s more than forty eagles who’ve lost their reeves and flown off in the last few
years, and never returned.”

Joss shook his head. “I’ve never heard of that happening before. No new reeves
chosen at all?”

“Only one who came after me. She’s dead, now, and her eagle flown.”
A nasty feeling was gnawing at his gut, like a lilu turned from tempting woman

to its natural form right in the middle of its grazing. “Clan Hall is aware of the
transfers, but in truth there’s nothing can be done by the Commander. She has only
a supervisory position. But everyone knows it’s disruptive to the eagles to transfer
them. It’s done only if necessary.”

“Yeah, it was plenty disruptive here, or so they say, as I’ve never known anything
but trouble in Argent Hall. All the ones who had a bad temper, or weren’t getting
along in their other hall. Reeves who had hit someone too hard, or drank too much,
and one woman who’s addicted to the sweet-smoke, even, though she still flies! One
reeve—that would be Horas—they said he murdered a man but nothing came of it
when the family tried to get justice. And the reeves at Argent Hall who complained
most about the disruption, they were asked to leave and go elsewhere. Or they just
left, and weren’t seen again.”

“All this done at the order of Master Alyon?”
Once started, Pari spoke so quickly that Joss had a hard time following him. “I

admit Master Alyon was ill, and infirm, there at the end. There were a foursome of
veterans who had the running of things. I heard whispers that he was being poi-
soned. He did get better right toward the end when he brought in that Devouring
girl to do his cooking for him and who knows what else besides. That was around
the time when he recalled Garrard. Talk was that Marshal Alyon had Garrard in
mind for succeeding him. But then comes this man who calls himself Yordenas—
not much older than me, mind you!—and first he tells Dovit that he’s out of Iron
Hall and then he tells Teren that he’s out of Copper Hall, so there’s some confusion,
as you can guess.”

“The eagle would have a band to mark its territory.”
“That’s just it. None of us have ever seen Yordenas’s eagle.”
“How can that be?”
“He says it’s nesting up in the Barrens. But I’ve never heard tell of an eagle gone

on its nesting season for that long.”
“It could be. I’ve heard tell of a nesting pair gone most of a year’s time. But it is

odd, that he comes to you as a reeve, and yet has no eagle. So what happened then?”
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“Master Alyon just up and died one night, and it all changed. We blink, and
overnight this Yordenas is sitting in the marshal’s cote and there are more reeves
supporting him than opposing him. When Garrard protests, next thing you know
Marshal is calling it out as a mutiny and thirty or more are dead and their eagles
flown back to the mountains, just like that.”

“Those are the eagles that never came back to choose new reeves?”
“That’s right, most of them. Thirty or forty others left then, reeves and eagles

both, although I don’t know where they went. It just gets worse. Patrol routes
changed. Marshal closed the gates to outsiders, any outsiders, even folk come to re-
port on trouble in their village or to ask for help. We got word anyway of ospreys on
the Kandaran Pass and along the West Spur, and there come some Olossi merchants
to beg for our help one night, so Dovit and Teren went out on patrol without per-
mission, but they never came back. That was a two-month back, I think. Most of
them I knew from three years back when I first got chosen are gone, except the ones
I never liked at all. The others are dead with Garrard. Or they left.”

At last, he took a breath. He was trembling. The sliver of moon called Embers
Moon was rising in the east, heralding dawn.

“Why did you stay?” asked Joss.
His chin tilted back. The faint moonlight seemed to catch and gleam on the

white scar of his chin. He was Toskala-chinned, like Joss, recently shaven. He looked
very young.

“Someone had to.”
Joss grinned sadly. “You’ve courage to have stuck it out.”
Pari shrugged, as if embarrassed or ashamed. “Didn’t do anyone any good.”
“You did what you could. You’ll have to go north. Follow the course of the River

Hayi. It runs east-west until the Sohayil Gap; a little past that, the river bends north-
east. Once to the Aua Gap, continue north. You can’t miss the River Istri. Any land-
holder there can tell you in which direction—seaward or ridgeward—Toskala lies,
if you don’t recognize the lay of the ground.”

“Where are you going?” asked Pari.
Joss considered. This might be some kind of complicated ploy, and he daren’t

risk trusting him, although his heart told him that the young man was being hon-
est. It was hard to playact that kind of righteous, helpless pain.

“I’ve heard tell of this trouble along the West Spur, as I told the marshal. I’m in-
vestigating it. What do you know about it?”

“No one confides in me,” he said with a tone very like a child’s whine. “Just that
caravans were being attacked. Women kidnapped, although that was before my
time. I suppose the merchants in Olossi would know about it. It’s their trade that
would be hurt.”

“What do you know about the merchants in Olossi? Anything that could help
me? Any names? Anything?”

He shrugged. “I’ve went to the Devouring temple a few times, but not recently.
Marshal likes to hold us close against him these days, those of us he doesn’t trust. I
see reeves flying out solo, so I suppose they’re carrying messages. Maybe to Olossi. I
think they have some kind of understanding with the council there, but I don’t
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know. Anyway, I come from Sund. That’s the territory I know best. I’m not allowed
to patrol out on my old rounds anymore. I suppose no one is patrolling there at all.”

“So Yordenas is the name of this new marshal?”
Pari laughed as at a cruel joke. “He calls himself Yordenas.”
“When you get to Clan Hall, be sure to tell all of this to the Commander just as

you’ve told it to me. They can check the records, see if such a reeve is recorded.”
“It won’t matter,” said Pari.
“Why not?”
“This is the thing. Garrard stabbed him, when they got in that fight. It was ugly,

the things they said, and afterward it was worse. But he didn’t die. He should have
died, but he didn’t. A day later he was up and walking like nothing had happened. I
think he’s a demon, not a person at all.”

“A stab wound can call out a lot of blood, but do little real damage.”
“So you might think. It was a killing blow, I’m telling you.”
Joss whistled softly, under his breath. He could not make sense of this young

man and his passion and his anger and his tendency to slip into a child’s manner
of grievance.

“You don’t believe me.”
“I’m not sure what there is to believe.”
Pari cursed in a low voice, then gave a breathy, cackling laugh like that of a man

driven past endurance. “No, you couldn’t know, not unless you’d been there. I’m
just saying this: Wolves and ospreys stalk the land. And they’re winning the battle.”

“I can’t argue with that.”
Night turned. The eastern horizon sparked, limned in fire.
“Best be going, friend,” Joss went on. “Argent Hall will be looking for us. Best if

we’re well away.”
“They’ll find us.” Pari looked back toward Killer, who was shaking herself awake

and looking none too eager to face the day given her interrupted night. “I’m not
brave. Mostly, I was afraid to run for fear they’d catch me and do something awful
to me. I don’t even know what. Marshal Yordenas has something wrong with him,
but I don’t know what it is. And the rest pant after him like they’re dogs and he’s the
one holding their dinner.”

“So it may be. Best we be going.”
Pari looked him in the eye, a stare both belligerent and frightened, but he shook

himself, nodded, and flattened his mouth into a determined grimace. “Don’t trust
anyone.”

Joss strode back to Scar, who had the ability to come awake fast and ready to go.
They launched first, and he circled twice until Pari finally got up off the ground and
headed east-southeast, making for the river, just as he should. Joss pulled south toward
the faint glimmer of watch lights still burning on Olossi’s watchtower several mey dis-
tant. His gaze tracked the distance reflexively. It caught on an anomaly. A pale spot rose
in the southeast, like another creature flying, except no eagle had that ghostly color. He
blinked, and the spot vanished. It was only a trick of the predawn light.

With the dawn, he closed in on Olossi Town. He had to get Olossi’s council to
talk. He had to ferret out the ones who had sent that doomed delegation into the
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north. Where had that Devouring girl come from, and why had she tried to kill
him?

Not that there was any proof, only his word against hers beyond the evidence of
the knife and Pari’s garbled history. No proof, no clues, no evidence, not even an
explanation for why things seemed so very wrong at Argent Hall. Marshal Yordenas
could always claim that the youth was disaffected, that the woman—the assassin—
acted on her own. Nothing to do with me, he would say, how could I know I har-
bored these vipers in my hall?

Joss circled the town, swinging wide to get a good look at the avenues and sur-
rounding fields. Early-morning traffic was brisk, folk going about their business in
the cool hours of the day before the heat really slammed them. Despite the custom
that every city must maintain a wide square or court so that reeves could fly in and
out of the city’s heart, Olossi’s inner town lacked any such space. It had long since
been built into such a warren of walled gardens, crowded temple grounds, family
compounds, and housing blocks raised by merchants, artisans, and other guild
families that the only open spaces remaining surrounded the five wells, the three
noble towers, and the ancient timber council hall that was popularly supposed to be
the oldest extant building in Olossi. There was a large courtyard, with the custom-
ary perch, in front of the Assizes Tower, but the angle of the roofs and the awkward
slant of the street and walls along the approach made him chary of risking a landing
there. He took a long look at the elongated peak of the council hall and finally de-
cided that it was also too risky, although such a landing would certainly impress the
locals. Instead, he banked low over Olossi’s skirts, that part of the city that had
grown up and out, beyond the inner city walls, into a lively patchwork of slums,
warehouses, stockyards, tanning yards, and guild yards along the southern bank of
the river.

The shine of the river drew his gaze toward the sea. Far off, he saw the white walls
of a Devourer’s temple sited on a rocky island in the midst of delta channels. It was
possible that the woman who had tried to murder him had come from there, and
no doubt he would have to go speak to their Hieros. That would be an interview he
did not relish.

A shout rang up from the ground. Below, folk gathered at a gate marked by a
temple to Sapanasu were pointing up at him. He turned a last time and swung in
low as Scar raised his wings and fanned out pin and tail feathers for the landing.
They hit in a dusty field a short walk from the gate.

He tested the jesses on Scar’s legs, and stepped back while giving the hand signal
for flight and return. Scar thrust and beat upward, circling once to mark Joss’s po-
sition before flying toward the distant bluff that marked the upland and its poten-
tial hunting ground. The reeve slung pack and hood across his shoulders. He
walked across the field, kicking up dust, and reached a path that met up with a lane
that struck into the roadway. He paid a vey as toll to pass through Crow’s Gate and
passed the colonnade where the clerks of Sapanasu had already begun their day’s
accounting. The caravan with Captain Anji had not yet come through; they were
likely two or three days out. He had a few days to work before he would have to
meet them and the prisoner.
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Business moved early in Olossi, especially in the season of Furnace Sky. A
woman and her daughter had set up a stall selling fried palm bread and green
mango. He bought one of each—the palm bread still hot from the griddle and the
mango peeled, sliced to make petals of its flesh, and impaled on a stick—and ate as
he walked along the road that led to the inner gate. Wagons lurched and rumbled
along the stone. Women walked with baskets balanced atop their heads. A pair of
children bent beneath a yoke from which hung buckets stinking of night soil.

Olossi’s council guard manned the wide gates that allowed traffic to enter and
leave the inner city. The pair on duty saw his reeve’s leathers and his dusty boots and
immediately called a captain, who delegated a young man to escort him up the
winding avenues to the council hall. They crossed the Assizes Court where a line
had already formed in front of the timber hall, whose double doors were still
closed. Behind the hall, the square Assizes Tower rose.

From here they climbed the hill. Blocks of houses rose around them as they
strode up the steady slope of the avenue that spiraled its way to the top. They passed
a tricolored, three-layered gateway that marked the entrance to a tiny garden sanc-
tuary dedicated to Ilu the Herald. A slave carried a pair of covered buckets in
through the entrance to a large family compound where smoke threaded up from
cook fires within. A pair of stone lanterns holy to Sapanasu flanked the narrow
opening to one of the Lantern’s holy temples. At one corner, he smelled the sweet
flavor of pastry-baking. A pair of very young ordinands lounged, yawning, at the
open doors of one of Kotaru’s forts; the snap and crack of arms training drifted out
from the interior. A “hatched eye” sacred to Taru the Witherer had been painted on
a circular door set into high, whitewashed walls; fruit trees flourished in the hidden
garden behind, their scent a fleeting perfume in the air, and flowering vines spilled
over the top of the wall. A lane branched off the main avenue, flying the gold and
silver pennants of gold- and silversmiths. Beyond this, seen floating away over
rooftops, lay Olossi’s Sorrowing Tower. Kites spun their slow circles above its pale
stone crenellation.

Despite the early hour, Joss was sweating by the time they reached the highest
point in Olossi, with its Fortune Square, the rectangular council hall, and the
smooth curve of the dark stone watchtower with its open roof and fire cage.

At this hour of the day, a line of supplicants had formed on the steps of the coun-
cil hall. The guardsman led him past these up onto the sheltered porch where a line
of benches sat empty, and through the sliding doors into an entry chamber. This
chamber, which stretched the width of the hall, was paneled with screens charm-
ingly painted with the story of the Silk Slippers. Its only inhabitant was a woman
with pleasant features who was no longer in the first blush of youth. She wore a
loose tunic with a scoop neck that draped low enough for him to see the blue-
purple tattoos running up either side of her neck—the wave-scallops marking her
as kin of the Water Mother. Safe to flirt with. Like the woman who had tried to kill
him. The image of that one, so sensual, so strong, flashed so powerfully in his mind
that he was for a moment disoriented.

“Can I help you?”
“Sorry. Change in light made me lose my footing. I’m a reeve sent from Clan
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Hall in Toskala. Legate Joss. I need urgently to discuss with the council this matter
of the recent border disturbances up on the Kandaran Pass, and along West Spur.”

“Yes, we’ve had a lot of complaints about safety on the roads this year. But I
didn’t know it was serious enough to call a reeve out of Toskala.” She was some
manner of clerk, seated at a table with a sheaf of documents placed at her left elbow,
and a quill and ink stand to her right. She wore Sapanasu’s lantern on a necklace as
a mark of her service. “The thing is, the council only meets in the evenings. Even so,
there’s no meeting until Wakened Crane.”

Four days from now.
“A few council members might come by after Shade Hour to take tea,” she

added, with a faint flicker of eyelids, not quite flirting but surely interested.
“Can I wait and talk to them? If not the council, what of Olossi’s militia?”
“No. Every able-bodied man, and any woman who qualifies, must serve a turn,

but the captains are hired and fired by the council. You could go to Argent Hall.”
He considered, and decided to be bold. “I’ve been there, but they’re not inter-

ested. Can you tell me where the carters’ guild is located?”
“I can, but it’s all the way down and beyond the gates. You’re in luck, though,

given the day. Usually the guildsmen take a drink up here at sunset, nothing formal,
but it’s traditional on Wolf days, kind of a thanksgiving for trips survived without
incident. Do you want to go all the way down, or do you fancy a rest up here? I can
show you to the garden. Or you can sit on one of the benches outside.”

He rested fisted hands on the table and leaned there, with a smile that made her
blush. “Now that I think of that long walk, and my restless night, I guess I fancy a
rest in the garden.”

She blushed brighter. Shrugged. Tongue-tied. He was pushing too hard with this
one. Possibly she was married, but no red bracelets circled her wrists. He straight-
ened, and she relaxed.

“I do fancy a rest,” he added, “but in truth I should go down right away, if you’re
willing to give me the direction.”

At the door, a man stuck his head in, saw them talking, and withdrew.
“My name is Jonit,” she said suddenly, and he guessed, by the shy tremor of a new

smile and by the way her eyelids flickered and her lashes dipped to shadow her eyes,
that she was definitely not married or allianced.“I don’t have to open until the hour
bell. If you want to, you can wash your hands and face and sit down a moment be-
fore you take that long walk back down the hill. If you want.”

“That is tempting.”
She licked her lips, seemed by the way she bit at her lower lip to make a decision,

and let out a breath. Rising and moving out from behind the table, she revealed a
petite figure, winsome and nicely rounded, wrapped in gold and pearl-white layers
of silk tunic and shawl with deep blue pantaloons. Her feet were bare except for
three gold anklet rings. A woman with prosperous connections. It seemed surpris-
ing she wasn’t married.

She saw him assessing her. She had a teasing smile that made her prettier. “It’s a
nice garden. There’s even a fountain, but you might miss the entrance if someone
doesn’t show you where it is.”
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She began to walk away. Heavy footfalls pounded on the steps outside. She
shifted to look back at him, beckoning, but her eyes widened and mouth dropped
open. He turned as five guardsmen pushed into the chamber led by a captain in a
stiff leather tunic.

“Yes, that’s him,” said the young guardsman, the very same one who had escorted
him up. The youth stepped away, disassociating himself from trouble.

“What’s this?” asked Jonit.
Their captain stepped forward, hand on his sword. “I’m Captain Waras, of the

Olossi militia, under the authority of the Olossi council. You’re under arrest, by or-
der of the council.”

“I am?” asked Jonit, looking bewildered.
“No, this reeve here. You’re the one who calls yourself Legate Joss? Who claims to

be here under the authority of the Commander of Clan Hall in Toskala?”
“I am,” he said.
“If you will come with us. . . .” The polite phrase was meant to intimidate.
“Where do you mean to take me?” He did not move but felt keenly the cool

touch of the whistle against his chest, hidden beneath his clothing. Scar could land
on the peaked roof, but it would be a difficult climb to get up to him.

“Assizes Tower.”
“What is the charge? You cannot prosecute me until an advocate from Clan Hall

is here to witness. This is very serious, accusing a reeve. You know the laws.”
“Murder is a serious charge,” said the captain.
That was the kick, but Joss was already drawn too tightly to flinch. Indeed, he

was getting angry. “Certainly it is. Who am I supposed to have murdered, and
where?”

Jonit backed away, staring at him as though he were welted with plague. Shadows
lined the porch and moved along the rice paper walls of the sliding doors and win-
dows as folk crowded up outside to listen.

“One of the Thunderer’s ordinands. A captain stationed most recently at the bor-
der fort at the terminus of West Spur, on the Kandaran Pass. Name of Beron.”

He almost staggered, hit so hard and quickly, but reeves learned to keep their feet
under them. “I just arrested such a man,” he said quietly, “for conspiring with a
band of ospreys to rob caravans coming up from the south over the pass. But he’s in
transit here, with a caravan, under guard.”

Captain Waras shrugged. “I hold the order. Nothing more. If you’ll come with
me, there’ll be no trouble.” One of his guards leaned in and whispered, and the cap-
tain had the grace to look embarrassed before he held out a hand. “If you please,
give me the whistle they say you carry. The one that will call your eagle to you.”

“I will not! None but a marshal has the right to take that from me.”
“If you’re innocent, you’ve nothing to fear.”
Joss laughed. It was all he could do. He had no idea how far the rot had spread,

even now, even here. “I’ll come to Assizes Tower and wait for a witness from Clan
Hall, as is my right. I’ll agree to bide peacefully until the caravan arrives. They are
witness to my operations. But I’ll give up nothing, not my weapons, not my whistle,
nothing. When the caravan arrives, you’ll see this is a false charge.”
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He pushed past them and out the door, head held high, praying to the gods but
especially to Ilu the Herald, that Captain Anji was an honest man and as clever as he
looked. Wheels were spinning within wheels here, and even the Herald might not
be able to guide him out of this labyrinth.

The folk gathered on the porch scattered back as he reached the stairs. He started
down, and on the third step crossed from shade into the blast of the sun. Blinking,
lifting a hand to shade his eyes. A gasp warned him, a woman’s choked shriek. A
whisper of air chased his ear. The haft of a spear smacked into the side of his head.

He dropped hard, spinning in and out of darkness as consciousness wavered.
Images flashed: the assassin striking with her knife; the captain’s stabbing accusa-
tion; beware the third blow.

He hit the ground, tried to raise himself on a hand, but hadn’t the strength.
A man’s stocky form loomed above him, blocking the sun. “Take him to the

tower, and lower him into the dungeon. And take that damned whistle off his
neck!”

He blacked out.

31

After the reeve left, Anji kept Mai close beside them as they rode. She learned to
enjoy the constant movement up and down the line of march. As the days passed,
she watched for what interested her, spent a great deal of time finding out what coin
and other measures of barter the folk here used, and how much things cost. She also
looked for and mentioned things she thought Anji might find of interest: a lame
horse; an abandoned doll; a shuttered hut; a carter with sores around his mouth
that could be the sign of a corrupting disease. Most of the time he or Chief Tuvi or
one of the men had already noticed these things, but not always. Sometimes things
troubled her that interested them not at all.

The morning they came into sight of their destination for the first time, they
paused to survey the river plain, the distant fields, the delta, and the sprawling town
with its inner heart and its outer skirts. Anji and Chief Tuvi pulled their horses off
to one side and conferred about lines of entry and exit, visible roads and paths, and
their options for escape should they receive a hostile greeting. The caravan rattled
past. Mai’s gaze drifted to watch the faces of the merchants as they recognized that
today—at long last!—they would reach the market they longed for. Such a range of
pleasure and enthusiasm, relief and laughter!

Yet one man’s brows were wrinkled with anxiety. One man, walking past beside
his wagon, was not lightened by the sight. As usual, his cargo remained hidden
within the canvas tent that covered his small wagon. Mai knew a mystery when she
saw one.

She waited for Anji to finish. When at last they rode forward again, passing the
slower-moving wagons as they rode toward the vanguard, she watched for one mer-
chant in particular. She marked him easily; he was almost stumbling, hanging on to
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the wagon as though he were sick and dizzy. As they came up from behind, she
slowed her horse to keep pace with his wagon.

“Are you well, merchant?” she asked him.
Startled, he looked up at her. He paused, forced a smile that did not touch his

eyes, and tried out formal words on his tongue. “A long, weary journey, Mistress.”
He let go of the pole and wiped his sweating brow.

She smiled, hoping to reassure him. “Close now, I see. Is Olossi your home?”
“No, Mistress. But it is my destination.”
Or maybe he was getting sick; sickness was always dangerous. She glanced at the

wagon, wondering if the girls were sick, too, but they ate so much she doubted it.
This was more likely a sickness in his heart. Anji had gotten ahead of her, so she
nodded at him and rode after her husband.

“That man is hiding something,” she said when she caught him.
He smiled. “We are all hiding something.”
“I am hiding nothing!”
“Your true price. Your father sold you cheaply.”
She colored, not liking to think of herself as merchandise bought and sold, like

almonds and peaches, but it was true, and anyway she was happy her father had
neglected to drive a harder bargain. Not that she would tell Anji that. “That’s not
what I mean. You asked me to use my market eyes and my market ears, and now I
am telling you that man—he’s called Keshad—is hiding something.”

He looked back over his shoulder at the cart, then back at her. “What makes you
think he’s hiding something? Besides the obvious fact that he is a merchant.”

“The closer we come to Olossi the weaker and more nervous he becomes. The
whiteness around his eyes betrays fear, and his eyes are inflamed by shed tears.”

“Many men suffer the traveling sickness—exhaustion, loose bowels, sick stom-
ach, sore feet.”

“I thought so too. But in the days we’ve traveled from the border, his pace has re-
mained steady, and he eats at night.”

“You have been watching him?”
Was that a sharp note in his voice? She chose to ignore it. “I am curious about the

two girls in his wagon. They eat enough for three or four. Maybe they’re just very
hungry. But a prickling between my shoulder blades alerts me.”

He grunted thoughtfully, surveying their surroundings.
The carts and wagons of the caravan proceeded along the middle portion of the

road, with its paving stones, but she and Anji rode on the margin paths, against the
main flow of traffic, crushed stone crunching under their horses’ hooves. Farther
out a skein of footpaths paralleled the road, and along this walked various locals.
Some carried burdens: a grandmother limped along with a baby in a sling at her
hip; a girl balanced a bulging reed basket atop her head; a trio of women easily han-
dled massive sheaves of grain that obscured their faces and torsos. A pair of sweat-
ing, half-naked men hauled a cart piled with rocks. Other men and women ambled
or hurried toward distant fields and orchards with hoes and shovels and rakes in
hand. A pair of boys ran, giggling, with what appeared to be a writhing snake in the
hands of one.
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They had such a different look here, a different shape of skull, a rich, golden-
brown complexion in a variety of shades nothing like the folk she had grown up
among in Kartu Town. Yet here and there among them walked an old woman with
a brown-black complexion and round features like Priya’s, or a young man with the
bronze-red coloring of the eastern desert towns along the Golden Road. These for-
eigners always wore bronze bracelets. On the whole, the Hundred folk were taller
and more robust than the outlanders who had washed up in their lands, although
some among the Hundred kind wore slave marks, just like in Kartu Town: brands,
belled anklets, iron collars.

“Good silk,” she commented, indicating the bright clothing worn by women
moving along the paths. Now and again someone passed by wearing a coarser weave
of silk that made the quality of the other stand out in contrast.

“They’re wearing a lot of Sirniakan silk,” said Anji. “I would wager that the
homespun is local silk. Nothing as good as the Sirni silk. It’s no wonder they prefer
silk out of the south. Yet it makes me wonder how far the sword of the emperor
reaches.”

Her heart beat faster as she thought of the burning town they had left behind to-
gether with three men and nine slaves. “Will we be safe here?”

“We will find out.” He pointed. “Look there. A troop of acrobats.”
Beyond the foot trails lay cleared ground where lithe athletes, some quite young

and others remarkably old, juggled balls and balanced on rope, turned cartwheels
and flips, and then did it all again. A woman of middle years strode among them,
hectoring and gesturing. Mai tried but could not quite hear what she was saying.
The troupers, male and female alike, were dressed in short kilts and tight sleeveless
jerkins; some of the men wore no top at all. It was shocking to see so much smooth
and handsome skin displayed right out in public. At the roped-off edge of the dirt
field, a group of children had gathered to watch. There was even a quartet of small
dogs who stood on their hind legs and turned in circles, like a dance.

She turned half around in the saddle as the field fell behind. “I wonder if they’ll
perform here. If we can attend a show.”

When he didn’t answer, she turned back. They rode up to the cluster of Qin sol-
diers who surrounded the wagon in which the prisoner was confined. Chief Tuvi
nodded as his captain fell in beside him.

“All is quiet?” asked Anji.
The chief nodded. “It is.”
Tuvi called to one of the men riding next to the wagon. The wagon had a scaf-

folding built over it on which planks had been nailed to form a crude shelter, with
a canvas ceiling stretched over the top. The soldier leaned out to release the catch on
a plank and lowered it, revealing a window into the inside. Through that gap, Mai
saw a slice of the dim interior and a man’s face. In that first moment, his gaze was
direct, defiant, unashamed, but then he flinched and raised a hand against the light.
Tuvi nodded, and the soldier raised the plank and latched it back into place.

“He eats,” said Tuvi. “He wishes to keep up his strength.”
“I wonder what manner of justice he expects from these assizes,” said Anji. “I

have spoken with the caravan masters. It seems a court is assembled of men or
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women from the town who have a certain respectable standing. They hear evidence,
and then make a judgment by casting lots.”

Tuvi tugged at an ear. “Women? Huh.”
“Women listen and observe better than men do,” said Mai.
“I dare not argue,” said Anji in a way that irritated her.
Chief Tuvi gave her a long, careful look as he scratched at his chin and the strag-

gle of beard growing there. “Maybe so. In the tribe, women rule on women’s mat-
ters, which are a thing men cannot judge.”

In Kartu Town, the bureaucrats of the law courts ruled on all matters brought to
their attention, but these were public disputes. Within the family, of course, Father
Mei was the arbiter of all decisions and the executor of all punishments. His word
was the only law.

“I think I will like to see these assizes,” said Mai, “where women sit together with
men on the court. And cast lots. And pass judgment.”

But she had lost them. The gazes of both men, and indeed those of all of the sol-
diers riding on this side of the road, had strayed to follow a thread unwinding
through the foot traffic. It was almost funny to see men up and down the caravan be-
come distracted at the sight of a tall young woman striding along one of the paths to-
ward town, not more than fifteen paces out from the road. She had a man’s casual
confidence but a woman’s eye-catching sway and shift. She wore white, a stark color
compared with all the bright oranges, reds, yellows, spring greens, and jewel blues
that ornamented the many women out and about their business. The hem of her white
kilted skirt did not brush her knees; her white sleeveless jacket was so short that her
belly button was exposed. Even the locals glanced at her with interest, the men with
that lift of the chin, that pause of a gaze, that measures a woman’s attributes. Her hair
was pulled back into a single braid falling halfway down her back. One of her cheeks
had a purple bruise high along the cheekbone, a smear that almost reached the fine
perfect shell of an ear. She was barefoot, just as all those acrobats in the field had been.
Oblivious of the world, intent on her own thoughts, she was holding a reed pipe to her
mouth. Her fingers pressed patterns on that slim surface, but Mai heard no tune
whistling from the pipe above the rumble and creak made by the caravan’s passage.

A crack splintered the silence. A shout rose from the last third of the cavalcade.
Anji turned around at once and pressed his mount forward with Mai following
close behind. Men’s voices rose in tones of anger, sharp and ugly. Staffs cracked
against wood and steel as blows were traded.

“Chief!” called Anji.
Qin soldiers peeled off to follow their captain. Some lengths back, the steady

current had broken into an eddy. A wagon listed to one side. Two barrels had tum-
bled off. One had caught in the wheels of a handcart. A man sat on the ground
holding his foot. Men scuffled like wrestlers, arms to shoulders, straining and kick-
ing, and a length of green silk was twisted in the dust.

The chief drove his horse into the middle of this, and the size and weight of the
beast was enough to send men scrambling. A youth grabbed the arm of an older
man just before he could punch a retreating merchant. Here were men only; as far
as she had seen, no women traveled in the caravans that went down to Sirniaka.
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“What! What!” cried Tuvi as Anji waited at an intimidating distance with ten sol-
diers fanned out to support their chief. “What trouble is this?”

They cursed at each other, shaking fists as they called out their grievances.
The first man was fat, energetic, and ready to throw blows again. “This man’s

wagon has rammed into my cart and damaged my goods and my cart. He should be
fined for not keeping his wagon in good repair.”

A lean man, puffing and panting, answered him in a breathless voice. “My axle
pin—gone missing—you see how the other is double-looped so it won’t slip free.
I’ve been sabotaged!”

Both were overtaken by a merchant splendid in gold and brown robes who
clutched a supple leather pouch the size of two fists and shook it furiously. “Look
here! This is my pouch of saffron. The jewel of spices and most valuable! Where do
I find it? In the cart of this thief! He’s lifted it right out of my wagon, the criminal!”

The man accused of thievery was young. He gaped like a fish tossed out of the
water, too dumbfounded to respond to this charge. But others were eager to voice
their protests; and many more crowded forward to watch as Anji commanded a boy
to run, run, and fetch the caravan master.

“My best bolt of silk, ruined by these blind oafs! Could you not watch where you
are going?”

“Aui! The vessel is broken! That is finest oil of naya. Water-white. How am I to be
repaid for my loss?”

“What about—my wheel—can’t fix—here on the road.”
“I want this thief taken before the assizes. This is an outrage! My saffron!”
The forward portion of the caravan rolled on, heading for Olossi. A gap opened

between the forward wagons and this last third held up by the damaged wagon and
the gathering crowd. Those stuck behind the breakdown were beginning to raise a
clamor, and it seemed some of the merchants were ready to branch off the main
road onto the secondary paths and tracks but were hesitant to move because of the
presence of the dour Qin soldiers.

She felt cold, and then hot, and not only because of the cloudless sky and glaring
sun. She pushed her mount through the soldiers, who reined aside to allow her to
move up beside Anji. He had dismounted beside the man transporting the oil. Wip-
ing his fingers along the crack in the sealed clay vessel, he sniffed at the oily liquid,
then licked his fingers to taste it.

“Where does this come from?” he asked the merchant.
“The best seeps rise along the west shore of the Olo’o Sea, ver. Right up against

the mountains, where the land cracks into fissures and ravines. In the empire, they
call it ‘king’s oil.’ ”

“So they do.” Seeing Mai, Anji walked to her horse. “What disturbs you?” he
asked.

She bent, to speak softly. “There is something amiss here, but I can’t explain it.
It’s only a feeling I have. I’m uneasy.”

He nodded, and whistled to get Tuvi’s attention. “Take Mai and these soldiers
and return to the prisoner. Send Tam to bring up the rear guard to support me. I’ll
remain here until the caravan master arrives.” He walked back to the merchant.
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Mai knew an order when she heard it. She had long since learned when there is a
crack and when the gate is firmly shut. She rode away with Chief Tuvi, but after all
no further altercations disrupted the journey. They had almost reached the outer
wall and a wide gate where all the traffic converged when Anji and the caravan mas-
ter returned.

“Crow’s Gate is for merchants and goods and laborers,” the caravan master was
saying. “Because you have a prisoner bound for the assizes, you’ll have to enter at
Harrier’s Gate. They’ll want to quarter your soldiers outside the town as well.”

“I see,” said Anji. “Do the council members fear we’ll cause them trouble?”
Tuvi coughed.
The caravan master shrugged.“I’ll speak in your favor, certainly. You’ve met your

obligation, and been true to your promise. But you have to look at it from their way
of seeing. You’ve a strong force, over two hundred armed men. That’s always a
threat. And you admit that you spun us a false tale, to get out of Sarida.”

“After all this, I would hate to find my faithful men taken as enemies,” said Anji.
“I’ll escort you. My journeyman can shepherd the caravan through, and I’ll meet

him once you are settled.”
“I thank you for the courtesy,” said Anji gravely.
The caravan master nodded with equal solemnity.
This, Mai saw, would be the first test. They would soon learn whether foreigners

like themselves had any hope of a future in the Hundred, or whether they would
have to turn tail and run, knowing there was nowhere to run. But because Anji ap-
peared collected and calm, she found her market manners and her market face,
and gathered her wagon and her slaves and followed as the Qin company and their
prisoner split off from the caravan now filtering wagon by wagon through Crow’s
Gate.

Shai turned his mount in beside hers, since Anji had ridden ahead. “Do you
think after all we’ll find no sanctuary here?” he asked nervously.

“We must wait and see.”
“You’ve a cold heart, Mai, not to be sweating!”
“Anji will pull us through.”
That made him fall silent, thank goodness!
A secondary road ran parallel to the outer walls, which were to Mai’s eye an

unimpressive collection of log palisades and barriers crudely stitched together. They
rode in the direction of the sea and came at length to the river’s shore. Here stood a
closed gate, framed by stone and capped by a thick black beam. Two guard towers
rose, one on either side, manned by archers who leaned on the rail and examined
them with the intense and easygoing interest of men who have been bored beyond
measure.

“What’s this?” asked the younger.
“Call Captain Waras!” called the older to unseen men behind the wall.
“I’m Master Iad,” called the caravan master. “Well known here, although my

family home lies in Olo Crossing. I lodge at the Seven Chukars in town, here. Any of
your merchants along Stone Field will vouch for me.”

“You must speak to Captain Waras,” said the older.
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The younger nudged him and pointed at Mai, and the older pursed his lips as if
to whistle, thought better of it, and looked away.

They waited.
“I don’t like this,” Shai muttered.
“Hush.”
He gave her a bitter look, dismounted, and led his horse toward the river. She fol-

lowed his progress with her gaze.
The field before Harrier’s Gate had most recently been used, it appeared, as pas-

ture, cropped short and still sprinkled here and there with sheep pellets although
no sheep grazed within view. Reeds and tall grass marked the course of the river,
now a broad gray-blue flow spreading and slowing as it frayed into the dozen estu-
arine channels of the delta. Huts stood on the far bank, and a woman in bright blue
silk poled a skiff into those distant reeds. The sun baked them; in patches, where
bare earth showed through heavily cropped grass, the soil showed fine cracks.

Mai twitched her shawl forward to give more shade for her face.
A man came to the rail up on the river-side tower. He waved a hand. “I know

you, Master Iad,” he said. “You are well come back to Olossi Town!”
“Captain Waras! Well met!”
“What are these wolves you’ve brought to my gate?”
Hearing conversation, Shai hurriedly turned back.
“This company of soldiers has guarded us along the Kandaran Pass most loy-

ally,” Master Iad continued cheerfully, although there was an edge of anxiety in his
tone. “Led by this man, Captain Anji.”

“A good number,” said Captain Waras.“And foreigners, besides.” The older guard
was, laboriously and rather obviously, trying to count them all, although he had to
start over several times. “Do they mean to camp outside the walls tonight and de-
part in the morning after they’re paid? I hear there’s a caravan pointed south, ready
to depart in the morning, although it’s hot to be out on the road.”

“Not at all. They hope for a further hire here in the Hundred. I’ll lay their pro-
posal out in front of the council as soon as the council meets.”

“It’s a good number,” repeated Captain Waras. “That’s a lot of men, there.”
“They’ve done us a service—every one of us, you and me and all Olossi—when

we were attacked by ospreys up in Dast Korumbos. Killed them who meant to rob
and kill us. The worst kind of knaves. The ringleader was taken prisoner, an ordi-
nand by the rank of captain and the name of Beron. We’ve brought him to stand
trial at the assizes.”

Captain Waras was a considering man, the kind who wasted your time examin-
ing each and every peach before he decided that the one you had placed so carefully
on top after all was the one he wanted. “We’ve had word of some trouble up West
Spur. But we heard that the man in question—named Beron—was murdered.”

“Murdered! Not so. We have him right here.”
Waras gestured, and a guard tossed a rope ladder over the railing. Down this the

militia captain descended. He wore a heavy leather jacket cut to hang to his knees,
and its stiffness made his descent awkward. Otherwise he wore no armor except a
leather cap with a pair of red ribbons laced around the rim and his hair tucked up
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underneath and, at his belt, a short sword. When he reached the ground, a guard,
from above, tossed down a stout stick no longer than elbow to hand; it was painted
in alternate stripes of red and black and weighted at one end with a shiny metal ball,
like a club.

Anji dismounted. The two men surveyed each other, taking their measure.
“You’ve a strong force,” said the militia captain. “Two hundred disciplined, armed

soldiers, strangers to our land. You can see we are reluctant to allow you to enter
town without some surety that you’ll cause no trouble.”

Anji nodded. “You’re right to be cautious. It’s what I would do in your place. Let
my soldiers camp outside this gate tonight. It’s no hardship for them, as long as they
can water the horses and buy some manner of food—whatever is available—for
their supper. I’ll come into the town myself with the prisoner, by your leave. Then I
can speak in front of the council as soon as it meets.”

“The full council next meets in three days. Wakened Crane. You’ll have to attend
alone.”

“Together with a small escort for my wife and her slaves. I would prefer it if
she be found a decent place to stay. Some place with baths nearby, if you have
such.”

She blushed, but he wasn’t looking at her although it seemed to her in that in-
stant that he could hear her reaction, because of his slight smile, nothing too bla-
tant. A promise, not forgotten even at this juncture. In response, she twitched the
silk shawl back, and Waras got a good look at her face for the first time.

“Eh!” said the captain, forgetting words, and recovering himself with a tincture
of grace. He nodded at the caravan master, as though the wordless exclamation had
been meant for him, and turned back to Anji so deliberately it was evident he was
having trouble not staring. She was pleased to see him shaken even in this small
manner. When thrown into the wilderness, one must use every weapon at hand. “I
can’t allow any of you to bide within the walls. But a bath seems fair. I’ll allow you
two men for your own personal guard, ver, and four to escort you, verea.” He nod-
ded at Mai.

“We were to meet a reeve here,” added Anji.
“That reeve was the one who alerted us when we reached the border crossing,”

put in Master Iad hastily. “He came in advance of us. You must have heard the entire
story from him already.”

Captain Waras had a certain measure of dignity; he had heft and seriousness.
“Given the severity of the accusations, I’d like to take a look at the prisoner. Get a
statement from him, his name and clan. If he’s alive, that is. Or did you bring in a
dead man?”

Master Iad bristled. “We brought him in alive, so he could testify. See for your-
self!” He unlatched the door, opened it, whipped aside the canvas drape, and
stepped away.

Mai had lost track of Shai, but now he stepped into view. He had a clear line of
sight into the wagon’s interior, and the look of consternation and shock on his face
could not have been copied by any traveling performer as they acted out a tale.
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Within that gloom sat the prisoner, cross-legged on the wagon’s bed, chin slumped
to chest as if sleeping. There was a sudden cold silence, like an unexpected stirring
of icy wind into a hot hot day.

“What is it, Shai?” asked Anji, who stood at an angle from the opening. He could
not see inside.

Mai already knew. She knew that look on Shai’s face. It was the look he always
got when he unexpectedly saw a ghost. Always the same look. Always the same.

“ ‘A dart, a dart in my eye, how it stings!’ ” murmured Shai.
“He’s dead,” Mai whispered.

C A P T A I N WA R A S A N D his men collected more guards and escorted the Qin
troop farther down along the river’s shore until they reached a side channel in that
area where the river became a delta. They forded a shallow channel and fetched up
on a small island. Easy to guard and hard to escape from, Anji said, because easy to
hear the sound of horses crossing the sluggish backwater.

In this camp, the men had up their tents and set to work with the single-minded
concentration she most admired about them. They had leisure now for a hundred
tasks. Horses could be groomed properly, weapons polished, knives sharpened,
clothing mended, harnesses repaired, pots polished and scrubbed clean. They set to
these tasks with a will, all the while seeming to ignore the guards set around them.
Yet she knew they were ready to fight. None strayed farther than an arm’s length
from his favored sword or bow except when they went, in shifts, to wash themselves
in a clear-flowing branch of the river; even then some stood guard while others
dunked and splashed.

There was plenty of driftwood for campfires. She washed herself as well as she
could, although it was not the same as a proper bath. She mended clothing be-
cause she had a neat hand with the needle, especially on the delicate lengths of
silk. Anji worked alongside the other men, sharpening his sword and polishing
his harness.

In truth, despite the threat hanging over them, she was glad for a pair of days
where they weren’t moving. At first, her worst problem was bugs. But as the first
day passed, and a second came to its close, she found herself made restless by
anxiety.

“What will happen?” she asked Anji. It was late in the afternoon of the second
day. He was seated beside her, replacing one of the leather straps fixed to his saddle.
Stripped of grime, and polished, the silver fittings on the saddle gleamed.

He paused to consider her question, then lifted his head and stared across the
shallow channel, the fence that bound them to this islet. He marked the placement
of the Olossi militia on the far shore and then looked beyond them toward the dis-
tant escarpment that marked the high country to the south. There, Mai could just
make out the narrow ribbon of road crawling down the long slope down which
they had come two days ago. She had felt so hopeful, then.

“ ‘A dart in my eye,’ ” he mused.
They had gone over the ghost’s words again and again. It was the only phrase
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Shai had heard before the corpse and the wagon had been hauled off by Captain
Waras’s men; naturally, they had been given no chance to examine either.

“How did we miss the killing? Who wanted him dead?”
Anji had no answer.

32

Keshad sat on a mat under a Ladytree. Off in the distance he heard the river’s
lazy voice, and the haunting call of a dusk wren. Yesterday morning he and Zubaidit
had walked free, out of Olossi. They had walked relentlessly, neither of them flag-
ging. In two full days, they had trudged more than twenty mey on West Track. It
would take a caravan three or four days to cover as much ground.

He stared at the string of coin draped over his palm. “How could you have had
that many debts racked up in town? How often were you allowed to leave the tem-
ple? How could any slave spend that much money?”

Bai was sprawled in grass just beyond the farthest reach of the canopy, eyes
closed and a smile on her face as a fat golden rumble bug looped lazy circles around
her head. For reasons beyond his comprehension, two ginny lizards had accompa-
nied her when she had left the temple. Big enough to be intimidating, they were,
fortunately, small enough to be carried. Both had spiky frills along their backs;
both, he’d discovered, shifted in color depending on their mood and other less ob-
vious changes. They had disconcertingly alert gazes. At the moment, they basked
beside Bai, watching the rumble bug with what appeared to be friendly interest.
Neither the ginnies or Bai responded to his voice.

“Bai! We only have eighty-four leya left. Oh. And twenty vey. But we can buy a
day’s ration of rice with twenty vey. To be split between us!”

She sighed contentedly, without opening her eyes. “I can earn coin, or a night’s
lodging. Don’t worry, Kesh. You worry too much.”

“I’m not worrying! I’m being realistic! How are we going to establish ourselves
in a new town with so little seed money? We can’t afford to pay a leya here and an-
other there for lodging and food as we travel. We can’t afford a ride in a wagon.
We’ll have to walk the entire way. Not at the prices these villages charge. That man
at Crow’s Gate wanted two leya for us to ride in the back of his cart, only as far as
Hayi Fork. That’s robbery! And in that village we just passed through, they wanted
a half leya apiece just to stay the night in their empty council house! Because their
own Ladytree was so ill-cared-for that it had blown down in last year’s storms.
That’s why we have to sleep out here under a wild-lands Ladytree like the paupers
we’re going to become.”

She rolled up to sit. “I heard most of this same speech last night, didn’t I? Any-
way, I like ‘out here.’ ”

She scritched Mischief under her chin and rubbed Magic on one puffy jowl,
then rose lithely to her feet. She moved differently; the change was impossible to
ignore. His strongest memories of her naturally involved the years they had been
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little children together, when she had followed him everywhere, cried when she
skinned her knee, or asked him for help at any and every least obstacle, whether a
barking dog or a splinter in her finger or a shadow that had to be circumnavigated.
Now she strolled to the traveler’s hearth with a feral glide and poked in the ashy re-
mains with a stout walking stick she had cut for herself yesterday. It looked like she
was stabbing a man to make sure he was dead. The ginnies ambled after.

The light deepened, made hazy by the heat. The wayside was quiet. They were
the only travelers to stop here beside the road. Every one else was likely relaxing in a
tub of hot water at an inn. Certainly they had seen no traffic in the hour since they
had left the last village behind.

“Doesn’t it seem strange to you?” he said, watching her prowl in ever-greater cir-
cles around the hearth, pacing out the roughly oval clearing as she searched for cer-
tain plants the ginnies liked to eat. Magic had paused, scanning the tree line as if for
trouble. Kesh swatted away a swarm of gnats. A pair of dark shapes glided out of the
trees and swooped over him, through the heart of the swarm. He threw himself flat,
and Bai, turning, laughed.

“Just senny lizards,” she said.“And a good thing. Sennies will keep the bugs off us
tonight. What seems strange to me?”

“How little traffic is on the road.”
She shrugged, then walked over to stand beside Magic, looking in the same di-

rection as the ginny. “Everyone says the roads are no longer safe. That no one dares
walk into the north, past Horn and the Aua Gap. Maybe we shouldn’t have taken
West Track at all. Maybe we should have walked into the northwest along the Rice
Walk.”

“We already talked this over. There aren’t any real towns to the northwest where
newcomers can set up in business. You know how villagers are. Close-minded,
close-fisted, and they smell, too.”

She looked at him. “I thought from the way you were talking that you’d been up
West Track recently.”

“No. Better profits to be made trading south into the empire.”
She grunted. “Those empire men—drovers, mostly, and mercenaries guarding

the caravans—they would come sometimes to the temple. It isn’t the law of the
Merciless One to turn any devoured man or woman away, but I tell you, those em-
pire men were dogs. It was just a dirty hump to them, nothing sacred. They would
say all kinds of prayers afterward, like they were ashamed of what they’d done! Any-
way, they didn’t smell good. I don’t know how you could stand trading with them.”

“My last drover was a good man. He kept silence for the whole trip, and he saved
my life by sticking by me when he could have run.”

“Maybe.” With a shrug, she dismissed him.
“Why don’t you believe me? Without Tebedir, you wouldn’t be free!”
“Never mind. It doesn’t matter, Kesh. What matters is that you’re finally free, and

I’m with you. For a few days at least.”
“A few days? I don’t have any intention of indenturing us out, not when we’re

free of debt.”
“That’s not what I meant.” She paused to look down at the male ginny. Magic
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gave a slight head-shake, then bobbed his head, as if he were actually communicat-
ing with her. She walked back to the cold hearth and set the walking stick on the
ground. Both ginnies followed her. The sun had set below the trees, and the entire
clearing had turned soft and handsome, like an eager lover glimpsed in shadow.
“Help me walk the boundaries. I want to pray.”

“I won’t.”
“I can’t do it alone!”
“How can you worship her? After what she did to you?”
“What she did to me? The Devourer has kept faith with me. It was that old bitch

who runs the temple who cheated me and abused me!” She crossed her forearms
out in front of her chest in the warding sign. “That’s what you don’t understand,
Kesh. They’ll try anything to get me back. We’re not free of them.”

He patted their packs. “We have our accounts bundles. It’s legal. There’s nothing
they can do.”

“Don’t believe it!”
“Why do they want you back? You’re a good-looking girl, Bai, I’m sure, but there

were plenty of sexier women there.”
“Like Walla?” she said with an annoying laugh. “I saw you sizing her up. She’s a

real devourer, though. You have to be careful of them, they like to chew men up.”
“Why would they want you back, if you’re not a ‘real devourer’ like Walla?”
“Because I’m the best.”
“Been sucking up too much sap lately?”
“Don’t give me that look. I’m not some vain hierodule who serves the goddess

for a year in order to have men drunk on wine and fumes worship her as if she was
the Merciless One herself. My redemption price would have been much higher—”

“It was robbery!”
“—would have been much higher. You don’t know how hard I worked, the

things I agreed to do. Gods, Kesh! You don’t know the things I did just in the days
right before you arrived. All that, just to pay off the debits that accrued from my
training.”

“How could your debt have cost more to pay off than it already did?”
That shrug was her way of casting him off, like slipping a cloak when you don’t

want to wear it anymore. “Let it go. The faster we walk away from Olossi, the better
for us.”

“If we don’t starve along the way, or puke out our guts from drinking bad water
because we can’t afford decent wine.”

She circled back to Kesh. Mischief scuttled alongside, and Magic hesitated only
long enough to give one last intense stare toward the trees before hustling after the
two females before they got too far away.

Crouching, Bai grabbed Kesh’s wrist. Her grip was strong. “We did it, Kesh. Let
that be enough for today. We did what we swore when the aunts and uncle shoved
us up on the block and started counting their profit. They had enough, they could
have kept us and raised us with their own. I’d like to spit in their faces.”

“It wouldn’t be worth it.”
Her jaw was tight. She had braided back her hair so no curl or wisp strayed, and
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then coiled it up atop her head, out of her way. All of her was like that now, stream-
lined, efficient, sleek, and without ornament. Her expression was unreadable to
him. His little sister’s face stared at him, grown up and filled out, with that bruise
she wouldn’t discuss. Little whiny weepy sweet-hearted Zubaidit had gone through
a transformation and he did not know the woman before him.

She released his wrist. “No, it would be foolish. We’ll walk, and leave the old life
behind.” She cocked her head to one side. “About that ghost you brought out of the
south . . . or is she a demon?”

“Don’t speak of it. Let it go.”
“Why not? She was so . . . so . . .” She raised a shoulder, shifted her hip, scratched

her bare knee. “Seeing her, I just wondered what it would be like—”
“Leave it!”
She rocked back at his tone. Both ginnies hissed at him. They had fierce-looking

teeth, and their bite was said to be infectious.
“Heya!” he yelped, taken aback.
“Hush.” She stroked Mischief under the jaw, and the female lifted her chin a lit-

tle and “smiled” warmly. Magic got a spot on his forehead rubbed. While they were
looking at her, she gestured. “Go on, then. Brother’s just jumpy, that’s all.”

Mischief moved off, but Magic looked right at Kesh and bobbed his head deci-
sively, as if to remind him who was in charge.

“Heya,” said Bai with a little more force. Magic moved after Mischief.
“Listen,” said Kesh, surprised at how powerfully his anger had erupted.“Let’s not

argue. I’m sorry.”
“No. You’re right. Let it all be gone. Leave the aunts and uncle and ghosts and

bitches and masters to the dying moon where they belong. Our old life is dead twice
over, once on the block, and once in inner court three days back.” She rose from a
crouch to the balls of her feet, swaying like a woman drunk on fumes. “Gone gone
gone. Gone altogether.”

Branches rustled. Both ginnies stopped, and looked in that direction, but neither
seemed alarmed when an apparition draped in rags stumbled into the clearing.

“Gone. Gone. Gone altogether beyond,” it echoed, spinning entirely around,
arms pinwheeling. Its voice was a crazed whisper.

Kesh jumped to his feet and drew his sword, but Bai stepped inside his guard
and pressed a palm against his chest.

It faced them, rheumy eyes blinking. It was a very old person, as thin as if built of
sticks, with skin weathered from sun and wind and hair turned entirely to silver, not
even one strand of black to be seen. Kesh could not tell if it was male or female.

“Walking north,” it said in a voice all raspy, neither high nor low. “Best not go
that way. It’s all run to blood.”

“Where’s your string?” Bai whispered into Kesh’s ear. He had closed the string of
coins into his weaponless fist, and she pried his fingers open, slipped off ten half
leya, and strode across the grass to the creature. She sank gracefully to both knees—
kneeling, she was still almost as tall as that shrunken, wasted body—and held out
an open hand.

“An offering, holy one. Go in peace.”
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The crabbed hand moved so fast that it was too late for Kesh to protest. It
grabbed the silver, and scuttled away. “A blessing on you, child! Do not kiss ghosts.
The twice dead cannot love. Also, a fire gnat has just bitten your left ankle. Don’t
scratch! It only spreads the poison.”

It staggered out onto the road as Bai reached down and—as if bespelled—
scratched at her left ankle, then barked a curse, jumped up, and repeatedly slapped
the skin where she had just scratched, as though she could batter the stinging bite
into submission.

“Five leya!” cried Kesh. “No wonder you ran up debts!”
“Are you blind? That was a gods-touched vessel!”
“Some old beggar, you mean. Anyone can wear rags and stumble along the road

mumbling well worn phrases. ‘The twice dead cannot love!’ Burn it! Now what do
we do?”

“I have a hankering to get ourselves into the trees and hide for the night. Scout
ahead at dawn.”

“You don’t believe in all that ranting?”
But she did believe. She had been raised in the temple, at the heart of the god-

dess, if the Merciless One could be said to have a heart.
He touched the blessing bowl at his belt, thought about his evening prayers, and

shrugged. “The woods it is. Must we take turns at watch?”
“No need. The ginnies will warn us if any come close.”

H E S L E P T H A R D , curled on his side, but an animal pushing up against his back
made him snort awake.

“Hush,” murmured Bai. He saw her form sitting upright beside him. Her hand
touched his hair. “Don’t move.”

To sleep, they had crawled into a thicket situated on a rise that allowed them to
see the road with little risk of being seen themselves. One of the ginnies was pressed
against his upper back and neck as if trying to hide behind his body. He found him-
self staring through the patternwork of branches, toward the road. Torches flickered
a dull red. Banners tied in fours drooped from poles. People tramped along, too
many to count, strung out in a line and jangling with the ring and clatter of armed
men. They had many horses, all on leads, but only one man was mounted. He rode
in the middle, surrounded by the shield made by the rest. The hood of his long
cloak shielded his face and fell in massive, lumpy folds over the body of the horse.
Except for the sound of their steps and the occasional soft whuffle of a horse, the
group moved without talk, striding briskly as they moved west—Olossiward—
along the road.

The light faded away. A night-hatch chirped, answered by a second.
Bai leaned so close against him that her hair tickled his cheek. Her breath was hot

on his ear. “We’ll go just before dawn. Follow after them. See what they’re doing.”
“We won’t! We’ll head east and then north!”
She shifted away, but remained silent. The ginny—he still didn’t know which one

it was—stuck its head up to look over his neck, then ducked down again, pressed
right up against him most uncomfortably. He didn’t want to shoo it away because
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he didn’t know if it would bite. It was as uncomfortable as a branch sticking into
his back. The dreary hours passed in an agony of slowness, but at length he discov-
ered that the mass of shadow off to the right was dissolving into the discrete twigs
and leaves of the vast tranceberry bush that had helped shelter them. It was the
wrong time of year for berries, which would, he noted with that part of his mind
that never stopped toting things up for their market value, have brought thirty vey
for a bucketload.

“Come on!” Bai rose. She slung the rolled-up cloak and jacket over her back.
“Let’s go. It’s light enough to walk the road.”

“Who do you think they were?”
She was already moving through the brush, pausing at the sloped verge to listen

and look. Then she scrambled up, the ginnies surprisingly agile, racing in front of
her up the slope. She was already fifty paces ahead before he got on the road, and
she glanced back, slowed, and waited, tapping a foot. Birds sang their dawn songs in
anticipation of day.

“Come on, come on.”
“What’s the hurry? The sun isn’t even up.”
“Just a feeling in my bones.”
From Olossi to a short way past the East Riding, West Track ran on an almost

due west to east axis, parallel to the River Hayi. Past the East Riding, the river
curved to the northeast and the road with it, the river dwindling as it moved up-
stream toward its source and the road reaching for its terminus at Horn.

Standing on the road, Kesh faced Hornward. Bai faced Olossiward. He began to
walk east, not looking back. The idiocy of throwing away coin on a useless old beg-
gar still made him burn. His stomach gnawed at nothing. He was hollow and he
was angry. But at least he was free. Even free to walk away from Bai, if need be. From
everything and everyone, alone in a way that made a smile tic up on his face every
time he bit it down, because if he let that smile hit his face in full he would laugh, or
he would cry, and he wasn’t sure which.

She padded up beside him. The ginnies were draped over her shoulders like an
expensive bit of ornament. She didn’t look at him. She said nothing. For a long
while—at least a mey—they walked east on the road in a silence that was both at
odds and in harmony.

How could anyone be so stupid and pious as to give away coin that recklessly? To
rack up debts the way she had?

And yet, did it matter? After all these years of toil, of being separated, they had
actually succeeded. They were free, and together, able to walk where they willed and
disagree as they wished, and no one to tell them otherwise!

Even the road welcomed them, although it could be said that the road welcomed
all travelers. It was the coolest part of the day, and the sweetest. But at last the sun
rose above the trees and chased away the shadows that protected them.

“The ginnies smell something that’s making them restless,” said Bai. The lizards
were raising their crests and kneading their feet into her shoulders, tongues flicking
as they tasted the air. “I didn’t like the looks of those men. That looked like an army
to me. Three hundred and twelve. Enough to cause serious trouble.”
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“Three hundred and twelve?”
“I probably missed a few. Three cadres should have three hundred and twenty-

four, plus their sergeants and captain.”
He whistled softly, wondering if she were joking, or if she had really been able to

count them all.
Her stride caught a hitch; she skipped a step to catch up with him, grabbed his

elbow, tugged him to a staggering halt. “Look! Crows and vultures.”
North, above the trees, the dark wings circled.

33

On the morning of the third day, the day set for the council meeting, Captain
Waras came to their island camp with an invitation to the long-promised baths for
Mai, her attendants, and the captain and a pair of men, all that would be allowed to
enter the city.

In the inner city, on the low ground near the docks, stood a baths complex fit for
a rich man, with one wing for men and another for women. Midmorning, Mai
found herself here, seated on a stool in a tiled room while attendants soaped her and
scrubbed her and rinsed her with bucket after bucket of lukewarm water, just the
right temperature for the hot day. After that, she refused the outdoor soaking pool
where, it appeared, men and women sat naked together without the least interest in
modesty. Instead, there was a smaller pool hidden in a shaded courtyard with little
brightly colored lizards scrambling along the latticework walls, pots of orange and
yellow flowers, and a dwarf fruit tree whose ripening bulbs were mottled in greens
and pale yellows.

The water was very hot. There were several fires tended and tested by the older
woman in charge of this wing which kept the temperature stable and a constant
supply of steaming hot water at the ready. Mai was the only customer on the
women’s side except for Sheyshi and Priya. Sheyshi refused to undress in front of
people she did not know, while Priya, after washing, proclaimed the pool water to
be too hot to be healthy.

Mai sank onto the submerged bench gratefully. Ah! It had been so long since she
had really been clean.

Through the lattice she saw a plain courtyard lined with stone benches and
wooden racks on which her laundered clothing had been spread out to dry in the
blistering sun. It was already a hot day. There also lay Anji’s tunic and leggings, now
clean. She leaned back and closed her eyes, imagined him joining her in the pool, the
two of them, alone and uninterrupted. This was the lowest tower of heaven, where
the song of the Merciful One lulled you and you were always clean and well fed.

“Mai?”
She jolted awake, up to her nose in water. Her unbound hair had made a veil

around her, floating on the surface of the water.
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“No men on this side! No men on this side!” The attendant had a stick, which she
brandished with a well-muscled arm.

Anji, dressed, held Mai’s clean and dry clothing draped over an arm. He dropped
the clothing on a bench and, grinning as he retreated, slipped out through a gap in
the lattice.

“We must leave to walk up to the council chambers, plum blossom,” he called
over his shoulder.

She was blushing.
The old woman cackled. “Good-looking boy, that one! What a smile! Cocky,

though, coming right in here.”
“We’re strangers here,” said Mai, trying out this bid for sympathy. “We don’t

know your customs.”
The old woman spat on the dirt. “Outlanders! I never trust them.”
Startled, Mai said, “Why not?”
The old woman sat on the other bench and launched into a complicated tale,

only partially understandable, about a southern merchant she had taken a fancy to
back in the days when she was young, and how he had treated her badly and broken
her heart. . . .

When Mai realized that the story was going to go on for some time, she got out
of the pool, dried herself, and dressed, punctuating her actions with a murmured
“That can’t be!” and “Then what happened?” By the time Sheyshi and Priya were
waiting anxiously for her to go, Mai and the old woman—“call me Tannadit, dear
heart”—were best of friends.

“I mean nothing by it, what I said before. It’s only the southern men, you see. I’ve
never seen a woman before you who came up from the south who wasn’t a slave.”

“All the men are like that one, who come up from the south?”
“Oh, yes, all of them. I’m sure your man is a good one, though.”
“He is. But I’m anxious.”
“What about, dear heart? Pregnant already?”
She felt herself flush. “Oh! I don’t know. I don’t think so. We’ve been traveling a

long way, and . . .”
Tannadit’s wrinkled hand clasped hers. She had a milky gaze. She was blind in

one eye and the other was clouding, but her hearing was sharp and her attention
fixed on Mai. “How can I help?”

“I just wonder if there’s anything we need to know of your customs, so as not to
offend you folk. Did you know that in the empire, the priests burn any person who
worships another god besides their god? That anyone who speaks out of turn to a
priest is put to death?”

“Aui! What monsters!”
“That doesn’t happen here?”
“Well! Naturally everyone here worships the seven gods. But if a person wanted

to speak her prayers to some other god, that would be on her head, wouldn’t it? No
one here would take any mind of it. Although why anyone would want to worship
that cruel Beltak god, I certainly don’t know. Not very kind to women, he is.”
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“I’m sorry to be so ignorant. Who are the seven gods? How are we to recognize
and respect their holy priests?”

The old woman laughed heartily. “Why, every soul you meet in the Hundred has
apprenticed to one of the seven gods. You might as well respect them all, even those
who aren’t worth your respect! We all serve a year at one of the temples when we’re
young. Some serve longer, eight years or more, binding over their labor to the tem-
ples. Some serve their entire lives because they are poor or because it is their calling
to remain in servitude to the temple.” She flexed her arms; she still had strength in
her muscles. “I served a year as one of the Thunderer’s ordinands, for I did enjoy
cracking lads over the head with my staff. You, I think . . .”

She considered Mai with her good eye, a look of such seriousness that Mai was
taken aback. Yet the measuring quality of that gaze had an odd element of respect in
it, as if this woman meant to see Mai for what she actually was rather than what
people thought she ought to be. “Some might mistake your beauty for your calling,
and send you off to be a hierodule to the Merciless One, but I don’t. The mendi-
cant’s life in service of the Lady of Beasts is not for you, I am thinking. Nor would
you feel comfortable as one of Ilu’s envoys. You are one who observes more than she
talks, yet I do not see you as one of the Lantern’s hierophants. A diakonos of Taru,
the Witherer, perhaps? Patron of increase and decrease.”

“Fitting for a merchant!” said Mai with a laugh. “But that’s only six.”
She frowned. The brief shadow in her expression made Mai shiver. “That leaves

only the Formless One. A pilgrim of Hasibal? Perhaps. A difficult path to follow, but
the deepest. Few walk that road.”

Mai judged her new friend’s mood to a nicety, and plunged in. “Do any out-
landers ever come here to settle? Is that allowed? I mean, besides those brought here
as slaves.”

“Well they should want to settle here, if everything I’ve heard is true of that aw-
ful place down south of the pass! There’s a merchant house whose grandfather came
up out of the empire and never went back. Now I know why! Put to death, indeed!
Just for speaking out of turn to a priest! I’d have something to say about that!”

“Who would that be? Who came as an outlander and settled here?”
“Master Calon’s house, of course. His grandfather—the one who was born in the

empire—had a foreign name, but we all called him Beyar.”
“I wonder if he was a third son,” mused Mai.
“He established the house of Three Rings. They mostly deal in flesh.”
“In flesh?”
“Slaves. You might look to Master Calon for advice. He pays his bills promptly.

That’s how I measure a decent man. He’s on the council this year, although he’s not
among those whose dogs bring back a bird in the hunt, if you take my meaning.”

“I’m afraid I don’t. What do you mean?”
“Dear heart, how young and sweet you are, with that disarming smile. I hope

your man appreciates you, and treats you well. There’s sixteen houses who call the
dance in this town. They don’t call themselves the Greater Houses for nothing. But
these days the Lesser Houses and the guilds are making a lot of noise. Now, I admit,
the Silvers keep quiet because no one trusts them. The others know they don’t have
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enough official votes to change things, yet they also know that if you counted each
household’s vote, they could take power. You can be sure the Greater Houses like
things the way they’ve always been, because that means they get to keep what they
have. They won’t give up their power on the council easily.”

“I know how that goes,” said Mai, because she did know. This did not sound
promising. She’d heard stories in Kartu’s market about disputes in other towns get-
ting murderous. “What about the land beyond Olossi? How is it there?”

“Beyond Olossi? What would you be wanting to go there for? Farmers. Fishers.
They stink. I hear village folk out in the Barrens take a bath only once a month.
Whew!” She waved a hand in front of her nose. “No wonder everyone leaves them
alone.”

“Aren’t there other towns in the Hundred?”
“Oh. Yes.” She released Mai’s hand and found an outlet for her disdain by sweep-

ing the already spotless pavement. “But those are in the north. You don’t want to go
there. It gets cold there after the Whisper Rains. That’s why they call it Shiver Sky up
there. Brrr! Anyway, everyone knows it isn’t safe along up in the north anymore.
Nothing but trouble up there. All gone to the hells, if you take my meaning.”

Mai knew all about the nine caves of hells, where demons festered and fed on the
souls of those who hadn’t the strength to be reborn. “What about other lands? Are
there places north of the Hundred?”

“I suppose there must be. West of Heaven’s Ridge they say it’s barren country,
nothing but dry grass and rolling hills with no end to it, and only beasts and bar-
barians roaming the land. North of the Hundred lies the sea. I hear there are folk
living far away, to the northwest, beyond Heaven’s Ridge and the sea, but it’s very
cold there, so the tale says. People actually die of it being so cold. Imagine that!”

Mai sighed. “Best we stay in Olossi, then?” But she wondered if Olossi was far
enough from Sirniaka. “Is anywhere safe?” she added plaintively.

Tannadit slapped her on the buttocks. Mai yelped, for the old woman still had a
strong arm.

But Tannadit only laughed. “Don’t you worry. A pretty girl like you can always
find a man to take her in.”

34

It took Keshad and Zubaidit a while to reach the spot where the crows and vul-
tures had gathered. The road descended into a hollow where debris lay strewn to ei-
ther side like so much flood wrack. At first it was difficult for Kesh to make sense of
what they saw, but shapes came clear as they moved closer. Corpses were beginning
to bloat in the sun. An overturned kettle had tumbled off a cart with a broken
wheel. A dead dog lay on its back, its legs stiffening. Orange silk fluttered, caught in
the claws of a thornberry bush. These were the ruins of a caravan, hit by ospreys, as
at Dast Korumbos. It smelled like a latrine.

Bai strode into the carnage as if she were wading into storm-tossed waters:
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careful to keep her balance. The ginnies seemed to be trying to flatten themselves
against her shoulders. There were about a dozen open-bed wagons, at least as many
handcarts, and no animals except two hands of dogs, all dead. It was a fresh kill. The
bodies hadn’t yet started to rot, but they would. Kesh kept to the road, which re-
mained clear except for a pair of wagons tipped off the verge.

The line of march, in trying to escape the slaughter, had spilled onto the cleared
ground that lay between the road and the straggling pipe-brush and pine forest. At
least twenty vultures had settled to feast. They eyed the intruders irritably, and as
Bai explored, all but one flapped away to wait in the branches of the nearby trees.

This was not the same kind of attack that had hit the caravan in Dast Korumbos.
Kesh fished for a kerchief in his sleeve and tied it over his nose and mouth. There,
arched backward over a mound of thick grass, sprawled a girl not more than ten or
twelve years of age. Her hands had been chopped off.

He retched into the kerchief, although nothing came up.
Bai knelt, and lifted a baby, but by the way its delicate limbs dangled, it too was

dead. At first he thought it wore dull red silk, and then he saw it was naked, covered
in dried blood. The beds of those wagons did not carry merchandise; they carried
dead people: an eyeless old woman, her toothless, shrunken mouth pulled back in a
death’s grimace; a pair of boys, each lacking a right hand; a man with a crutch
thrown across him, the angle of a tipped wagon concealing his legs. Baskets had
tumbled off carts, spilling grain in heaps and mounds. A bladder of ale had been
trampled and punctured, and the smell of its good yeasty brew still brushed the air
as the last leaked out into puddles. All the harness for the wagons had been cut.
What had become of the beasts once pulling them he could not tell.

All was silent except for the buzzing of flies. Even the wind had died, as if in def-
erence to blood and death. If he did not think, he could move past. His hands were
cold, but his face was hot in the sun, and his eyes hurt so badly he thought he would
go blind.

Bai circled back to him, her expression serene. The ginnies remained hunkered
down against her, gone a dull gray color. She seemed undisturbed, as if this were
simply a ghastly mural painted on a wall that one might look at, or away from, as
one pleased.

If he did not speak, he would be sick. “I’ve never seen . . . They cut off their
hands!” He pressed the kerchief to his mouth as bile rose and tears burned in the
corners of his eyes.

“No, they didn’t. If you look at the stumps, you’ll see they’re healed. Some better,
some worse, some more recent than others. These people had already taken those
injuries, days or months ago. Look what they have with them: grain, tools, blankets.
These are refugees. I wonder what horror they were fleeing from. Out of the north.”

“I guess it caught them up.” Then the heaves hit, and he doubled over, ripped
away the kerchief, and threw up on the road.

She stepped away neatly and waited him out. When he stopped retching, she said,
“What of the village we passed through late yesterday? They’ll be in the path of
these wolves. And after them, all those other villages we passed. We have to go back.
Try to warn them.”
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“I don’t want to go back,” he gasped. His mouth tasted horrible, although he’d
had little except bile to vomit. He was dizzy; he could not get the world to stay still
beneath him. “We’ll take what we need from these supplies.” He faltered. She was
staring at him as if he had begun in truth to spin. “This will only go to rot, or be
eaten by animals! I’m not a thief. The valuables they can keep, not that they can
carry them in death. We have to go on! You must see that. I don’t want to go back to
Olossi!”

“Neither do I. No need to alert the Olossi militia, or any holy officials to preside
over the passing ceremony. No need even to drag the dead to a Sorrowing Tower, for
you see—” She gestured toward the waiting vultures. “—the acolytes of the Merci-
less One are already come. They and the beetles and the open air will scour these
poor dead bodies properly.”

“You’re heartless!”
“I am? You’re the one who wants to loot the murdered dead and keep on walking

as if nothing happened.”
“We can do nothing for them! If we go back, we risk falling into slavery again.

You know that!”
“It’s true. It’s a risk I’m not sure I’m willing to take. What do you suggest, then,

Keshad?”
There was no way to look away from the scattered dead. Even if he closed his

eyes, the bitter taste in his mouth and the smell rising in the air reminded him of the
death that surrounded them. He wiped his eyes with the heel of a hand and found
that core of orderly determination that had kept him going for twelve long years of
servitude.

“So. So. We can continue on West Track through the Aua Gap and to Horn.”
“Where all the trouble lies.”
“So we hear. We can walk along West Track another couple of days until we reach

the Passage. That road will take us north through the East Riding into Sohayil. Or
we can walk south into the Lending.”

“There are no paths in the grasslands.”
“We can retrace our steps to Olossi and take the Rice Walk, maybe walk all the

way to Sund or Sardia. Or we can walk southwest, back to Old Fort. At Old Fort,
there’s a track that leads south along the foothills and eventually comes to the south-
ern coast and West Farro.”

Bai walked to the nearest wagon and nudged a corpse of a woman with the end
of her walking stick. The woman’s mouth gaped, and flies crawled in and out. She
had no left hand, only a scarred stump. Bai was right: these were old wounds,
poorly healed. The dead woman had been so poor that she was wearing an undyed
hempen-cloth taloos, not even a coarse silk weave. The taloos had been mostly
pulled off her, yanked up above her hips, and it was evident by the bloodstains on
her thighs and pudenda that she had been raped multiple times before they had slit
her throat.

“It seems foolish to go into the north, when that’s where all this trouble is com-
ing from.” Bai set down the ginnies. She knelt beside the dead woman and tidied the
taloos, pulling it down, straightening it. Then she crumbled the dry leaves of a sprig
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of lavender onto the corpse’s pale lips. The rest of the lavender was wedged where
the chin had fallen against the shoulder. “See, here.” She pinched up a trifle between
forefinger and thumb, whispered a prayer, and blew the fragments to the winds. “I
saw lavender sprinkled on the other bodies, too. Some holy person has spoken the
ceremonies over the dead, succored their ghosts, and opened a path through Spirit
Gate. I suppose it was that Lady’s mendicant we saw last night. Aren’t you glad, now,
that we gave her coin? It would have been blood money, otherwise, us clutching it to
ourselves now that we’ve seen this.”

He sighed, touching his blessing bowl. Now was not the time to tell Bai that he
no longer believed in the gods of the Hundred, because they had abandoned him.

Magic hissed, crest flaring, and opened his mouth wide as he turned to face
Olossiward, staring intently west along the road. Mischief whipped her tail so fast
that she seemed to turn around in a flash; she scuttled off the road and vanished
into the brush. Magic looked at Bai, and abruptly Kesh understood the eye, the
look, the color, the posture: Can’t we go now? How much longer do I have to stand
here to protect you and your idiot brother?

“Trouble.” Bai scooped up Magic. “Off the road. Now.”
Numb, he followed her as she wove around the wreckage: the staring eyes that did

not see the blue sky; a young child stabbed through the back; women, girls, and boys
raped before, or after, they were murdered; an old man with his throat cut so deep,
severing his spine, that his head had begun to roll off his shoulder because of the slope
of the ground. The horror rang in his skull to the throbbing of his pulse. But he must
not think on it. He and Bai had to save themselves. These dead could not be saved.

They pushed into the trees, following Mischief ’s trail, but the pipe-brush and
pine saplings gave little cover here in the month before the wet, when plants turned
gold and brown as they withered. Back a way they ran, and shoved at last into a
thicket of pipe-brush crowded close enough that they could crouch down in their
center and peep out between thick stalks. Mischief was waiting here. As soon as Bai
set down Magic, the female ginny pushed in close beside him. Bai scritched them,
talking a low, soothing voice. They quieted. All went still.

Feet trampled the earth in a steady rhythm, moving fast but without the erratic
thunder of the panicked. Bai put a hand on his shoulder as the first rank appeared,
coming from the direction of Olossi and marching Hornward. Reminded by the
pressure of her fingers, he stopped himself from crying out. There were about thirty
armed wolves and at least that many unarmed youths and children bound by ropes
and stumbling along with blank expressions of shock. The wolves pushed past the
massacre without a glance to either side. These were hard-faced men, and a few
women, most dressed variously in leather coats, or in coats with rings sewn on for
added protection, or in lacquered hide coats molded to fit the torso; caps of hide
curved around heads, held on with a chin strap. The rest wore short robes woven of
hempen cloth and had bare feet and bare heads, hair tied up in knots of linen. All
carried either spears or swords except one woman who rested a woodcutter’s axe on
her left shoulder. A few handled wooden shields, while others held lacquered
shields cut from hide. All of the shields had a bright red mark on them, a blurry
crescent moon that looked as if it had been smeared there with fresh blood.

294 K A T E E L L I O T T



They had taken slaves in the ancient way, known in story but since outlawed ac-
cording to the decree on Law Rock: No one shall take a slave as a prize in war. This
was obviously part of that group which had passed Kesh and Bai last night, march-
ing Olossiward. Now they marched back Hornward with their prize. What lay in the
north, that wolves could bring war-gotten slaves to the hearths of honest, or dis-
honest, citizens? How far and how deep had the shadows fallen?

He swayed, but Bai leaned against him to steady him. The ginnies were ab-
solutely still. He was the only one whimpering under his breath. The wind had come
up without him noticing, and the rustle of leaves hid his faint noises.

A child trotting along raised its eyes and saw the bodies sprawled everywhere. It
gasped out a sob. The man walking next to it slapped it without breaking stride, and
it hunched its shoulder and bit on a hand while the other young ones stared with
wide eyes and bitten lips, and bent their stride to walk faster. Children never walked
in so much silence. He looked at Bai, but he could see nothing familiar in her. She
was a stranger, maybe not Bai at all but some demon who had taken Bai’s shape and
now traveled with him on its own errand. Demons weren’t necessarily malicious.
They simply had their own ways and their own hopes and fears, none of which had
anything to do with humanity.

The party of slavers moved out of sight, leaving the dust to settle behind them.
The orange silk caught in the thornberry fluttered, one corner twisting up and
twisting down as it tried to wriggle free. It too was captive. In the trees, the vultures
waited with the patience known to all servants of the gods. More had joined them,
their scabrous heads light among the dark branches. The boldest lifted, and flapped
awkwardly down to land next to a child’s body.

He began to shift, to go out there, but Bai caught his wrist in a fierce grip and
stopped him. Magic had opened his mouth wide. Kesh was panting, his throat sour
and his stomach heaving, but he swallowed it down until his eyes watered and he
thought he would pass out.

The vulture exploded off the ground, taking wing.
They came at a trot, in the wake of the cadre. The two men wore short robes but

no armor, and each one carried a bow, with a long knife strapped to his belt. Al-
though the others had tramped past without stopping, these two slowed and paused,
drawn at once to the bile Kesh had vomited up. They surveyed the ground; they
conferred in low voices; bent over, they scoured the road’s dust for signs. Like their
comrades, they ignored the bodies and the buzzing flies as easily if it were a sight
they saw everyday, and perhaps it was.

Magic pressed himself against Bai’s side as one of the men, on hands and knees,
followed the faint trail left by Kesh and Bai’s passage down the sloping verge and
into the grassy cleared space between road and forest. His companion had an arrow
ready, and he scanned the trees with a hard gaze that seemed to pierce right through
the foliage.

Bai lifted both ginnies and fixed them on Kesh’s shoulders. He stifled a yelp. Mis-
chief ’s tongue flicked against his ear. Magic grunted, displeased to be dumped on
this unappetizing male rival. But they stayed with claws clutching Kesh’s robe, gazes
rising as Bai rose smoothly to her feet. She unfastened the top two ties on her
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sleeveless jacket, and pushed out of the thicket of pipe-brush. Once away from him,
she made as much noise as she could pushing through branches as she approached
the cleared verge.

Kesh was frozen, a coward, too stunned to respond as she placed herself in the
open.

“Whew!” she said as the men saw her and the crawling one straightened with a
leer on his face that made Kesh shiver with disgust. “I hate peeing in the woods.”

The way her jacket set on her shoulders changed somehow, its tight curve over
her shoulders relaxing away as, he supposed, the front gaped open. The two men
dropped their gazes right down to her breasts.

She leaped. She had a knife in her hand. Light winked on the blade. It sank into
the chest of the closest man before Kesh could blink. Yet when he did blink, two or
three times, as if he had a midge in his eye, afterward he saw a new movement, al-
ready begun. The other man had lunged, with hand gripped to the arrow. He thrust
the arrow as though the barbed arrowhead were a spear. She sidestepped the thrust,
kicked up into his groin so hard that bone snapped, and spun away as he howled
and doubled over. Meanwhile, as if he had just realized he was dead, the first man
collapsed in a flaccid heap, spirit fled.

A knife blade flashed. Somehow, the other man had unsheathed his own knife.
Despite his injuries, he cut at her. She sprang, actually flipped twice—hands feet
hands feet—and ended up on the other side of the dead man. With a graceful
sweep, she bent low and came up with his sword. Blades clashed as long knife met
short sword. She twisted hers, and flipped her wrist. The knife went flying and hit
the ground with a thunk. He yelped, stumbled out of range, but went down with his
companion’s sword buried up to its hilt in his gut. She shoved him onto his back as
she let go the sword, scooped up his knife, and straddled him.

Face contorted with fear and pain, he thrashed, begging for mercy: “—pray you,
Lady, I pray you—be merciful—”

“So I will be. You will be paid, in the same coin you took.” She cut his throat,
jumped back as blood spilled, and tossed his knife onto his twitching body.

Turning, she raised a hand to wave. How strange, thought Kesh, that there was
no blood on her palms. “Come on! Quickly! There may be another set of scouts.”

He rose, but his legs could only be moved in a shuffling stagger. The ginnies
weighed heavily on his shoulders. He had to lean on her walking staff to stay up-
right.

She gave him a look, fastened up her ties, and hit the wreckage like a scavenging
dog. She collected six bladders of drink and a basket with shoulder straps which she
filled with wedges of cheese, flat bread, rice balls wrapped in se leaves, several pre-
cious pouches marked with the ideogram for dried tea leaves, and oilcloth wrapped
around what was surely dried fish. His stomach hurt, just looking at it. His gaze
skimmed across the open eyes and rictus grins of the dead, elided the splashes of
dried blood. All at once, he dropped. The ginnies scrambled off as he heaved again.
There was nothing in his stomach to lose.

She came back to him while he was still kneeling at the side of the road with a
hand shading his eyes and his stomach clenched, all sharp pain.
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“Blood takes people that way sometimes,” she said, setting the basket down by
her feet.

Her voice could not be that of his sister. Zubaidit, whom he had once known,
would have been screaming with hysterics. It infuriated him that this lilu had taken
over Bai’s form and done violence with hands that ought to have belonged to gentle
little Bai.

“I’ve never killed a man,” he said accusingly.
“Yet how many out of the empire have you sold into slavery over the years to buy

us free from our debt?” she asked him. “Isn’t that a way of killing the life a person
once had? Isn’t that what happened to us? And at least Hundred folk sell only their
labor and have a hope of earning out their time. Those slaves from the south will
never go home.”

The bile rising in his throat choked him.
Was it the same? No, not at all. Not at all.
“Where do we go?” he asked. All his determination had fled. The buzzing of the

flies had sapped him. He was empty. A vulture, seeing them stay still for so long,
sailed down to land beside a corpse, and bent its head to tear.

“We have to go back. Think of that village we came through yesterday in the af-
ternoon.”

“It isn’t our fault their Ladytree rotted through and fell three years back and the
new one is only a sapling. They ought to have allowed us to shelter for no coin in
their empty council hall, instead of wanting to charge us just because they’re
greedy.”

“It doesn’t matter how they treated us. We have to go back because it would be
wrong to go on, knowing others will be used in this same way. Come on. I found
food enough to last us a few days.”

“Looted from the dead.”
“I picked up forty vey, too, although I must say that these were desperately poor

folk, to have so little. Or else the wolves already took their coin. Maybe so.”
The ginnies circled the basket, and she hoisted them to her shoulders. She took a

few steps, paused, and turned back.
“Kesh? Kesh! Come on!”
Her voice had a bark, like that of a snapping dog. He startled as though struck,

shook his shoulders, and rose to his feet. No use crying over what was already spilt.
“At least let’s stay off the road,” he said. “At least that much.”
“What difference will that make? They’re west of us and east of us now. We’re

stuck between sections of their company, and I expect they have scouts moving
through the forest. That’s what I would do, were I their captain. We’ll move faster on
the road. The ginnies will warn us.”

Aui! No place was safe. He indicated the weapons carried by the dead men.
“What about these?”

“Leave them. Unless you’re skilled with a bow.” She was already moving, her long
legs flashing as she strode away from him, heading back toward Olossi, the one
place he really did not want to go.

He hesitated. He had paid off all her debts. He was so furious that his anger
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tempted him to turn and walk away from her, deserting her and her idiot schemes
and pious scolding.

He couldn’t do it.
The quivers were trapped under the dead men, and he didn’t want to touch

them. He didn’t have the stomach to pull that sword free, but he picked up both
bows and tossed away the littler one that was flimsy and had too light a draw. You
could always sell a good bow. He grabbed the basket of looted food and drink, slung
its straps over his shoulders beside his empty pack, tucked the bow in, and hurried
after her. You had to stick by your kin. She was all he had.

She strode ahead, the ginnies’ tails hanging down behind like ornaments. He
huffed along after her with nothing but a red rage and a flowering confusion in his
mind. In his haste he did not even mark the huge shadow that overflew them until
she cursed and ducked, although nothing had been thrown at her. The booming
shriek of an eagle split the air above them. Now he looked up, but it was already too
late. The reeve—for it was a reeve—was circling back.

“He’s seen us,” she said unnecessarily. “The hells. Come on. Best we try to make
our escape through the forest. The trees give us an advantage.”

“But that’s a reeve.” He waited on the roadway, watching the eagle bank around
in a wide curve. “A reeve could help us.”

“Gods curse you, Keshad. Why are you so stupid?” She shrugged off the wine
bladders that were slung over her shoulders. “Never mind. Maybe you’re right. Just
follow my lead and keep your mouth shut. Take these.”

He took the sacks of wine, leaving him burdened and her free.
More quickly than he would have thought possible, the eagle swooped low, run-

ning straight down between the trees and dropping into the canyon made by the
cleared road. It hit the roadway with a solid whomp that made him skip back in
fear. The reeve unhooked swiftly and swaggered forward with a baton held at the
ready.

“Who are you?” Bai pounced so aggressively into the silence that the reeve actu-
ally came to a halt, as if she’d slapped him. “You’re out of Argent Hall, by that badge
you’re wearing. You look familiar, but it seems to me you were gone for a long time
and only recently returned.”

“I know who you are,” said the reeve, clearly surprised. He was an ordinary man
of middling years and middling height, slender, fit, with a broken nose long since
healed and a vicious scar on one bare, brown shoulder that cut through the triple
ring of flame tattoos on his upper arm. “You’re the Devouring girl they brought in
to warm up old Marshal Alyon. But he died anyway.”

“So he did.”
“Did you murder him?”
“As it happens, I did not. Was that the rumor?”
The reeve’s mouth twisted as he thought this over. His eagle fixed its intimidat-

ing stare on them. Keshad felt he would be slaughtered if he so much as took one
step sideways. Falling to an eagle would be a very bad way to die. He wasn’t quite
sure which would be worse: gut punctured by the talons, or head torn off by that
wicked beak.
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“We hear lots of things,” the reeve said finally, “so it’s hard to know what to be-
lieve.”

“I was with the old marshal when he died. He was clean of poison. But he was
old and frail and heartbroken. That’s what killed him.”

“Huh. Good riddance to him, then.” There it was again. He had a tendency to
drawl out a rounded “oo” and to slurp his “r”s. He was definitely not born and bred
on the Olo Plain.

“Were you always at Argent Hall?” she asked, as if she had gleaned Kesh’s
thoughts. “Or did you come from elsewhere?”

“None of your business. Why do you ask?”
She shrugged, with an unconcerned smile. “A habit I got into after Marshal Yor-

denas took on my contract. Just helping him out.”
The reeve cracked a smile. “I hope he got more pleasure of it than Marshal Alyon

did.”
Oh my. Keshad was not much for women. They were complications, and he had

never had time for complications. It wasn’t his fault that Nasia had fallen in love
with him. Now he watched as Bai gave a certain kind of smile with a certain tilt of
her hips that got the reeve roped in tight. This could not be his sweet little baby
sister!

“We Devouring girls have our secrets,” she said to the reeve with that offering of
a smile.“We’re not allowed to tell. That would be going against our oath to the Mer-
ciless One. What man or woman would come to the temple to worship if they
thought their dearest secrets and desires were talked about later?”

“Sorry I asked, no offense intended,” he said, stumbling over his tongue as he
tried to apologize. “What are you doing out here, though? If I may ask.”

“Oh, just an errand, like you. There was that border guards captain that I had to
kill, for he was breaking the law, as you know, and he broke faith with the Thun-
derer, and with the Merciless One, I might add. You don’t want to face her anger. His
death was easier than it might otherwise have been. Now I just have one last loose
end to tie up, and my contract is finished at Argent Hall.”

“What’s that? I can’t figure out how you got behind the strike force. They should
have stopped you on the road.”

She glanced at Kesh with an anger that silenced him, not that he had anything to
say. His chest was so tight he could scarcely breathe. Even she tensed, one hand
squeezing into a fist while the other waved in a casual gesture meant to suggest a
carefree lack of worry. It didn’t look very convincing to Kesh, but that reeve was al-
most licking his lips and anyway his interest was flagged by a significant stiffening
in those tight leather trousers.

“Getting past the strike force was no problem. They know I’ve been working for
Marshal Yordenas, just as you are. I’m on the track of that reeve—what was his
name?—the one who got away from me at Argent Hall.” She touched her bruised
cheek. “I have a personal grudge to settle with that one, I’ll tell you.”

“Him?” He sneered. “Our allies in Olossi threw him in the dungeon.”
“Did they? That makes my job easier, then, because I’ve been wandering out here

on his trail and my feet are sore and I had just about given up. Heya!” Her face
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changed expression as quickly as sun brightens when it comes out behind cloud. “I
don’t suppose you could give me a lift? To Olossi? I think that eagle can carry two
for a short way. If it gets too heavy, we can always stop along the way for a, umm,
rest.”

“Oh, ah, yes, ah.”
“What’s your name? Marshal Yordenas kept me away from the rest of you, and I

can see why he’d be worried. I see you’re Fire-born. I really like Fire-born men.
They have a certain . . . heat about them that warms us Water-born.”

“Oh, eh, ah, Horas. My eagle is Tumna. But I’m carrying a message uproad.”
“Really? How far?” She glanced at the sky. It was not yet noon.
“Not sure. Two days if you walked it, so by midafternoon today, since they’ll be

on the road and easy to spot with all those thousands. It just depends on how far
they’re running behind the strike force.”

“I’m actually in a lot of trouble for letting that reeve get past me. It would be
such a help to me if I went by Olossi straightaway, before getting back to the temple.
I’m not usually so clumsy as to let them get away once they’re marked.”

“Yes, Yordenas was furious,” he said, snickering. “That was a sight to see.”
“Aui! He was mad, wasn’t he? I was happy to leave his service, I’ll tell you. Truly,

I wish he’d had as much vigor in his other, um, pursuits.”
This was really too much, but the reeve was swallowing it whole. It was true that

lust blinded you. That’s why Ushara, the goddess of love, death, and desire, was
known as the Merciless One.

She pushed her advantage. “But a contract is a contract. I’d like to finish off that
reeve and be shed of my obligation.”

“Well, uh, then, it wouldn’t do any harm to take you along . . . I’m going back
downroad to Argent Hall after I deliver my message.”

“Oh, yes, your message to them. If I went along with you, do you think you can
drop me just out of sight of Olossi’s walls before nightfall? I would be so very very
appreciative.”

“I . . . I should do. I mean, I’m to deliver the message, and return with an answer,
if there is one. I’m expected back at Argent Hall tonight in any case. Tumna’s a
strong girl, it’s not too far for her to carry us both.”

“Not many eagles could manage it.”
The reeve preened. “No, I don’t think they could.”
Kesh strangled a cough. He was sweating with the sun beating down on them

and not a cloud in the sky, and that eagle’s stare grinding into him as though to
wipe him into the dirt. He dared not move, or laugh, or speak.

“I’m not sure what to do about my hired man. I don’t want him to run into trou-
ble. He’s, well, if you take my meaning, he’s good for carrying a heavy load and not
much else.”

“He hasn’t much to say,” agreed the reeve, looking Keshad over and dismissing
him as no rival to his evident ambitions. “I’m not sure I can help you with him,
though. Every member of the army wears a special coin around their neck to mark
their allegiance to the Star of Life. That medallion would give you safe passage,
although if you ask me, it’s a bit simpleminded to think you couldn’t just steal or
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loot one and pretend to be what you weren’t. Still, no one has been able to stand
against them once they set their sights on a town, so it doesn’t matter. Olossi will be
defeated without much of a fight, more’s the pity. I was looking for some fun.”

She sighed extravagantly. “So was I.”
With a lift of the shoulders, she sauntered over to Kesh and bent close, ostensibly

to unwrap one of the wine bladders from his shoulder.
“Go back and grab one of those medallions from the dead men,” she whispered.

“Then head for Olossi, but this time stay off the road, you idiot. And stay away from
reeves, in case you haven’t figured that out. The Argent Hall reeves are not any
friends of ours.”

She turned toward the reeve and raised her voice. “Will your eagle tolerate my
ginnies?”

“They look pretty big. That’s a lot of extra weight to add on. Heh. Don’t know if
she’d fancy them for an appetizer before her supper.”

“That settles it!” she said with a laugh.
She transferred the ginnies to Kesh, where they dug in hard enough that he

squeaked.
“Hush, now!” she scolded him, or maybe the ginnies. She dropped her voice to a

murmur. “Magic. Mischief. You’re to stay with Brother until I get back. Don’t let
him get into any trouble.” She kissed their snouts and tickled them under their scaly
chins, and they replied with chirps just as if they could understand exactly what she
was saying.

To Kesh she said, softly, “I’ll expect to meet you in Olossi at, oh, there’s a tavern
called the Demon’s Whip in an alley within the entertainers’ district in Merchants’
Walk.”

“You owed him seventy-eight leya—for what I’m not sure! I remember that
place!”

“Yes. And it was worth every copper. Tell Autad that I’ll work off your bill, if you
don’t want to spend any more of your precious coin. It won’t be a problem anyway,
since I’ll likely get to Olossi before you do.”

“Bai!” he said, hard, under his breath. He couldn’t believe this was happening.
She slapped Kesh, as Master Feden and his wife used to do. “Do what I say!”
“Trouble?” The reeve had moved closer, trying to overhear.
“Not at all.” She turned her back on Keshad and strolled over to the reeve. “He’s

scared of being on his own.” She whistled breathily and seemed by the motion of
her head to be looking the reeve up and down. The man actually flushed.

“Too bad about those awkward tight trousers,” she said as she came up to him
and pressed her palm against his leather vest. “I guess you can only get into and out
of them while you’re standing on earth. I wonder if it would be possible to, you
know, do it while you were flying and holding on to each other.” She took one step
back and rested that hand atop the swell of her breasts under her tight sleeveless
jacket.

The reeve swayed as if he had been hit on the head.
“You haven’t been to the temple in a good long time, have you?” she said sympa-

thetically.
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He gave a little involuntary groan. “Not allowed,” he gasped. “The hieros at the
temples aren’t sworn allies to the Star of Life. So it’s forbidden to go. Yordenas is a
real bastard about it. That’s why it surprised me to find a Devouring girl working at
Argent Hall.”

“You know what they say, the master eats the meat he refuses to his dog.”
Horas sucked in a sharp breath. “Isn’t that right!”
“As for the temple, you know we are bound to accept all worshipers within the

walls. As for outside jobs, we take whatever hire comes our way, as long as the cus-
tomer matches our price. Are you ready?”

“Aui!” He wiped his brow, then licked his lips. “Surely I am.”
He called the eagle by putting a whistle to trembling lips, but Kesh heard no

sound. Bai did not shudder or shrink as that huge creature came up behind him so
he could hook in. He even had extra harness to strap her in, tight against him. With
a sharp cry, the eagle thrust and lifted. The last Keshad saw, the reeve was working
to insinuate a hand inside Bai’s jacket as the poor eagle beat hard to get all that
weight above the trees, banked low in a wide curve, just skimming over the tree-
tops, and headed Hornward along the West Track.

Kesh stood there like a lack-wit until Magic bit his ear.
“Ouch!”
Were the damned ginnies laughing at him? They had bright, knowing stares. He

didn’t like them, but they seemed to accept him as, well, as their idiot brother. You
had to be loyal to family.

He shuddered. He had no choice but to go along with Bai’s crazy plan, whatever
it was. He trudged back the way they had come and at length and with sweat pour-
ing freely he got back to the stinking massacre site. The vultures considered him
such a paltry threat that they merely lifted their heads to observe his appearance be-
fore going back to their feeding.

By now he could ignore the scene by pretending it did not exist, by covering his
mouth and nose with cloth to mask the odor, and by keeping his gaze fixed on the
stony roadbed. Only those puddling bodies existed, those two men that Bai had
killed, and they were just corpses, nothing that could harm him. Ghosts couldn’t
hurt you. They had no substance; they were only emotion and spirit.

He knelt beside the man she had knifed in the chest, because this body was less
soaked with fluids. She’d taken her knife; he hadn’t noticed that at the time, or had
he? The ginnies scrambled down off his back and away from the bodies, not liking
the tang. He fumbled at the man’s garment, found a leather thong along the hairy
neck, and with distaste wangled it over the head and fished it off. It was a medallion,
like an oversized coin with the usual square hole through the middle but an un-
usual eight-tanged starburst symbol stamped into the metal. He sniffed it, and bit
it. It was tin, not even silver. Allegiance came cheaply, it seemed. He wondered what
else the “Star of Life” was offering. Or what it was; perhaps some kind of secret so-
ciety banned by guild and council alike.

None of it made sense.
He rose and, reflexively, dusted off the knees of his trousers, then scooped up the

ginnies. Yet he paused, there on the road. Bai was gone off on some fool’s errand. He
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had food, and drink, and a decent string of leya as well as a few items that could be
sold to set up in a safe town as a laborer or to hire his labor out to a local merchant
somewhere.

Should he really chance going back to Olossi? He could not imagine what Bai
thought she was up to, or what all that talk had meant between her and the reeve.
He had no loyalty toward Olossi Town, or the temple, or the reeve hall. He wanted
to start a new life, while Bai had abandoned him in the service of whatever old-
fashioned notion of duty she had imbibed at the breast of the Merciless One.
Maybe, after all, it was best if they split up, if he never met her at the Demon’s Whip.

Maybe.
For the first time since he had been sold into slavery by his greedy relatives, he

had no fixed purpose to guide him. So of course, standing there like the idiot he
was, he waited too long. The ginnies hissed, and flattened against him as if they ex-
pected him to protect them from a threat he could not see. Crows and vultures de-
serted their carrion in a chaos of caws and wings.

About twenty mounted men appeared out of the east, from Hornward, blocking
the road. They were riding toward Olossi. Each man wore a staff tied up against the
back of the thick leather jackets they wore as armor, and on each staff, over their
heads, flew four long ribbon-like yellow and red flags rippling in the wind. When
they saw Keshad, they all drew their swords.

35

After the last years with his luck turning sour at every chance just to spite him,
Horas knew that fortune had finally given him an armful of the very best. He’d
been happy to fly messages for Marshal Yordenas these past months since he’d come
to Argent Hall. For one thing, it gave him insight into the plots and plans of those
who played the pipes to which the rest of them danced. And anyway, it was better
flying messages than having to cool his heels at the hall with all manner of restric-
tions set on him while the master ate the very meat he refused to his dogs.

“Heh,” he said, liking the phrase. He’d gotten his hand inside her vest, and he
tweaked a nipple.

“None of that,” she said sharply.“You’ve no idea what I can do to you if you make
me mad. Aii-ei!” She gave a yelp as Tumna dipped, and pulled sharply up again.
Then she laughed as folk do when they are scared and thrilled at the same time.

A hot shiver coursed through him. Her breasts were firm and shapely, and her
tight buttocks ground up against him because he had hitched her into the spare
harness with her back to his front. He was a little taller, and could see over her,
which was a good thing since Tumna was huffing and beating hard trying to get
loft. They hadn’t found a good updraft yet, no doubt because they were too close to
the river, but he didn’t care. It had been months since he’d worshiped the Merciless
One, not for lack of trying.

“We’re forbidden to enter a temple,” he said.
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“No one can be forbidden the temple.”
“But he’d know. He killed one reeve for disobeying.”
“I don’t remember that! Whoo-ei! How do you get used to this?”
But he was used to flying, the dips and turns, ups and downs, heights and dives.

It was the memory of the quick and brutal death that softened him, and she seemed
immediately aware of his distress.

“In all that time, there’s one thing I never did discover,” she said over her shoul-
der. “Where Marshal Yordenas came from.”

“Don’t know and don’t care.”
“Where do you come from?”
“Haldia.”
“You’re a long way from home.”
She shifted. The feel of her body, helpless in his grasp and moving against him,

got him going again, burning and full. She sensed it, and twitched her buttocks
right up against his groin until he groaned and begged her to stop, or let him land
and have done, they could just find a clearing and land and no one would be the
wiser.

“Oh. Oh, no,” she said with a laugh as Tumna found a draft and rode it up. “This
is amazing! You know, you can’t serve the Merciless One if you’re too hasty. How I
despise men who are hasty. Surely you aren’t going to be one of those? I thought you
were strong enough to take your time.”

“I’m strong. I’ve bided my time this long, haven’t I?” He was sweating so much
that beads ran down to sting in his eyes.

“Bided your time in Argent Hall? It’s true, Marshal Yordenas is a slimy worm. I
didn’t like him, and I’ll tell you something in confidence. If you promise not to say.”

Then she did it a second time, and it was killing him with his trousers so tight
and nothing to be done up here, and Tumna slipping out of the updraft into a glide
over the trees, the first real height the eagle had gotten so he daren’t land now and
lose all that effort. Best keep his mind on other things.

“I promise not to say. I hate Yordenas. Always have. Arrogant sneering bastard.”
“He really is a worm. He’s got a limp prick.”
“Heh! No. Truly?”
“Truly. No milk in him, I’m telling you. What a disappointment! But I can tell

you’re nothing like that. You’re as full a man as I’ve snuggled up to in a long while.
Tell you what.”

It was hard to talk because he was so horribly aroused between the smell and shape
of her and knowing he was going to get something Yordenas couldn’t have. It was like
the sun shining right in your eyes, blinding you. It was agony. “Ah. Ah. What?”

“Look at that view!”
He could see the view anytime. It was the view of her that was something new.
She went on breathlessly. “Let’s see your message delivered, and us on our way

back to Olossi with enough time in the day, and I have an idea about how to get
those trousers off you while we’re still in the air. Want to try it?”

Just thinking of it was almost enough to push him over the edge. “The hells.
What do you think?”
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She laughed. “Careful, now. You don’t want to be spilling your milk too soon, do
you? Here, now. Tell me a story.”

“Don’t know any stories.”
“Tell me about where you grew up.”
“Nothing to tell.”
“You got to be a reeve. That must be something to tell.”
“Not much. I hated the village I grew up in. It was full of prating, mewling farm-

ers and foresters and carters who would go on and on about what we owed the gods,
and good manners, and where I should serve my apprentice year when all I wanted to
do was serve the Thunderer, and how a man ought to behave when that wasn’t what
I wanted at all and I didn’t see what business it was of theirs to be telling me what to
do!”

“They’re like that at the temple, too, the old bitches. Always ordering a person
about.”

“Heh. Yeh. Then there was some trouble over the headman’s daughter and the
rights to the best parcel of land, but of course they would all plot against me, so af-
ter I—well, anyway, after that I left and walked all the way to High Haldia. I’d heard
a man could get work in their militia, and I don’t mind saying I was strong enough
to do their kind of work. I was good with a staff, always was, ever since a boy, and
good with a bow, did a lot of hunting along the river when I was a lad. That’s all
even though they wouldn’t let me serve my apprentice year with Kotaru, but I
showed them by thrashing every one of those who did, in all the villages nearby. But
anyway, they didn’t take kindly to me in High Haldia, for their captain was jealous
of how good I was with the staff, better than any of his men, although of course he
wouldn’t admit to it and had to spew some other such vomit about why I wasn’t fit
for their puny little militia. I thought I’d have to work felling trees again, which
wasn’t to my liking, I’ll tell you, even though a man has to eat, but it came about that
a consortium of merchants was looking for guardsmen to accompany a caravan up-
river to Seven and up the Steps to Teriayne. That wasn’t bad duty, even though the
caravan master was a real prick about everything and let me go as soon as we
reached Seven. I spent a while there doing this and that. One thing led to another,
and next I knew I was sent with a supply train up to Iron Hall and after that Tumna
chose me. That was a surprise! I showed them, didn’t I?”

“You showed who?”
“All those who said I wouldn’t amount to anything. But I showed them!” He was

juiced, the words flowing into that sympathetic ear, and the story of his many griev-
ances at Iron Hall tumbled out as Tumna labored upriver parallel to West Track.
How the arms master had picked on him, and made fun of him in front of the oth-
ers, just because the man didn’t like that one time he had gotten in past his guard
and scored a hit to his shoulder. How that hireling girl had told him off when he’d
made her an offer, and damned if anyone would speak to him that way, but he’d
shown her, hadn’t he? You didn’t treat a man with so little respect and expect him
just to walk away. How he’d gotten passed over when it came time to appoint a new
wing leader, which ought by rights to have gone to him but after all the marshal had
favored that bitch of a northerner out of the high country, probably because she was
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milking him not because she was anything special as a reeve even if the rest of them
did sing her praises just because she had a creamy way of talking sweet to them all.
And then she’d pretended to be kind and sorry afterward, the way you would
scratch a dog’s head when it was whining, not that he ever whined even when he got
cut the short end of the stick. Anyway, it wasn’t his fault that man assaulted him.
You didn’t have to take that kind of nasty shit-talk from common farmers just be-
cause you were a reeve and ordained to keep the peace, as the veterans were always
droning on about. Reeves ought to be treated with respect and not shoved and
cursed at and called rude names. So it wasn’t his fault that the man had pushed too
far, and he’d retaliated with perfectly reasonable force. Not his fault at all, no matter
what anyone else said. They were overreacting, just because the man died when af-
ter all it was his own bad temper that had done him in. You’d think they would have
taken that into account, but it always seemed the marshal—everyone, for that
matter—weighed in against him whenever there was trouble.

“You’ve an eloquent way of telling your tale,” she said. “I do feel I know you bet-
ter now. How do you like it at Argent Hall?”

“It’s a little better,” he said grudgingly. “There’s a good group of reeves there who
have taken a liking to me, but I must say that Marshal Yordenas is a disappointment.
He’s weak. Too puffed up with his own importance. If the lord commander hadn’t
appointed him marshal, he’d never have risen so far.”

“The Commander of Clan Hall? Appointed Yordenas as marshal? I thought
reeves elected their own hall marshal—Oh . . . of course, I’d forgotten about the
lord commander’s part in all this.”

“Hard to see how you could overlook it, considering this is his army.” Because he
had a sharp gaze honed from years as a reeve, he gestured to make sure she saw the
sight coming into view where West Track cut across open country. “There they are.
Tumna usually would cover this distance faster than she did today. That’s about two
days’ march we’ve covered just since midday. I don’t want you to think she’s like
other eagles, she’s much better, but the weight slowed her down.”

Her body tensed, but there was nothing sexual about the way she felt against
him now.

“What?” he asked suspiciously. “What’s wrong?”
She relaxed, and gave that twitch against his groin that made him suck in breath

between clenched teeth, thinking of how hard it was to wait to devour her.
“I just didn’t expect so many,” she said.
From the height, it was an impressive sight as Tumna circled in to seek a land-

ing site. It was the only army Horas had ever seen, certainly, although he under-
stood that the northern army being fielded was twice this size, the one they were
going to throw against Toskala and Nessumara after they finished off the city of
High Haldia. The vanguard was out of sight where woodland concealed the road,
but the body of the beast stretched a fair way back with men marching in ranks of
six with six abreast, each of these cadres separated from the next by a banner and
sergeant, and three such sergeants to a company with its triple banners and cap-
tain, and six companies to a cohort, each cohort assigned a marshal and badge ac-
cording to the taste and whim of their commander. Six cohorts had been sent
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against Olossi, although the mounted Flying Fours had been split into foraging
groups, one of which was riding two days ahead as their strike force while the rest
were split into cadres and subcadres roaming up and down the road, scouting or
probing out on raids into the nearby countryside.

“I thought . . .” She paused.
“You thought what? I’m not stupid, you know.”
“No, no,” she agreed, resting a hand on his right thigh, right up close to his groin,

stroking it just enough to set the flame burning higher. “That’s why I know you can
answer me. The one thing I’ve never understood. What’s in it for Olossi’s council?”

“The hells. You are just a Devouring girl, aren’t you? More tits than brains.”
She giggled, and gave another of those killing twitches. “Is that what they say

about us Devouring girls?”
“Not most people. Most people would give me a good scolding for you know

how they will blab on about the duty we owe to the gods and how we each serve and
how every service maintains the balance and the many streams that flow in the
world. But I say, who would serve the Devourer and give for free what they could be
getting coin for, if they didn’t want a lot of filling up of what’s otherwise empty?
Eh?”

She laughed, genuinely amused, and for an instant he was furious, thinking she
was laughing at him somehow, and then he realized that of course she was agreeing
with him.

“A lot of filling up, you like that, don’t you?” He pumped against her buttocks,
wishing they weren’t both clothed although in fact that kilt and vest she was wear-
ing didn’t cover much.

“I do like a real man filling me up, that’s true. But I so rarely meet one. I guess
Olossi’s council will be getting the same treatment, eh?”

“Not at all. Heh. They’re getting nothing. They just think they’re getting a good
milk, but they’ll just get a stiff shaft and nothing to show for it, which is all they de-
serve. ‘Greed makes of men rank fools.’ ”

“So it does. Whoo-ah!” She actually gripped his hips, tensing with fear, as Tumna
came down fast to land with a bump and a thump in the grass close beside the road.
Then she laughed.

The soldiers kept marching. They had long since learned to ignore the reeves
who came and went. Horas ran his hands up and down her lithe body while he still
had her hitched against him, but here damn it anyway came a captain wearing the
lord commander’s colors riding right toward them, on a mission, just as he was. He
unhooked her, and she sidled fast out of reach of Tumna’s beak, not that the eagle
would do anything to her if he didn’t command it done. Tumna was strong, and
that mattered, but she was balky and slow to obey, and her balkiness had gotten
worse over the years, worse luck for Horas, who never seemed to get much good
fortune come his way although the Devouring girl stood there waiting to see what
he wanted her to do, with a dumb, expectant look on her face that got him all hot
and bothered again just as the captain rode up and halted at a prudent distance and
looked them over.

“Reeve Horas?”
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“Eh, yeh. Captain Mani. Who do I report to today?”
“Who’s that?” asked the captain with an ugly frown and a curt tone.
“No need to bark at me like that!”
The captain gave him a look that Horas wanted to scrape right off his face, but

he held his temper in while the captain gave the girl a second look.“Who’s that? And
why’s she here?”

She raised both hands palm-up in the manner of a pilgrim come to worship at
the temple. “I’m the Devouring girl hired on by Marshal Yordenas at Argent Hall.
Maybe you heard of me.”

“I didn’t,” said the captain.
“It’s a long story,” she said with a lazy smile, “but maybe we can talk about it at

length, later.”
“Hey!” objected Horas. “You’re mine!”
She had a way of lifting her eyebrows that made him feel he was already in the

saddle. He flushed.
“I belong to the Devourer,” she said.
“I’m not interested,” said Captain Mani. “Except in what you’re doing here.”
She shrugged.“Marshal Yordenas of Argent Hall set me to kill a reeve out of Clan

Hall who came nosing around. But the reeve got away, so I was out on West Track
looking for him when Reeve Horas here found me on the road and kindly let me
know that the Olossi council had already caught the reeve and put him in their
dungeon. So I asked for a lift back to Olossi.”

“To do him in?” asked the captain.
“If need be. I like it said that I finish what I start. Reeve Horas offered me a lift to

Olossi, and I took it. Naturally, it meant I had to come on this part of the errand
first.”

The captain turned his stare on Horas. “I suppose you hoped to peel and pound
the nai root on the side, eh? On your way back to Argent Hall and Olossi?”

“None of your business what’s done in the hand of the Devourer!” How these
tight-lipped bastards made him want to slug their sneering faces!

Captain Mani shook his head with a grimace of disgust. “Keep it in the temple,
then. That’s where it belongs. Move sharp. The lord commander saw you come in
and is wanting your report.”

That shrank him down to size. The lord commander was not a nice man, or a
patient one. Not that Horas was afraid of anyone or anything, but still, the lord
commander wasn’t to be kept waiting.

“All right, then. She can wait here under guard of Tumna.”
“I’d like a drink and a bite to eat if there’s anything to be had,” she said, with a sly

smile, probably thinking to earn a little coin with a few quick milkings while he was
off giving his report.

“She’ll come along where I can keep an eye on her,” said the captain. For once,
Horas figured this was a man who would keep his hands dry.

“All right,” he said grudgingly. He commanded Tumna to stay. With a downcast
gaze, the woman followed as he slogged over sun-bleached, heat-dried grass toward
the road, keeping pace with Captain Mani. They didn’t speak. A drum rattled out a
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rhythm, repeated twice, and the beat was echoed in both directions up and down
the line. Soldiers faltered, and came to a halt, then set down their weapons and
made themselves comfortable on the road. They drank, chewed, lay back to nap,
and there a quartet formed a square and began rolling dice. Men did stare at the De-
vouring girl as they crossed the road and pushed into the forest on the other side.
Some even licked their lips. It was good to know men envied you for what you had.
He thought of slapping her on the butt where everyone could see, but then Captain
Mani gave him such a look that next thing he knew his hand was in a fist and it took
all his control not to punch the thin-lipped bastard.

The first rank of trees beyond the road were growth come back after an initial
felling, not yet sturdy enough for heavy building. Past this strip of woodland lay open
ground stretching all the way to the river’s edge, which was here steep because of the
way the swift-running current cut under the land. Downstream, a herd of horses had
been loosed to graze. Closer, cloth had been strung between trees as a roof, and gauzy
curtains hung to make walls that undulated as the breeze groped them.

“Stay out here,” said Captain Mani to the Devouring girl. “Reeve, go in, as you’ve
been commanded.”

He looked at the woman, but she was staring toward the horses with eyes nar-
rowed and mouth pursed tight just like all those women when they told him to go
milk himself. He hated that look. The captain coughed sharply, and he hurried over
to the enclosure although it didn’t seem there was a door, only places where cur-
tains overlapped, allowing entry if you fingered them aside and slipped between
them. The grass here by the river was still moist and green, curling around his
knees. The thin curtains curled around him as well, as he pushed the cloth away
from his face and found himself in the shade facing the lord commander.

The lord commander was an attractive man with a northern look to him, a light-
brown complexion, broad cheekbones, and dark-brown eyes with lashes as long
and pretty as a girl’s. His beard and mustache had a trim look to them, not a touch
of gray, and his black hair was braided in three loops. Mostly, Horas noticed the
rich cut of his clothes, the kind of things a reeve could never afford. Best-quality
wide trousers were tied over a colorless silk shirt so fine it seemed to shimmer. Over
the shirt he wore a sleeveless, knee-length jacket the same dark blue as the trousers
and embroidered in the same color thread down the front, the kind of decoration
rich men wore to show they had the money to pay a craftsman to do painstaking
work that most people would never come close enough to notice. Thrown over all
this was a gold cloak so light and fine that he boiled with envy. When would he ever
possess such fine things? It wasn’t fair.

The lord commander stood beside a table on which a long map had been un-
rolled, weighted at the edges with cunning ivory carvings the like of which only rich
men could afford. He was speaking to four underlings, punctuating his comments
by tapping on the map with an arrow.

“The march on Olossi is our first volley into the south. If you deliver the town to
us, then we’ll see about your reward. But from today, you captains are on your own
with this campaign. We have to return to the north by the end of the day. There’s
too much going on there, more resistance than we expected at High Haldia—”
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He broke off as Horas walked into his line of sight. With a sweeping, scornful
gaze and a harsh frown, he took the reeve’s measure.

“You’re from Argent Hall. I expected you sooner. What’s your report?”
The lord commander had the kind of power that made you tuck your head even

though to be spoken to in that way really made a man want to growl back. Horas
hated the way he sounded when he replied, like a squeaking boy caught licking
sugar cakes by the meanest of his aunties.

“Matters have not changed since two days ago. Heh. Eh.” He cleared his throat
and found a better tone. It wasn’t easy to stand up for himself while keeping his
gaze slanted off toward the map. “The most recent caravan up from the empire
brought along a mercenary company, two hundred strong. They cleared the roads.
Rumor has it that the malcontents on the council will choose this moment to strike.
They’ll vote to allow this company to stay and continue safeguarding the southern
roads. Meanwhile, Marshal Yordenas awaits word from you as to the disposition of
his forces. As I understand it, that reeve who was nosing around lies in the dungeon
of the Assizes Tower. I’ve heard it said he’s very ill.”

“Why have they not simply killed him and have done with the threat?”
“There were witnesses to his arrest. Questions will be asked.”
“Look at me!”
He met the lord commander’s gaze. A stone might have dropped into the pit of

his stomach. He was stricken with an intense fear that the cloth walls and ceiling
would fall inward, wrap him, choke him, all his breath sucked right out of him by
that touch until he was only a dead husk, withering into bones.

He thought he heard a woman’s voice speak a single word. The lord comman-
der’s gaze shifted away, and Horas dropped hard back into himself. He was sweat-
ing, and trembling. The other three men—three dressed in soldier’s jackets and
short cloaks and one dressed in humbler garb—were staring at their feet. They were
afraid, too. Everyone was afraid. Even, strangely, the lord commander, who brushed
his chin with the back of a hand and came a step closer, with a gesture as if he
meant to thrust the point of the arrow into Horas’s eye.

“That’s not good enough. Why haven’t they killed him?”
“They mean to bring him up on trial at the assizes, that’s all,” Horas said in a

rush, tripping over the words because if he directed the lord commander’s anger
elsewhere then the man would not be mad at him. “They were waiting for that bor-
der captain to be dead, so they’d have a charge to lay on the reeve and evidence to go
with it. Now that they have the body, the hearing and trial can go through the
proper assizes ritual. That’s how they plan to discredit the council faction that is
trying to take over.”

“It’s taking too long.”
“Oh, eh, yeh, of course! Clumsy oafs! No wonder they need a new governor.

They’re not fit to govern themselves. But I’ve got the Devouring girl with me, the
one that killed the border captain, so she claims. She tried to kill the reeve, but
failed. She’s saying she’ll go back and finish him off. Not much he can do when he’s
stuck in the pit, eh?”

The lord commander’s gaze sharpened. He sniffed, as if taking in a scent. His
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teeth showed as lips parted, and his tongue flicked out. “A Devouring girl? Where is
she?”

Horas shuddered. Spiders might crawl on his skin so, to make him shrink away
in fear. The man had a cruel voice.

“Lord Radas. Enough.”
The words came from beyond an inner wall of gauze. As if in response to that

quiet voice, a wind caught the filmy hem of that inner wall and lifted it enough to
give him a glimpse into a second chamber hidden away within this temporary shel-
ter. A woman was seated at a low writing table, with her back to him. Just before the
curtain fell back into place she raised her left hand and curled her fingers in toward
her palm. Then the gauze slid back, and he could not see her.

He hesitated.
“Go on,” said the lord commander, voice tight with suppressed fury.
Horas figured it best to move fast. He had trouble finding the opening. The cloth

seemed heavier than it should have, the air so thick it was almost liquid, but he
squeezed through and came into a cooler zone. The awning overhead rolled in
waves as the wind stroked it. All trace of the outer chamber and the outside world
was erased. The isolation made him twitchy.

She sat cross-legged on a pillow, back board-straight, her hair bound in a single
thick braid running true down her spine. The blackness of her hair blended with
the night-black cloak hanging from her shoulders, its lower portion draped in
graceful folds around her hips and legs. She seemed to be sitting on a spear whose
haft and point stuck out on either side. A table rested in front of her. Her body
blocked his view of the table except for a few items lined up straight, and parallel to
the table’s edge, to her right side. There lay a common dagger, nothing ornamented
or fancy, but it looked serviceable; you could stab a man in the guts with such a dag-
ger if he pushed you too far and it would kill him if you got it in deep enough and
in the sweet spot. There was also a sharpened, hollow green stick, recently cut from
a stalk of pipe-brush, the kind of thing you could use as a stake or to stab through
the flesh of a moonfruit and suck out the juices inside. Closest to her elbow lay a
narrow wooden box that contained four writing brushes resting on a silk bed with
an empty space where a fifth brush must normally reside. That fifth brush was in
her hand. The paper on which she was writing was hidden by her body. There was
no one else. Perhaps she was the lord commander’s private clerk, his secretary, who
took down his decrees and pronouncements and orders.

Without looking at him, she spoke in a pleasant, friendly, warm voice.
“Reeve Horas, I am relieved and pleased you have come so promptly. What is

your report?”
He repeated what he had told the lord commander.
For a while she did not reply. He couldn’t see her writing hand, but that arm

rose, bent, retreated, and shifted forward, as she brushed down words. He shuffled
his feet, scratched at a bug bite on his jaw, and, thinking of the Devouring girl, gave
a reflexive nudge to his crotch.

“Come around where I can see you.”
How was it that such mild words could dig into a man’s worst fears? Hot tears
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filled his eyes, and he hated the Devouring girl, for she had brought this on him,
surely. But he walked around to the front of the table, sure that his legs weren’t shak-
ing. He wasn’t weak like those men who pissed themselves, or who fell begging to
their knees. He hadn’t even met this woman before. This was just spillover from be-
ing on the ugly end of the lord commander’s annoyance, a dangerous thing, truly,
but he was a reeve and therefore he had stature no common soldier could possibly
gain.

Aui! After all she was a woman not much older than he was, one who had cele-
brated three feasts but still waited on the fourth and fifth feasts of life. She was or-
dinary in all ways, with the ample body best suited to a woman of her years, a round
face with regular features such as any hardworking and prosperous householder
might have, and confident hands. She was obviously no warrior trained, not like the
lord commander, whose sword could stab a man through the guts, whose captains
would order men strung up by their thumbs or tongues or ears if they displeased
the lord.

A writing mat had been rolled out on the table and paper placed upon it,
weighted with a stone in each corner. The long stick of ink, carved in the shape of a
crane with head bent back as if looking over its shoulder, had not been cut, and the
ink basin with its sheen of water was clear. The paper remained blank. The hairs of
the brush she held in her hand were dry.

This much he glimpsed before he placed himself directly in front of the table and
cast his gaze down because aunties liked young men to stand humbly before them.
It was the coin they demanded, if you wanted to eat and be clothed and get work in
the village. He clasped his hands behind his back to hide that humiliating tremble.

“Look at me,” she said kindly.
Surprised at the request, he looked up into her steady gaze.
At first he was reminded of the nicer aunties who lived in his village, the ones

who swept their porches and weeded their gardens and washed and cooked and
spun and tended their silkworms and engaged in their small crafts and gossiped by
the well. The ones who said it was best to give a rebellious boy a second chance, be-
cause such high spirits might mark the sign of a lad destined for greatness. She was
just such a woman, come from a humble background, no different at all.

No different.
Not at first. Not until it seemed you were being twisted inside out and your se-

crets pulled like fish from water to gasp out their lives at the mercy of the fisher. Her
gaze was a hook caught in his head. The world was clear but it was also swallowed
in a haze he could not penetrate. He drowned in memories, each one plucked out
and set before him like a gem for sale in the marketplace. Forgotten voices roared in
his ears, and every spike of fury and prod of lust and cut of greed and claw of envy
stormed in his heart and he was ashamed of it until he thought he would pass out.
But he did not pass out, though he wished he could.

“Assault, rape, murder,” she said with the same matter-of-fact tone an auntie in
the market points out which vegetables she wants. “That is just what lies at the sur-
face. A rough start in your life, Horas.”
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“They asked for it!” His hands were stinging, and his heart pounded in his chest
so loud it seemed like those drums that had earlier called the army to rest, only he
couldn’t rest, only stand there, sweating and shaking and as flushed as if he’d been
standing in the sun all through the blasting heat of a blazing afternoon.

She looked down at the blank paper and set down the brush. Suddenly it was cool
again, and he heard wind in the branches, and the murmur of the captains making
their plans with the lord commander, and folk bantering outside. The hells! Some of
those dogs were chatting up his girl. Their voices drifted through the gauze.

“Think of me as a dagger,” the Devouring girl was saying in a voice made strong
by a laugh bubbling up. “Watch you don’t get pricked.”

“I’d like to prick you,” replied a wit.
“My friend, you’ll need to sharpen that dull point of yours if you want to be

pricking anything.”
“She’s handling them with ease,” said the woman. “I suppose such dreary banter

is the kind of thing hierodules become accustomed to when they venture outside the
temple. Within the temple walls, no one dares act with such disrespect. The cere-
monies are sung and danced and paced out in their proper order, and with proper
respect to law and custom. Those who walk in the hand of the Devourer are holy in
the sight of the land. It falls ill with the ones who think only of their own lust and
not of the holy act of joining. Isn’t that right?”

He slid his gaze sideways so as to avoid hers, but he knew that if she demanded
he look at her again, he would have to.

“I believe that Wakened Crane is council day in Olossi,” she continued, without
making him look. “Which is today. Go to Olossi immediately. Speak in private to
their leader and tell him that these mercenaries must under no circumstances stay
in the Hundred. After this, attend the council as a silent observer. That will be mes-
sage enough to the council members who may think to disagree with those who
rule them. Watch and mark who speaks and what they say. Set the hierodule on her
road, to eliminate the imprisoned reeve. Then return afterward to Argent Hall and
tell Marshal Yordenas that I am displeased with him.” Her fingers brushed the hilt
of the dagger. “Just that. Nothing more. He’ll know what I speak of. As for you, Ho-
ras, know that I will know. I am watching you now. I do not like disrespect toward
those who are holy in the sight of the gods.”

She picked up the dagger and turned it in her hands as though it had a message
for her. This was his dismissal.

He staggered outside and stood there panting until the world stopped spinning.
When no one offered him so much as a drink to cool his parched throat, he cursed
the lot of them for selfish bastards, but not out loud.

“Come on,” he said to the Devouring girl.
She looked surprised but followed without asking questions. His thrill in the day,

in the catch, in the promise, was ruined. On West Track, the army was being
drummed to its feet. Tumna waited in the open ground beyond. He hooked into the
harness and hitched her in before him, and she was puzzled but cautious, trying to
read his mood.
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“We’ll go quickly,” he said. “Get there as fast as we can.”
That was all. They flew to Olossi and though he thought once or twice of the

things the Devouring girl had promised to do to him and let him do to her, fear
doused his rod. He showed her no disrespect, and without his charm to loosen her
tongue, she made no offer.

36

The dream unveiled itself in the gray unwinding of mist, but this time the mist
did not end, nor did it part. There was offered both drink and food on a tray low-
ered down through a hatch in the ceiling. In a haze he gobbled down what was
there, but it all came right back up again. Much later, he drank, coughed up some
but kept down a little, and after dozed fitfully. He could not remember where he
was, only that he was so terribly thirsty.

There it was again, the bowl, and he drank, but the liquid churned in his stom-
ach and he retched it all up. The effort exhausted him. His head was shattered with
pain. Through these choppy waves he sank into the depths.

Later, he discovered he had emerged out of deep waters into a kind of waking
delirium.

Woozy-headed, he tried to make sense of his surroundings. There was an awful
stink, and when he managed to hold up a hand he was after all holding up two hands;
both blurred even while he felt he had another arm braced under him. Had he grown
a third hand? The effort of thinking and moving made his guts lurch and bowels go
loose, and he coughed and heaved and felt the fog overwhelm him once again.

He dreamed, but in fragments: the pain in his head; Scar; a woman inviting him
to her bed with a sly smile; a field of rice stubble; sipping from a bowl of water
whose pure fragrance drowned him; the deserted temple up in the high hills of the
Liya Pass that stank of fear and shame. Here he is wandering. Where has Marit
gone? He tries to call after her, but his voice makes no sound. He will never find her.

A click and a scrape woke him.
“For shame!”
He stirred, hearing a voice young and feminine and pleasing.
“Is it right you allow this man to lie in his filth? He looks ill. Is he even con-

scious?”
“He’s a murderer.” That was a man’s voice, low and rumbling like sifting through

gravel.
“Has he been seen at the assizes yet?”
“No, verea. He has not.”
“Who is he?”
“Not our business to know, verea.”
“If he hasn’t been seen at the assizes, then he’s only accused. The magistrate

hasn’t read the sentence. You’d think it best if he came to the court smelling like a
decent person. If you won’t clean him up, I will.”
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“Not allowed, verea. He’s not allowed up, nor anyone allowed down.”
He cracked one eye, then the other, but it wasn’t easy; some dried substance had

crusted them over. The walls—for there were walls all around him—were stone
built, and not so very far away. He was curled up in one corner on stone that was
both slicked in patches with a drying stink and elsewhere rimed with a dried coat-
ing that crackled under him as he tried to shift up, to sit, to see where those voices
were coming from. The walls were plain, with no openings.

“He’s waking,” said the young woman’s voice. “Do something, I pray you!”
He gagged and his stomach heaved again, but he had nothing in him. His throat

was raw; each swallow was a stab of pain. His head throbbed. His clothes were stiff
and nasty, and it became clear to him immediately that he had soiled himself while
ill. But at least now he could sit up, blinking in the flickering lantern light. Where
was that light coming from?

Ah! It was above.
He squinted up. The movement hurt his neck. Far above, floating in a sea of

darkness, was a ceiling constructed of night or, possibly, planks of wood. There was
an opening cut within them, and floating in this hatchway the veil of mist.

Yet as he stared, the gray mist hovering over the opening vanished abruptly to be
replaced by a man’s disinterested face. The light was withdrawn, a lantern hauled
up on a rope, and he sat in blackness trying to recall who he was and why he was
here. Footsteps cracked away down an unseen corridor above him, quickly swal-
lowed in the echoless stone.

“I like that,” said the gravel voice.
He was answered by a wheedling tenor. “That the Silver girl who always comes?”
“That one? How should I know? Always got their faces covered, don’t they?”
“Heh! But you’d recognize the voice.”
“Yeah, I would do. Same one. Seems nice enough, but you know how it is.”
“Neh, I don’t, for I’ve never stood so close to a Silver before, not even one of the

men. Never seen one of their women. I thought they weren’t allowed into the light.”
“You’re come recently from the country, aren’t you!”
“No shame in that!”
“Neh, neh, never meant there was. Those Silvers, the women are so ass-ugly that

they daren’t show their faces in the light of day where others can see. That’s what I
hear.”

“You ever seen one of their faces?”
“Not me! It’s a curse if you do, for they’ve certain tricksy magics, you know.

Curses and rots and suchlike. Make your cock fall off if you so much as look at
them crosswise. They paint their hands with all manner of spells, did you notice
that?”

“I thought she had a skin disease on her fingers.”
“Oh, no, those are spells. Not even tattoos. Spells, painted on their hands. It’s the

only part of them you ever see. Nay, don’t mess with them, I tell you.”
“Aui! I won’t!”
“She’s all right, though, that one. She comes through and brings food for the

prisoners whose families have no way to feed them. Else they’d starve, you know.”
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“What would make a person go and do that?” asked Tenor. “If family can’t help
you, then why would you go and trust a stranger? Probably better to die.”

“Don’t know why she does it. They’re outlanders, you know. Comes of their pe-
culiar customs, I’d wager.”

“I did hear one thing,” added Tenor cunningly. “That they pay off those who
would make trouble for them. That’s why they never come to trouble before the
law.”

“Neh, maybe so, but they do trade fairly, you must give them that. My old uncle
needed a medicinal for his son who was sick with the flux, and it happened it was
the end of the season and there was none to be found except in the end one of the
Silver shops had a last vial. I’ll tell you, that merchant could have charged him ten
or twenty times over, for Uncle was that desperate, and there are some merchants in
this town who would have done so, but that Silver charged him market price, same
as anyone. It was fairly done. So I don’t mind the girl or her escort.”

“Always an escort, those men with her?”
“Always. The Silvers treat their womenfolk like slaves, didn’t you know that? Al-

ways under guard. Can’t walk out on their own, or show their face. Bodies com-
pletely covered in those loose robes, which is peculiar, if you think about it.”

“The men do look funny,” agreed Tenor,“with those pulled eyes and their hair all
tied up in cloth like women sometimes do. I hear they have unnatural congress with
beasts.”

“And horns, under the cloth! That’s why they must cover their heads. They’re
demon-born, back in their old country. It’s why they were run out and come here to
the Hundred.”

The Hundred!
Joss found his memory and his voice.
“Enough!” he croaked. Speaking that word made his head ache worse. “What

have the Silvers ever done to you that you should speak of them so cruelly?”
“Eiya!” yelped Tenor. “It speaks!”
Light wavered before the opening, dropped through, but it was as blinding as the

darkness, slamming right into his eyes.
“He does stink,” said Gravel. “I’ll ask Captain if we can wash him up. Whew!”
“He looked harmless enough. Who’s been feeding him?”
“That girl brings a ration of rice every day, enough to share out among the desti-

tute. We shove his portion in through the hatch. First day he did take it, but he cast
it all back out again a time or two.”

“I can smell that! Eh!”
“Then he was sleeping or sick. I’m no healer! I thought him like to die. But Cap-

tain Waras came by and said to let him be, and we must obey the captain.”
“What day is it?” Joss said in his strange, roughened voice.
“Wakened Crane,” said Gravel kindly.
“Council day, isn’t it? I have the right to appear before the council.”
Gravel snorted. “Even if we could let you out, council bell already rang, so by the

time you crawled up to Fortune Square it’d be all over for the week!”
They laughed as if this were the best joke they’d heard that day.
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“You’re too late for this week!” cried Tenor over Gravel’s honking laugh.
The lantern was drawn up, and the hatch shuttered with a slam of wood. Their

laughter and footfalls faded away, leaving him in unrelieved night. He groped at his
chest, but the bone whistle was gone. Of course. There was a slight movement of air
in the dungeon through slits set in the walls or ceiling, but no view of the sky. He
grimaced, realizing truly how horribly grimy and disgusting he had become, mat-
ted in his own dried vomit and feces and urine. His head pounded, but at least he
could think.

Gingerly, he lay flat on his back and stretched out with arms over his head. In this
position, he easily touched opposite walls. He was no better than a rat trapped in a
hole. His foot nudged the rim of an object: It was the food tray with a lump of cold
rice and the bowl half full of warmish water that smelled as if it had not been
fouled. There weren’t too many bugs. He didn’t mind the bugs.

He drank, and he ate, and this time he kept it all down.

37

Captain Waras led them on a long, hot, and sweaty walk up through Olossi Town
to a place he called “Fortune Square.” Certainly their fortunes would rise or fall de-
pending on the outcome of this council meeting.

At the council hall, she and Anji were allowed to sit on benches in the outer room
while Sengel and Toughid took their usual places a few paces to either side of Anji,
watching the occasional entrance and exit, and indeed every movement that flick-
ered into being however brief its life, and marking each least scrape, rattle, and
word that flew into the air. Priya was watchful, but Sheyshi had her eyes shut fast as
she mumbled a singsong prayer in the voice of a woman near to tears with fear.
There was no one else there except Captain Waras’s guards, and Mai expected that
Sengel and Toughid could make short work of these six callow youths who hadn’t
the posture of men who have been tested.

Anji listened carefully to her account of her conversation with Tannadit. He
made no comment until she was done.

“Sixteen ‘Greater Houses’? And an untold number of dissatisfied Lesser Houses?
‘Silvers’? I wonder what they are. Useful, anyway. You learned more than I did. I
mostly heard tales of merchants and traders and peddlers who could not bring their
goods into the north, past a town called Horn. If goods come up from the south,
and cannot be moved elsewhere, it will hurt the merchants in this city.”

“You think you could offer your company as caravan guards on the roads here.”
“It seems possible.”
“Isn’t ‘Horn’ the name of the town where my uncle’s ring was found?”
“Yes.”
They suffered an interminable and dreary wait through the afternoon while the

air grew more turgid and the heat more stifling. She whispered thanks to the Merci-
ful One that here there was no need to cover her face, as there had been in Sirniaka.
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She whispered thanks that she was allowed to whisper thanks without fear of being
burned alive. At last, the doors slid open, and a steadily increasing stream of women
and men flowed into the building through the entry chamber and on into the high-
raftered hall where the council met.

She studied them as they passed, marking the most curious faces. A man obses-
sively fingered a fresh scar on his clean-shaven chin; it looked like someone had
clawed him with a nail. An old, bent woman needed assistance to walk, closely
tended by a pair of younger relatives, who resembled her about the eyes and jaw. A
stout woman of middle years swaggered with the assurance of a Qin officer, a servant
skulking like a beaten dog at her heels. Most of these folk had gleaming black and
brown-black hair caught up in looped braids. Some of the women wore their hair
pinned high, with a horse’s-tail fall down their back or a cluster of heavily beaded
braids that clacked softly as they walked, like gossips. A pair of men came in with
their hair entirely wrapped in cloth whose ends were tucked away to make a turban.
The younger was a remarkably handsome young man, despite his pale complexion
and strange headdress, and he was dressed in a rich marigold-yellow silk knee-length
overcoat. His gaze roamed, as if he were looking for someone, and when he saw her,
he smiled winningly, but was pulled on his way immediately by the scowling older
man who probably was his father if one judged by looks and dress. No other men
wore their hair wrapped away in a turban.

The shutters were taken down in the hall to let air move through, although there
wasn’t much wind. The afternoon shadows had lengthened, and if there wasn’t pre-
cisely a breeze rising up off the river and delta, there was a softening of the heat. The
hall was lined with benches. It was a vast space bridged by huge crossbeams of
wood. Trees never grew so large in Kartu, not even on Dezara Mountain where the
sacred grove was tended. Already, these Olossi people were bickering, seating them-
selves in clots and clusters that suggested factions and alliances.

The murmur of their voices was like the whisper of wind in leaves—just like in the
poem! Although that tale had a bad ending.

She shifted, feeling anxious. Priya and Sheyshi knelt on the floor. Anji sat utterly
still, hands resting on his knees, back straight, expression smooth and pleasing in
the manner of silk. She could not guess what he was thinking.

In Kartu, of course, the overlords ran everything, even back in the days of the
Mariha princes. The council met only when the rulers of Kartu called in the leading
men of the town to inform them of new regulations to be implemented.

The din of competing voices from the council chamber was rising. A young
woman hurried past clutching pens and several scrolls; ink stained her fingers. She
glanced at Mai and Anji, and her eyes widened in surprise. She dropped a pen.
Bending to pick it up, she lost two more. A grand gentleman swept up the steps be-
hind her. He was attended by a surly-looking man with a crooked nose who was
wearing a leather vest and leather trousers almost exactly like those worn by Reeve
Joss. Reeve leathers, Joss had called them. The clerk cast a frightened glance back as
he approached, and scrambled to gather her things and get into the hall.

“Shut the doors,” said the grand gentleman, pausing in the entry chamber with a
gaggle of attendants bringing up the rear. He wore a magnificent overrobe of iridescent
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green silk, embroidered with orange feathers and gold starbursts along the hem and
sleeves and neckline. His long hair was braided in three loops, decorated with
ribands and beads. If he saw Anji and Mai, he did not deign to notice them, but the
man with the broken nose stared rudely at them, gaze dropping down to examine
Mai’s chest.

A grating and quite high woman’s voice shouted for silence in the hall. When it
was quiet, the gentleman strode into the chamber with his gaggle trailing him in
the manner of nervous goslings. Attendants shoved the doors shut, screens collid-
ing with other screens in a series of sharp reports like staffs whacking wooden
targets.

That nasal soprano rose again, calling the council to order in rapid-fire words
Mai had trouble following; at speed, and muffled by the closed doors, the differ-
ences in pronunciation and phrasing made it difficult to understand. The long wait
and the stifling heat had turned her thoughts to mud. She found it hard to concen-
trate as words and comments emerged from the council hall.

“. . . never allow outlanders to settle . . . bad luck . . . goes against the gods . . .”
“. . . fools not to hire out a guard for caravans going north . . .”
“. . . we must get the trade going again!”
“. . . no need, the road is still safe . . .”
A burst of furious and disorderly disagreement, shouted down.
“. . . no news from the five-flags caravan that left after the rains . . .”
“. . . no trade out of . . .”
“. . . desperate! . . . need that wood in order to . . .”
“. . . you have stuck your heads in the sand . . . the threat . . .”
“. . . perfectly safe . . . this other is exaggeration . . . heavy rains have washed out

the roads . . .”
A loud voice penetrated clearly. “Rains! Last year’s rains, perhaps! How long

must we wait while our commerce dies?”
Others took up the call. “We have lost patience . . .” And were called to order.
“Strange,” said Anji in a soft voice.“Any merchant of Sirniaka speaks the arkinga,

but the holy language of the empire is nothing like the same, although bits of it
show up in the trade tongue. We among the Qin have our own speech, but most of
the Qin who ride the Golden Road also learn the arkinga. So do the folk in Kartu
Town. Yet haven’t you an older speech there?”

She was startled. “The grandmother words, we call them. I knew enough to
speak to my old aunt, though she’s dead these ten years. They still speak that speech
in the temple. The Qin forbade its use in town. Everyone uses the arkinga now.”

“Here, too, it seems they use the arkinga, not just in the marketplace but in their
council halls. Maybe it came from here first.”

“Can a language travel?”
“It must, just as folk do.”
Of course that was obvious, once you thought of it. Mai blushed, not liking to

look stupid; it was the worst thing people had said of her in Kartu. Good thing she’s
pretty. She hasn’t otherwise many eggs in that basket. Not much to say! Not like the
chattering of the others, which they kept at all day. Better to keep your mouth shut
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to keep people guessing than to open it and prove yourself a fool. How glad she was
to be rid of her family!

She smiled a little, thinking of it.
He brushed his fingers over her left hand.
“What are you thinking?” he asked her softly.
“Are you nervous?” she asked, surprised he had touched her in public.
“I suppose I am,” he said, savoring the moment of consideration. “We can’t go

back.”
It was true. The thought of returning to Kartu Town was like poison. In a way, it

was a blessing that they had lit a fire behind them in the empire. They dared not
travel back that way. And could not return whence they had come, because Anji’s
life also was forfeit in Qin territory.

A hush fell abruptly within the hall. On its wings, a door slid open. Captain
Waras appeared and beckoned to them. “You are called.” He surveyed their atten-
dants, and motioned that the slaves and soldiers must stay behind.

Anji rose, waited for her, and strode confidently into the hall. She could not
match his stride, so walked with clipped steps, trying to remember how to glide,
how to compose her face into an expression both pleasant and unthreatening.

The hall opened above them, crossbeams floating away into shadows; the opened
windows fed light mostly onto the floor of the hall. In such a building it was easy to
imagine mysteries and secrets and whispered intrigues despite the crowd that
jammed the space now. Benches were packed with seated people crammed in leg-
to-leg; more folk stood behind them, elbows rubbing the backs of heads, or lined up
along the back of the room and along the side aisles against the windows and even
up on top of the long strip of bench that ran along each of the long outer walls.
Every human emotion was displayed among those faces: a sullen old man; disdain
and envy in a pair of elegant women; a bored girl, half sleeping with chin propped
on a hand; anger in some faces and bitterness in many; a woman who looked fright-
ened and a man who looked sardonically amused; that handsome young man from
the entryway who was now, oblivious of all else, flirting with a pretty young woman
dressed in a gorgeous length of gold-white silk wrapped cleverly around her body
in the fashion that most of these women wore, a costume both discreet and entic-
ing. Mai looked for the father, but he stood a few steps away from his son and had
his attention fixed on the council table. The broken-nosed reeve stood with his back
to the far wall, watching with an ugly sneer on his face.

A rectangular platform was built in the center of the hall, crammed between the
innermost interior columns. At one end of this platform was a roped-off section;
the rest was taken up with an enormously long table that had the center cut out and
one end open. Around the table sat—she had the gift of counting quickly—thirty-
one council members. The grand gentleman sat at his ease, smirking. The proud
lady yawned as if to say that her time was too valuable to waste on such trivia. The
ancient woman sat hunched in her chair, with a young attendant whispering into an
ear. One at that table could not hide the cloud of anger on his face. He tapped the
fingers of his left hand impatiently, repetitively, and with a reckless energy. Some
glanced at him with a flash of annoyance in the grimace of their mouths or the
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narrowing of their eyes; others ignored him; a few looked at him with anxious
mouths and then glanced toward the silent reeve, if that’s what he was. These were
all signals to one trained in the exacting commerce of human interaction. The rest-
less council member didn’t matter to the others seated at the council table, she real-
ized. He was the odd man out, and somehow it was the presence of the observant
reeve they wondered at, and worried about. Yet time and again, the restless council
member glanced into the crowd and met the eye of some attentive soul, like the tur-
baned older man. Then he would nod, acknowledging that one—or another—or
another. He had a huge following in the hall. He did not look once at the reeve.

In the open section where the table had been cut away, at a minuscule writing
desk, sat the harried clerk, pen scratching on paper. Next to and above her stood an
elevated platform not much more than a stride’s length squared, ringed with a rail-
ing that also served as the ladder to get up and down. Here presided a small woman
wearing a brilliant peacock-blue robe belted with a wine-red sash. Her hair was
mostly hidden by an artfully folded kerchief of an eye-dazzling yellow that did not,
in truth, flatter her complexion.

“The suppliants approach,” she cried in the nasal soprano that had opened the
proceedings. She bent an arm, gestured, and the caravan master stepped up onto
the platform. “Master Iad, do you give witness that this is the mercenary captain
who guarded your caravan from the town called Sarida in the empire and over the
Kandaran Pass here to Olossi? That this is the woman he names as his wife and
business partner?”

A second attendant scurried over to hand Master Iad a lacquered stick.
Taking it, he spoke. “I do witness it, in the name of the Holy One, Taru the With-

erer, to whom I served my apprentice year.” He looked at Anji, nodded with a flicker
of movement in the way his mouth turned down. A message, but Mai could not in-
terpret it.

“Will you state, again, that they misrepresented themselves to you when you first
met them at the caravansarai in Sarida.”

His mouth twitched. He rubbed his right eye with his left hand.“They did, but as
I said before, they were completely honorable and discharged their obligation—”

“Step down, Master Iad. You are finished.”
Master Iad flinched, and hesitated. Before he could speak again, the attendant

snatched the stick out of his hands and scuttled away to stand behind the writing
desk. With a shake of the shoulders, the caravan master stepped down. If one could
judge by the rush of emotion that softened his taut expression and heightened the
color in his cheeks, he was either grateful to be released from cross-examination, or
shamed by his own testimony.

“Let the suppliants step forward.”
Anji and Mai stepped up. Out of the back of the hall, from the direction of the

handsome young man, burst a flirting whistle. Folk laughed appreciatively. Men
eyed her, craning forward to get a better look. Anji raised an eyebrow—just that—
and there was a shuffling of feet, and knees needing to be scratched, as any number
of gazes dropped away.

The envoy said, “Master Feden claims the right to speak.”
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“Wolves, we call them,” said the grand gentleman into the awkward silence that
followed. He spoke in a voice that carried effortlessly to each corner of the hall and
even, indeed, into the rafters. He held his right hand with palm up, cupped around
a large white stone. “Men who hire themselves out to fight.”

Belatedly, Mai realized that children crouched up in those rafters, half hidden in
the gloom as they peered down from their high perches.

“In the wilderness we walk softly, hoping not to attract their notice. In the fields,
we kill them for stalking our sheep. Why then would we open our gates and allow
them into our city? Are we all such fools?”

The last word he roared. Mai actually started, the force of his voice like a wind
battering her. Anji did not move, did not react.

The angry council member leaped to his feet amid a murmur of speculation.
“What of the attack at the border post? The rot infecting the ordinands, some of
whom conspired with ospreys to rob merchants? What of the testimony of Master
Iad and Master Busrad, both caravan masters of long experience and good charac-
ter? Do you dismiss all this?”

“Master Calon, do sit and not strain yourself. I still hold the stone.” The grand
gentleman pursed a smile in the manner of a discerning customer who finds the
bruised peach lurking at the bottom of the basket, the one he supposes you have
been attempting to foist upon him. “The prisoner is dead. These caravan masters
might have concocted the story between them. They might be in the pay of this
wolf. He’s an outlander. We already know he lied to the caravan master in Sarida, in
order to get the hire. We can’t trust him.”

Anji spoke, startling, clear, cool. The accent of his arkinga made him seem even
more out of place, very much a black wolf among brightly plumaged birds. “What
of the reeve? The one from Clan Hall? He journeyed here before us. He came to
alert this council to the corruption ripening in the border guards. Where is he?”

A cough came from back by the door, where the guards stood. Folk shrugged and
rubbed their chins. The council members stared at Anji. The man with the broken
nose had vanished. Mai had not even seen him go.

“There is no reeve here,” said the grand gentleman. “Nor were you given permis-
sion to speak.”

“Yet there was a reeve,” said Anji. “Dressed very like that man who just left. He
called himself Joss. He came from Clan Hall, from a city he named Toskala.”

“Out of the north,” said the man with a gloating sneer. “Every manner of villain
has crawled north into the shadows. He might have been anyone.”

“Have you many of those great eagles?” asked Anji, with all the appearance of
surprised curiosity. “That ‘anyone’ might ride one? I confess, I have never seen such
an intimidating creature as that raptor.”

“A spy. A traitor. These wolves come bearing tales of a conspiracy between Ko-
taru’s holy ordinands, and unholy ospreys, yet their so-called prisoner is dead and
conveniently cannot defend himself against these charges. They might have mur-
dered Captain Beron themselves!”

“If you mean to accuse us,” said Anji, “then justice decrees we be allowed to de-
fend ourselves.”

322 K A T E E L L I O T T



“Enough of these interruptions!” The grand gentleman slapped his free hand
onto the table, making not a few people jump, and indicated the woman on the
platform. “Envoy, I ask for this point of order: that we conclude, having determined
that this wolf and his pack be banished from all the territories surrounding Olossi
and with whom we have friendly relations. Red in favor. Black to decline.”

“No!” Master Calon leaped to his feet as many in the crowd rose with angry
voices to goad him on.“You refuse to see the danger. The caravan masters vouch for
this man. He and his men acted honorably. We need to strengthen our militia
against the rising tide out of the north. Our livelihoods, our very houses, are in dan-
ger. Our own messengers sent into the north do not return, yet you do nothing. You
ignore the reports from the north at your peril! You shrug off this tale of ospreys
along West Spur because you are the fools, not us! I demand an open vote, each
member to state a choice. I call for an open vote.”

“Open vote! Open vote!” the crowd chanted, while a few remained tight-lipped,
hunkered down. The other seated council members stared in stony silence. This was
a tangled weave, much more complex than the warp and weft of Father Mei’s
household and its petty grievances and old grudges.

“Silence! Silence!” cried the woman presiding, although by now Mai realized she
was merely a facilitator. She had no more power than a shuttle in the loom, which is
directed by the weaver’s hand. “You do not have permission to speak.”

As folk settled down reluctantly, Anji raised his voice again.“Am I not allowed to
speak on my own behalf and on behalf of those people for whom I am responsi-
ble?”

They ignored him. Just as Mai had been ignored, in her father’s house, when
there was business to discuss not considered fit for the ears of a girl who would be
married out of the family and thereby no longer have any interest in the matters of
the household. The envoy called for an open vote, and the vote went around the
table so everyone could see, the council members raising either a red flag or a black
one. Now the split came clear to Mai: there were sixteen Greater Houses, but only
fifteen votes allotted to the guilds and the Lesser Houses. So they voted exactly on
those lines: sixteen red flags and fifteen black. So the Greater Houses won their vic-
tory while the crowd seethed with an ugly anger. What held the crowd helpless Mai
did not know.

The envoy waited until the clerk scrawled the results and rang a handbell at her
left hand.

“Therefore,” said the envoy to the hall at large, “the decision carries: the suppli-
ants will not be allowed to settle in the Hundred. Master Feden, have you anything
more to say?”

The grand gentleman rose to his feet with a weary sigh, hoisting the heavy stone.
“It is late,” he said in tones of kindness, nodding toward Mai. He wore an ivory
comb of astonishing beauty in his hair, fixing into place the loop of his middle
braid. He wore, as well, a magnanimous aspect. The victor can afford to be gener-
ous, and can expect gratitude from the one he has defeated when that loser might
otherwise expect a death sentence. “Too late really to send you on your way at once,
although many have urged you be driven out of town immediately. You may camp
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outside the walls for one more night. As long as you are on your way by the first bell
after dawn, we will not trouble you further. You’ll ride south. An escort will be pro-
vided for the first leg of the journey. As for the rest of you, let the ban of Taru the
Witherer be upon any of you who think to conspire with these outlanders. They are
hereby called into exile from the town’s commerce. Captain Waras, escort them
out.”

He sat.
The captain came forward with a doubled guard of soldiers. It was stuffy in the

chamber despite the open shutters, and the captain had loosened his outer jacket
enough that the chain of the necklace he wore sagged free, and the object fastened
there slithered into the open.

The reeve’s bone whistle, with which he called his eagle.

38

A stick prodded Keshad awake.
“Ow!” he yelped, but the man at the other end of the spear merely poked him

again with the haft.
“Here, now. Your turn on watch.”
“Must you prod me? That hurt!”
“Heh. A lot less than those ginnies would hurt when they bit my hand or ankle if

I shook you kindly awake, yeh? I saw what they did to Pehar’s hand. Heh! Mean
beasts!”

“True enough,” said Kesh, sitting up and rubbing his sore head. The ginnies
gaped their mouths to show teeth to the intruder. “Although it was stupid of Pehar
to reach in on them like that. Those ginnies will protect what’s mine—what I’m
safeguarding for my mistress, that is.”

“Heh! I’d risk their bite for a taste of Devouring right now. Is she good, your
mistress?”

Kesh made a face. “I’m only her hired man.”
The man, who called himself Twist, snorted in disgust.“Seems you’re used to be-

ing beaten by her stick. Come on, then.”
Kesh chivvied the ginnies into a makeshift sling. He saw how Twist eyed the

pouch that the ginnies had been guarding, then shifted his gaze to Magic. Magic
stared right back at him. Kesh had been very careful to hide his remaining string of
leya, but every soldier in the cadre suspected he carried coin. Really, the ginnies had
protected him. He gathered up the rest of his trifling possessions and spat to get the
sour taste of bad wine out of his mouth. “Where do I go?”

“You can leave your things here.”
“I’ll keep them near me and my little guardsmen, if you please.”
“Heh, heh! Come this way. Be careful where you step.”
Twist held a rushlight that steamed off more smoke than flame. The sergeant of

their cadre had opened his bedroll in the empty council house in the very village
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whose inhabitants had—only one night before—sought to overcharge Keshad and
Zubaidit for accommodations in those same quarters. The rest of the cadre had lain
down to rest on the entry porch, where they could move out quickly if need be.

It was this cadre Kesh had been absorbed into earlier that day when the mounted
men had captured him on the road. They’d have killed him if he hadn’t possessed
that cheap tin medallion, the one he’d looted off the corpse of the man Bai had
killed. But he had looted it, and so he was alive. Others weren’t so fortunate.

The village was little more than a posting station with buildings strung along the
road like beads. Each building was a business with an open front, an awning shel-
tering an entryway partly floored in earth and partly raised up as a floor of wooden
planks. The strike force running ahead of Kesh’s cadre had decorated these porches
with the corpses of the village folk who had lived and worked within. The sight of
these slack forms greeted Kesh as he and Twist trudged toward the west-facing sen-
try post. There was an innkeeper Kesh remembered, a jovial man who had scoffed
at their attempts to secure housing for a lower price; he had been stripped of the
fine sea-green scalloped silk robe he had been wearing, and sprawled on his entry
porch in nothing more than a sleeveless shift as pale as a death shroud. Here was
the kindly seller of rice, an old woman with a bent back now softened and straight-
ened in death. The aura of torchlight revealed more personal details: One had a
slashed throat, while the other seemed unmarked but no less dead for all that. He
hoped they had died quickly.

Twist had a sickness lodged in his chest, something nagging and snotty, and the
man breathed with a rattling intensity and paused now and again to cough up gunk
and spit it out. He did not glance at the bodies. To him they were chaff, nothing im-
portant. Along with the others in the cadre, he had ransacked the village at sunset,
complaining bitterly all the while that the strike force had carried away everything
both valuable and portable, although naturally heavy household goods remained,
things impossible to haul under these circumstances.

Had these folk been alive, Kesh could have passed them without a moment’s
thought, but they were horribly dead. Bai’s words nagged at him. Was it possible
that if they had acted more quickly they could have saved these hapless innocents?
No, they would only have been killed as well. Had they slept the night in the coun-
cil hall, they would be dead, too. These reflections allowed him to walk behind
Twist without showing any sign of revulsion. If the others suspected he was not one
of them, they would kill him, and he was determined to stay alive.

Laughter came from one of the porches. A group of men were joking, calling out
bets. One of the men was stretched out atop a body, humping busily.

“Fifteen! Sixteen! Seventeen!”
“He’ll go on twenty!”
“No, on twenty-five!”
“Whoo! Whoo! Twenty-two! Heh! I win!”
With a chorus of laughs and shouts, coin changed hands.
Kesh averted his eyes and kept walking as he whispered thanks that the poor

victim was not screaming. Ahead, the village ended in fenced gardens, livestock
sheds, and a pair of granaries on stilts. A tent had been raised just outside the last
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shed, although it was little more than a lean-to of canvas rigged out from the shed’s
cantilevered roof. A trio of men stood at attention beside a small fire, guarding both
tent and shed.

“Who sleeps there?” Kesh whispered.
“Eh! The lord does.”
“The lord?”
“He don’t usually stop by us, but there’s somewhat afoot. Anyway, he don’t like to

be disturbed by the likes of us. So, hush!”
It was middle night, more or less. There was no moon. Kesh stumbled more than

once before they clambered back on the road “downstream” of the shed. The road
here ran fairly straight, with a long view back into the village and its emptied build-
ings. In an open meadow lay the ruins of the old Ladytree, fallen into a massive tan-
gle of trunk and branches that no one dared cut up. In the darkness, the new
sapling, no more than two years old, wasn’t even visible.

They walked a little farther on the pale surface of the road until they came to the
road’s intersection with a wide gravel path that pushed straight through the woods
toward the distant uplands. The path’s beginning was marked by one of the three-
span gates that marked a temple to Ilu, the Herald, though it was too dark for Kesh
to see any buildings in all those trees and brush. Just ahead, the road began to
curve. Here in the middle of the roadway stood two sentries.

“Heh! About time!” said one, a burly man with his hair shaved down against his
head.

“What was all that noise?” asked the other.
“Just Rabbit,” said Twist, wiping his nose.
The burly man cackled. “Eh! He wouldn’t know what to do with a live one, eh?

You ever get to wondering just what he did do to get run out of his village?”
Twist spat. “Did you ever think I don’t want to know? Eh?”
Kesh felt sick, but he said nothing, made no expression, just waited.
Fortunately, the pair headed back for camp without any further discussion.

Kesh’s companion settled into a comfortable stance, feet shoulders’-width apart
and weight canted onto his spear.

The ginnies slept, a heavy burden in their sling. Kesh shifted nervously as he
looked back toward the camp, wondering what he ought to do. There were thirty-
six in the cadre. He’d counted three times: eighteen mounted and eighteen walking
on their own feet; he made the thirty-seventh. A sergeant led them, but who their
commanders were Kesh could not tell. In general, the southern towns were council-
led, so he wasn’t sure how one could tell a “lord” apart from a well-to-do council
member, although there must be signs and customs that spoke of such things. In his
travels in the empire, he had dealt with merchants who were agents for lords, of
whom they spoke in only the most formal of terms. But lords in the empire were a
different beast, set apart, isolated. Nor could he ask Twist to explain it to him, lest
Kesh seem too ignorant of things the others took for granted. As the old saying
went, better keep one’s mouth shut and be thought a fool, than open it and be
known as an impostor.

It was so quiet. The horses had been strung up on a line near the council house,
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visible from here by the distant glimmer of light from a single lantern hung at the
porch. The mascot dogs who accompanied the cadre were tranquil beasts, and he
supposed they were now sleeping. In truth, it was the look of the men with whom
he marched that agitated him.

Like Twist. The man’s jaw had been damaged and healed wrong. He was missing
two fingers. He had a net of lash scars on his back. He carried himself with the
bravado of a man who relishes a fight over nothing.

A figure appeared on the road out of the darkness and loped up to them in that
gangling, hopping way he had.

“Eh, there, Rabbit,” said Twist. “Finally remember you have sentry duty?”
“Heh. Heh. Yah.”
Like this one, who tolerated the others calling him “Rabbit” and who had a way

of grinning at unseen sights that made Kesh think he was unbalanced, and who was
capable of the most grotesque acts, things Kesh had not thought anyone could force
himself to do. Like what he had just done. All Kesh could think of was that if the
woman, or man, was dead, then there wouldn’t have been any pain.

“How long have you been on this road?” he asked Rabbit, because the silence was
making him twitchy.

Rabbit fished a strip of dried flesh out of his pouch and chewed on it before an-
swering. “Eh. Since I was kicked out of m’mam’s village and forced to take cover up
in the hills. There I found some who were more like me than otherwise. Comrades,
you might say.” He hawked and spat, then wiped his mouth clean. “Let me see. That
was ten years ago now, I’m thinking.”

Kesh whistled. “That’s a long time. How old are you?”
“Oh, I’m a Goat, sure enough. You work it out.”
“Huh. Same as me.”
“Really?” said Twist. “You look younger than Rabbit.”
It was true. Rabbit had the wiry strength of a young man but his face was seamed

and weathered in the manner of a person who has suffered far beyond his years and
lived to tell a noisome tale. He bore a series of parallel white scars on his right fore-
arm, and he kept himself clean-shaven because of the knotted scar along his jaw
that prevented him from growing an even beard. No telling what he had done to get
run out of his home village, and since this was the second corpse he’d humped since
Kesh joined the company this past early afternoon, it was best not to ask and not to
know.

“How long, you?” the older man asked Kesh.
“Oh, in the service of that one, since I was twelve,” said Kesh, figuring it better to

tell as much of truth as he could.
Rabbit twitched. “Heh! You ever done it with her? Front or back?”
“Her? No.”
“I bet that reeve done it. That one was carrying her. Heh! He was as ready as a

split log to burn. Popping right out of his leathers, near enough. Fancy them drop-
ping down just like that to warn us of you waiting there by our dead comrades just
ahead.” Rabbit scratched where Kesh did not want to look. That weird, crazy grin
crept up the corners of his mouth. “Wonder who killed them.”
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“I’d like to know,” said Twist. “I’ve been camping with Jeden and Ofass for five
years now. If I caught that one who did them, I’d open their chest and squeeze their
beating heart ’til they told me. And then burst it anyway.”

“Heh. Heh. Just like we did at that place . . . huh . . . it had a name.”
“Reyipa,” said Twist.
Rabbit snickered. “Then we tossed them from the cliff, four at a time. Heh. Heh.

‘It’s the flying fours for you!’ Remember how we called that out? Heh. Pretty clever.”
“Whew! I do have to pee,” said Kesh, not liking the turn of this conversation. “I’ll

be right back.”
Trying not to disturb the sleeping ginnies, he picked his way sideways down off

the roadbed and gingerly high-stepped along the ground, to the edge of the trees.
Made water there, while his thoughts spilled.

If he ran, they would just be on him. This motley group, part of a larger unit that
called themselves the Flying Fours, had embraced him into their ranks only because
the reeve and his fascinating passenger had dropped down beside their cadre and
warned them to “pick up the lad who is just up the road, and keep him safe.” Or so
the sergeant had made sure to tell him. How Bai had managed to persuade them he
could not imagine, since he hadn’t been there to see, but she seemed at this juncture
capable of anything except, he hoped, raping corpses.

He peered into the trees, but it was all darkness beneath the canopy of rustling
leaves. The river ran close by, a constant chuckle of amusement, no doubt laughing
at his plight. What was he to do? He could race to the shore and throw himself into
the water, but he didn’t know how to swim, and anyway the ginnies would likely
drown. He could hide in the undergrowth, but the dogs would probably find him.
In the other direction the woods thinned where the ground began its steady rise to-
ward the high plateau of the Lending. He might have a chance running in that di-
rection, up the path toward the temple at first before veering into the bush, but it
seemed foolish to take the chance when Bai had managed to gift him with safe pas-
sage. Such as it was. He hated to march with this group back toward Olossi, espe-
cially not knowing what they intended. He hadn’t quite asked, and they hadn’t quite
said, but from the way they spoke it seemed they were riding to meet up with the
strike force, which was almost a day ahead of them. That strike force had murdered
the poor folk in this exceptionally inoffensive village.

Everything had gone wrong. But at least he was still alive.
He heard what was not a sound, felt the shadow although it could not be seen in

darkness. A prickling sensation ran from his ears to his neck, and his throat went
dry, and he was suddenly horribly, terribly, genuinely scared, so badly that he would
have wet himself if he hadn’t just peed.

He stepped away from the trees, thinking at first that the threat came from be-
neath the canopy, but as he set a foot on the slope of the road’s underbed, a shape
passed low over him. He and the other sentries ducked, covering their heads al-
though nothing came close to hitting them.

On the road behind them, the shape descended sharply. His breath lodged in his
throat. The creature made the transition effortlessly from flying to trotting. When
those mundane hoof-falls slammed on the road, he choked and gasped, and scrambled
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up to the road’s pavement to stare after it as it moved away from them and toward
the tent.

He would have called it a horse with two heads, one equine and one human, each
one streaming wings like smoke. But as it came to a halt a little away from the
campfire, it separated as its rider dismounted; it was a person wearing a volumi-
nous cloak that had gusted out in the landing. But the horse really did have wings,
fanned out at first as it came to earth and then folded in against its body. They
swaddled its flanks like a monstrous growth.

“ ‘Rid us of all that is evil,’” he muttered.
“What did you say?” asked Twist.
“What is that thing?”
It was the wrong question to ask. Twist and Rabbit looked at him, chins lowering

as might muzzles dip on dogs who are thinking of taking a bite out of you.
“You don’t know?” asked Twist.
“Heh,” said Rabbit suspiciously.
“I’ve never been out of the south,” said Kesh in a choked voice. “Never saw such

a thing before.” He sorted through his choices and opted for belligerency.“You want
to make something of it? I can’t help it I’m not well traveled like your sort. I have to
go where the mistress tells me, and she doesn’t stray far, let me tell you. She works
for the temple, and they don’t let their hierodules off the leash. If you take my
meaning.”

“Heh. Heh.” Rabbit scratched himself. “Like to see that.”
The creature and its rider vanished inside shed and tent respectively. One of the

guardsmen detached himself from the campfire and jogged down to the sentry
post.

“Where’s the new one?” he called when he was within earshot. It was the sergeant
of their company. “Master wants him to come.”

“Heh,” snickered Rabbit.
“He always interviews the new ones,” said Twist with a sneer. “Sees right through

you, if you take my meaning.”
Kesh did not, but he saw no chance to escape with three armed men beside him

and he with only a knife and an unstrung bow for which he had no arrows and no
facility. So it would end badly after all, and just in the teeth of his victory. Fortune
had turned its back on him, that was clear.

He trudged to the tent with the sergeant beside him.
“Young man come to my company a month back,” remarked the sergeant, “and

didn’t take to our way of doing things here. So I had to break all his fingers. I did
that, you see, to get him to tell me why he’d come. It seems some folk from Nes-
sumara had sent out a few likely lads to scout the land, see what was up. I just don’t
like folk who will go tattling tales of me to people who don’t like me. But he fessed
up pretty quickly after I got to cutting off his fingers.”

“Did he now?” asked Keshad, thinking of the marketplace and how you could
never let your true feelings show. “What happened then?”

“Oh, it seemed a kindness just to slit his throat. I’m not one for drawing it out,
although I admit a few of my soldiers asked me to let them have a go. I don’t think
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that’s right, once you’ve gotten what you need. I just killed him. Most likely the vul-
tures ate him, if the Lady was feeling as kindly as I was. Here you go.”

He motioned for Kesh to go through a rigged-up entryway made of hanging cloth
and in under the canvas roof. Kesh heard the sounds of the creature moving within
the shed. It seemed to be eating or drinking; it made horse-like noises, so that in hear-
ing it one would think it a horse. But horses had wings only in the old stories.

In the stories about the Guardians, who had long since vanished from the Hun-
dred.

If this was a lord’s resting place, then it was no better furnished than the hovel of
a simple farmer. There was a pallet covered with a thin blanket, a folding table on
which stood a bronze ewer and basin, and a small traveler’s chest so old its edges
were smoothed to a shiny curve and its planks were warped.

The man sat on a stool, still dressed for travel. If he was a lord, then he wore
clothes common to every laborer: a long knee-length linen jacket dyed an indeter-
minate color that the candle flame did nothing to distinguish; wide-legged trousers;
knee-high boots that looked well worn and scuffed. His dark cloak pooled around
his hips and thighs as if he had scooped it over them to keep himself warm.

He looked up as Kesh halted uneasily before him. He had a strange cast of face, a
little broader across the cheekbones, a shade different in complexion, the shape of
the eyes more exotic, twisted and pulled. Something about his features seemed pass-
ing familiar. He might be an outlander, or else the son of some hidden corner of the
Hundred whose folk rarely left their home valley, a person glimpsed once and re-
called now in a spin of dizziness. No, Kesh had never seen this man before. His eyes
were so brown as to be black, and they were like holes driven into Kesh’s heart to lay
bare his secrets.

He spoke with a slight drawling accent that Kesh could not place. “You were
picked up by this troop yesterday afternoon, so I hear.”

“Yes.” Kesh kept it short. He didn’t know how to address him, or how to stop
from breaking down into tears out of fear.

“Before they found you, the troop was met by a reeve who was carrying a hiero-
dule who said you are her slave.”

“So I hear. I didn’t witness that meeting myself.”
“Naturally.” Almost, he might be about to smile, but instead the expression made

Kesh shiver as if a ghost were breathing on his neck.
The candle burned straight up. There was no wind, nothing to sway that flame.

The horse bumped and snuffled within the shed.
“You are not what you claim,” said the man.
Kesh could say nothing, because he was pinned by that stare. The air had grown

as hot as the hell where dance those lilu who have not yet found a crack through
which to wiggle out onto the mortal world. He was hot and cold together, so fright-
ened he thought he might faint.

“It would matter to the others, although not to me,” said the man cryptically. “I
ask, and you must answer. Do you mean to harm me or mine?”

“No.” The word was forced out of him by a vise gripping and squeezing until
only the truth was left. “I care nothing for you or yours.”
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“How can you know, since you have not asked who me or mine are? Yet strange
as it seems, you are telling the truth. Very well.” He raised a hand as though the ef-
fort taxed him. “Go. Best if you not come to my attention again.”

Kesh backed out so fast through the curtained entrance that he stumbled as soon
as he was outside and fell on his backside hard enough to jostle the ginnies. They
hissed at him, and Magic nipped at his wrist as if to warn him to be more careful
next time, an “I told you so.”

He had forgotten about the ginnies! They had lain so still in the sling that the
lord had not noticed them at all. Usually they made their feelings known. Not this
time. They had chosen to avoid the man’s notice.

The sergeant glanced at him, unamused by his pratfall. “Go back to your post.”
He scrambled up, soothed the ginnies, and hobbled back to the sentry post. Best

stick to the routine and do nothing, absolutely nothing, that would bring him to the
attention of that man and his horrible stare.

He knows all and everything, all my secrets, all my crimes, all my hopes and all my
fears. But he let me go anyway.

“Heh,” said Rabbit, seeing him return.
“Passed muster,” said Twist with a sly, cruel grin.
Kesh grunted a noncommittal reply. Above, the stars shone bright and cold,

while the night was warm and the tender breeze a balmy presence. The trees whis-
pered in a mild conversation. A nighthawk kurred. All was quiet.

No, it was only an illusion brought on by the tension of his situation, caught in
the midst of an invading force whose soldiers would as easily kill him as spare him.
There had been nothing strange about that man, nothing at all. Any clever man
might spout truisms like “you are not what you claim to be” and “you’re not telling
the truth” to the kind of twisted, rabbity men willing to join this manner of army,
and know he was hitting the mark.

He had certainly imagined the wings on that horse. It was only the play of
shadow in the night.

There, now. That was better. The sergeant was a bigger threat. Did he suspect, or
had Kesh truly passed muster? He had to glean any useful information before he
made his eventual escape. He couldn’t think any other way. Never give in to fear.

“What is the lord’s name?” he asked, treading softly on this new ground. Each
word was like the snap of a finger being pinned back and broken. “Where does he
come from?”

Rabbit shuddered and turned away as the smell of urine spread sharply off him.
He had wet himself. He began to weep with small, animal noises. “They scare me,”
he whimpered. “They scare me. Stop it. Stop asking.”

Twist snarled, and the ginnies hissed in answer, crests rising as they stirred along
Kesh’s arm.

“Best keep your mouth shut.” Twist’s voice rose in pitch until he fought himself
and controlled it with a grimace of dismay.“Best keep it shut and ask no more ques-
tions. If you want to stay alive. The lords don’t like those who question. That one—
he’s the kindliest. He only burns you.”

“What do you mean? Like he, uh—” Now that he had set out to say it, he realized
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the words might make them suspicious again, but it would be worse to break off as
though he had something to hide.“—uh, sets people on fire, bound in a cage, like they
do in the empire to execute criminals?”

Twist shrugged. “Eh, I don’t know anything about the empire, but that seems a
nasty way to go for a poor criminal, nothing quick about it. No. You faced him. You
know what I mean.”

So he did. All his doubts roared up as he recalled that deadly gaze. He had been
cleaned out, every crevice of him burned down to bedrock. Rid us of demons. He
needed a plan, any plan, to escape.

“What comes next?” he asked. He could never escape if that “lord” was always
watching over them.

“What comes next?” mused Twist philosophically.
“Heh.” Rabbit looked back toward the village. When Kesh and Bai had walked

through that village, it had lived and breathed; now it was dead.“Heh. Maybe we get
a chance ourselves, at some loot. Doesn’t seem fair the strike force cleaned this out
and left us nothing but their leavings. I’d like to try—heh. Heh.”

“Olossi’s pretty big,” continued Twist, who like the rest of them mostly ignored
Rabbit. “Plenty of loot for everyone.”

“Oh, yeh, sure,” stammered Kesh. “And after that? Then what?”
“How should I know? One campaign at a time, until we’re done.”
“Of course. Until we’re done.”
“Yeh. Yeh.” Twist scratched the stubble at his chin. “The armies are on the move.

High Haldia first. Olossi set to fall in the next few days. Toskala will go down soon
after. Or maybe it’s Nessumara next, all the cities and big towns, yeh. It won’t be
long until all the Hundred is ours, just as the lord commander promised us.”

39

After Anji and his party returned from town with the bad news, the soldiers ac-
cepted it with their usual stoic pragmatism. As twilight turned to evening, they set-
tled down to sleep. Why not? No matter what came, it was best to be well rested.

Anji did not sleep, so Mai sat up by the fire watching him as evening turned
into night. He did not pace or curse or appear in any way restless, but for the
longest time he did sit on a mat with a fist pressed against his mouth, staring at
the flames.

After a while, he gathered his advisors: Chief Tuvi; Scout Tohon for his experi-
ence; Mai because it was the custom of Qin commanders to consult their wives;
Shai because he could hear the words of ghosts; and—curiously—Priya, whom Anji
respected because she could read and write the script used in the holy books sacred
to the Merciful One. Sengel and Toughid stood a few paces away, at guard as always,
but they were never consulted.

“I am not sure we have been betrayed, because I doubt these Great Houses have
much interest in us except that we might bite them at an inconvenient time. We are
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too few in number to truly frighten them. But I am sure that Reeve Joss has been
betrayed in some manner. The question is: What are we to do about it?”

At night it was almost cool, with a lazy breeze teasing the dregs of heat. Mai
slapped at the midges swarming her face and shifted to get into the draft of smoke
off the fire they sat around. She would stink of smoke, but it was better than being
bitten raw. That sweet bath seemed ages in the past. It was hard to believe she had
luxuriated in those waters only this past morning.

“If we go back to the empire, we will be killed,” said Chief Tuvi.
“If we go back to the Qin, we will be killed,” said Tohon. “It would be death

without honor, like a starving cur who slinks back to the fire though it knows it will
be cut down.”

By the light of the fire, Shai was whittling at a scrap of driftwood, shaping it into
a spoon whose handle was fashioned as the forelegs and head of a springing ante-
lope. She could see the form come into being under his hands in the same manner
she could see thoughts and solutions coming into being and being dismissed as un-
workable by the way Anji’s expression shifted. But she didn’t know what her hus-
band was thinking.

“I have considered every piece of information we know.” Anji sat cross-legged on
a square mat woven of reeds, just like the one on which she sat. His hands were now
folded in his lap. “I have turned it, and turned it, but I have no answers. Some man-
ner of conflict boils among the reeves. Guardsmen resort to banditry to prey on the
caravans they are meant to safeguard. Discontent simmers within the Lesser Houses
of the council in Olossi because their voices go unheard. Rumors of trouble in the
north frighten the merchants, who wonder if outright war or some demon’s spawn
has poisoned the trade routes between these parts and those farther north. The
reeve’s bone whistle is worn around the neck of a city guardsman. Where is the
reeve, then? Living, or dead? If dead, who killed him? If living, why did he lose his
eagle’s whistle, and why did the council master claim he knew nothing of the
reeve?”

“He didn’t say he knew nothing of Reeve Joss,” said Mai. “He said there was no
reeve here for us to see, which could mean anything, quite the opposite. That
woman suggested the reeve was some manner of villain falsely claiming to be a
reeve. They know what’s happened to him. There was a man dressed in similar fash-
ion, another reeve, surely, who left before the meeting was over.”

Anji nodded. “They are not dealing honestly with us.”
“No surprise there,” said Shai morosely.
Mai nudged him with her foot, bent close, and whispered in his ear. “Say some-

thing useful, or keep quiet!”
“Well, then,” said Shai defiantly, “what of my brother’s ring? I’ve heard talk of

this town called Horn. That’s where the story said the ring was found.” He held up
his own hand to display the family ring: the running wolf biting its own tail, with a
black pearl inlaid into silver as its eye.

Her identical ring was hidden by her sleeve, although the quality of her pearl was
finer than the one on Shai’s ring, because she was Father Mei’s eldest daughter
rather than only a seventh, and excess, son. Everyone knew that six sons were plenty:
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two to marry, two to die, one for the priests, and one for spare. That’s how it had
been in their house: Father Mei and the second son, Terti, had married young and
given birth so far to many healthy children. Third son Sendi had gone to the priests,
while fourth son Hari, for spare, had been exiled and marched away by the Qin
army, leaving fifth son Neni to marry unexpectedly in the wake of Grandmother’s
grief over Hari. Of course sixth son Girish had died a spectacular and well-deserved
death, shame on her even to think so, except it was true because he was a nasty man.
Shai, poor Shai, was left over, the unlucky seventh son with the curse of seeing
ghosts that he must hide from his own family as well as every living soul in Kartu
Town lest he be burned and hanged in the town square, like Widow Lae, although
the widow hadn’t actually seen ghosts but had done something just as bad when she
had betrayed her Qin overlords.

“What was in Widow Lae’s letter?” she asked. The men looked at her, Shai with
his mouth popping open in a most ridiculous way, Tohon and Tuvi with puzzle-
ment, but Anji with a faint smile.

“Widow Lae?” Chief Tuvi asked. “Who is that?”
“She was burned and hanged in Kartu Town square,” said Mai, looking at Anji. “I

know you remember that day.”
“I saw her ghost,” Shai muttered. “She said she was waiting for her reward.”
Mai nodded. “What did she do? The order we heard read in the citadel square

said she had insulted a Qin officer. But the whisper told us she’d asked a passing
merchant to carry a letter to Tars Fort, in the east. When he wouldn’t do it she sent
a grandson instead. That merchant received a share of the proceeds of the sale of
her estate and her kinsfolk, and then he left town by the Golden Road. What was she
really executed for? I always wondered.”

The fire snapped, its bridge of brittle driftwood collapsing into sparks. Tuvi ges-
tured, and Pil came in from the gloom with an armful of new branches. The soldier
arranged them on the coals and blew on the lattice until fire caught and flared high,
burning strongly on the dry wood but without enough smoke to smother the hor-
rid midges.

Anji batted a swarm away from his face, scratched his neck, and nodded. “Widow
Lae,” he said, musing over the name. “I think, Mai, that you have spotted the only
blossom on the otherwise barren tree. I had forgotten about Widow Lae.”

A bird’s whistle startled out of the brush at the shoreline. The men leaped to
their feet. Mai rose and clutched Priya’s hand. Sengel strode away toward the sound.
But Anji kept talking, as if nothing strange had happened.

“You’re right that Widow Lae was not executed for insulting a Qin officer, except
in the most general way.”

She waited as he rubbed his chin. He lifted an arm to point. Every head turned to
look toward the shore. Inland a tiny light—torchlight—advanced along what must
be the main road, heading for Olossi. They watched in silence, because it was such a
strange sight to see that pinprick of brightness aflame against the dark.

At length, Tohon muttered, “A runner, or a rider. Too fast to be walking.”
Anji grunted. “It’s an urgent message,” he said evenly, “that travels into the

night.”
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“The Sirniakans have night runners,” said Priya, and she shuddered, releasing
Mai’s hand. “Agents of the red hounds.”

“Do you think it could be the red hounds?” whispered Mai.
Anji caught her wrist. “Enough. We may never know, and it does no good to spin

these thoughts when they have nowhere to go.”
“The agents of the red hounds never travel alone,” said Tohon.
Anji turned his head to look, in the most general way, toward the southwest,

whence they had come. Out there lay the wide, flat delta, dark under the night sky.
The river had a slow, deep voice here as it spilled away into a hundred channels and
backwaters. Wind found a voice in the rushes and reeds and bushes growing every-
where. A nightjar clicked.

“I had forgotten until now,” he mused, and for a moment Mai could not remem-
ber what they had been speaking about because she had not yet banished the vision
of giant slavering red dogs panting and growling as they closed in for the kill. “She
was executed for passing information to an agent of the Sirniakan Empire. To our
enemy. To one of the red hounds, perhaps. Certainly a traitor must expect death.
But now that I think on it, by the time Widow Lae was passing intelligence to an en-
emy agent, the var would already have sealed the secret treaty he made with my
brother Azadihosh. Emperor Farazadihosh, I should say. Whose position as em-
peror is so weak that he must seek Qin aid in putting down his rivals. The orders for
me to ride east came from my uncle, the var.”

“He was sending you into a trap,” said Tuvi.
“Just so.”
“Did the commander of Kartu Town know of the new treaty?” asked Mai. “Did

he send you east innocently, or did he know he was sending you to your death?”
“I don’t know,” said Anji. “But all the commanders in the eastern part of the Qin

territories would have to be told of the treaty because of the major transfer of
troops onto the eastern frontier. That means it’s likely that the commander of Kartu
knew of the treaty, and knew that the emperor was now our ally. If that’s true, then
I must ask myself, who was the enemy that Widow Lae was found to be passing in-
telligence to?”

“I never heard a whisper of rebellion in Kartu Town,” said Shai.
Anji smiled softly. “Nor did I. The people of Kartu Town possess a pragmatic

wisdom that has served them well.”
Mai frowned. “You were an officer. Weren’t there rumors in the garrison?”
“All we were told was that the widow was passing information to the enemy.

Which we all took to mean that she had tried to pass information to the agents of
the Sirniakan emperor. But we were wrong, because by that time, they were our al-
lies, not our enemy. I never heard anything more about it after her execution. I
never heard if the grandson—if there was a grandson—was ever found.”

“There was a grandson,” said Shai. “Everyone knew Widow Lae’s grandson. A lit-
tle older than me, a hard drinker, and he knew how to ride a horse.”

“Huh,” grunted Tuvi, who found this amusing. “Riding a horse is a capital of-
fense, if you’re not Qin!”

Shai grinned. Widow Lae’s grandson had been one of those young men that you
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admired but disliked. “He vanished before she was arrested. That’s why we all knew
she was guilty. He was her favorite.”

“What other enemy could there be?” asked Chief Tuvi. “If not the Sirniakan em-
peror?”

Mai said,“Who else was interested in the transaction? Who else might benefit, or
take a loss, from any secret treaty signed between the emperor and the var? Who
might wish to know of Qin troops moving into the empire? Or of trading privileges
reserved for the Qin that might formerly have been available to others?”

“Exactly,” said Anji, without looking at her. “There may be other agents involved
that I am not aware of, merchants of some kind. But common sense suggests that
the sons of my uncle Ufarihosh have an interest here. So we must ask ourselves, if
she had ties to them, how did she come by those ties, and what message did she
send, and did it reach them?”

“How can we possibly find out?” Mai asked. “Is there a chance the sons of Ufari-
hosh might give us asylum? If we can reach them?”

Raising two fingers to his lips to enjoin silence, Anji tilted his head back as if
looking at the many-souled sky. He shut his eyes. Now she heard, fainter than a
splash, the lap of water. He pointed toward the river’s edge, away from the slow-
moving channel that separated them from the shore. Chief Tuvi drew his sword.
Toughid shifted five steps to the left, to cover more ground. Tohon was already
gone. Reeds whispered as dark shapes pushed through them, soldiers converging on
the bank, which she could not see from here. In the quiet, a horse snorted, and a
bird’s lazy koo-loo throated along the air.

A shout of surprise cut the silence, startling Mai so badly that she jumped. Priya
clasped her hand.

Sengel and Tohon reappeared a few moments later. In their wake walked a dozen
soldiers with two prisoners in tow. One was the handsome young man with the
head covering whom Mai remembered well enough from the council meeting. The
other was the older merchant who had defended them at the meeting, Master
Calon.

“Look what we caught,” said Tohon. “They came by boat. They say they bear a
message for you, Captain.”

Firelight lent glamour to the young man’s pleasant features. He resembled ordi-
nary people with his black-brown eyes and dark lashes, but there the resemblance
ended. Although not ghostly pale in the manner of poor, dead Cornflower, he had a
lighter complexion than Mai was used to seeing. And his eyes had a pull to them,
stretched at the corners with a fold at the lid. She was herself known for having
grandfather eyes, the sloe eyes seen more commonly in Kartu children long ago, so
the grandmothers said, tantalizing for seeming exotic, for hinting of a promise as yet
unmet. The legend of Dezara Mountain told of the long-ago time when a rotting
plague killed all the men in what was then Kartu Village, followed by a terrible storm
that had lashed the houses into splinters and burned the trees off the slopes, after
which a ragged band of about fifty foreign hunters had walked down off the moun-
tain saying that the wind had blown them far from their homeland. They were men
of a handsome burnt-sugar complexion very different from the lovely red-bronze
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clay color common in that region, and they had handsomely slanted eyes, troubling
and exciting to look upon. It was whispered they were demons wearing human
form, but they were pleasant company and hard workers, and they kept their hair
clean and combed. In the end, they had married the widows and maidens of Kartu
Village and bred so many children that the village had grown to become a town.

Now here was a young man who had something of the look she had always sup-
posed those grandfathers to have. If this one was a demon, he hid it well. Maybe the
turban on his head was meant to conceal his horns. He grinned at her most flirta-
tiously, until Master Calon cuffed him with a genial swat.

“Here, now, cub. Show respect. I promised your father you’d not shame him.”
“I am surprised to see you, Master Calon,” said Anji before the young man could

reply to Master Calon’s scolding.
“You should not be.” The merchant nodded briskly. “I think by your actions and

speech at the council that you’re not eager to return to the empire.”
“I am not,” agreed Anji.
“Then there’s no sense in waiting through the opening measures before we start

the dance. This is how it is.”
He paused as might a man who wants to show his goods in the best light, mak-

ing the buyer lick his lips before he gets a taste. Anji nodded, showing neither ex-
citement or disdain.

“We have the votes, only we don’t have the votes,” broke in the young man, “be-
cause those bastards will always use the old law against us—”

“Hush!” Calon pressed a sandaled foot onto the exposed toes of the young man,
who yelped in pain and fell silent.

“The Lesser Houses and the guilds possess only fifteen votes,” said Mai, “while
the Greater Houses hold sixteen.”

“That’s right!” said Master Calon with an admiring nod. “You must be a mer-
chant yourself, verea. That’s how they can always outvote us, although we are many
more than they are, and with allies among more than just the Lesser Houses and the
guilds. For instance, this cub is called Eliar sen Haf Gi Ri.” He paused as if the news
ought to astonish, or light a flame of recognition, and when Anji waited, the master
glanced at Mai, at the others, and read what he could from their expressions. “That
means nothing to you, then?”

“What does it mean to you?” asked Mai.
He grinned, and she liked him for it. “His people are outlanders, like you, who

come to settle here.”
Eliar waved a hand. Silver bracelets jangled at his wrists. “Whsst! A hundred

years or more ago, my people came here! You can’t call me an outlander any more
than I can call you an outlander.”

“It’s true my folk came from the south not so long ago, but you will always be
outlanders to Hundred folk until you cast away your strange way of dressing and
naming and come to worship proper gods.”

“Likely not!” said Eliar with a carefully measured sidelong glance at Mai. “You
know that normally my fathers and uncles and kinsmen would never have made
this agreement with you. It’s a sign of our desperation.”
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“Thus you prove my point.” Master Calon turned back to Anji. “Many among
the Lesser Houses and their allies fear the Greater Houses too much to act against
them. They will gripe—”

“So they will!” broke in Eliar.“Gripe! And do nothing about it!” Now she saw real
passion furrow the young man’s handsome face. His admiration of Mai’s beauty
came frivolously, no more than skin deep.

Calon nodded. “We of the Lesser Houses and the guilds and our other allies in
town fear that the Greater Houses see only their own profit, this season’s coming
harvest, without attending to the storms that will come in the seasons beyond. They
are blind to the shadows. We of the Lesser Houses, guilds, and other households in
Olossi have a made a pact among ourselves. We cannot stand back any longer. If
you are desperate enough, we hope you may consider an agreement with us.”

“What manner of agreement?” asked Anji.
“Let me first explain what my allies and I have done to this point. If you will.”
Anji stepped back as Tohon stepped out of the shadows, moved up beside him,

and whispered in his ear. Master Calon waited as Anji gestured to Chief Tuvi, who
ghosted away into the coarse grass that shielded the land-facing shore of the island.

“Some movement of guards has taken place among those set to watch the ford
that links this island to the shore,” said Anji to Calon. “Have you seen?” He pointed
to where that distant torchlight wended its long descent toward Olossi. “Know you
anything of what that light might portend?”

“I do not. Nor of any messenger coming into town this late.” Calon turned to
Eliar. “Think you it’s news from Master Nokki and your cousin Shefen?”

Eliar winced. “Shefen is dead. I fear the others lost as well.”
“You can’t know he’s dead. There’s been no word. How did he die, then?”
Eliar shook his head. “I can say nothing, and I don’t know anyway. This knowing

is woman’s magic, not the province of men. If they say he’s dead, then he’s dead.
Anyway, it’s unlikely they would travel at night.”

Calon sighed and turned to Anji. “As you saw yourself, we came by the water,
hoping to escape detection, so we’ve had no view of the road until now. I would ask
the ones who guard you, but since most of Olossi’s militia dance to the tune played
by the fiddlers of the Greater Houses, they would only march us straight to Assizes
Tower and lower us into the dungeons besides.”

In the distance a splash resounded, but the sound was quickly drowned by the
relentless push of the river’s current. From their vantage point Mai could see past
Anji’s head onto the dark reaches of the spreading delta. A light winked on and off,
on and off, and her first thought was that this was a firefly bobbing in the curling
breeze, but as her gaze adjusted to the distance she realized she was seeing an artifi-
cial light turned off and on as though a lantern’s protecting veil was being shut and
opened.

Someone was signaling, out there on a boat riding the river or hugging the shore
of another low-lying island.

“Anji, look,” she said, and he turned, but the light vanished as though her voice
had warned it. “I saw a light blinking, like a signal. Think you it’s related to the mes-
senger?”
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“That’s only a fisherman,” said Master Calon. “There’s a good night catch to be
had this time of the moon.”

“Not just fish are caught this time of night,” said Eliar with a laugh. “There’s
plenty who smuggle goods across the water so that Sapanasu’s clerks can’t demand
their tithe. Not that I’d know of any such criminal behavior, being a law-abiding
citizen.”

“My attention is caught,” said Anji, stepping back to face Calon. Priya set a pair
of sticks on the fire, and the flames licked higher as Calon wiped his brow.

“My nose is itching,” agreed Calon. “Many whispers have tickled my ears these
last few nights. Listen!”

Mai listened, but she heard only the night sounds and the crackle of the freshly
burning sticks, and when he went on she saw that this was a storyteller’s punctua-
tion, readying his audience for the meat of the tale.

“I cannot spin the whole tale to you now, for we haven’t the time. But this is how
it is.”

“He doesn’t even know the lay of the land!” said Eliar impatiently.
“Patience, cub.”
“It’s true enough,” said Anji.
“Very well. It’s rich country in the north. The two great cities—Nessumara and

the crossroads of Toskala—lie in the north, along the River Istri. The fertile fields of
Istria and Haldia grow rich crops. To the northeast lie the richer fields of Arro,
where the delvings glean gold and iron from the mountain fastness. And many
more places besides, all sung in the tales of the Hundred.

“Once we commanded a steady trade along West Track through the Aua Gap and
to Horn, that road which leads to the markets of Nessumara and Toskala and the
fields of Haldia and Istria, even to the mines of Arro. All this has wasted away these
past few years, sucked dry. Merchants rode north, and never returned. We hear ter-
rifying tales of fighting in the north like to the hundred wars of ancient days, before
the Guardians came. No caravan has reached Olossi from Nessumara for over a
year. Last year there was talk of Horn being overrun, but we never had any direct
news. No one dares send their wagons and goods on that route.

“After all, here in the south we can always trade throughout the south and over
the pass into the empire, so it never seems as urgent as it ought to be. It’s also true
that the roads into western Olossi, Sund, and Sardia are still open, although they’ve
become more dangerous as well in recent months. There’s some trade also into the
far south, places like Farro and Ofria, but that trade passes along foot trails overland
through the foothills of the Spires, a path expensive in both trouble and time. A
merchant must have safe, open roads to make a living. We have sent many messen-
gers to Argent Hall asking for them to investigate this matter, but we’ve heard no
answer of any kind, only silence.”

“Argent Hall? What manner of place is this?”
“It’s the reeve hall with the obligation to patrol and protect this part of the coun-

try.”
“You hope they will help you in what manner?”
“Have you no reeves where you come from?” asked Eliar with astonishment.
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“They have not,” said Calon. “There are no reeves outside the boundaries of the
Hundred. The Lady tamed the great eagles and gave them to the reeves, so we might
protect ourselves, but beyond our lands they cannot stray, for that is the law of the
gods.”

“So your priests tell you,” said Eliar stubbornly, “but how can you know it to be
true?”

“I have never seen anything like the reeves and their eagles in the lands I’ve trav-
eled, nor heard any tale of them until I came here,” said Anji.

“Old Marshal Alyon sat in authority over Argent Hall until a few seasons ago,”
said Calon. “He sent a representative to every one of our council meetings, as has
always been customary. Then no representative came for two passes of the moon.
After that, we heard that a new marshal sat in authority over Argent Hall, but we
have never learned his name. Worse, it’s rare to see reeves patrolling around
Olossi any longer, although they fly into the Barrens regularly. Now and again we
see one pass overhead on an unknown errand. The villages and farms of western
Olossi have no one to preside over their monthly assizes, so they come to us to
ask for help. That’s why we sent so many emissaries to Argent Hall. But we are
given no answer at the gates, not even when we beg for aid to patrol the roads
against ospreys such as the ones you killed in the pass. I fear the shadows have
crept long, and that we here in Olossi are being covered by their stain without
our knowing.”

“That’s a sobering tale. So tell me, Master Calon, what do you want from us?”
“We, the Lesser Houses and our allies, seek your aid.”
“You want us to overturn the Greater Houses and set you in charge of the

council.”
Calon met his gaze squarely. “We do. Not to harm them, only to force them to

share the power they have gathered to themselves. We must be allowed to take our
place as our numbers and our judgment warrant. If there’s a truly open vote, and all
are allowed to vote on council matters who meet the requirement, we will be con-
tent. Then if the vote goes against our proposals, we’ll accept it.”

“You do not expect that outcome, however. That an open vote will go against
you, or your proposals.”

“I do not. But the agreement I offer you comes in two parts. That is the first. The
second is this: That once the council is under our control, you accept a commission
to ride to Horn, and back. We sent a small group north recently, and have heard no
word of them. We fear they’re lost. Dead. What we want is a report on the condition
of the roads and way stations, on the market in Horn, and on the prospects for
travel north into Istria and Haldia and Arro, and east into Mar.”

“Mar, by all means!” said Eliar. “Our supplies of kursi grow ghastly low, and I
fear I shall waste away rather than eat bland food.”

“It’s no joking matter, cub,” said Calon. “I am afraid of what we cannot see, and
so should you be.”

“If the bid to overturn the Greater Houses fails, what then?” asked Anji.
“Oh, to us, any manner of thing,” said Calon carelessly. “They will vote to strip

the conspirators—for such they will call us—of our right to run a business and sell
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goods in the marketplaces of Olossi. They may execute the leaders. As for Eliar and
his people, they might exile them.”

“These are serious risks,” said Anji.
“Mostly for young Eliar here, because his people are exiles twice over according

to their lore and have nowhere else to go,” said Calon. “If I escape execution, I can
always uproot my house and begin again in Sund, or Ofria.”

Eliar whistled under his breath.“It’s said they’re poor as dirt in Ofria, all living in
mud huts and eating snails.”

“Little you would know! Snails are a delicacy! Here, now.” Calon untied a purse
from his belt and handed it to Anji, who weighed its heft with two hands. “We are
serious folk, despite the manners of this cub, but he is a good lad and an honest bro-
ker, and I trust his people even if they don’t care for my line of honest trade. I’ll have
you know his people have wagered the most on this gamble.”

“We’ve the most to lose,” said Eliar with a crooked smile. “But I’ll not mind say-
ing, anyway, that the Greater Houses are fools to avert their eyes at the dark tidings
that stare them right in the face. My people can’t afford to turn their backs. We did
so once, in the old country, and suffered greatly.”

Anji set the pouch at Mai’s feet. It was too heavy for her to pick up, though she
was not frail, so she opened it and picked out a pair of bars and a handful of coins,
just the uppermost layer. A hoard rested beneath.

“These are cheyt,” she said, “the full gold coins, not the quartered ones. There’s
no silver that I see. As for the bars . . .” She bit on the end of one bar. She knew gold’s
texture. The eldest daughter bred out of a merchant’s family had to expect to han-
dle money when she was married into a worthy household. No one wanted a mere
ornament as a wife, however much the poets sang of gorgeous flowers whose pleas-
ing scent drew princes and captains.

“Please count it all,” said Calon. “It matters to me that you see we are serious in
every possible way.”

“To overthrow the Greater Houses is a serious undertaking,” said Anji. “And the
expedition to Horn, after everything we have heard, more serious still.”

“True enough. I believe there are deadlier forces at work than any who bide in
the Greater Houses care to admit.”

“Unless they are in league with them already,” said Eliar. “For that’s what I be-
lieve.”

“In league with whom?” asked Anji.
“No one knows,” said Eliar. “But the reeves of Argent Hall turn us away, and the

Greater Houses ignore every warning sign. How can I not believe they are in league
with the shadows? That they are not themselves conspirators? My friends and I—”

“A wild pack of cubs,” interjected Calon softly,“including my once sweet and pli-
ant nephew.”

“My friends and I went on a scouting expedition two months back. We saw the
reeves flying patrols up into the Barrens. They’re looking for something, but we
don’t know what. Of their work—patrolling the roads, settlings disputes, stand-
ing in at the assizes, prosecuting criminals—the work that is their duty according
to the law of the land, this work the reeves of Argent Hall have given up. They’ve
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forsworn their obligation to the people of Olossi and the territory they’re meant to
oversee.”

“Nothing can be proven,” said Calon. “What would the Greater Council serve to
gain from such plans, in any case? They already hold power over the council.”

“They want more, more even than they have now, more power over the rest of
us, and more coin in their coffers. Sometimes greed is answer enough, Master
Calon.”

“It just doesn’t make sense to me,” the older man retorted.
Mai knelt on the ground beside the woven mat she usually sat on. On the mat’s

surface Shai tipped out the contents of the pouch. Their visitors fell into a respectful
silence as she stacked and counted coins and bars. It was all gold, a prince’s ransom.

“Four bars, whose weight and value must be considerable,” she said at last. “And
fifty cheyt.” Fifty gold coins.

Shai hissed an exclamation under his breath. Chief Tuvi grunted, scratching an
ear.

“A handsome offer,” Anji said without emotion, “but a dead man has no use for
coin. We are only two hundred men. You’re asking too much.”

Eliar gritted his teeth, gasping like a man in pain.
Master Calon raised a hand. “But—”
“No,” said Anji in a tone that invited no response, a tone that meant he was not

negotiating. “I will not send my men into a battle that cannot be won. No.”
He was done. It was over.
In the silence that followed, Mai rose. “Wait.”
Every person there was obviously surprised to hear her voice, even Anji. For

courage, she touched her lips to her wolf ring, sigil of the proud Mei clan. Then she
met Anji’s gaze square on. “I have something to say, and I would prefer to say it be-
tween us alone.”

Chief Tuvi raised an eyebrow. Master Calon put a hand to his mouth, clearing
his throat as if uncomfortable. Eliar looked at his feet. Shai stood and, when Mai
nodded at him, he gestured to Priya and walked away, into the shadows.

At last, with a slight gesture, Anji agreed. Chief Tuvi led the two merchants away,
leaving Anji with Mai and, of course, one of his silent but ever-present guards.

He said nothing. He was angry.
She took in a deep breath and considered her words, considered her tone, con-

sidered her posture and her expression. All these made a difference in whether you
made your sale. “I am not experienced in the arts of war, nor have I any training in
battle. But I am a merchant’s daughter, and I know how to listen and how to ob-
serve. Also, it is my right as the wife of a Qin man to speak my mind.”

“It is.”
This is what I have to say: Where will we go next? There may be a refuge for you

with your cousin, in the south of the empire, but surely those cousins will also want
to kill you, since you have a better claim to the imperial throne than they do. The
lands that the Qin control are closed to us. So, to go south back over the pass leads
us only to lands where our lives are already forfeit.”

“There are other roads,” he said curtly, as if he had already had this argument
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with himself and did not want to repeat it with her. “Northwest. North. East. We
haven’t seen everything that’s out here. This is a fool’s choice, Mai. No smart general
commits his troops in a situation weighted so heavily against him. He moves else-
where until circumstances fall to his advantage. The Qin have always fought in this
manner.”

“Maybe so, because the Qin do not live in houses, or in towns. The Qin do not
till fields and plant vineyards and orchards, which they must then protect. But
sometimes you have to fight where you stand.” When he shook his head, she went
on. “Anji, why did your mother send you back to the Qin, when you had as much
right as any man to claim the imperial throne?”

“Because my half brother was named as heir. He and his mother meant to see me
dead. I was a rival, brighter than him, I admit. Better suited. Better liked by our
father. I was my father’s favorite son.”

“Yet he chose your brother over you.”
“My brother’s mother has powerful political connections, ones my father did not

wish to anger. Although he was an excellent administrator, his position was not ex-
actly strong.”

“Even so, why didn’t your mother go to the emperor? Ask for his protection for
you? Surely he could have done that much for his favorite son.”

“She had already fallen out of favor. He preferred a new wife.”
“Did she not try at all?”
He hesitated. For the first time he looked away from her, toward the fire, whose

flames consumed the wood with bright splendor. “It is not the Qin way to beg for
favor.”

“She took the Qin way, Anji. She moved you elsewhere, hoping that circum-
stances would change. But they did not. And why should we believe they will change
now? We have been offered a chance to stand and fight for the thing we need most:
a home. It’s time to stop running.”

“Death is also a home. One we will find ourselves fallen into very quickly, in this
situation.”

She smiled, covered her mouth with a hand to hide the smile, glanced down at
the ground, then bent her gaze up to look at him past lowered lids. His eyes nar-
rowed as his interest quickened. “Surely, Anji, you are capable of finding a way to
win this fight.”

He laughed. “An appeal to my vanity. Mai, you have cut me. But nevertheless,
no.”

“What if there is no safer haven? In the south our lives are forfeit. In the west lie
barren lands. North there is constant trouble, some kind of war. East lies the ocean.
Yet we have to go somewhere. Any place we ride now will be a place we’ve never
been before, so we will be placing ourselves in danger nevertheless. We might as
well get paid to do it. We may never get another offer, and why should we? Who will
welcome a troop of two hundred experienced soldiers? A ruler who wishes to use
them to fight, and die. Ordinary folk will fear us, and rightly so. Anyway, we cannot
continue journeying endlessly, in the hope that something more to our liking will
appear, a peaceful haven, a secret valley where the flowers are always in bloom and
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all the ewes give birth to twin lambs. You have said I am foolish to listen to the tales,
to believe in them, but isn’t this just another tale you are telling yourself, that there
is a place waiting for us somewhere, in the distance, just beyond where we are now?
What if there isn’t?”

Flushed and out of breath, surprised at her own vehemence, she broke off.
Frowning, studying the fire, he scratched under his right ear with his left hand.

The fire popped, and sparks sprayed and fell. At length, he looked at her. “That day
in the market, in Kartu Town, every other merchant offered me their wares for free.
They feared me, as they feared all the Qin and especially the officers. I suppose they
thought by giving me for nothing what they normally sold for a price, they would
gain my favor, or I would not hurt them. But you charged me double the going
price.”

“And you paid it!”
“Because it amused me to do so. Because you surprised me. Because you held

your duty, to sell your clan’s produce, higher than your fear of the Qin.”
“ ‘If you are afraid, don’t do it. But if you do it, don’t be afraid.’ Do you remem-

ber saying that?”
He shook his head, shrugging. “It’s a common saying among the Qin.”
“When we were in the desert, and running out of water. After the sandstorm,

when you and Chief Tuvi had to decide whether to ride at night through those
ravines. A dangerous, difficult passage. You said it then, to him. I took those words
into my heart. I tried to live by them. I always thought that I was being strong, in the
Mei clan, by bending before the wind, by going along with everything my family
wanted, by never disputing with them or raising my voice or causing trouble. Now
I see that I was afraid. But there will always be another storm, Anji. There will al-
ways be something. If we don’t stop now, then it will be because we’re still afraid.
That’s the thing we can’t escape by moving elsewhere. It’s still traveling with us. We
have to do it, and not be afraid.”

He was silent. The night wind murmured in the brush; beneath it, she heard the
whispers of men, waiting on this decision.

He stepped up to her, took her hand, laid it on his palm. Without speaking, he
twisted the wolf-sigil ring off her hand and slid it onto his little finger.

“There,” he said. “To remind me. But if we fail, and if we die, you must not re-
proach me.”

All at once, her words vanished. He was so handsome, a prince in truth, an exile,
as she was now. She could never reproach him, not for anything. But she could not
speak to tell him so; she was too full, choked with the tales she had grown up on,
had loved and recited, had sung and played. Had used as an argument against him.
She knew herself to be young and naive, stupid, really: she always had believed
those tales, even in the ones where everyone ended up dead. She had always wanted
to believe them, because they had seemed so much brighter than her own life
within the Mei clan’s walls. But they had only been a way of hiding from the truth.

“No,” he added softly, so sweetly. “I suppose you won’t.”
He released her hand and stepped back, then whistled sharply. Chief Tuvi re-

turned with the two merchants, and Shai and Priya walked back into view.
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“Master Calon,” said Anji without preamble. “I am skeptical that you can accom-
plish your goals in the face of such difficulties. I doubt you can. And I doubt I am
willing to risk my men, who rely on me to command them wisely and prudently.
But perhaps you can give me a little more information.”

“Go on,” said Calon, with a glance at Mai that revealed nothing except, perhaps,
a shiver of curiosity, of hope.

Eliar turned the silver bracelets that ringed his forearms, restless as he shifted
from one foot to the other and back again. He seemed like a child who wants to
speak but is trying to hold its tongue.

“Three things. First, what manner and number of soldiers serve the council of
Olossi? What resistance will we face in helping you overturn the Greater Houses?
Second, if we ride north, and return with the information you ask for, where do you
advise us to go afterward? Gold is not enough. We wish to settle in a safe region
nearby where my men might also find wives and sufficient pastureland to support
herds.”

Eliar coughed, bracelets jangling as he shook his arms impatiently.
Calon nodded with a grim smile. “We are both desperate men, and dangerous

for being desperate. Olossi has lived in peace for a long time and we have gone fat
and lazy. Kotaru’s ordinands do most of our border guarding these days. You saw
what came of that! By custom, any adult in Olossi is expected to lift a spear in de-
fense of the city, but in truth we can call on no more than five hundred militiamen
should it come to that. More could be called out of the countryside—many
more . . .” He paused. All looked inland, as he did. That torch still stuck its stubborn
path along the road, heading for the city. “. . . but most of them untrained and inex-
perienced. We are sheep, ripe for the slaughter. We can’t protect ourselves against a
real attack, in force, in numbers. And that’s what I fear.” His voice fell to a whisper,
and darkened. “That’s what I truly fear. As for the other, were you and your com-
pany to ride into the Barrens, and break up into smaller groups, you could find vil-
lages that would welcome more hands. It’s sparsely settled, especially along the west
shore of the Olo’o Sea, in the valley of the River Ireni, and in the West Olo uplands
against the mountains of Heaven’s Ridge. There’s decent pasturing—it’s not good
for much else—and plenty of land unspoken for in the high reaches. Your men
might even find wives there, for I’ve heard rumors in recent months that young men
all around are leaving for the north country to find work and promises of gold, and
never come home again. I can’t guarantee you’ll be welcomed there, but I can guar-
antee that if you form this alliance with us, the council will give you a legal right to
settle in this region. What was the third thing?”

“We met a reeve at the border. He’d heard news of these troubles along West
Spur, although he did not tell me how he had come by this information. He asked
for our aid in tracking down the bandits, and we helped him. He left us on the road
because he wanted to visit Argent Hall. After that, he was supposed to come here to
Olossi ahead of us, to speak in our favor and preside over the arrest of the border
captain, the one who died untimely. This reeve called himself Joss.”

“Heya!” cried Eliar.
“Hush, cub! Let him finish!”
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Anji’s gaze sharpened; he was not accustomed to being interrupted. He coughed,
and went on. “He rode an eagle whose name was Scar. Have you any news of him?
Because it seems he has gone missing.”

“Argent Hall, eh?” Calon scratched his chin. “Maybe he changed his mind and
flew back north. People do that, quit themselves of any claim to duty.”

Anji shook his head.“Perhaps, but he would have left word. He would have let us
know the change of plans. He is a man of honor. He said he would meet us at
Olossi. He did not.”

Meanwhile, Eliar was rolling his eyes and waggling his hands like a madman, al-
though both of the other men ignored him.

“You’re stubborn on this point,” said Calon. “For you spoke of it in council as
well.”

“It’s a point of honor.”
“I surely know nothing of this reeve, except for what rumor your comments

caused after the council meeting.”
“Let him speak,” said Mai, almost laughing.
Eliar did not wait for permission. “It’s true a reeve did come to Olossi a few days

back. Legate Joss was the name he went by.”
“How did you hear of this?” demanded Calon. “I never did!”
“That clerk who was recently assigned to work in Fortune Square at the council

hall—”
“One of your flirts?” asked Calon with a laugh.
“She’s a friend to my sister,” he said with an unexpected bite.
“Begging your pardon, cub,” said Calon hastily. “No offense to your sister in-

tended.”
Eliar fixed his sharp gaze on Anji. “Before I met up with Master Calon to come

out here tonight, I related the events of the council to my sister. This clerk is a friend
of hers. My sister told me in strictest confidence that her friend had confided to her
that this reeve was arrested and taken to Assizes Tower. The clerk who witnessed his
arrest is afraid she’ll be imprisoned in Assizes Tower herself if she speaks of what
she saw. She’s that frightened. There were a number of witnesses to the arrest, folk
waiting that morning for council desk to open, but even so, she fears to speak of it,
because she heard his name.”

“How long ago?” asked Anji.
Eliar shut his eyes briefly, as if counting, then opened them. “Five days back. My

sister said that her friend said he was a handsome man, I remember that particu-
larly. That she’d been quite taken with him, and thus triply shocked that he’d been
hauled away, thinking she’d been fool enough to flirt with a criminal. He was ac-
cused of murder.”

“That’s him,” said Mai.
“A murderer?” asked Calon.
She flushed. “No. He’s the kind women flirt with on short acquaintance.”
“Who was he accused of murdering?” asked Anji.
Eliar shrugged. “A captain, she said. A captain guarding the southern border.”
“Captain Beron.” Anji nodded. “Five days back, Reeve Joss was arrested, it seems.
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Three days ago, Captain Beron was still alive. Before the dart stung his eye. So tell
me, Mai, how could Reeve Joss have been arrested for a murder that hadn’t yet been
committed?” He extended a hand, gestured, and Mai tossed him a gold coin, which
he caught deftly. “He was arrested for a crime someone else was planning to com-
mit, someone who discovered that Captain Beron’s operation was discovered, and
that Beron himself had been arrested. Yet no man or woman left our caravan be-
tween the border and Olossi, none except Reeve Joss.”

“They betrayed him!” cried Eliar.
“So it seems, and another man besides,” said Anji. “Captain Beron was alive yes-

terday morning, and was dead by the time we reached the gate. Who killed him, and
why?”

Master Calon shook his head, like a weary ox trying to shake away a pestering
swarm of flies. “This grows deeper and darker,” he muttered.

“Truly,” agreed Anji, “since this man called Captain Waras was wearing, around
his neck, the very bone whistle which we had previously seen in the possession of
Reeve Joss. Without it, I think, the reeve has no way to call his eagle. How can a man
be freed from Assizes Tower?”

Calon shook his head.“Assizes Tower was once the responsibility of the Guardians.
After they were lost, the reeves came to sit in authority over the courts. Now even
that measure of justice is lost. The Greater Council rules at its whim.”

“This reeve is not the only prisoner in Assizes Tower,” said Eliar with a frown.
“All the criminals are taken there. Yet I know—as do you—of a well-respected man
who vanished after he claimed that the Greater Houses were involved in a conspir-
acy, that they’d allied with unnamed villains out of the north. He’s not been seen
since. He was murdered.”

“Hush, now, cub. That’s gossip, nothing proven. He was known to be of an envi-
ous, restless nature, an Air-touched Rat, and worse besides, if you take my mean-
ing.”

“You suspect he was murdered, too,” retorted Eliar. “Who can measure his true
crimes now that he has vanished with no chance to speak on his own behalf?”

Talk of prisoners made Mai uncomfortable. The Qin had been able to drag crim-
inals and, indeed, any person at all off to their prison block in Kartu Town, where
they held their own manner of court, and the law court of Kartu Town had no au-
thority to stop them or even oversee the hapless prisoners. She began to replace the
coins and bars in the bag. It gave her something to do with her hands.

“How can a man be freed from Assizes Tower?” Anji repeated.
“Impossible,” said Calon.
“Necessary,” said Anji. “First, I have an obligation to him, and my honor to up-

hold. Second, he knows things we don’t. We are grasping in the dark, and he holds a
light insofar as he knows which people he talked to, and if he traveled to Argent
Hall, and what he saw there.”

“I’ll see it’s done,” said Eliar.
Calon groaned, clapping a hand to his head in a gesture so very like Ti that Mai

expected him to declaim in threes. “Fool!” he growled. “You can’t get into Assizes
Tower.”
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“My sister can. My sister was there today. She said there was one man in the
deepest pit, untended and filthy. It could have been this reeve.”

“Your sister goes to the Assizes Tower?” Calon asked. “Whatever for?”
“She brings food to indigent prisoners.”
Calon laughed as though it hurt. “The hells, yes, you Silvers do go on about your

‘god rules’ in a way that does get to annoying people. Begging your pardon, Eliar.”
The youth gave something like a wink with his right eye. Mai saw at once that he

was angered by this comment but didn’t want to show it. “We will be judged at the
gate according to the measure of how we walked in the world and showed justice
and mercy to poor and rich, innocent and guilty, those with power and those who
are helpless, according to the law.”

Calon coughed. “That was the law in the land you came from. That’s why folk
will keep calling you outlanders.”

“No, it is the law in all lands, not just the land we came from.”
“Let’s not have this argument, cub.”
Eliar turned his back and took several steps away, shoulders heaving, hands in

fists up by his mouth.
Anji watched.
Mai said, “Master Eliar, even if you could get into Assizes Tower, how would you

know Reeve Joss if you saw him, and why would he trust you, even if you could
speak to him?”

From Eliar came silence.
Master Calon rubbed at his chin with a knuckle, looking thoughtful, and turned

to Mai. “Perhaps you could go with that sister of his, verea.”
“How could I do that?”
“Because the Silver women only appear in public with veils covering their faces.

No one need know it was you.”
Maybe this could work after all. Heart pounding, Mai turned to Anji. “I can’t

fight. At best I can defend myself at close quarters with my knife, but any competent
soldier would overwhelm me. This is something I could do.”

“No,” said Anji. “What do you trade in, Master Calon?”
“Flesh. In slaves.”
“So. This entire complicated scheme might be nothing more than a plot to rid

yourself of my company, which seems dangerous to you, and steal my wife without
any risk to yourself. You and I both know she would be worth a great deal of coin on
the slave market.”

“I could sell her for twenty cheyt, at the least,” agreed Master Calon with a genial
smile.

“I won’t have this talk!” cried Eliar, lurching back to the circle. “Never tell a man
of my people that he has stirred his hand in the pot of slavery! Do you mean to in-
sult me?”

“Cub, hold your tongue!” Calon grabbed hold of his arm, but Eliar shook him
off.

“Enough.” Anji stepped between the two men, and they both backed off. “Answer
me a few questions, if you will, Eliar sen Haf Gi Ri.” He grabbed a stick out of the
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fire and held it up. Flames licked down the wood. “On what fuel does the flame
sup?”

“The wood,” said Eliar, looking irritated. “What is the point of this?”
“And on what food did this wood grow?”
“On water and earth and sun. As any fool knows!”
“And water and earth and sun, where are they grown? What is their origin? Is it

not the case that ‘all things blossom out of the heart of the Hidden One’?”
“I beg you, accept my apologies,” said Eliar in a stricken tone.
Anji tossed the stick on the fire.“No need. I studied the archives as part of my edu-

cation at the palace school. Now I know who you are.Your people lived in the empire.”
“Not my clan, but distant cousins out of other clans, yes. After our people

crossed the ocean, some of the clans fetched up on the shores of the Sirni Empire.
They were driven out because they would not make sacrifices at the temple of the
false god.”

“That’s not quite how it is written in the histories of the palace.”
Eliar had the grace to blush. “I suppose it would not be. I intend no offense.”
“You can be sure I take none, as I am not a believer. But you’re right. It was a long

time ago, four generations. As it happens, the priests of Beltak had a lot to say about
your people, as they have a lot to say in all their writings. But I never thought I
would meet one of you. They called your people ‘the servants of the Hidden One, an
avatar of the Lord of Lords, King of Kings.’ They claimed you lived half in light and
half in shadow, and in the end the priests insisted that any of you who refused to
perform the sacrifice at the temple depart from the empire or be put to death. It is
written there were no executions, so I am minded to believe that the priests were
merciful in your case.”

Eliar nodded. “It is said in our lore that some among the clans betrayed our peo-
ple and sacrificed to the false god in order to stay in the empire. But the rest came
north into the Hundred to join their kinsmen. A few sailed farther north even than
that, to the lands beyond.”

“Many things were written,” added Anji, “but I recall in particular that the
priests of Beltak were outraged that among these ‘servants of the Hidden One,’ slav-
ery was entirely outlawed in all ways and shapes, and in every manner. In the em-
pire, clans and houses are required to provide slaves for service in the temples. This
your people refused to do.”

Eliar nodded. “It is against the will of the Hidden One that any should hold an-
other’s life in bondage, or aid in such a transaction.”

“But what of their labor?” asked Calon. “Labor is separate from life, as it is writ-
ten in the law of the Hundred. Still.” He smiled as Eliar puffed up, ready to burst
into a tirade. “This is a dispute for another time.”

“Everyone keeps slaves,” said Mai. “That’s just how it is. How can anyone change
that?” She looked at Priya, but Priya remained silent.

Anji looked at Eliar, and then at Mai. “These are desperate times. But tell me,
Master Calon, how are we to manage this overthrow, since it will take longer than
one night to plan and execute? If we don’t depart in the morning, they’ll guess
something is amiss.”
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Calon took in a deep breath, and seemed to have breathed in a midge, because he
set to coughing until Chief Tuvi slapped him on the back and dislodged the irritant
from his throat.

“Eh. Gah. I thank you.” He wiped his brow. He was sweating, although it wasn’t
hot any longer. “Misdirection. In the morning, ride west along West Spur, as if you
mean to obey the council’s order. After a day or two cut south into the Lending.”

“The Lending?”
“The grasslands. The high plains land south of the Olo’o Sea. With good horses,

and if you can hunt, you’ll manage. It’s a difficult time of year to find water, but the
rains will come soon. We’re almost to the turn of the new year. Out there, the
Greater Houses won’t be able to follow you, for despite the power they hold here in
Olossi, they don’t possess more than the town militia. I guarantee you that the mili-
tia won’t march out into the Lending in pursuit. They’ve had trouble out there in the
past, but if you’re hospitable to the tribes and raise no sword against them, you’ll be
given free passage. Then you can await word, until we’re ready to strike.”

“A great risk, for uncertain gain,” said Anji.
Priya’s soft voice startled Mai, although the Qin did not seem surprised to hear

her speak. “The Merciful One teaches that where a river cannot breach hard rock, it
will find a softer path to go around.”

“True enough,” agreed Anji. “This may be the softer path.” He gazed into the
darkness toward the distant watch lights burning along the city wall, barely visible
from their campfire. “But a dangerous one, despite that.” He looked at each face il-
luminated in the circle of light thrown off by the fire before settling on Mai. “I can-
not bring myself to allow you to ride out on such a perilous expedition.”

Calon made a noise, a soft grunt of surprise and pleased assent.
Anji nodded at Calon. “Should we agree to your offer, that is. Such a plan would

not only put my wife at risk, but her presence on military maneuvers put the rest of
us at additional risk because we will need to take additional measures to protect
her. Therefore, Master Eliar, I ask you, would you on your honor as a servant of the
Hidden One give shelter to my wife? I will pay for her lodging at fair market
value—”

“Impossible!” cried Eliar.
Mai stepped back, startled by his vehemence.
Even Anji looked surprised.
“Cub, what are you saying?” demanded Master Calon.
“I mean only—I pray you—” He was flustered. “She would bide with my family

as our guest. We cannot take payment. It goes against the law of hospitality.”
“Then you will have my undying gratitude,” said Anji as smoothly as if these

were the very words he had expected to hear. He turned to Mai. “Sending you with
them is a risk we must take if we mean this venture to succeed. For one, you will
seek to free Reeve Joss. Also, the coin will go with you. If something happens to me,
you will have the resources to set up a business for yourself.”

Eliar nodded. “My people will shelter her as one of our own. And do what is nec-
essary to aid her, no matter what comes. I do make my oath on the heart of the Hid-
den One that she will suffer no harm nor will she be sold into bondage while in the

350 K A T E E L L I O T T



shelter of our house, and that she will leave that shelter only upon your return, or of
her own choice if she is widowed.”

“So taken,” said Anji.
“So taken,” said Mai, but the words came roughly, and her eyes filled with tears.

She had talked him into this, and now he would run the campaign according to his
understanding of war even if it meant she was to be separated from him in this for-
eign land and sent to live with strangers. Yet it must be done. If you do it, don’t be
afraid.

Priya took her hand in her own.
“A shrewd bargain,” said Master Calon. “So, Captain. Verea. Do we have a deal?”
Anji indicated Mai. It went against everything she had learned and lived in the

marketplace to agree to any deal without negotiating for a better offer.
“Double the price. The balance to be paid if we succeed.”
Eliar whistled.
Calon took the bait. “Impossible. We’ve already given you everything we have

with us.”
“Impossible, indeed, to ask our company to risk so much. Life cannot be bought

by gold. Death cannot be bribed by gold. Double the price.”
“A third again as much.”
She glanced at Anji. He had his head tipped slightly and appeared to be looking

not at her but at Toughid’s boots, with his mouth pulled tight as if he were trying
not to smile. He flicked a finger against his chin as he sometimes did, to her chin,
when they were alone, and she sucked in a breath to give her a volley of courage.

“Two-thirds again as much.”
“You’d do better to ride back to the place you came.”
“Master Calon, surely you do not expect me to believe you offered us everything

you and your consortium possess in your warehouses and stock? No merchant of
your undoubted prosperity offers his best price first. Something must always be
held in reserve. Yet we are as you see us. We have no reserves, except what this pay-
ment will bring us. We are at the mercy of fate. Two-thirds again as much.”

“Half again as much.”
She nodded. “Agreed.”
Eliar laughed. “She has bested you, Calon. Take that!”
The merchant shook his head, giving a slow smile. “I am impressed. And I am

also desperate, although it appears to me that while your desperation is equal to my
own, you are not undone by it, as I am. I agree, as spokesmen for this consortium,
as you term it. The rest of the payment to be delivered upon completion of the
tasks.”

Anji stepped forward to shake hands with Master Calon in the traders’ man-
ner, each man’s right hand grasping the elbow of the other as a seal to their agree-
ment. After a hesitation, Mai stepped forward as well. In Kartu, only widows
without husband or son to act for them dealt in public legal contracts. Master
Calon grasped her elbow, squeezed, and let go without any surprise or answering
hesitation; it seemed he considered her presence perfectly natural in a transaction
of this kind.
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“Let Sapanasu, the Lantern of the Gods, give Her blessing,” he said in the cadence
of a ritual utterance, “and Her curse to any who turn their back on what they have
sworn in Her name. Let it be marked and sealed.”

“Let it be sealed,” repeated Anji.
“Let it be sealed,” said Mai.
Lights scattered and flared along the outer wall as a swarm of torches moved out

from the gates to engulf the singleton and escort it toward the walls.
“An irrevocable step for all of us,” said Master Calon. He blew out his breath. “I

need a drink!” He gestured toward the darkened city and the distant torchlight. “I
wonder what that is all about.”

40

He was dreaming, walking along the shore near Haya that he knew from his
childhood. The strand ran for mey ahead in a curve that faded at length into distant
hills whose heads were shrouded in rain clouds, although here where he walked the
sun shone, its light winking on smooth waters. His feet crunched on coarse sand.
The rhythmic shush and suck of waves along the shore and the shrill cries of
seabirds overhead kept him company.

A mist rose off the surface of the wide bay. It boiled into a silver fog that rolled
toward the land like a watery beast shouldering up out of the depths. On the crest of
this fog, as on a wave, lifted a rider mounted on a winged horse, and it surely was
Marit riding that horse because even at this distance he would know her anywhere.
He ran toward the water, to meet her. The foam of the cresting wave broke over the
form of rider and horse, obliterating it; he was left behind with wavelets lapping his
toes and his hands grasping air.

“Reeve! Reeve Joss!”
The low voice woke him, or possibly he woke himself, moaning aloud. He stirred

and sat, and found that he could sit. The bit of rice and water taken earlier had
strengthened him. His head ached, but he could blink without wanting to pass out.

After all, he was only hearing things. He could see nothing in the blackness. The
air smelled of rotting things and sickness and worse, a foul smell lightened only be-
cause it was rather dry, not at all fresh. Thank the gods.

“Reeve Joss!”
The hatch scraped open to reveal a light lowered through to dangle, swaying

back and forth on a line. A hand appeared, fingers slender and strong. It fastened
the lantern’s looped handle to a hook set in the ceiling off to one side, too high for
him to reach. He blinked back tears as his eyes adjusted, and when he was able to
look up past the light, he saw a face looking down at him through the hatch as
hands lowered a rope until its end curled on the floor.

“Hurry up,” she said. “Are you strong enough to climb?”
The rope had been knotted at intervals to provide footholds and handholds.
“Very thoughtful,” he said, for it took him a moment—he was thinking slowly—
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to recognize her. “But I’ll take my chances with someone who hasn’t already tried
to kill me.”

“As usual, you men always jump to conclusions about what we women intend.
It’s quite tiresome.”

“When I met you last, you tried to kill me.”
“Are you sure?”
“Hmm. Let me think. A naked knife. A mostly naked woman. I admit that part

was appealing.”
“Why in the hells would I come to kill you stripped to the waist?”
He chuckled, although it sounded exceedingly like rolling pebbles in his mouth,

a trick he had tried when a lad with predictable results. He felt now, too, as though
he had swallowed something small and hard that wedged in his throat. There was
still a little water left in the cup, and he sipped at it and recovered and could speak.

“I thought it was a clever ploy to distract my attention.”
She laughed as she grinned down at him. The flame of the light gave her com-

plexion a glowing cast, bathing it in gold. Her eyes were very dark, heavily lidded.
Her mouth was lush and very red. Delectable.

“Aui! The hells,” he muttered. “I’m delirious.”
“No doubt. All the better reason to climb that rope and escape your prison.”
“With your help?”
“I’m the one with the rope.”
He lifted a hand and was pleased he had strength enough to gesture in a casual

way, reflecting a degree of unconcern he did not, in fact, feel, not with her hanging
over him in such a position that he got a look right down her vest to the rounded
shadows beneath. He remembered—very well—the curves she had on her.

“I’ll pass.”
“You’ll wait for the justice of this corrupt council? I think you’d do best to be

well shed of them, for they’ve been colluding with all manner of folk who will be
happy to kill you once they have conquered Olossi. Which they are like to do if
you can’t get a message to the northern reeve halls, which I wish you would do by
climbing this rope, calling your eagle, and leaving this place as soon as ever you
can.”

“Oh. Slow. I beg you. That was too much and too fast, my sweet.”
“I’ve not given you permission to call me your ‘sweet.’ ”
“Maybe not, but you ask me to trust you. That should give me a few privileges,

don’t you think?”
“Why shouldn’t you trust me? You’re such an easy target now that had I wished

to kill you, you’d be dead already.”
“It is a great comfort, knowing that. Why did you try to kill me before?”
“As I said, you misread the signals.”
“A knife thrust at my guts is a strange way to signal something other than mur-

derous intent.”
“I had to protect myself. I wasn’t sure who had sent you. You might have been on

the side of our enemies.”
“Who did you think had sent me? Who are your enemies? And who are you?”
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She looked away, over her shoulder, then back down at him. “Best we get you out
of here before we’re interrupted, then I’ll tell the tale.”

“So, again, you’re saying I must trust you.”
“Or stay here. Your choice.”
“How did you get here? Where are the guards?”
“Aui!” She had a very attractive way of setting her jaw when she was exasperated.

“You talk too much, after all. Just like other men. Here I hoped you were different.”
“Oh! Eh!” He laughed, although it hurt his head and his ribs to do so. “Now

you’ve appealed to my vanity. I can’t bear to be ‘just like other men.’ ”
He tried to stand but found he was too weak to do it easily. Setting a hand against

the wall and one on the ground, he managed to lever himself up, but he had to lean
against the wall lest he collapse. He was cold, and then hot, and then cold again, in
waves that made him sweat and shiver. “Whew. I’m sorry to say, it’ll be hard for me
to climb that rope.”

She withdrew. A second rope slithered over the lip and its end dropped to the
floor. Two bare feet appeared, gripped the rope as she eased her body over the lip.
She shinnied down hand over hand at a speed that should have burned her thighs,
landed softly, and paused with a hand still on the rope to fetch a tiny globe from her
cleavage. It was glass, of a kind. With it balanced in one palm, she blew into it, and
it lit with a pretty flame that cast an aura of light before her.

“I’ll help you up,” she said.
He stared at her tight sleeveless vest and short kilted wrap. The rig showed her

figure to advantage, and she knew it. She smiled, amused by his stare.
From above, a snap like the sound of a door slid hard shut cut the quiet.
Her smile vanished as quickly as it had come. She stepped forward to examine

him, and the floor of the cell, under the glow of the globe light. He became aware of
what he must look like and how he must reek. For the first time, he got a good look
at the coating of dried grime that had slicked the floor, every possible thing he could
disgorge from his body: blood, vomit, diarrhea, urine, the worst sort of spume.

She lifted the globe to the level of his eyes. “Did they try to poison you?”
“I don’t know. I ate a little rice earlier. It—stayed down.”
“Follow the light.” She moved it slowly from side to side, but she watched his

eyes. “Did you take a hard blow to the head?”
“That I did.”
“Ah. Sometimes that will make you cast out your stomach. Yes, you’ve quite a few

signs of that illness. You’ll want a bath and your clothes washed. We best hurry, for
this is taking longer than I had planned for. Can you walk?”

“I don’t know.”
By the way she tilted her head just a little to the right and then back a little to the

left it seemed she was considering options and discarding them.
She touched the globe to those rich lips. Its light extinguished immediately.
“I’ll put it back in its warm setting, my sweet,” he said hopefully.
She looked at him sidelong in a way that would have set him aflame if he wasn’t

feeling and smelling and looking like a dead rat well run over and left in the dank to
get really ripe. Then she tucked away the globe, slung a strong arm around his waist,
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and helped him over to the rope. There was nothing seductive in the action. She
tied him up in the rope to make it a seat around his hips. He was so dizzy from
moving that he couldn’t even say what he would like to say about where her hands
were working because the words went awhirl and he had enough to do to stay on his
feet as she rigged him up and left him standing there. She climbed swiftly up the
knotted rope and eased herself gracefully out of the hatch. A moment later, the rope
drew tight, strained, and he grasped with all his strength to avoid pitching back-
ward as she hauled him up. He rocked. He shut his eyes, but decided that was worse.
His knee rapped the hot surface of the lantern, but not hard enough to shatter any-
thing, by Ilu’s mercy.

The room above, which he did not remember, was a holding cell with rings along
the far wall where folk could be chained up until ready to be moved. She had used
one of these rings as her lever, with the rope pulling over it, and when his head came
up past the opening she tied it securely, crossed back to him, and used main force
with her arms hooked under his armpits to drag him up and onto the floor. There
he sprawled. While he panted, trying not to sway although he wasn’t moving, she
cut him loose from the rope now tangled around his legs.

“You’ll have to walk the next part.” She stepped back and pulled up the lantern.
“Where are the guards?”
She knelt beside him. There was a pleasant smell to her, like jasmine, but under

that a scent he recognized with a kind of delayed shock: She smelled of eagles.
“You’ll need this.”
Her hands were cool as she lifted his head enough to slip a leather thong over it,

settling it at his neck. He groped at his chest, found the bone whistle. He groaned,
would have wept had he retained water enough for tears. “What bell is it?”

“Middle night.”
“I can’t use this until daybreak. Once they discover I’m gone, they’ll search for

me.”
“Which is why we must hurry.” She got an arm under him, and with her help he

stood. The whistle gave him strength.
“I can walk on my own.” That he was so helpless, and she so competent, irritated

him enough that he nudged her away. “Where do we go?”
After all, she was not immune. A smile chased across her lips. Her eyelids drooped,

and for a moment she had the sleepy look of a woman woken after a night of pas-
sion, smug and certain and well pleased. “Does this mean you trust me now?”

He’d be a fool to try to walk unaided, this close to freedom. He grasped her arm
just above the elbow. She had satiny skin, and taut muscle under it.

“I’m Joss, but you already know that. What’s your name?”
“Zubaidit.”
“Ah! Such poetry! ‘Where the axe hewed, the man was stricken.’ ”
Now she was amused. “Not everyone knows the story of the woodsman’s

daughter.”
He would have leaned in to speak intimately close beside her ear, had he been

clean and sweet-smelling, but he was not, and although she had as yet made no
slightest sign of finding him foul in his current state, he didn’t care to chance seeing
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a grimace of disgust cross her face. After all, if he survived this, he would recover his
strength, and take a bath, and then she would see what it meant to meet her match.

So he smiled at her, as well as he was able.“It’s one of my favorite stories from the
Tale of Fortune. Especially the ending.”

She laughed, a clear sound that she made no effort to muffle or disguise. What in
the hells had happened to the guards? But he didn’t ask again. It was time to take his
chances, and see where this tale of fortune led him.

“You would say so,” she said with a smirk. “Come, now. We have to go see some-
one.”

She doused the lantern, led him down the corridor, helped him up a set of stairs
and through an open door into a spacious hall swallowed in night but which he rec-
ognized by the carved railings at one end as Assizes Hall. She moved smoothly,
graceful despite the darkness, and he, leaning on her, was able to stumble alongside
creditably. No one was about. It was weird how very quiet it was, all the guards lost.
Murdered, maybe. And who in the hells were they going to see?

“It’s a strange way to murder me,” he muttered, unable to help himself. “Or have
you some other more convoluted plot in hand?”

“I do, but you’ll need all your powers of persuasion to help me. Now, hush.”
They came to the wall of screen doors, all closed. A faint, wavering light could be

seen through the papered screens. Nimbly, she slid a door halfway open and eased
him onto the wide front porch that ran the length of Assizes Hall. A stocky man
carrying a small lantern was waiting at the foot of the steps. Beyond him, Assizes
Court was empty, all in shadow, no lamps at all.

“What of the eagle?” she whispered, dropping her voice now that she was out-
side.

“Without me, he won’t fly until it’s day. I can’t call him until dawn.”
She helped him down the steps. The man who waited was master of a handcart,

which was empty except for a cloak bundled in the bottom.
“This is my friend Autad,” she said. “He owns the Demon’s Whip, a tavern in

Merchants’ Walk. He’s agreed to cart you, since I wasn’t sure how far you’d be able
to walk on your own.”

“You’ve thought of everything. Where are we going?”
She tilted her head back as if she’d heard something, and sprang up the steps to

vanish into the hall, sliding shut the door behind her. She was gone as quickly as if
he had only dreamed her.

“Get in, ver,” said the man in a genial voice, pitched low. “Hurry. I’ll cover you
with the blanket.” He moved up beside Joss, and even in the night Joss could sense
that terrible grimace. “Whew! Begging your pardon!”

“Where did she go? Where are we going?”
“Where she tells me, ver.”
“Do you trust her that much?”
“She’s a true servant of the gods, that one. Very pious.” The man hesitated.“If you

wouldn’t mind, ver.” He indicated the cart, coughed, gagged a little. “Geh. Well. Best
if we do this quick. If you don’t mind.”

Once in Haya, one summer when he was a lad, he’d been out swimming with his
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friends and been grabbed by a rip current that had dragged him out into the sea.
But you learned growing up on those shores to let go instead of fighting what you
could not resist, because fighting would kill you. Eventually, of course, the rip cur-
rent had slackened, and he had worked free of it and swum back to land.

“Thanks, ver,” he said to Autad. With the man’s help, he clambered into the belly
of the cart. Autad flipped the cloak over him. The cloth smelled of hay, but it was a
good, honest, clean smell, one he appreciated. The cart rocked beneath him as Au-
tad lifted and pushed and began walking. The wheel rumbled over stone. The
movement jostled him.

For a long way Joss just lay there, thinking of nothing, really, too drained to fret
or scheme. The streets were quiet around them. Evidently in Olossi people did not
commonly walk out at night, while he was accustomed to the streets of central
Toskala, which were more or less awake at all hours. Sometimes it seemed they rat-
tled up a hill, and sometimes it seemed they rolled down one, and only once in that
journey did Autad speak, in the manner of a man who has been mulling deep
thoughts in his mind and finally found words to express them.

“I’d do anything for that girl. I do owe her, for saving the life of my sister. She
had that rash that eats the skin. Poor thing, suffering so. Zubaidit spent her own
coin to buy the oil of naya, which is the only unguent that cures it. I couldn’t afford
such a luxury.”

“But—”
“Hush! Now we’re coming to where folk are about. I don’t want anyone suspect-

ing. I’d lose my license, and be subject to exile. Or worse.”
They moved into a neighborhood where there were, indeed, a few folk out even

at this late hour, judging by the sounds of footfalls and soft conversation and the oc-
casional clink or clatter of unseen objects changing position. Joss’s hip was bruising
where it pressed against the bottom of the cart, and every time they lurched forward
his right shoulder knocked against wood. Autad hadn’t brought any padding,
more’s the pity.

Abruptly, the cart rocked to a halt and Autad pulled the blanket off. “Can you get
out?” He stood back, not offering a hand.

Joss got first to his hands and knees, and then awkwardly clambered out by lev-
ering his legs out first and following with his body. He was weak, but damned if he
would inconvenience the man with his stink, when it was so obvious how ap-
palling it was. They stood in an alley of towering white walls, both ends lost in
shadow. A lit lantern hung from a hook protruding from one of the walls above
doubled doors. These were broad and high enough to admit wagons, and a smaller
“walking” door for foot traffic was set into the larger door. All around, the cobble-
stone pavement had been swept clean; there was no trace of litter or noisome de-
bris. Indeed, it was pretty obvious that the only nasty thing in this tidy alley was
Joss himself.

“Wait here,” said Autad. He probed in his sleeve, withdrew a ball of rice rolled up
in a se leaf, and without quite touching Joss gave it into his hands. Joss was so hun-
gry that he ate it at once, trying not to choke on big bites, forcing himself to chew.
Autad moved off with the cart while Joss had his mouth full, but when Joss tried to
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speak, the other man paused, hoisted the cloak, took a whiff, and tossed it at Joss,
then with the cart trundled off down the alley until he vanished into the night.

Joss finished the rice, then chewed up the se leaf—beggar’s food, as they called it,
but despite being stringy and tough, it was edible and it settled lightly in his stom-
ach.

Neither bell nor device adorned the door, by which a man could signal that he
stood outside. Any night noises were here muted by the walls and the isolation. He
could not even tell how long the alley was, or how far it reached on either side, but
he guessed that he stood between two large compounds that were likely either tem-
ple establishments or the households of rich men.

For a few breaths he simply stood there to quiet his heart, calm his mind, and
consider his options, alone in the dark city with a chance to escape. Definitely his
best bet at this point would be to turn and walk away and hope to make it out of the
city without being stopped, although it would be tricky to get past the gates of the
inner wall.

Without warning, the “walking” door opened and there stood Zubaidit.
“The hells! Come inside quickly! Anyone might see you out there!”
Since he could think of no clever rejoinder, he followed her into a wide court

with trough, cistern, hitching posts, stable, and a small warehouse. Here tradesmen
could bring their provender without sullying the main entrance of the rich man’s
home, for certainly a rich clan’s compound was what this was.

“Over here,” she said, indicating the trough. “Best hurry. There’s a change of
clothes. He’ll never speak with you if you’re not cleaned up a bit.”

“Where are the guards?” he asked.
“Right there.” She indicated the opening of the stable, where a trio of men were

trussed and gagged, but still alive by the way they twitched their shoulders and wag-
gled their feet to get his attention.

“What game are you playing?”
“There is only one,” she said with a smile, pressing a bag of rice bran into his

hand. “The game of life, death, and desire. We haven’t much time.” She turned her
back and folded her arms.

Though he was shaking with weakness, and could not trust her, the entire night’s
adventure had taken on such an air of unreality that he let himself be dragged on-
ward and outward, as into the sea. He stripped, with some difficulty prying himself
out of the tight leather trousers, and tossed trousers, jacket, shirt, and cloak to one
side. All were unbelievably foul, soaked through, matted, dried, and stiff in spots. A
bucket stood beside the trough. He filled it and dumped it over his head, filled and
dumped, filled and dumped, until he was soaking. Using handfuls of the bran, he
scrubbed himself, working quickly, finding all the worst layers of grime. After,
caught by a sense of impending doom, he dressed in the simple shirt and knee-
length jacket provided, draped and tied into place with a sash. She did not once
turn to look, although he had wondered if she would. He crossed to the cistern,
took down the drinking ladle from its hook, dipped, sipped, and hung it back.

“Ready,” he murmured.
“This way.”
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He followed her into the warehouse, whose walls in this darkness he could not
perceive. If folk slept here, he did not hear or see them.

“This way.”
Behind her, he groped his way up the rungs of a ladder into the attic. Here she lit

her tiny globe to reveal a long chamber with a steeply pitched roof on both sides.
The low walls were lined with shelves on which rested various boxes and bags neatly
filed away according to a system he could not quickly comprehend. She moved to a
cabinet, opened it, and gestured. Ducking through after her, he was at once choked
with a sense of closeness, weight pressing on him, dust a congestion in his lungs,
walls falling at him on either side. But after all he fixed his gaze on her backside,
very shapely, as she climbed stairs in what was little more than a narrow tunnel, the
ceiling so low that he kept thinking he would slam his head against it and the walls
so close that if he leaned any little bit left or right his shoulders brushed the panel-
ing. It was quite dark, although the glow of her light outlined her figure most pleas-
ingly. Hers was an easy target to aim for. He mounted the steps behind her, but she
got farther away and he fell behind because the climb exhausted him and she was
swift.

She opened a door and passed the threshold. At length, puffing and panting, he
got to the top and stepped into a fine chamber ornamented with all manner of lux-
urious furnishings. Beside an open coin chest rested a reclining couch imported
from the south. A set of paintings depicted a crane seen through the six seasons,
edges embossed with gold foil to frame each hanging silk scroll. Two greenware ce-
ramic ewers flanked a brass basin worked into the shape of a very rotund peacock
with feathers spread high and small mirrors adorning each “eye,” so a person could
catch a glimpse of himself as he washed his face.

It was the kind of chamber where a merchant entertained guests he wanted to
impress with his wealth, or where he reclined on his couch in order to entertain
himself by counting out his strings of money. It appeared that Zubaidit had
arranged a different sort of entertainment for the other person in the room. This
grand gentleman wore only an ankle-length night jacket cut from such a fine grade
of southern silk that even Joss could appreciate its quality. The precise shade of blue
was hard to distinguish because there were only two lamps burning, both set on
tripods, one on each side of the chair to which the man was tied. Zubaidit finished
untying the gag she had secured around the man’s mouth, and with a glance at Joss,
she seated herself cross-legged on the couch next to her prisoner and folded her
hands in her lap.

“I’ve met you!” said Joss, staring at the merchant. “I met you in the north.”
“He stinks!” croaked the man. “Don’t let him sit on my best pillows! Or on my

Dayo’e carpet! Aui!”
“You have an overly sensitive nose. Best you be thinking of your life and liveli-

hood and that of this city, rather than your pillows and expensive carpet. Oh, just sit
down, Joss.”

He had to. His legs were about to give out. He tried to stay away from the dou-
bled rank of eight pillows with their embroidered scenes depicting that day in an-
cient times when an orphaned, homeless girl knelt at the shore of the lake sacred to
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the gods and prayed for peace to return to the land. This set of scenes portrayed the
gods’answer: the calling of the Guardians, and the gifts given by each of the gods to
those Guardians, to aid them in the burdensome task of restoring peace and estab-
lishing justice.

The merchant whimpered as Joss sat, but Zubaidit cut him off. “Master Feden, I
thought perhaps you might be more likely to believe me if I let you speak to Reeve
Joss, who hails from Clan Hall.”

“You’re lying,” said the man.“This is some story you’ve woven to confuse and be-
fuddle me. You came here with Reeve Horas earlier today. You stood beside him as
his ally, and swore to him that you would deal with this prisoner. Yet here this man
sits, contaminating my good carpet! What have you done to my guards?”

“Nothing as lasting as the death that will greet them if you do not believe me
when I tell you the truth. There is a strike force not a day’s march from these walls,
and an army two or three days’ march behind that, many thousand strong, who
mean to burn, rape, and plunder this town and set their own governor over what
remains. You were a fool to ally with Argent Hall and whatever folk out of the north
you have made alliance with. But it is not too late to act, and save yourself and this
town.”

“An army?” said Joss. “On West Track? I saw none when I flew down . . . and
yet—”

“Go on,” she said encouragingly. She had yet to move her hands, clasped so eas-
ily there between her thighs, as if she were waiting for a cup of tea to be brought so
they could sip in cool collusion.

“On our way down here, we came across groups of men, armed bands. But I
never thought . . . Could small groups be brought together that quickly, to form an
army?”

“If they are well led, certainly. Who is your ally, Master Feden?”
“None of your business. None of the temple’s business.”
“Surely it is. If the temple is to be attacked, the temple must be prepared to with-

stand the assault.”
“Who would attack a temple?” cried Master Feden.
“You have not been listening to the stories that have walked south, have you?

Those who serve the Merciless One have become targets, just as reeves have. In the
north. Only in the south and in the east have the temples remained immune.”

“Impossible. No one would hurt those in service to the temples.”
“On the Ili Cutoff, you were talking to Lord Radas of Iliyat,” said Joss to Feden.

“It just doesn’t make sense. Does Lord Radas know about this army? Who leads it?
Where it comes from?”

Feden did not answer.
“I’ll tell you this,” said Zubaidit. “I have seen a thing I thought I would never see,

a thing spoken of only in stories.”
She moved smoothly, uncoiling more than rising. Stepping away from the

couch, she bent, picked up one of the pillows, and displayed the fine needlework in
the spill of lamplight. Folk no doubt lost their eyesight stitching those tiny details.
It made Joss’s eyes water to look, or perhaps that was the cloying scent steaming off
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a heated bowl of perfumed water strewn with petals that had been placed on the
low side table next to Master Feden’s chair. It had the sticky aroma of diluted sweet-
smoke. Joss wondered if the man was an addict. Master Feden was twisting his
hands, testing the bonds that trussed them, but he was caught fast.

“Look at me!” She shook the pillow. “You see? Here, the gods offer their gifts.”
Every child knew the Tale of the Guardians by heart, how the orphan had come

to Indiyabu to plead with the gods to intervene, to save them.
Joss chanted.

Taru the Witherer wove nine cloaks out of the fabric of the land and the wa-
ter and the sky, and out of all living things, which granted the wearer protection
against the second death although not against weariness of soul;

Ilu the Opener of Ways built the altars, so that they might speak across the
vast distances each to the other;

Atiratu the Lady of Beasts formed the winged horses out of the elements
so that they could travel swiftly and across the rivers and mountains without
obstacle;

Sapanasu the Lantern gave them light to banish the shadows;
Kotaru the Thunderer gave them the staff of judgment as their symbol of au-

thority, with power over life and death;
Ushara the Merciless One gave them a third eye and a second heart with

which to see into and understand the hearts of all;
Hasibal gave an offering bowl.

“I saw two of them,” said Zubaidit.
“Two Guardians?” said Joss, with a thrill of fear and excitement.
“Two orphans?” said Feden with a sneer.
“Two horses, winged.” She threw down the pillow. “Two horses. Winged. And an

army of thousands, too many to count. Although based on the number and forma-
tion of their cohorts I would say there were four or five cohorts of about six hun-
dred soldiers in each. Let us estimate three thousand men, three hundred and
twelve in the strike force, and more ranging up and down the line as foragers and
scouts. That, Master Feden, is the army that marches on Olossi. What did they
promise you?”

“There is no such army,” he said, “and all agree the Guardians have long since
vanished from the land, and were anyway only a tale told by our grandparents to
school the young ones. You are insane.”

“I’m tempted to agree,” said Joss, but by the look she gave him in response, brows
drawn down and mouth scowling, he saw he had truly angered her.

“So be it,” she said. “I wash my hands of both of you.” She crossed to the coin
chest and helped herself to two fat strings of silver leya and one of humble copper
vey.

“Thief!”
“Payment for services rendered. Yet the information is true enough. I’ll return to

the temple to warn them, as is my duty. After that, you are all on your own.”
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“You give no proof,” said Master Feden. “You have no proof. How did you release
this reeve? Why didn’t you kill him, as you said you meant to do?”

“Marshal Yordenas commanded me to kill him—”
“You were trying to kill me!” Joss cried indignantly.
“No. The temple sold my labor to Marshal Alyon, when he requested protection.

I stayed on after Marshal Alyon’s death because the Hieros ordered me to. She saw
that things weren’t right at Argent Hall. She thought all the reeves had become cor-
rupt. That’s why I was armed when I approached you.”

Joss could not help laughing. “Armed and naked. A deadly assault.”
“The reeve is wanted for murder,” said Master Feden.“Murderers deserve death.”
“Murder? Whom is he supposed to have murdered?” she asked scornfully.
“A border captain named Beron, a holy ordinand in the service of the Thun-

derer.”
“You and your council are fools five times over. I killed that man, on a commis-

sion given me from the temple.”
Master Feden, surprisingly, remained silent.
“Captain Beron undertook a commission to assassinate a member of the Lesser

Houses,” she continued. “The Merciless One alone claims the privilege of such ac-
tion. He crossed the boundaries, took a life in a way forbidden to the Thunderer’s
ordinands. Therefore, he was marked for death at our hands.”

“The hells!” Joss glanced at Master Feden, but the merchant was now staring at
his hands, all tied up tight, and not speaking. “How did you manage to kill Captain
Beron? He was caged, concealed, and guarded by the Qin.”

“I arranged for an axle to break. In the fuss, I meant to make my move. But as it
happens, just before the breakdown a window opened, and I took the opportunity.”
She smiled, looking Joss up and down in a way that made him wipe his brow. She
was laughing: at him, at herself. “I have many skills.”

“We needed his testimony! He was willing to talk, to tell us who he was working
for, who was paying him off.”

“The Merciless One is a jealous mistress. He violated the boundaries. He had to
die.”

“Then we’ll never know who hired Captain Beron to assassinate a man, and to
hunt with ospreys.”

“Master Feden might know.”
“Me? Me!” Feden sucked in a lungful of smoke, and set to coughing. Belowstairs,

heard either from down along that hidden stairway or through the closed door into
the main part of the house, a clamor rose of many voices calling out the alarm.

“Master Feden! Master Feden!”
A high bell rang to wake the household.
“Heh! Heh! The guards come! You’ve been discovered! Now you can’t escape jus-

tice.”
She drew a knife from a sheath tucked up high on her thigh, hidden by the kilt.

It was a thin, killing blade exactly like the one he had taken off her in Argent Hall.
“It’s all the same to me whether you die now, Master Feden, or die later at the hands
of the allies who betrayed you. What did the leaders of this army that is marching
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on Olossi offer you? Gods! How gullible can a man be? Is it only greed that blinds
you? Or are you just that stupid?” She waved the knife toward Joss.“Go on. Down in
the warehouse, turn behind the ladder and find the fourth locker. Open it, and feel
with your hands three bricks to the left. There is a stamp on the fourth brick. You
can fit your fingers in and lift it, and find a hook beneath. Pull on that, and a door
will open. Follow the tunnel out to the street, taking the third turn to the left and
the second right. Go swiftly.”

“What tunnel? I know nothing of a tunnel under my warehouse.”
She ignored Feden’s spluttering, and instead repeated the directions.
“How will you escape?” Joss asked. Feet pounded on stairs. Soon they would be

at the door.
She clenched her jaw. “Why must men be so stubborn? Just go. Save yourself. I

am not clumsy enough to be caught by this manner of men.”
“Heya! Heya!” cried Master Feden. “Help me! Help me!”
Fists pounded on the far door. “Master Feden! Master Feden! We’ve news! Terri-

ble news.”
“He’s busy!” she shouted. “Come back later, when I’m through devouring him.”
But they were desperate. Her reply did not raise a single answering retort, not

even a lewd joke. “Terrible news. You must open up. Villages are being attacked and
all the folk in them murdered. A lad escaped. Hurry, Master Feden! We brought
him, to tell his tale.”

A new voice joined the chorus.“Master Feden! It’s Captain Waras! Master Feden,
open up, by the gods. You must convene the council. What will we do? What will we
do? We’ve been betrayed!”

The merchant had been frightened before, then flushed with rage and doomed
triumph as he contemplated being murdered in cold blood by the Devouring
woman. Now his complexion faded to a ghastly gray. “Villages massacred? Can it be
true?”

She said nothing. Joss found he could not move his limbs, as if he had fallen into
sucking mud and gotten trapped.

Then she moved, too quickly for him to stop her. She unlatched and slid the door
open, and behind it unlatched and slid open a second, secured door. Captain Waras
strode in, looking first at her, then at Master Feden, and finally at Joss. He was so
flustered and shaken that he did not act as a guardsman should, to assess and react
to the threat. He waited, hands loose at his sides, sword in its sheath. A pair of
guardsmen walked in, supporting a lad of some fourteen years, a slender boy with
the wiry legs and arms of an experienced rider. He had the stone-shocked look of a
person who has seen something he dares not believe but cannot deny.

Joss rose.“Give me your report,” he said, finding his reeve’s voice.“Quickly, while
we still have time.”

The lad lifted his chin, responding to the command.
“They marched in along West Track, from Hornward.” He spoke in a flat tone, all

emotion smothered. “I was at the Olossiward end of the village, stabling the horse
for the night, and then . . . and then . . .” Almost he cracked, but he swallowed and
blinked multiple times. He held on. “I rode away as fast as I could and though they
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rode after me they could not catch me and I rode all night and I changed horses at
the villages and I warned them and some believed and some did not but I got
torches and I kept riding through the night, oh the gods have set their hands down
on this land, what will we do? Everyone. Everyone who could not run. They were all
killed. All dead. Slaughtered like animals.”

His eyes rolled up. He fainted.
The guards stared at the fallen youth, then at each other, waiting for someone to

give them an order. Joss crossed to the lad and knelt beside him to be sure he’d not
cracked his head; his breathing was even, and the reeve arranged his limbs more
comfortably. Zubaidit sheathed her knife and went to the window, leaning out to
stare into the darkness.

Feden wheezed out a breath. “Betrayed,” he muttered, as if trying on the word as
he would try on a new jacket, one as finely made as that which slipped around his
bare legs now to reveal pudgy knees and ample thighs, a man with plenty to eat and
plenty to boastfully display. With plenty to lose.

“We have been betrayed,” said Captain Waras. “Everything these allies of yours
promised the council, Master Feden. Lies. They said no one would be hurt, only that
we would get our trade routes back and extra portions and a larger share of the
market for those who cooperated with them and a lesser share for those who did
not. That they would put down the revolt of the Lesser Houses.”

Feden had long since ceased struggling against the bonds. He sagged, and his
chin drooped, and trembled. “Betrayed,” he said in a strangled voice.

“I must return to Clan Hall with these tidings,” said Joss.
Zubaidit turned back to survey the chamber and the stricken men: merchant,

captain, guards, and fallen boy. “No matter what you choose to do, you can be sure
that the reeves of Argent Hall will see everything.”

“What will we do? What will we do?” Feden broke down and wept.
She spun the knife through her fingers, an entertainer’s trick that was not at all

charming in her hands. When she smiled, Captain Waras took a step away from her.
“I have an idea,” she said, “but you won’t like it.”

41

Shai envied Mai her ability to sleep when his every nerve jangled. She sat back-
to-back with Priya near the fire, her head drooping gracefully and her fingers
tucked under her belt. Shai had already bundled up his sack of carpentry tools and
his meager possessions, leaving them with the neat pile of goods that would go with
his niece at dawn, when the man with pulled eyes and turbaned head came to take
her away.

Honestly, he was shocked that Captain Anji had let her go so easily. It was all very
well for a man to claim that his people and his god abjured slavery. You could say
anything, but that didn’t make it true.

One of the soldiers appeared out of the night and placed driftwood on the fire,

364 K A T E E L L I O T T



then faded back into the dark. In his wake, Anji came back from the main campsite
and beckoned to Shai.

“Come. You’ll attend me.”
Together with Sengel and Toughid, Shai walked with Anji to the ford, and there

the captain called across the channel to the men on guard.
“I have a request. Is there anyone I can speak with?”
There was a big bonfire illuminating the bank and much of the length of the

channel, to make sure no one snuck across. By its light, a man walked through the
multitude of sentries and halted at the edge of the water, not so far away, really. His
feet were hidden in reeds. The creak of bowstrings sounded faintly from farther
back, at the edge of the fire’s light, covering him.

“I’m sergeant in command of this cadre. What do you want?”
“You know our situation,” said Anji. “Since we have to return to the south, we’ll

have to hire ourselves out as guards again, if we’re allowed. Do you think I can go
over in the morning and arrange for a hire?”

“Not my decision,” said the sergeant. “I was told you’re to ride straight out.”
“There’d be something in it for you if you could see to it that one or a pair of your

men might run into town on my behalf. I saw the makings of another caravan—”
A fellow came up beside the sergeant and spoke to him, too low for Shai to hear.
The sergeant nodded and raised his voice to call to Anji. “That group rode out

two days ago. There’s no hire waiting for you. You’ll just have to go.”
“In that case, I’ve need of coin. Are there any merchants in town willing to buy

flesh?”
“Buy flesh?”
“Yes. Much as it grieves me, I’ll have to sell my concubine.”
It seemed every guardsman on the far bank heard him, for there was a rush of

sound that briefly drowned out the bass cry of the river. Their voices rose, and jokes
came, laughter in plenty although the words themselves were washed together.

“You can imagine,” said Anji into this so sternly that those men quieted and
there was only one last laugh, choked off, “that I’m unwilling to part with such a
valuable flower for anything less than top price. As I said, if you’ve a man willing to
run into town, perhaps a few of your merchants might be willing to come out here
at dawn to bargain with me.”

The sergeant whistled. “You’re a cool one. I thought you told the council she was
your wife.”

“Slaves can be wives. She lent respectability to my offer, but it wasn’t enough. I
can purchase ten more just like her in any market in the south. She’s too much trou-
ble to me at the moment. She takes two slaves to keep her, and they slow me down.”

“Thought you didn’t want to ride back south,” said the sergeant. “Are you chang-
ing your story, eh?”

“It doesn’t seem to me I have a choice. Now, are you willing, Sergeant? There’d
be something in it for you, as well.”

“How much could I get my hands on?” asked the sergeant with a coarse laugh.
“A bit of coin for your trouble. Anything else you’ll have to arrange with the

merchant who buys her.”
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“Whew! I doubt I can afford it. She’ll go to the houses up on the hill, for certain.
Well, I’ll send a runner in to Flesh Alley, but I can’t promise you any of them will be
willing to creep out of their comfortable beds before the dawn bell. Best you and
your company be ready to leave as soon as the sun is up.”

“We’ll do what we’re told,” said Anji, “having no choice in the matter.”
As they walked back to their own campfire, Anji said to Shai, “Do you think that

went too easily?”
“Do you think he was suspicious?” Shai asked.
“I don’t know. In the Qin territories, no one would have believed that sorry tale.

Not after I’d publicly proclaimed her as my wife. Concubines and slaves may be
shed and taken at will, but not wives. Still, in the empire, unless she had powerful
relatives I did not dare to offend, no one would remark on it.”

“There was a man in Kartu Town who bought a slave. A year later he took her to
the priests to have a scroll written to free her of all claim and to make a marriage
contract, since he wished to marry her. And he did, and held a marriage feast, too.
Three months later she stole his strongbox and fled from town with a passing cara-
van.”

“The authorities did not catch her?”
“No. It was during the rule of the Mariha princes. The captain of the guard

wanted a bribe to go after her, and the poor man had no coin. He tried to sell his
land and his business to raise money to go after her, but my father talked all the
merchants in town out of taking advantage of his weakness. It was obvious to
everyone he had been possessed by a demon. Later, he recovered, and after that he
came to our house and thanked my brother, for by then my father had died and my
brother become Father Mei in his place. That was the difference between my father
and my brother. My brother would have bought land and business at the bargain
price, and been happy to do so.”

Anji shook his head. “The Qin would have brought her back and executed her as
a thief. A crime of that sort weakens all of society. It’s no wonder the Mariha princes
fell so swiftly. They were already like a wood post that is rotten and soft all the way
through. Easy to topple.”

“Do you trust this man? Master Calon? If his Lesser Houses have so many peo-
ple who support them, then why haven’t they already overturned the council?”

“They are frightened. They are shackled by habit. Or they are just now testing
their strength, which they have only newly discovered. It may be these problems
with the roads have only recently made them desperate enough to act. I can’t tell.”

At last, swallowing, Shai asked the question he dreaded asking but must ask.
“Will Mai be safe with these ‘Hidden Ones’?”

They had come to the fire, where Mai dozed, Sheyshi snored, and Priya watched.
Father Mei would have yelled at Shai and struck him for his impertinence in asking
such a question, since a younger brother must not question an elder, but Anji
rubbed a midge out of his eye instead. His was a thoughtful expression.

“The priests of Beltak, in the empire, hold all men to be as slaves to the god.
Those who do not believe are allowed to travel to only a few of the border towns,
where they must remain in the markets. Within the empire, if you do not sacrifice
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to Beltak and pay his tithe, you are executed. Yet they wrote of the servants of the
Hidden One with respect. They accounted, especially, any number of instances of
their honest dealings. And they complained of their treatment of their womenfolk.”

“How so?” asked Shai, looking at Mai. Fearing for her. She had endured this
journey better than he had, if you really counted it all up, but no one could look at
her and not think her fragile, even knowing better. “How do they treat their wom-
enfolk?”

“It seems the servants of the Hidden One allow their women to keep their ac-
counts books. In the empire, women are not allowed to handle money, so you can
imagine that this offended and shocked the priests. But the servants of the Hidden
One refused to alter their custom, saying it would go against the law of their god. So
I am thinking, Shai, that if Mai will be safe anywhere, it will be in the hands of peo-
ple who let women run their businesses, even if they are hiding away behind a veil.
Perhaps especially, for Mai, in a strange land, where her beauty is hidden behind a
veil.”

“But how did they know?” asked Shai.
“What do you mean?”
“In the empire, men live separately from women. So you told us. So I saw for my-

self. How could the priests of Beltak know who kept the accounts?”
Anji laughed, but his laughter ended abruptly when Tohon came out of the brush

and began speaking to him. Without answering Shai’s question, the captain walked
away with Tohon to oversee, Shai supposed, the breaking of camp.

Shai sat down next to the fire and tried to sleep, but he could not calm himself.
They were true mercenaries now, taking up another man’s fight for coin. If they
survived the first test, they would ride into unknown lands, to that town where
Hari’s ring had been found. At the start of this journey, the idea of actually finding
the place where Hari had died had seemed impossible, but now it seemed he might
survey the field of battle where, it was supposed, Hari had died. But would this
knowledge, his witnessing, bring peace to the Mei clan? These thoughts unsettled
him. He sought out Tohon, in the main section of camp. Shelters were already taken
down and bundled up. Men made themselves ready. There was nothing for him to
do. He was not only extraneous—he was useless. He went back to the fire and
watched the lick of flame as it ate up branches. Priya nodded to acknowledge his
presence. Mai still slept, and none disturbed her.

The slender crescent moon, the herald of dawn, was rising in the east. A nightjar
clicked. A bird whistled, and there came an answering bird song out of the bushes.
Out on the water, a few boats appeared, being poled or rowed downstream toward
the estuary. Lanterns swayed from their bowsprits, hung on poles out over the wa-
ter to attract fish. The color of night was fading as the tones of daybreak shaded the
world around them and brought life to all those creatures who hid and slept at
night, fearing what they could not see.

No different from me. For the first time, he thought longingly of home, of the sere
slope of Dezara Mountain, of the tidy orchards and narrow streets, the familiar
scents and angles of the town where he had lived his entire life. His brother Hari
had left willingly, even eagerly, boasting of lands far off that would welcome him
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better than he had been welcomed in his father’s house all the years of his erratic re-
bellions and outraged criticisms. But at least Hari had been bold. Shai had been
pulled along for the ride, a twig tossed into the flowing stream, nothing done of his
own volition but only caught and taken by the current.

A splash sounded in the shallows where a fish leaped. A series of chirrups chased
a path through a clump of bushes. A twig snapped under the foot of one of the sen-
tries, who later would be ridiculed for the lapse. Wind gossiped in the leaves, a mur-
mur that never seemed to stop, just as the whispering in Father Mei’s house, among
the wives and cousins, never seemed to stop. These were his chorus, and after all
maybe it was better to be standing here awaiting word of their departure than to be
standing in the courtyard once again awaiting whatever crumbs the family would
throw him, the seventh and least of sons.

Grandmother Mei had wanted a daughter last of all. That was the traditional
way: a daughter to keep at home to care for you in your waning years, since a
daughter-in-law, while under your rule, could not be trusted to be as faithful and
considerate as a daughter of your own blood and body. But she had gotten Shai in-
stead, and a pair of miscarriages, so he was often reminded, and after that she had
withered in the way women do when they grow too old to bear any longer. She had
used up the last of her birthing blood on a useless boy.

No, definitely, he was well rid of them all. It was only that he missed the wide vis-
tas and the soft colors, the stormy height of Dezara Mountain and its spacious graz-
ing grounds, and his solitary shelter.

“Look, there!” said Tohon, startling Shai when he appeared suddenly out of the
night.

Shai went over to the scout. From this angle, he could see the city walls. A single
torch—the second one they had seen that night—reached the city walls and van-
ished inside. Closer at hand came another splash. Anji came into the light and bent
down to gently wake Mai. She woke quickly and without fuss, and was on her feet in
a moments, alert and ready.

“Here he comes,” said Anji.
Escorted by Seren and Umar, Iad the caravan master skulked into view. The

stocky man looked around nervously as if he hadn’t expected to see people’s faces,
and he retreated to stand in the gloom with his face in shadow.

“I am surprised to see you here,” said Anji, not with anger, simply speaking the
truth.

“I’m surprised to be here,” said the man. “I’ve been sent as an emissary by the
council of Olossi to make a proposal.”

“The council of Olossi?” Not by a hair or a shading of tone or a flickering of the
eyes did Anji betray emotion or thought or any reaction at all. “The Greater
Houses?”

“Yes. I’m here at the behest of the Greater Houses.” Iad hesitated, swallowed a
gulp of air for courage, and spoke. “They sent me because you and I have dealt hon-
estly in our crossing out of the empire.”

Anji looked at Mai. As if bothered by a bug, she scratched at her right ear with
her left hand. “Go on,” said Anji, looking back to Iad.
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Well, now things were getting interesting. Shai moved closer, to hear better.
“They thought you would trust me where you might not trust another. They said

to tell you first of all that a certain reeve, called Joss, has been discovered in the as-
sizes prison where he was accidentally placed after a case of mistaken identity. He’s
now been released, and taken no harm from his sojourn in the prison.”

“Released? Unharmed?”
In an undertone, Mai murmured a prayer of thanks to the Merciful One.
“Yes,” said Iad.
“A bold if convenient move.”
“They hope this will show you they are ready to deal—” Breaking off, he wiped

his brow nervously. “The hells! You must know they did no such thing. I mean, the
reeve is free, and has taken no lasting harm, but it wasn’t the council who released
him. Someone else rescued him—a hierodule, of all people—and brought him in to
confront Master Feden about this news she had of an army approaching—”

“Hold. Hold.” Anji raised a hand, looked at Mai, then back to the caravan master.
“An army?”

Mai’s eyes had gone very wide. An army? Had the empire sent soldiers after Anji?
Shai saw movement in the shadows: the Qin soldiers, those not on watch, were stir-
ring, coming in close to listen. Everyone was on edge.

Master Iad swallowed like a man wishing he could eat his words rather than
speak them. “It’s like this. This is the question the council sent me to ask. Can a
company of two hundred defeat an army of three thousand?” Having gotten the
words out, he wiped his mouth as against a foul taste.

“An army of three thousand?” said Chief Tuvi. “Are you sure of that number?”
“The hierodule saw the army earlier today, and got a decent count: about five

companies, which would be three thousand men more or less. Several days’ march
east of here, Hornward, that is, on the West Track.”

“How could she have seen that today, and then have rescued the reeve from
Olossi’s prison this night?” asked Anji. “If they’re several days’ march east of here?”

Iad clapped a hand to his forehead. “She got a ride to Olossi from one of Argent
Hall’s reeves, but she says the entire hall is corrupt . . . Aui! It’s a complicated tale.
Then a lad rode in after nightfall, saying his village had been attacked by a strike
force and everyone laid to the sword, killing and burning.”

“The torch we saw,” said Anji to Chief Tuvi.
“That would explain it,” agreed the chief.
“The reeve, Joss, confirmed that Argent Hall had been corrupted. And Master Feden

confessed that he had made a deal with some villains out of the north who it seems
meant to betray him all along, for they said nothing to him of sending an army!”

“So what, precisely, is it that you want?”
“An answer to the question! That’s all I agreed to. Can a troop of two hundred

defeat an army of three thousand?”
Anji laughed. “Not in a pitched battle, with mounted forces, such as I command.

A company of two hundred would be foolish to attempt it.”
Master Iad relaxed, shoulders sinking and lips going slack. “Eh. Ah. Exactly. I

told them so, but they are so desperate, they insisted I come.”
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Mai raised a hand. “Master Iad. Before you step away from a sale you believe you
cannot make, let us hear your entire proposition. You can’t simply have been sent to
ask a question.”

“I told them it would be impossible,” said Master Iad, “but they insisted.”
“You treated us fairly, so it is only fair that, in return, we hear you out,” said Anji,

and the poor man started, so surprised was he. “Did you say the Lesser Houses are
involved in this transaction? That they knew of it?”

“The Lesser Houses? No, not at all. They knew nothing of it. Even now, only a
few know the truth, for it was just laid before Master Feden a short while ago. The
Lesser Houses and the guilds may seem numerous to you, but they have no power
in the council. I come at the behest of the Greater Houses. Aui! Now that I know
what is upon us—an army of three thousand!—I’m cleaning out my warehouse and
dependents and leaving at first light, as soon as I get back to the city, unless they’ve
locked me out, which I wouldn’t put past them. The Greater Houses have destroyed
themselves with their own greed! They brought this calamity down on Olossi, and
the rest of us will be ruined with them!”

“Well, Mai,” said Anji, looking at her with an expression Shai could not begin to
interpret. The captain raised a hand to his lips. When had he gotten Mai’s wolf-sigil
ring? He touched it to his lips, then nodded at her, waiting.

“Can you do it?” she asked.
Anji smiled, as Shai imagined a wolf might grin—in a manner of speaking—when

it spots a helpless fawn caught in a mire. “Go on, Master Iad. Now I am interested.”
As dawn rose, the caravan master began to talk.

42

A quartet of guardsmen accompanied Joss to Crow’s Gate. Although he had
bathed again in the court of Master Feden’s compound, and had been given clean
clothes in the style of those worn by Olossi’s militiamen, he insisted on wearing his
leather trousers instead of a clean linen pair. For the moment he regretted it, as they
were damp from being rinsed and wiped down, so his legs chafed where they
rubbed the saddle. The lingering stench of his captivity caught in his throat.

Crow’s Gate was still barred for the night. In the half-light that presages dawn, he
watched as another rider approached them. She was riding one horse and leading a
packhorse and a spare on a lead.

“You can’t have been to the temple and back by now,” he said.
“No. As it happens, I ran into another hierodule in town, a kalos, in fact, a fellow

I know and trust. He’ll take the message to the temple in my place. That gives me
more time to make some distance west. What did you decide?” She indicated the
four guardsmen, who had looked her over and then away. She was subdued, and
with her hair pulled tightly back and wrapped into a knot at the back of her head
and her body concealed in a loose knee-length jacket, she was a woman you wouldn’t
give a second glance. Not unless you knew what she was.
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She smiled, teasing him for staring at her so.
He wasn’t usually taken so off guard. “Oh, eh, yes. These good men here will es-

cort me south to the intersection with the Old Stone Road. I believe it will be safe to
call Scar from there.”

“Yes. You’re less likely to be seen. I expect a certain reeve from Argent Hall to fly
in soon after dawn. It’s best he be given no chance to see your eagle.”

“Why?”
“Why shouldn’t he see your eagle?” There was something more than teasing in

that pull of her lips. She had a way of raising her eyebrows and tilting her chin that
was deeply sensual, even triumphant. She was a woman confident of her power and,
in that, desperately attractive.

“Why do you think the same reeve will come back?”
“Marshal Yordenas will send someone back to make sure those mercenaries

leave. I am pretty sure Horas will volunteer, say he knows the situation best, so best
he be the one to supervise. I admit, a lot of the plan depends on it being him who
returns. It’s a gamble. But we’ve only got one throw before we’re ruined, so we may
as well be reckless.”

“I still expect this is all a ploy to catch me off my guard, or capture my eagle.”
“If you say so. Had I known you were so full of yourself, I’d have known I need

only wait until you fill up with the poison of self-love and strangle on it.”
Seeing that he had begun to lose her interest made him try harder by shifting

ground. “What do you gain from this gamble?”
Her expression was closed to him. She drew her horses aside as Crow’s Gate was

opened and the first folk were allowed to pass. Riding away, she spoke a last com-
ment over her shoulder. “Nothing so different from what’s in it for you.”

He was flushed, and bothered. He let all the other traffic go ahead until the early
tide of traffic had flowed out. Their party was released to pass Crow’s Gate, and they
headed out on West Track, riding due south toward the escarpment while the sun
rose east over the Olo Plain and the river’s meander. For a while they rode in silence.
Farmers had set out into their fields. Early-morning peddlers trundled their goods
out toward distant villages. Joss wanted to tell them all to turn back, to hide within
the safety of the walls, but he could not. The reeves of Argent Hall must not suspect
that Olossi’s council had learned the truth about their alliance. And so, in the ser-
vice of their desperate gamble, they sent folk out unsuspecting into the lands where
wolves were already on the prowl.

The four guardsmen were likable young men who could not, in fact, stay silent for
long. They had the confident bearing of those granted youth and health and strength,
but the least of Captain Anji’s tailmen could, Joss supposed, take all four out without a
great deal of effort. These were not hardened men. They were not honed. They were
like a sword made for show, not for fighting, pretty in their dyed linen jackets and
loose trousers and bright silk sashes of teal or crimson or sea-foam green.

“Did you see the incomparable Eridit last night?”
“No, she was engaged with another man. I went to the arena to see that new

troupe.”
“Were they at the Little or the Big?”
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“Oh, at the Little. They came out of Mar. It wasn’t much of an audience.”
“It wasn’t much of a talking line, I heard.”
“That’s true. But there was one girl . . . still, you know how they are, they will say

they are sworn to purity until their tour is done.”
“They say that if they aren’t interested. What they say to a handsomer man is

quite another thing.”
“That’s not what your sister said.”
“Hey! That’s not funny. You know she’s getting married at Festival.”
“Stop it, you two! Or I won’t cycle you off duty on Festival First Night.”
The chatter changed course into safer channels: the upcoming new year’s festi-

val; a jeweler who gave good deals on trinkets suitable for wooing jarya compan-
ions; a flower seller who had given good advice about a certain herbal that gave off
an arousing perfume; the cockfights and horse races meant to take place on Festival
Third Day; the demise of their favorite rice-wine seller in an unexpected fall from
the upper story of his warehouse; the preparations of one of their party for his ap-
pearance in a talking line on the last night of the festival, which mostly had a great
deal to do with properly gathering and sewing together stiff nai leaves to make the
traditional bristling wrist guards.

These young men, like all the rest of the early-morning travelers and indeed
most of Olossi’s population, were ignorant of the magnitude of the threat that
stride by stride marched nearer. It seemed Olossi’s council really did like to hoard
its secrets, even when knowledge might save lives. It did not, on the whole, make
him trust them, neither the Greater Houses or the Lesser.

“Look! There!” said the fourth young man, who up until now had said the least.
They had gone a ways up the slope and could look back with enough command

of the height that the wide plain and the curves of the river winding through it
made a striking scene. Sunlight glittered on the river. The sea was a vast sheet of
calm water, bluest beyond the delta’s mouth. Over Olossi, a reeve circled, dipped,
and descended for a landing.

Joss swung around to look up along the road. A fair stretch ahead of them, where
the going got steepest, a rider moved at a leisurely pace. The rider was leading two
spare horses, one of which had the bulky outline of an animal laden with supplies.
As he watched, she reached the turn where the road bent sharply right to run east
parallel below the escarpment.

To his companions he said, “Let’s get moving.”

43

Horas spent a dreary evening stuck in hall while Master Yordenas made him repeat
his report twice like a simpleton who couldn’t understand two words rubbed to-
gether, and while the party of four argued. At length it was agreed that someone really
had to go back to Olossi to make sure the mercenaries got the hells out of town and
well away from anyplace where they might have a hand in disrupting the larger plan.

372 K A T E E L L I O T T



“There aren’t many of them,” said Horas. “I don’t see why they’re such a threat.”
“Ten would be too many,” said Toban. “You were given strict instructions.”
“We’ll have to send a reeve to oversee their departure,” said Weda. “You ought to

go, Horas. You know the Olossi council master better than the rest of us do.”
“You just don’t want to stir your fat ass out of here,” he retorted. But he thought

of the Devouring girl, and stirred restlessly in his chair. Yet those thoughts drew up
from the well of his memory the stark gaze of that woman under the awning, the
clerk with her brush and blank scroll. Her gaze had left him raw and shriveled. “Let
someone else go. I’m due a break from running messages.”

He pushed back from the table and took his leave. He thought of checking in on
Tumna, but there were loft masters, the hall’s chief fawkner and his assistants, to
tend to injured birds. Anyway, he was tired and cranky. Before the lamps could burn
dry, he retired to his usual cot in the barracks. The musty smell of his mattress, the
angle of the wedge propped under his neck, the feel of his beads wrapping his
wrists: these brought sleep and chased away bad dreams.

In the morning, he woke with a clear head and a niggling sense of disgust with
himself. What a fool he was to have let that Devouring girl get away without paying
for her passage! Thinking of her got him stiff all over again. He was no better than
a child, flinching at shadows. Indeed, he could not really identify what had gotten
into him yesterday. Likely it was sour wine curdled in his stomach whose gassy ef-
fusions had made him believe that a gaze from a meek clerk had power beyond
what was natural. Strange how a good night’s rest and a comfortable meal could set
things right.

He rose early and told Toban that it was best for he himself to go back and per-
sonally supervise Master Feden and the council. “I’ll even follow the troop for a day,
make sure they’re really getting gone.”

“No matter to me who goes,” said Toban. “You might think about giving that
eagle of yours some rest, though.”

“Yah. Yah.”
Toban was a withered stick who hadn’t any juice left in him. He wouldn’t under-

stand about lusting after a woman, the kind you didn’t get a chance to gorge on
more than once or twice in your life. Tumna was ragged, surly, and slow from the
oversized feeding the chief fawkner had stupidly insisted on last night, but she was
strong enough for another day of flying.

Ragged the eagle was, and slow, and cranky at being roused early, but the pair
took their distance easily and circled over Olossi soon after dawn. Every Assizes
Tower was required to maintain a perch for eagles, and space enough for flight in
and out, but Olossi’s council had always begrudged Argent Hall their due. First he
thought of landing outside the walls, but then he’d have to walk. He had made this
turnaround and steep approach enough times that he knew how to bank the turn
just right and give a last hop of height in the landing, just before the gap of Assizes
Court opened below. They made it, even if the landing was hard. He left Tumna
hooded on the perch and commandeered a pair of young guards to escort him to
Master Feden’s compound, always difficult to find in the twisting streets of Olossi.

After a bit of confusion at the compound gate, he was led to a spacious courtyard
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and seated at a low table shaded by a cloth awning. Platters of fruit and soup and
porridge and dried sourfish were brought. A slender slave girl poured khaif and
leavened it with a spicy tincture of moro milk. He gave her a good look-over, but
she wasn’t anything compared with the Devouring girl, hardly worth mentioning.
He set to without waiting.

It was a reasonably good feast, not perfect. The sourfish had a proper bite, but
the flat cake was bland. The nai porridge was sharp with kursi, but the soup hadn’t
any cut to it at all and only a pair of trifling leeks when any decent cook would have
layered them on to give a morning kick. Still, the fruit was ripe, moist with juices.

“Good to see you enjoying the food, Reeve Horas,” said Master Feden, entering.
“Couldn’t eat last night,” said Horas as he pulled the tough strings from a globe-

fruit and gulped down its sweet pulp.
“I’ll join you.” Master Feden gave a command, and a small, wiry-haired dog

whose coat was a mixture of gray, white, and black settled down, its gaze fixed on its
master. Seating himself on the only other pillow, Feden took his khaif without milk
or spice and dismissed the girl. “How can I aid you this morning? Is there a message
from Argent Hall?” His hand trembled as he lifted the cup, but after he sipped at the
hot khaif, the trembling eased and he set down the cup with a firm hand.

“Uh.” Horas swallowed the last of the luscious globefruit and licked the sticky
sap off his lips. “Just need to make sure the mercenary company departs for the
south. Master Yordenas isn’t wanting any trouble with them.”

“I shouldn’t think they’re likely to give any trouble.” Master Feden glanced
across the courtyard as he said it, but there wasn’t anyone over there except a pair of
guardsmen loitering under the arcade, out of the sun. “Have more khaif?”

“Can’t eat too much.” Horas took a good long look at the abundance of food, and
levered one more sourfish off the platter. Popping it in his mouth, he savored its bit-
terness, the sting it brought to the eye. That was good. “I’ll have to catch them up.
When did they leave?”

Feden looked startled. He snagged a round of flat cake, cut it in half, cut the
halves into quarters, and tossed one of those eighth pieces to the dog, which caught
the treat in its mouth and gulped it down without rising. He put a piece to his own
lips, but lowered it again.

“The report’s not come in yet.” He beckoned, and one of the young guardsmen
trotted over. “Find Captain Waras. I’ll need his report.”

“I’ll go out myself and look.”
“A strange thing,” said Feden. “That Devouring girl asked about you, after you’d

left.”
That was something to make a man burn brighter, even better than the sourfish.

“Did she, now? How was that?”
“She came back to report to me, rather later in the night, if you take my mean-

ing.”
Thinking of the imprisoned reeve from Clan Hall, Horas nodded.
“It was strange. She must have known you were going, but she asked again if

you’d happened to stay the night. Said it was late enough when you left the council
hall that maybe you’d had second thoughts about flying back to Argent Hall.” Then
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the merchant smiled. “Seems you roped a bit of interest there. She’s a little too—
whew!—spicy for my taste.”

Horas looked at the pieces of untouched flat cake placed on the master’s platter,
and made his own judgment about the merchant’s tastes. Casually, he dabbled his
fingers in the cleansing basin. “She still around?”

“Nay, she left at dawn with a packhorse and a spare, off to fetch some hired man
she mislaid on West Track, so she said. I got to wondering if it was a lover she was
going after, she was that eager to get out of town.”

“Hierodules don’t take lovers.” But after all, she was out and about, and she had
shown an unusual concern for the man she’d left behind on the road. Now he got to
thinking about it, maybe she was hiding something from the temple.

“Lots of things we say we don’t do, that we do do,” agreed Master Feden with a
hearty chuckle.

That got Horas to thinking about what she had promised, and why the hells
hadn’t he gotten what he wanted when it was offered? Was he crazy? Surely it must
have been something he ate, to make him feel all woozy and beaten down yesterday
when it was there for the taking, all the sweet juicy flesh, just like the globefruit,
only better.

He patted his fingers dry on a cloth and tossed it back on the table, where its
edge lapped over his platter and one corner dipped into the unfinished soup.

“That mercenary troop ought to be gone by now. Let me get out to see them.”
“I’ve some fresh redberry juice. Are you sure you don’t want to wait for Captain

Waras? He’ll know what’s up.” He called over the slave, sent her off with a slap on
her hindquarters, a good clout that got Horas to biting his lip for it did make him
think of what he might get up to with the Devouring girl if only he could catch up
to her before she got lost one way or the other, or killed by accident, now that he
thought about it, which was the likely outcome if she came across the strike force
who would act first and say sorry for it later.

“I’ll just head out,” he said.
But after all, the guards who had escorted him to the compound had vanished,

and there was some fuss over finding a guide to replace him since Horas was quite
sure he would lose his way in the confusing labyrinth of streets. Master Feden jab-
bered, and there came Captain Waras with a snarl on his face and a surly attitude
that would have gotten him whipped in Argent Hall.

“I’ve got my hands full rousting that mercenary troop,” he informed Master Fe-
den.

“What! What? They were meant to leave at dawn!”
“Seems they’re negotiating with some merchants from town, who won’t be

budged. I don’t want a fight on my hands, not if I can avoid one.”
“Negotiating for what?” asked Horas. “I thought the council ruled they were to

leave immediately and without hiring themselves out here.”
“I was just about to send a troop of riders to set them on their way. Would you

like to come? Is that redberry juice, Master Feden?”
“So it is. Just uncanted this morning. So sharp you’ll cry.”
“Might I—?”
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Down the captain sat, right on the carpet, and the slave was sent to bring a third
pillow and a third cup. It transpired that the captain was a devout follower of the
game of hooks-and-ropes, as Horas had been back at Iron Hall when he had fol-
lowed league play in Teriayne. Olossi had teams, as did many of the surrounding
villages, and there had been a particularly good scandal last season having to do
with a hookster and a very cunning bribe, which Waras explained in entertaining
detail. They drained the pitcher of redberry juice, and as promised Horas had to
wipe tears off his face. His tongue had gone numb.

“Best we go out,” he said as he blinked away the last bitter tear.

A F T E R A L L M A S T E R Feden would come, and then there must be a procession,
because council masters did get all twisted up if they weren’t given a chance to pa-
rade before the lesser, as Horas’s old grandmother was used to say.

Out they went. Passing through the fields and waste country beyond the outer
walls, they met a group of men and slaves returning with a palanquin carried in
their midst. The curtains concealed the treasure within. Master Feden cursed roundly
at a merchant he recognized in that group, and there was a nasty exchange, more of
looks than of words.

When they reached the river’s shore where the militia had posted its sentries,
they found the mercenary company ready to move out.

Master Feden called the captain over. The fellow was an outlander, with a
hooked nose and a closed face, the kind that never gives anything away. He’d been
calm enough in the council meeting, even when the vote had gone against him. Ho-
ras knew this kind; they would speak softly to your face and knife you in the back
when you turned to go.

“I’m sure you remember who I am!” said Master Feden in a stern voice. “You
were told to be gone at dawn.”

The captain had a cold expression. He wasn’t a nice man. He was the kind peo-
ple thought was nice, but Horas had learned in the mountains that a sunny day on
the high slopes could turn deadly in the turn of a hat and never care who was left
for dead behind the storm.

“Negotiations took longer than expected,” said the captain with a glance at his
men. They were a sleek bunch, tough as leather, sharp as a good blade. “We are leav-
ing now.” He spared a glance for the reeve, dismissed him in the most insulting way,
and signaled to his soldiers.

“Negotiations for what?” Mester Feden cried.
The company moved, splashing across the shallows.
“I sold my wife,” he said, over his shoulder.
The council master turned red. Captain Waras whistled beneath his breath.
“Damn him,” said the council master, even redder. “I’d have thrown in a bid.”
As the company passed, Horas tried to count them, but he gave up after forty.

They were nothing, really. The strike force would overrun them, and even if a few
scattered into the countryside, the main army would catch them, crush them, and
eat them with supper as flavoring, as the saying went.

He was eager to get back to Tumna, but he must wait with Master Feden as the
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company crossed. A man threw a shoe, and there was some fuss, and a delay, and
gods help them all if by the time he trudged back on weary feet into Assizes Court it
wasn’t noontide with the sun at its worst and the wind struggling to catch any
breath in this furnace heat. He rested awhile and took a cooling drink, and in the
end it was only the thought of that Devouring girl on the road and marching step by
step farther away from him and his chance to get a piece of her that got him going.
He shook Tumna out of her sunning stupor.

The mercenary company was moving at a slug’s glide. It was easy to get a com-
prehensive view of their line of march and of the road stretching before and behind
them. There was the usual traffic, slowing to a trickle as it moved into the heat of
the day. Trust the stupid outlanders to march right into the worst. They trudged
along in a torpor. They were pushing in the correct direction, anyway. Maybe the
captain was sorry, now, that he’d sold off his pretty wife. That was something to
laugh about.

He circled wide, catching an updraft off the escarpment and banking wide to get
a view of West Track more or less parallel to the east-flowing length of the wide
River Olo. The river looped and curved along the plain, but West Track ran straight
as a spear. There were little villages and fields and swales and low ground and hills
hidden by old trees too difficult to chop down. The heat had melted the locals. The
villages were quiet; the householders seemed early to their afternoon Shade Hour.
He saw no one on the road except a pair of peddlers with packs slung over their
backs, a single man leading a horse, a trio of women with the jaunty swagger of en-
tertainers, and—yes!—a woman mounted on one horse and leading two others.

He spotted open ground a distance ahead, circled her until he was sure she’d
seen him, and flew ahead for an easy landing. Soon enough, she appeared along the
empty road, the only creature abroad. He waited in the shade of a massive old oak
tree, while Tumna perched in the sun with wings spread. As everyone did, the
woman kept her distance from the eagle, but she tethered her horses across the road
and sauntered over.

“I thought you had abandoned me yesterday,” she said, raising her chin with a
challenge. “You sure were cold. Out on patrol again?”

The sheen of sweat on her made her glisten. A man could go crazy looking on a
woman who looked the way she did, with her vest bound so loose you might
glimpse anything through those lacings but never quite did, with her linen kilt slid-
ing along taut thighs. She considered the eagle.

“I wonder what she would do,” she said, “if I were to tie you up. Would she attack
me? I think she could rip my head right off.”

In the Tale of Discovery, the shoemaker had been literally blinded with lust, and
Horas suddenly wondered if he was about to undergo the same transformation. The
sun was so bright, and the pale colors of the dry landscape filmed away into a haze.
He was slick with sweat, and so tight he actually could not get a word up out of his
throat. But he could move his arm, giving the hand signal for flight and return.
Tumna shook herself and kekked irritably, but she took off with a massive thrust
and a storm of wing, and vanished over the woodland to find a more peaceful place
to sun.
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“I suppose that’s my answer,” she said, watching the eagle go. “Wait here.”
She walked back across the clearing and over the road to where she had tethered

her horses, and just to watch that shapely rump sway was enough to make his
throat dry and his gaze blur. Into the woods she disappeared, leading the horses,
and reappeared a bit later without them. With a faint smile, she returned to him and
grasped his wrist. He was choked with desire.

She led him deep into the woodland, close beside the river where there was lots
of cover and plenty of twisted trees that made perfect hitching posts, to which she
tied him.

After a long time, she asked him if he wanted her to stop, and he gasped, “No.”
A while after that, she asked him again, and he whimpered, “No.”
Not that he could have stopped her anyway. Not that he would have wanted to.
Even later, she said she had to go get more water, and he needed a break by that

time, because it was hard work, as the Merciless One knew. The slow heat of the af-
ternoon drowsed around him. His hands began to tingle and go numb, but he
couldn’t relieve the pressure of the rope. He began to lose feeling in his feet. He
cooled, and withered.

The colors within the trees changed as shadows drew long under the branches. It
was about the time he realized that he was too effectively trussed up to free himself,
and too far from the road for his voice to carry the distance, that he also discovered
he had lost his bone whistle. Even if it was concealed beneath the pile made by his
clothes and gear, he could not reach it.

It was getting dark fast, for night always came quickly.
He heard male voices, laughter, in the trees, but when he called after them, no

one answered.
That’s when he understood that she wasn’t coming back.

44

Keshad was tired of trudging. Mostly he thought about how he was going to get
away from Rabbit, Twist, and the rest of his new comrades, all of whom were the
kind of people you never ever did business with unless you were already on your
way out of town. It was as if someone had swept up the worst criminals into one
band, on purpose.

What was he even thinking? That was exactly what had happened.
It was almost dark when they caught up with the strike force, a group of several

hundred soldiers. This was the group Bai had counted two nights ago. Three hun-
dred and twelve, she had said, but as he walked into the rough encampment the sol-
diers were setting up alongside the road, he wondered if there weren’t more. Canvas
was rigged up along ropes to form shelters. Grooms walked the horse lines. Men
piled hay along the rope line, feed filched from village storehouses. Although dusk
was falling, no one had lit any fires. Wagons were driven across the road to form
barriers before and behind the line of march.
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“Heya! Second Company! Over here!” A captain called out their sergeant. “We’ll
reach Olossi tomorrow. The last village we came through was already abandoned, so
it seems someone had news of our coming. We’re covering three watches, not two, to-
night. On high alert. Your men will take all the watches. Double your normal num-
bers.”

“That’s not fair!” Twist muttered.“They always give us the watches, like we’re not
worth any other duty. Aui! I liked it better when we were on our own.”

Keshad forbore to remind Twist that he’d been complaining all day about not
getting first pickings with the rest of the strike force.

How had his luck changed so fast? He had gambled, and won freedom for him-
self and for Bai, but now he was no better than a captive in enemy hands. They’d as
happily cut his throat and rape his corpse as give him a handful of rice, and cer-
tainly no rice or even a hank of stale flatbread was forthcoming tonight. Nor dared
he try to purchase anything, which would mean he’d reveal his coin. Stomach
grumbling, he stuck close by Twist as they found a bit of ground to rest on. When
Kesh rolled out his blanket, the others hooted and called him names.

“Very particular!”
“Quite the merchant’s son. Southern silks never too good for you!”
“Nah, he’s hoping for a bit of company.”
“Rabbit here won’t do it. You’re too wiggly for his tastes.”
One thing Keshad had learned in the marketplace was not to let your opponent

smell blood or weakness. “I’m wanting a bit of sleep, if you don’t mind!”
“Oooh. Isn’t he particular!”
The ginnies opened their mouths to display their wicked teeth. The men looked

away.
“Just shut up and leave the lad alone,” added Twist. “And if you don’t mind my

saying so, I can’t sleep with your chatter. So just shut it, all round.”
They settled down, but Keshad could not sleep. As soon as he shut his eyes, he

saw that hideous, distorted creature descending out of the night sky and onto the
road. Yet when he opened his eyes to banish the vision, there were a dozen snoring
men scattered around him, lying on the ground at all angles like a crazy fence, trap-
ping him. There was no way he could escape.

And they all stank.
The air was clear, untainted by smoke or moonlight. He turned onto his back.

The ginnies shoved into the gap between his arm and his body. With them pressed
against him, he stared at the sky. Each star had a name and a classification in the
lore of Beltak, the King of Kings, Lord of Lords, but he did not know more than the
two every believer must recognize or be subject to the lash. There: the Royal Road
that spans the heavens. There, low and in the north: Iku, the Head of the King,
around which the heavens spin.

Older tales whispered in his ears as if the trees were mocking him, reminding
him of the Tale of Plenty and the Tale of Fortune. There came the Carter and his
barking Dog, rolling slowly up out of the east. In the north, the Sacred Tree had
fallen sideways. The Three Footsteps trod west. Tree cover hid the southern sky. But
these were Hundred tales. They were all lies.
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He dozed off, woke at the sound of hooves, but it was only a man walking a horse
along the road. A normally shaped horse. The other vision had been a lie.

Next thing he knew, the butt of a spear slammed into his ribs.
“Eh! Aui!”
Magic clamped his jaws over the shaft.
“I wouldn’t have to do it this way if those things didn’t bite,” said Twist.
“Let go.”
The ginny let go, and Shai had to rub him to calm him down. Mischief “smiled,”

as if amused.
“Come on. Up! Our turn at watch.”
Up he dragged himself, sticking close to Twist as they got their assignments.
“Smart of you to bring your bundle with you,” said Twist. “Someone will steal it,

and you’ll never know where it’s gone.”
“Thanks.”
It wasn’t that he trusted Twist, precisely, only that he mistrusted him less than he

did the others. They’d been assigned to the rear guard, and fortunately that meant
the wagon barrier. He found a comfortable spot to sit, on the driving bench of one
of the wagons, and wedged his bundle in beside him. The ginnies draped them-
selves over the bundle, snugged together, and closed their eyes. He amused himself
by whistling under his breath to pass the time, every tune he could think of and
then over again. Twist dozed, leaning against a wagon. A pair of other men paced,
arguing in low tones about a bet one had lost and the other had won. After a while
they fell silent and shared a smoke, off by the edge of the road, huddled close to
hide the spark of its burning.

The night wind whispered its tale in the trees. The horses moved restlessly on the
rope line. The stars remained silent.

A woman laughed.
He started up, but no one else seemed to have noticed. The pair sucked on their

smoke. Its dizzy-sweet smell pricked his nostrils, and he shook himself. That laugh
had sounded like Bai. He squirmed around, peering along the stretch of road. The
shelters had been strung off the road, along the cleared ground and back under the
woodland cover. The horses formed an irregular line of shadow along the river side
of West Track, although the river lay too far away from the road in this spot for him
to hear its running. He could not see the other barrier. The road had a strange qual-
ity in the darkness, the barest hint of a shine that made it possible to travel at night,
even during the dark of the moon without lamp or candle or torch to light your
way.

He yawned, sucking in a sudden cloud of sweet-smoke that had drifted his way.
The flavor punched into his lungs and sent him soaring.

He is aloft. Alone. The wind is a high road under his feet, under the hooves of his
mount, which gallops on air as easily as if it were on earth. Its great, slow wings are
like bellows pumps, displacing air with each squeeze. The beast nickers, alerted to
horses below, dark shapes moving in the night through the trees. “What’s there?” a
man’s voice mutters. “Best we go check.” They begin to turn. Shapes scatter along
the ground below as the winged beast snorts.
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The hells! The nightmare just would not leave him!
Then comes the kick of surprise as the man swears under his breath. “How can it

be? How came Shai here?”
“Hei!” Twist shoved him hard in the ribs with the butt of his spear. “We’ll get

whipped if they catch you sleeping! Here they come. Thank the gods! I was ready to
doze off myself.”

Keshad looked up at the sky, but nothing disturbed the spread of stars. Nothing
flew overhead. Reeves couldn’t fly at night anyway. Nothing could, except owls and
nighthawks and such creatures. He was just dreaming. Shaking, he clambered off
the wagon as their relief walked up rank-smelling and yawning and belching to take
their place. There was Rabbit, scratching himself.

“Heh. Heh,” he said by way of greeting, when he saw Twist and Kesh. “I’m hun-
gry. When we going to eat them lizards?”

Magic bobbed his head aggressively, but Rabbit never noticed. Kesh gathered up
his gear, and the ginnies, and followed Twist.

“Did you hear a woman laughing?” Kesh asked as they walked back to their doss.
“Whew! You’re dreaming! There’s a couple of bitches marching with the strike

force, but they’d as soon cut off your cock and cook it for their dinner as pay you
any other kind of mind. Best get some rest. If we’re lucky, we’ll see action tomorrow.
Earn some pickings.”

Kesh picked a spot at the edge of the group, outside the sprawled bodies. With
some difficulty he convinced the ginnies to curl up inside his cloak, with their heads
peeking out one end and tails from the other. He lay on the ground with grass and
twigs and stones poking into him. From this uncomfortable bed, he monitored
Twist’s breathing. After a long while, he rolled to one side and levered up onto a
knee, testing the air and the silence. He rose to his feet, tucking his bedroll and
pouches under his arm. The ginnies he slung over his back, already trussed up in
the cloak. As if they knew what he was about, they remained quiet.

“Any problem?” said the sergeant in a low voice, off to his left.
“Got to piss.” Kesh was surprised at how cool he sounded when for an instant all

he could see was a flare of bright red anger, and the shadow of a twisted black fear.
“Need to take your gear with you to piss?”
“Twist says if I don’t carry everything with me, it’ll be stolen when I get back.”
“Huh. That’s true enough. I’ll come with you.” The sergeant was a stocky man,

almost a head shorter than Kesh, the kind of man you never dared grapple with.
The kind who could likely rip your arm from its socket, and would.

“Always a pleasure,” added Kesh, “to piss in company.”
A Sickle Moon was rising, its fattened curve lightening the eastern sky. A cloaked

man walked along the road, leading a horse burdened by panniers. Or maybe those
weren’t panniers. Maybe those were folded wings. He shuddered. The horse line
was still restless, as he was. He grunted in surprise as a hand slapped onto his shoul-
der.

“You coming?” muttered the sergeant, who paused to survey the road, then
turned away in disinterest. For once, Kesh was glad to follow him, to turn his own
back on that sight. The wind crackled in branches. The air smelled of the coming
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dawn, floating a memory of yesterday’s heat. A bird whistled its morning tune, but
there came no answer to that call. It was still too early for waking.

They pushed a little way into the woods and found a stand of young pipe-brush
that rattled a friendly chorus as they peed onto them. The sergeant said nothing. He
didn’t need to. As they finished their business, Kesh wished that for once things
could run in his favor. Had he heard Bai’s laugh? He’d been separated from
Zubaidit for so long that it was more likely he couldn’t recognize her laugh at a dis-
tance, at night, in strange circumstances when he was wishing more than anything
that she would return and get him out of this. Was she even coming back to get
him? This means of escape obviously wasn’t going to work, but if Bai was in camp
searching for him, he had to go back and look for her.

The sergeant grunted. His knees sagged, and he folded over. Kesh blinked. The
sergeant crumpled into the stand of pipe-brush, snapping stalks as he went down.
Magic stuck his head out of the sling made of the cloak and closed his mouth over
Kesh’s elbow. The pressure was less than a bite but more than a kiss, enough pain
that Kesh dropped to his knees as he hissed out a curse and reached for the lizard’s
crest to dislodge him.

An arrow passed over his head. He threw himself flat, arms out. The ginnies
scrambled out of the cloak and onto his back. With his head twisted to one side, he
saw with one eye as their crests flared and they opened their mouths wide to show
threat. Mischief ’s claws poked into his butt. A stone dug into his cheek right below
his eye, and Magic, that bastard, raised himself up with his forelegs on Kesh’s head,
pinching claw cutting hard right over his ear.

A foot slammed down a finger’s breadth from his nose. It was a foot shod in
leather trimmed and shaped unlike Hundred footware, which was mostly sandals.
He’d seen such boots recently. Those Qin mercenaries had worn such boots, sturdy,
strong, and indestructible. Too heavy and hot to market in the Hundred.

“If you keep quiet and don’t move, Master Keshad,” said a voice as soft as the
breeze, “you’ll live through this.”

From this angle, he could see into the length of camp along the road. Fire flashed
into life along the horse lines, eating out of the piles of hay. The horses screamed
and bolted. They had all been cut loose. He could tell because they broke away from
the ropes and stampeded in all directions, frantic to get away from the flames. Ar-
rows whistled out of the night, some tipped with fire. Canvas shelters caught as men
stumbled up to the alert. Burning hay spun in the wind. A man fell beneath the
hooves of panicked horses. The captain hadn’t cried out the “Beware!,” but ser-
geants shouted at their men to “Come alive,” “Get up!” “Rise! Rise!” “Get those
beasts under control!”

His sergeant lay dead in the dirt beside him, lifeless fingers inert, just within
reach of his left hand.

The boot was gone, the man wearing it vanished into the darkness. Kesh stirred.
Magic shoved his head against Kesh’s ear, took hold of it, and closed his mouth with
the greatest delicacy around the lobe. He didn’t bite. Not yet. Kesh didn’t dare
move.
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A man who travels a great deal in troubled times knows himself wise if he has
learned enough of the arts of war to defend himself, and enough of the arts of
prudence to keep out of fights. Kesh had avoided many a fight in his years trading
at Master Feden’s behest, but he had also scored a few wins when forced to the
wall.

Not today. Today, with the dawn scarce breathing its first light, he lay as flat and
still as he could with the pressure of ginny claws on his tender skin. He smelled
smoke on the air, tasted floating ash and scorched hay on his tongue as the camp
went up in flames.

He listened.
Branches snapped. Arrows sighed. Swords sang a bright rhythm where men

fought. Horses thundered past, escaping the tumult and the burning.
Men shouted; they grunted; they screamed. Men ran, heard in their stampeding

footsteps. They fell. The blood of the sergeant crept close to his fingers before the
earth drank down these scantling rivulets and that spring dried up once and for-
ever.

The course of the battle ebbed and flowed along the road. Twice men sprinted
past him into the trees. Once, no more than a stone’s toss away, he heard a man gasp
as death overtook him, as metal struck to the bone.

The Qin were Death’s wolves, ghosting out of the night to devour their foes.
A soft footfall trod the ground behind him. The ginnies chirped in welcome. A

slender, sandaled foot pressed down the undergrowth an arm’s span from his staring
eye.

“Up,” said Zubaidit. “We’re getting out of here.”
The ginnies scrambled off him, but circled her warily, tongues tasting her savor.

Rising to hands and knees, he realized belatedly there was light enough to see.
Blood spotted her feet and legs. She had blood on her kilt, and a stripe of blood on
her face, as though she had forgotten blood was on her hands and tried to wipe
something else away.

“Follow close,” she added. “You’ll carry the ginnies. I have to be free to strike if
anyone attacks us. They’re not all dead, and even the least of them will kill us if they
can. And there are other creatures abroad we must avoid.”

“Like what?”
Like the ginnies, she tilted her head and licked. “Something that tastes very bad,”

she murmured,“and feels very old. We’ve fulfilled our obligations, yours to your old
master, and mine to the temple. They can fight their own battles now. We’re getting
out of here. And we’re never coming back.”

From the road, the sounds of fighting were dying down, and what cries he heard
were those of helpless men as their throats were cut. Bai did not flinch, not as he
did. Gliding away, she seemed no different from the black wolves who had raced
past him earlier.

As he got to his feet and grabbed his gear and chased the ginnies into the sling,
he remembered that after all she was born in the Year of the Wolf. Generous to
those they love. Loyal to clansmen. Sentimental, uninhibited, forthright, and
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courageous. Yet a wolf will tear apart any creature that falls into its clutches, even if
it is not hungry.

She looked back at him. The blood slashed her skin like shadows. She half
blended into the woodland cover.

“Kesh!” she hissed. “This is no game! Hurry!”
For the first time in his life, he was afraid of her.

45

Before the last march of the night, Chief Tuvi pulled Shai to the back of the line.
“You’re too inexperienced. You’ll wait back here with the tailmen. Your job is to cut
down any stragglers who run this way. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”
“Best thing you could do is get in a kill or three, just to get blooded. You’re little

use to us otherwise.” Chief Tuvi wasn’t as encouraging as Tohon, but Shai hadn’t
seen Tohon since yesterday before dawn. About eight other men were also missing
from the troop, but no one had bothered to tell him where they had gone.

They had left Olossi at about midday and marched as slowly as they possibly
could out West Track to the intersection with West Spur. There, they had headed
southwest, as if returning to the empire, moving as if led by hobbling ancients and
delaying themselves with frequent stops. Late in the afternoon, when given the sig-
nal by the captain, they had simply pulled off the road as if to camp. As soon as dusk
gave them cover, they had marched at speed through the night, past the crossroads
that led down to Olossi and farther yet along the river bottomland east of the city.
This was unknown country, but now the missing scouts appeared at intervals to
give their reports. Late, as the waxing crescent moon sliced its way out of the house
of the dead, the captain called a halt. Shai and a dozen tailmen took up stations
along the road. Grooms led their horses into the trees. The rest of the company van-
ished into the night, hooves muffled by cloth.

For a long while they waited. There was no conversation.
Shai wanted to talk, but he dared not be first to break the silence, and he had a

damned good idea that none of these tailmen would utter even one syllable. Every
gaze was bent along the road. Shai had never seen such a road before. It shimmered,
very faintly, as though a ghostly breath rose off it, like a cloud of breath steaming
out of a warm mouth in bitterly cold weather. The other road they had traveled,
West Spur, had exuded no such glamour.

A shadow passed overhead. He ducked. The others, those he could see, looked
up, but there was nothing to see, only a cloak of stars and night thrown over the
world. The wind died suddenly. An insect clik-clik-clikked. One branch scraped an-
other. Strings creaked minutely as bows were readied. Swords whispered out of
sheaths.

It caught them from behind, an explosion of wings and hooves and the crack of
a staff as it met a hard leather helmet. One of the Qin went down, but the rest, these
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paltry tailmen, were already rolling, tumbling, jumping out of the way, finding a
new position, a new angle. Shai stood there and gaped as a massive horse galloped
out of the sky and right at him to trample him under.

Far away, in counterpoint, shouts and screams rent the silence. The noise of a
distant battle breaking out jolted him into action. He ducked, stumbled, fell, scram-
bled out of the way just in time. The beast pounded past him as the tailmen whistled
to each other, calls to mark position and choice of attack. The rider billowed like a
cloud, only that was a voluminous cloak rising out behind his body as though
caught in a gust of wind. The horse slowed to a canter, and it pulled in its vast wings
and turned on a right rein, back around to face him.

The horse had wings.
The glamour on the road brightened where the horse’s hooves touched it. That

unnatural light rose as if with the dawn, but it was not yet dawn. Far away, the bat-
tle raged as Captain Anji and his men hit the strike force with their surprise attack.
Close at hand, Shai saw clearly the face of the man who rode on the back of that im-
possible horse. He rose, trembling, and raised a hand to ward off what he knew
must be an insubstantial ghost.

“Hari.” His voice choked on the name.
A hiss of arrows answered. The tailmen were the least of the Qin company, but a

Qin tailman would stand as an elite in most armies. Five arrows sprouted from the
rider’s body. A javelin, cast from the side, caught the man in the torso, just above the
hip. He grunted in pain, and swayed in the saddle, but he kept his seat.

“Hari!”
The ghost spoke with Hari’s voice, urgent and angry. “Shai! How can it be you’ve

come here?”
“I came to find you.”
“You shouldn’t have. Go home before the shadows swallow you as they did me!”
The horse screamed a challenge, tossing its head, and it launched itself down the

road as if to assault Shai. He was stupefied, bound, paralyzed. It leaped, and took to
the air. One hoof shaved the top of his head, knocking him flat. The tailmen fixed
arrows and loosed them after the animal. No arrow touched those gleaming flanks.
But the rider was not so fortunate. Those dark slashes fixed in his body, yet he did
not fall. His dark cloak billowed, a shadow entwining him.

Jagi whistled the alert. Shai grabbed his sword, which had somehow fallen out of
his hand. A dozen or more horses bolted toward them on the road. None bore rid-
ers. Not far behind ran twenty or more men on foot, in a disorderly retreat.

“Get off the road,” said Jagi in a calm voice that meant he was irritated.
Shai got off the road by stumbling backward down the ramped earth and falling

hard onto his butt. There he sat, too stunned to act, as a trickle of blood, like a tear,
slipped down his cheek from the scrape atop his head. Its salty heat caught in the
corner of his mouth. The panicked horses swept past. The tailmen coolly picked off
their enemies before those hapless men understood they were still under attack.

It wasn’t the aftershock of the battle that immobilized him.
The tailmen had seen Hari. They had filled Hari full of arrows. Yet how could

they see, much less kill, a man who was already a ghost?
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46

Eliar took her from camp about midday, just before Anji and the others rode out.
By the time he had escorted her and her slaves up through the city, a tedious and very
hot walk, the shops along the streets had begun to close their shutters for their after-
noon’s slumber. Olossi’s avenues twisted and turned; even the main streets shifted
position with curves and doglegs and sudden sharp-angled corners. Down the nar-
row side streets and deeper within alleyways lay walls and gates, the walls washed
white so they all looked alike and only the gates painted with symbols and colors to
give a hint of what household bided within. They hurried at length down a street
where gold- and silversmiths displayed their wares, but by this time scarcely anyone
was about to remark on the sight of Eliar, his two male companions who carried
their belongings, and the three women. They turned left at a corner where a fountain
burbled, then right into a cobbled alleyway wide enough to admit a wagon and
swept so clean Mai could distinguish no speck of dust. White walls flanked them.
The alley dead-ended in a plain wooden gate, its double segments marked only by
yellow trim, a greeting bell hung to one side in an alcove in the wall, and bronze door
handles fashioned to resemble deer in full flight, slender legs thrust out before and
behind. A small door reinforced with bands of iron was set into the right-hand gate,
with a slit-like peephole cut just above the level of Mai’s head. High up on the wall,
on either side, were set small grated windows.

He rang the bell, and waited.
“Where are we?” Mai asked.
“This is the house of my clan,” he said. The walls were the height of two men,

but there was a single building within the compound that towered above the
walls, fully three stories high with a balcony ringing the highest floor, its interior
screened by latticework.

“Do you need permission to enter your own house?” Mai asked.
“This is the women’s entrance. I can’t go in and out through here, nor can you

use the men’s entrance on the other side.”
“If you live separately, then do you keep secrets from each other?”
“Not secrets, no. But I don’t know everything that goes on in the women’s quar-

ters.”
Anji’s mother, a Qin woman, had been sent to a country where women were not

allowed to ride. Yet she had contrived to teach her son to ride, according to the cus-
tom of her people. The emperor sequestered his women, but clearly, he hadn’t
known everything that was going on with them.

“Look! Look there!” Eliar cried.
An eagle flew over, but with walls rising high around them, they quickly lost

sight of it.
“Is that Reeve Joss?” she asked. “Or one of the eagles from Argent Hall?”
The metal strip blocking the slit rasped free, drawn away by an unseen hand. In



the opening thus revealed appeared dark eyes, narrowed and tucked, rimmed by
lovely black eyelashes and outlined with a black cosmetic.

“Enter,” Eliar said to Mai with an expansive smile and a bold gesture of welcome,
arm swept in a wide curve. “Be welcome to the house of the Haf Gi Ri.”

“Sen Eliar!” The woman’s voice brought him back to earth. “What means this?”
“I have sworn to take these women in as guests, under our protection.”
The eyes blinked. The voice said, “Does anyone else in the family know what

you’ve done, Sen Eliar? Did you ask permission, or warn anyone?”
She answered herself. “No, of course not. Very well. Get out of here.”
The words were uttered so curtly that Mai could not help but flinch, despite that

she had long since trained herself not to show displeasure or fear or anger.
Eliar cupped his hands over his eyes in a gesture very like obeisance, or prayer.

The two companions dumped her gear on the ground, and all three men backed up
to a safe distance, then turned and strode away down the alley. Shocked by the re-
jection, Mai shifted to follow them, but Priya grabbed her arm and caught her be-
fore she could take more than one step. Whispers teased her. Looking up, she saw
movement behind the grating of the two high windows. A giggle floated on the air.
On the other side of the gate, bolts were shot and a heavy weight shifted and moved.
The inner door set within the doubled gate opened inward on well-oiled hinges.

“Come! Come! That boy! No need, we’ll bring in your belongings.”
Sheyshi started to snivel. Mai stood as straight as she could and, with Priya and

Sheyshi, walked through into a small if pleasant courtyard the exact width of the al-
ley. In the far right corner stood a dry but very clean fountain. Several planting
troughs lined the walls, most of them fallow though one boasted the stalks and
spiky leaves of fragrant paradom, not yet in its flowering season. One trellis sup-
ported grape vines; another bent under the weight of thickly twining rainflower.
Benches offered respite from the sun. Behind her lay the gate through which she
had come. Ahead rose the three-storied building, open to the air on its upper stories
although she could see only the suggestion of movement behind latticework
screens. To her right stood a doubled door, another gate, in a high wall; heavy
wagon tracks suggested that, sometimes, wagons were driven in this way. To her left
a spacious veranda welcomed her.

“Come in out of the sun,” said the woman, who now appeared to be of middle
years, with features similar to Eliar’s but no pronounced resemblance. A pair of
young women stared at Mai with wide-eyed interest, but at a gesture from the
woman they hurried past to fetch the gear left out in the alley.

They must leave their footgear at the step, she showed them, and once they
stepped up onto the veranda wear cloth slippers, although the ones available did not
quite fit. Indoors lay a suite of rooms furnished with pillows, low couches, a writing
desk, brushes and ink, and innumerable cupboards, all immaculate. Finest silk cov-
ered those pillows, embroidered with birds and flowers in pleasing designs.

“Rest,” said the woman. “The girls will bring you something to drink. No one
works at this hour. Dinner is eaten at dusk.”

The girls brought their belongings up onto the veranda and then brought cool
drinks, and pitchers of cool water so they could wash their hands and faces in a cop-
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per basin. After this, they were left alone. Exhausted, Mai dozed, and she was glad of
it afterward, thinking that to endure an afternoon of fretting would have been too
much. After all, she was the one who had convinced Anji to make the gamble.

Later, toward dusk, the same girls brought trays of food, but this time both of the
girls arranged the platters on the low table and sat down to eat with them.

Sheyshi tried to serve, but the older of the girls, a young woman a year or two
older than Mai, waited even for the slaves to sit before she would portion out the
meal. This task she undertook with an exactitude that Mai, accustomed to measur-
ing out a cupful of almonds in the marketplace, could appreciate. Then she and the
other girl bent their heads, closed their eyes, and touched fingers to foreheads, with
palms turned inward. What words they said, if they said any, Mai could not hear.
Afterward, they ate together, but no one spoke.

When Sheyshi made an effort to stand in order to clear the platters, the other girl
stopped her and took everything away. Cupboards, opened, revealed mattresses and
bedding to spread in the back room. Once this was settled, the young woman took
her leave with the regretful smile of a friendly conspirator whose cunning plot has
been thwarted. She left through the far gate, the one that did not lead into the alley.
The guesthouse itself, it seemed, had no entrance except the veranda. They were, in
fact, shut in, betwixt and between: not on the street and yet not truly within the
compound either.

The previous night had been a long, restless one, and this night transpired no
differently because of the heat and the constant spark of images that flew into her
mind’s eye and took their time drifting away again. She had to believe Anji would
succeed, that he could manage anything, but in the dark, in a strange room, that
was sometimes difficult. She would doze, then start awake thinking she heard voices,
or the clatter of hooves on stone, or anguished sobbing. The food sat uneasily in her
stomach; often she woke burping, and this churning discomfort further disturbed
her dreams.

Very late, Priya woke also and held her close. “Rest now, Mistress. Fretting will
not change our course, nor will it alter what is to come.”

Sheyshi snored.
“Let the peace of the Merciful One embrace you, Mistress.”
“It is hard to find peace,” said Mai in her smallest voice. “I am afraid.”
Priya kissed her. Held tight in those arms, Mai was able to sleep.

N O T L O N G A F T E R dawn, the women of the family took their morning khaif in
the shade of the veranda. A trio of girls came first, bearing trays, and after them a
procession of stern women of various ages: young, mature, and aged. Mai looked in
vain for the friendly young woman who had brought them dinner last night.

The aroma of paradom melded with the sharp spice of khaif and the scent of
freshly baked buns. That combination of spicy khaif and sweetened bread with an
even sweeter bean curd core made Mai’s heart race uncomfortably, but it was evi-
dent by the casual demeanor of the women that this was their accustomed morning
feast, the appetizer to their day.

At length, the long silence was broken.

388 K A T E E L L I O T T



“I trust you rested well?” demanded the wrinkled grandmother over the rim of a
very fine, thin ceramic cup.

“Yes, verea. Thank you.”
They had pulled around pillows and couches the better to examine her.
“And the meal brought last night was to your taste?”
“Yes, verea.”
“You didn’t eat all of it. You left half of the soup, all of the cabbage, and one

dumpling.”
The cabbage had been the nastiest thing Mai had ever tasted, and the sour sting

of the soup had made her mouth go numb. She smiled her market smile, and said,
“Concern for my husband left me with little appetite, Mistress. I beg your pardon.”

“Few like the way we pickle our cabbage,” said the old grandmother, “but you’ve
turned a pretty phrase by way of thanking us for our hospitality.” She had wispy
hair, gone to silver and let loose to straggle over her shoulders. No horns peeped
through, and there wasn’t enough hair to cover horns had they been there, so after
all the Ri Amarah were ordinary people, not the children of demons. In a way, Mai
was both disappointed and relieved. “What do you think of these sweet buns? Our
baker is the best in the city.”

“I’ve never tasted anything like them before.”
Several of the women chuckled.
“A truthful statement!” agreed the old grandmother. “None make them but our

own people. Do you cook?”
The question surprised her. “Even my husband did not ask me that before we

wed.”
“He was obviously not looking for a cook,” said the old grandmother tartly. “As

any person can see, looking upon you, a pretty girl, with a pretty smile, and pretty
manners. Do you cook?”

“I learned to cook the specialties of our house, as do all the girls raised in the Mei
clan. I can embroider a sleeve, although none of my work was considered elegant
enough to be worn outside the house on festival days. I can mend. I have some small
skill at carving, taught to me by my uncle.”

“Can you brew a cordial or bind a lotion?”
“I was not taught such things. But I know which herbs to blend as teas and sim-

ples for remedies for common complaints.”
“Distill and mix perfumes?
“No.”
“Prepare silk for dyeing?”
“I’ve scoured wool, and applied the mordant, and thereafter dyed those skeins.

We did that commonly. Our clan raised sheep.”
“Can you read?”
“No.”
“Paint figures and images?”
“No.”
“Can you sing?”
“I have been told I have a passable voice.”
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“Can you dance the lines?”
“I don’t know what that is. The festival dances, certainly. Everyone learns those.”
“Can you reel and spin?”
“I have spun thread, and carded wool.”
“Silk?”
“Silk is not grown where we come from. We buy silk at the market, but only for

bedroom clothes and festival garments.”
The women smiled, and one coughed behind a raised hand.
Grandmother was not done. “Can you weave?”
“Not well. Others in my household showed greater skill, so I was sent to other

pursuits. Anyway, most of the weaving was done by our—ah—” Recalling Eliar’s
impassioned speech against slavery, she chose another word. “By our hirelings.”

“What did you do?”
“I sold produce in the market.”
“With your face uncovered?”
“I beg your pardon?’
“With your face uncovered? It is not the custom of my people for women to walk

about in the streets exposed to the world’s staring eye.”
“I beg your pardon, verea, but it was not the custom in my country for women to

conceal their faces.”
“No need,” said the old grandmother with a pointed smile, “to bite me, young

one. It seems to me that those who set you in the marketplace hoped to gain by dis-
playing your pretty face, as much as their produce. Can you keep an accounts
book?”

This was too much! “Of course I can!”
“I’m finished,” said the grandmother. A woman rose from a bench and took the

old woman’s cup. Another rose from a padded couch and helped the old grand-
mother to rise, then led her across the courtyard. None here wore slave bracelets.
Mai could not distinguish between servants and family members. They moved off,
some gathering up trays and cups and a few moving among the troughs to inspect
the dusty soil and the spiky paradom. A pair found brooms and began sweeping the
veranda.

A woman of middling years, similar in age to Mai’s own mother, knelt be-
side Mai.

“We’ve much to do, as you can imagine, verea,” she said with a kind smile.
“There’s a great deal of serious business in these preparations, and all must work if
we wish Olossi to be ready to withstand what will come. You’ll have to remain here.
However, now that Grandmother has approved you, my daughter can keep spoken
company with you.”

“I thank you,” said Mai.“I am called Mai, of the Mei clan. I never had a chance to
say so.”

Mai saw a resemblance to Eliar in the way the woman narrowed her eyes as she
smiled. “It’s not our way to exchange names as one might trade goods or coin in the
marketplace. I am the mother of Eliar, who brought you here. Ah! Here she is.”

The young woman who had smiled so sweetly at Mai last night appeared at the

390 K A T E E L L I O T T



inner gate. She hurried across the courtyard. Her nose was red and her cheeks
blushed as from steam, and the skin of her arms was damp to the elbows, pink with
heat. Like her brother, she had a handsome face, rather square, with heavy eyebrows,
a small nose, and eyes as black as ink and sharp as a brushstroke. Her hair was
pulled back away from her face and bound atop her head under a beaded net.

She offered a courtesy to her mother, a dip of the knees, a crossing of the arms
before her breast. Then she slid out of the outdoor slippers she was wearing and
found a pair of indoor slippers from those lined up along the edge of the veranda.
Eliar’s mother left together with the other women. They left a single tray with a ce-
ramic pot of khaif and six sticky buns, together with saucers, cups, and serving
utensils.

Sheyshi rifled through their belongings and, finding a hem to repair, set to work.
Priya sat quietly on a pillow at the edge of the veranda, watching the shadows
change as the sun rose above the eastern wall. She had her eyes half closed as she did
when she fell into the trance through which one rises to the heart of the Merciful
One. Mai did not want to disturb her, so she walked out into the courtyard and sat
on a bench in the shade of the grape arbor.

Eliar’s sister settled beside Mai and, in a bold show of complicity, tucked her
hand into Mai’s elbow and pulled her close. “That can’t have been fun. Did Grand-
mother pluck you, one feather at a time?”

“Something like that.”
“Grandmother is nothing but an accounts book, figuring up the worth of every-

one and every thing she encounters. You mustn’t think she has taken a dislike to
you. You’re our guest, and she will treat you as such.”

“Your mother said she had approved me.”
“Yes! So she did. It was the cabbage.”
From over the walls Mai heard the shouts and laughter of children, as bright and

constant as a waterfall. A faint clacking serenaded them, which she identified as folk
working at looms. She heard horses, and smelled their ordure. It seemed the stables
lay close by. There rose also a tangy scent as of a sharp brew or cordial, and a whiff
of a metallic vapor, like skeins of wool being set in alum.

“You can call me Miravia, by the way.”
“My name is Mai.”
There followed an awkward silence, and tremulous smiles.
“I was up at dawn cooking up a cordial,” said Miravia, by way of making conver-

sation. She displayed her arms. That moist sheen of water was evaporating swiftly in
the waxing heat. “Hot work, I’ll tell you! Steam boiling up! But I’ve been released
from my duties for the day to act as your host.”

“I beg your pardon. I do not mean to offend. Am I to stay here?”
“With us? Yes, of course. Eliar offered you guest rights. We are beholden now to

meet the obligation.”
“I meant, here.” She indicated the courtyard and the veranda, meaning as well

the chambers beyond.
“In the guest court? Yes, certainly. This is where we entertain all of our friends

and guests.” Miravia looked around. “It’s nicer after the rains come, when there
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are flowers. It’s rather dusty now. Is there anything else you need? The one thing
we can’t offer you is a bath beyond washing out of a tub of heated water. But I
might be able to ask if you can be given an escort down to one of the bathhouses.
There are several that my friends have mentioned as being of special quality. You
would be safe there, and your escort would remain close by until you are returned
to us here.”

At some command Mai could not hear, the children quieted. Their silence, com-
pared with the raucous activity that had come before it, was unnerving.

She lowered her voice in deference to the hushed children beyond the wall. “This
is a lovely house and courtyard. I am so appreciative. It’s just that I’m so restless,
wondering what has happened.”

“With your husband and his company? Eliar told me. He’s quite wild that he
wasn’t allowed to ride out with them. I’m sorry for it, that you must wait while the
men ride out. I feel the same frustration, although I beg you never to tell anyone and
especially Grandmother that I ever said so.”

“I won’t. But don’t you—your brother said—” Again, she found herself hesitant
to speak, not knowing what was permitted and what might, and might not, be
known. “Your brother Eliar mentioned that you visit the prison.”

Miravia laughed. “Yes, I have managed that much. Because of the obligation. I
bring food to those who are so destitute their families cannot feed them.” Her tone
had a bittersweet edge. Her smile seemed touched with anger. “Eliar told me that
you and I were meant to rescue that reeve, but now even that small task has been
taken away.”

This passionate speech put Mai at ease. She began to feel that she might say any-
thing, and not fear a sharp rejoinder. “I was surprised, too. It seems the council
freed him.”

“Someone did, but I don’t think it was the council,” said Miravia with a frown.
“I’m glad for his sake, poor man. It’s just . . . I had hoped for my own adventure. I’ll
have none of those once I am married.”

“Is it already arranged?”
“Oh, it was arranged long ago,” she said dismissively.
“Do you know him?”
“His clan lives in the north, in Toskala. I’ve never met him, but we correspond.”

She sighed. “He’s a scholar. Everyone speaks highly of him. I’m sure he’s very nice.”
“You’ve never met?”
“Why should we? Our families arranged everything. Anyway, the roads are very

dangerous these days. No one dares risk the journey. I ought to have been married
last year, but they had to put it off. I’m glad of it. Is that bad?”

Mai could not resist a gaze that shared in equal parts a glimpse of disillusion-
ment and the presence of an ability to be amused at one’s own selfish, lost hopes.
Like her brother, Miravia had charm and also a core of passion that, it seemed, she
had learned to disguise.

“I was meant to marry a youth from another clan,” Mai said, “but it came to
nothing after the Qin officer decided he wanted to marry me. Of course my father
could not refuse him.”
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“Well! That could be a disaster. Or a triumph.”
Mai blushed.
“Just like the Tale of Patience! Love’s hopes fulfilled!” Hearing her own voice ring

out so clearly, Miravia pressed a hand over her lips and said, through her fingers,
“Don’t tell Grandmother I said so. I’m not supposed to know such stories. But I do.”

“I don’t know the Tale of Patience,” said Mai. “Will you tell it to me?”
“You don’t know it? Everyone knows it!”
“Not where I come from.”
“If I tell you the Tale of Patience, you must tell me your story, your life in the far-

away land, your marriage, your travels. Your adventures.” Like her brother, she had a
way of grinning that lit her as with fire from within. “How I want to hear it all!”

“I’ll tell you, gladly. Will you have some khaif? I can get a cup.”
“Oh, I must not.” Seeing Mai’s confusion, she added, “I’m not allowed, of course.

Only adults can drink khaif.”
“Surely you’re as old as I am. I’m an Ox. When were you born?”
Miravia bent close, lips almost touching Mai’s ear. The intimate gesture made

Mai shudder with pleasure. “I was born in the Year of the Deer. But we’re not sup-
posed to know about that. The elders call it an ungodly custom, a superstitious way
of naming the years instead of numbering them properly. Don’t tell anyone. Please.”

Mai grasped her hand between hers. “Of course I won’t! But I still don’t under-
stand. If you’re two years older than I am, then how am I allowed to drink khaif,
while you are not? Is it because I’m a guest?”

“No, because you’re an adult.”
Mai shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“You’re married. And pregnant.”
“He-ya! Tay ah en sai!”
The children’s voices thundered out in a unison chant, echoed by three unison

claps. A woman’s powerful voice called a singsong phrase, and the children replied
in a penetrating chorus, punctuating each phrase with unison claps. This call and
response went on while Mai stared at Miravia and felt as though she had just been
overtaken by a sandstorm.

From the veranda, Priya opened her eyes and turned to look toward Mai, a smile
blooming on her round, dark face. Sheyshi’s head remained bent over her sewing.
At length, Mai discovered she still possessed a voice, although it had little enough
strength to pierce the roar of the schoolroom chorus beyond the wall.

“What did you say?”
“You didn’t know?”
Without warning, a deep clanging resonated out of the earth, so full and heavy

that the whole world seemed to vibrate to its call. Mai pressed her hands to the
bench. The sound throbbed up through the earth and the stone and into her body.
Into her belly. Into her womb.

Could it be true?
Of course it could be true! It was even likely. Probable. Expected.
Yet she could not catch her breath. She could not even think, not with all that

noise.
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The children’s chorus stammered into silence. A little voice began to wail in
counterpoint to the shuddering bass roll of the bell.

Miravia rose, face flushed with something other than steam rising off a boiling
cauldron. “There cries the Voice of the Walls. May the Hidden One protect us!”

The bell ceased ringing. The sudden, shocked silence lasted long enough for a
breath to be drawn in. Then, on those wings, rose a clamor from all around, within
the walls and without, as if every person in Olossi cried out at the same time. That
roar was its own storm, battering the heavens.

“What does it mean?” Mai stammered.
“The Voice of the Wall is Olossi’s alarm bell. When he sings, any person outside

the walls knows to retreat to the safety of the walls. Once a year on Festival First
Day, we hear him. Today he cries in truth. There must have come news. Bad news.”

She looked down into Mai’s face, and such a look of pity transformed Miravia’s
features that Mai began to weep. To think of Anji was to gasp in terror, so she must
not think of him. She rose to grasp Miravia’s hands.

“How can we find out what happened? Will the council meet? I have to go there.”
“We can’t. It’s forbidden.”
“Look!” cried Priya, pointing at the sky.
Eagles.
There were too many to count in one glance, circling above Olossi and then, on

unseen winds, soaring away.
Mai had never possessed a reckless temperament. Always she had said to Ti:

“The price is not worth what you hope to gain.” But Anji had ridden out against
impossible odds, because she had counseled the bold choice rather than the cau-
tious one. He might be dead. He might never come back, and she would be alone,
pregnant, abandoned in a foreign land, the very thing she had feared most when
she left Kartu.

The sound of jangling chimes broke over them. The deep bell took up its tolling
cry once again, a reverberation that seemed to crack out of the very roots of the
earth. Its voice hammered Mai. Her hands were cold, and her chest had tightened
until small shallow breaths were all she could manage.

After all those years tending her sanctuary so she might live with inner peace
and no outward trouble, she could not accept waiting any longer.

“I must go to where the council meets. I will walk out those gates and make my
way alone if I must, but I will go.”

Miravia stared at her. Tears rolled as if jostled loose by the clangor of the bell. “I
wish I could say so, and do so,” she said in a voice so low Mai could scarcely hear it.
“How I admire you! How I envy you!”

“If you can go to the prison, then why not to the council house?”
“To bring food to the prison and the healers’ house is all they allow me, and only

because the laws of the Hidden One cannot be twisted to forbid it.”
“Well, then, dear one, I am sorry for it, if it makes you unhappy.”
Miravia was not one to cry. Mai saw by the way she clenched her jaw and sucked

in a ragged breath that she was used to swallowing her griefs and troubles, as she
did now, but the pain still sat deep in her heart.
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“It is nothing, compared to what you face. Wait here. I’ll go find Eliar as quickly
as I can. He’ll know what to do.”

“Does he know the law of the marketplace, in the Hundred?”
“Eliar? Surely he does, for you know, he must know it well in order to flout it. Yet

I know it well, too. All the women of my people know it. It is one of our chief stud-
ies. Why?”

“I am a merchant, just as your people are.”
The grin brightened her face. She laughed. “Well, then, my dear friend, let me

help you. For there is so little else I am allowed to do.”
Mai took her hands. “I’ll accept your aid gladly. I swear to you I will repay it

one day.”

47

At dawn Joss rose with a light heart despite the rough ground he’d slept on and
the terrible sights he had seen yesterday afternoon while flying Hornward along
West Track. He was exhausted, aching, and still weak, but Scar’s presence heartened
him as nothing else could. Women might come and go, please themselves and him
while they were at it, and that was truly a fine thing, but as long as he lived, he knew
that Scar would be his most faithful companion.

Indeed, the eagle had fretted, kept close, brought him a deer. This they had
shared in the evening, Joss slicing off a portion to roast over a campfire, while the
rest Scar dragged to one side.

In the morning, casting done, Scar bowed to him in greeting and came eagerly to
the harness. They had not been aloft for long when the eagle cried a warning. Soon
after, Joss saw the first distant eagle, and at once spotted another three, then five
more. An entire flight approached out of the east, in a staggered formation with
flanks spread wide. It was exceptional to see thirty eagles flying together. They were
temperamental and territorial beasts, and on the whole disliked their compatriots.
But under the control of their reeves, they would endure most anything. It was part
of the magic bred into them in ancient days.

Strung out, of course, they also covered a great deal of ground, seeing most
everything that moved over many mey. Joss cast a prayer to the winds, and found a
draft on which Scar could rise, the better to allow them a chance at outrunning the
flight. But a reeve has good reason to gain familiarity with the creatures he lives be-
side. He recognized, quickly enough, Volias’s sleek and gorgeous Trouble. Gliding
down, he and Scar found open ground and landed.

On his tail, Volias came to earth with a pair of reeves flanking him. One was Pari,
the Argent Hall reeve. The other was Kesta, young, muscular, shapely and, of course,
child of the Fire Mother as he was, so therefore taboo.

“You look like you’ve been dragged through the hells,” said the Snake as he saun-
tered forward.

“You look pleased to think it might be so.”
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“Only had I been there to enjoy watching you suffer. What happened? Should I
bring the others down? Turn them around?”

“By no means. You can’t imagine how glad I am to see you.”
Volias laughed. “That bad, eh?” He was a bastard, but he knew his duty.
“How is Peddo?”
“He’ll live.” Volias scanned the sky, then pointed toward Pari. “The Commander

wasn’t minded to do anything after Peddo and I got back. She said, let you run on
the winds of your nightmares and come back when you’d shed yourself of them. But
then this boy arrived at Clan Hall and told us a tale I wouldn’t have believed if I
hadn’t seen Horn Hall. As it was, the Commander was given strong reason to be-
lieve his outrageous tale might be true. So she sent me in command of the Third
Flight, to bring what aid you might ask for.”

“I applaud the Commander’s wisdom. Why did she only send one flight?”
“There’s a second flight following behind this one,” said Volias.
Kesta broke in. “Why did she send any? Why in the hells are we wasting our

time out here?” Her glare was almost as intimidating at her eagle’s. “We should
turn around and go back right away. In case you hadn’t heard,” she added with
drawling scorn, “High Haldia’s walls were breached, and the city was burned. Iron
Hall’s reeves fled to their hall, unable to stop it. Now there’s an army of about ten
companies—six thousand men!—marching seaward down the Istri Walk. March-
ing on Toskala. I have seen such things . . . and that we abandoned the countryfolk
of Haldia to come stooping after this hare!” Her fury was like steam, almost visible
rising off her.

“You’ll see those same things here in the south, alas. For there’s an army not
more than two days out of Olossi, closing fast. About five companies, we estimate.
Burning and slaughtering as they march. Desolation in their wake.”

Volias shook his head. “Two armies, hidden from us for this long. How can we
have been so blind?”

“Was there news from Horn Hall?” Joss asked.
Their look was his answer.
Pari had stayed back by his eagle, whose head feathers were flared and wings half

opened. An Argent Hall eagle would not feel easy in the proximity of so many un-
known raptors.

“He’s handling him well,” remarked Joss.
Kesta smiled wickedly. “He’s not bad. A little young, but that fault improves with

time.”
“Unlike you,” said Volias to Joss, because he could not stop jabbing. “So what are

we to do? Two flights of reeves can do nothing against an army of three thousand.
Iron Hall was helpless at High Haldia. An army won’t submit to arrest.”

“I wish they were all lost in the hells and eaten alive by rats!” said Kesta, tossing
her head back.

“Best we meet up with Captain Anji.”
“Who is Captain Anji?” demanded Kesta. “What kind of name is that?”
“An outlander’s name. He’s our ally, and we’re fortunate to have him. Indeed, if

he survived the night, he’ll be happy to see us sooner than he expected. We thought
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it would take me days to fly to Clan Hall, persuade the Commander, roust a flight,
and return here.”

“There’s one other thing,” added Volias. “This Argent Hall marshal who calls
himself Yordenas? The Commander had us hunt in the records. There was mention
of a reeve called Yordenas. He was a young man newly come to Iron Hall. He was
killed about ten years ago, while trying to stop a skulk of bandits as they were beat-
ing and raping and robbing in an isolated village up in the high valleys. The reeve’s
eagle was mutilated and left for dead, and the man’s clothes were found, soaked in
blood. But they never found his body.”

“So we don’t know he was killed.”
“In the testimony of the villagers, those who survived, they stated quite clearly

that he was killed. That he died in the arms of a woman who’d given her appren-
ticeship to the Lady. She’d seen death before. The reeve who took her testimony felt
she knew what she was talking about.”

“What happened to the body, then?”
“That’s the mystery. It vanished soon after. No one could say how.”

T H E F L I G H T S F L E W wide of the road, so as not to be spotted, but Joss sent Volias
and Kesta to shadow West Track. He’d taken his chances yesterday flying over to ob-
serve the army. He didn’t want to be spotted, knowing it necessary that Argent Hall
and their allies believe, for the time being, that he was dead. But yesterday he had
needed to see, and today so did these two, so they could understand as well as he did
what they were up against.

He had never in his life seen quite so many people on the move all at the same
time. They marched in orderly groups, ranked by cohorts. Their weapons gleamed;
blacksmiths had been working for years to produce that supply of swords, spears,
halberds, axes, and arrows. Their wagons trundled along, pulled by draft animals.
Behind them, villages lay emptied. The road stretched, deserted, before and behind
the army’s killing path. He had glimpsed a handful of people in the woodland
cover, scrambling to hide when they saw the eagle’s shadow: these might be outrid-
ers and foragers, or they might be innocent villagers trying to hide from the wolves.
He had seen fresh mounds of dirt heaped over corpses, an act meant to demoralize
and terrify the country folk, since it was truly an abomination to bury what should
be left to the Lady’s acolytes to purify and the Four Mothers to gather into their
wombs.

Worse even than all this was the knowledge that the horror was just beginning, if
they could find no way to stop it. No adult in living memory had seen an army
gathered, although armies were spoken of in the old tales of the civil wars that had
almost torn apart the Hundred. To think there were two such armies made him
want to scream.

Midday came a signal flashed through the flights by flags. Joss had told Volias
what to look for, and they had found it. He shifted the flights northward to move
out over the road and the river plain, while he flew in over West Track. There, on the
road below, marched a band of some two hundred mounted soldiers, all in black.

The Qin soldiers moved at a speed Joss could hardly credit, but they switched off
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between horses, and all of them—men and horses alike—had a stubborn toughness
that was impressive and even disturbing. Joss took Volias and Kesta down with him
and left the rest aloft, as it took less energy for the eagles to circle high overhead, ris-
ing on drafts and gliding back down to repeat the cycle, than for all to land and take
off again. Anyway, they were safer in the air. The army was at least a day’s march be-
hind them by now, but there would still be scouts and outriders ranging along the
land and sneaking through the woods.

They landed a short ways out ahead of the Qin. Joss left Scar off the road and
clambered up onto its surface. Where the Qin scouts hid he could not tell, but they
got their message back to the company somehow, because a short while later Anji
came galloping up in front of his troop with six companions, including Chief Tuvi
and his usual dour guardsmen, Sengel and Toughid.

The captain dismounted and strode to Joss, then grasped his arm, hand to elbow,
and grinned with genuine pleasure. “Well met. What news do you bring me?”

“These are Volias and Kesta, reeves out of Clan Hall. They’ve brought two flights,
sixty in all. You can see some of them.”

Anji shaded his eyes with a hand and surveyed the sky.
Joss said, “The rest are spread out to oversee the land. What of your task?”
The captain dropped his hand. Dried blood spattered the back of his fingers.

“The ambush succeeded. They were lax, and lazy, accustomed to easy pickings. I
myself would always put my best soldiers in my strike force, and if that is so, then
this army is strong only in numbers. However, I can’t be sure their generals act as I
would.”

“So the strike force is wiped out.”
“Some escaped. That was to be expected. But as a unified force, they are broken.

How far behind is the army? How large is it?”
“A day’s march behind. The Devouring woman had it right. About three thou-

sand fighting men, formed into cohorts.”
Anji nodded at Volias and Kesta, to invite their attention and input. “So, it is as

we discussed when the council got the news and came to us begging for our aid.
We’ve accomplished the one commission, the one we agreed with the Greater
Houses through Master Iad.”

“What of the greater battle?” Joss asked.
“There are far too many of them for us to hope for a victory in the open field.

With the strike force destroyed, we have three choices. We can retreat to Olossi,
where the council should already be calling in the townsfolk and preparing for a
siege. We can run entirely, and abandon both city and land to the invaders. We can
stay outside the walls and harass the army when it invests Olossi with a siege, as we
must expect it will do. If the latter course, then we would hope eventually to wear
them down, starve them, deny them battle, and make it dangerous for them to
move about the land to forage and raid in small bands. To carry out this plan, we
must ourselves disperse into bands so we can supply ourselves and appear to be
everywhere at once. They must never be able to find and pin us down. But for this
choice to work, we must have the advantage of speed and sight. We must be able to
cut off all messages running between the army and Argent Hall, and between the
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army and whatever allies they hold in the north. Otherwise, we have nothing they
do not already possess, and, as well, the reeves who cooperate with them can seek
out and discover us as we move across the land.”

Kesta was devouring the captain with her gaze, listening as if each utterance was
a jewel that must be caught. She seemed smitten.

Joss said, “I’ve seen no reeves besides our own today. How did the other part of
the plan go? What happened to the reeve from Argent Hall?”

His words cut like an axe. There was a pause, as though he had said something
shocking. A horse snorted. A hawk skimmed overhead and shied off, spotting the
eagles.

Then all seven of the Qin—stolid, serious men—laughed until they wept.
When he was done, Anji wiped tears from his face. “Aui! That woman is danger-

ous. She knows more than one way to kill a man.”
“She murdered the reeve?”
“No. But he got all tied up in his honor.”
Chief Tuvi snorted, and they all chortled again.
Anji finally found his voice. “He wasn’t able to alert Argent Hall. But my own

tailmen ran into a man who rode a horse that had wings, and could fly. This man
they shot with many arrows, and a javelin, yet he did not fall. My tailmen do not ex-
aggerate. What do you make of it?”

“There are no winged horses,” said Kesta. “It’s a tale for children.”
“What tale?” asked Anji. “For I can tell you, my men were shocked at the sight of

a winged horse. Of a man who would not fall no matter how many arrows he had
in him.”

Kesta said, “The tale is a simple one. The gods brought forth the Guardians to
bring justice to the land. They gave them seven gifts, and departed. After that, the
Guardians acted as judges at the assizes. But it’s only a story. There are no
Guardians.”

“It’s not a story,” said Joss. “Many people’s grandparents remembered seeing a
Guardian when they were children.”

“A little lad may see all manner of things in shadows and in wishful dreams,” re-
torted Kesta. “What do you think, Volias?”

Yet Volias, who never on any account liked to agree with Joss, remained thought-
ful. “I think the testimony of this man’s soldiers must be taken into account. They
aren’t the only rumors I’ve heard in recent months.”

“When folk are frightened, they’ll see and say anything,” objected Kesta. “Not
that I blame them. But that doesn’t mean what they say and see are true things. Only
that they’re frightened.”

Joss shook his head. “Zubaidit saw winged horses, too, when she was in the en-
emy’s camp. So she reported to me, when we met in Olossi. But she saw no
Guardians.”

“Could you recognize a Guardian if you saw one?” Kesta asked with a sharp
laugh.

“Excuse me, if you will.” Anji shifted to look down the road, back the way he had
come. The front rank of his company rode into view. “We have little enough time.
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What do I need to know about winged horses, and these creatures you call
‘guardians’?”

Joss nodded. “Kesta is right. According to our tales, the nine Guardians served as
judges at the assizes for many generations. Then, they vanished. No one alive today
has met a Guardian. We have good reason to believe they’re all dead. Remains have
been found. Bones. I think they’re gone. But, according to the tale, among the gifts
given them by the gods were winged horses, ‘formed out of the elements so that they
could travel swiftly and across the rivers and mountains without obstacle.’ ”

“A useful skill,” said Anji, indicating the resting eagles. “As we have seen.”
“We’ve got a flag,” said Volias suddenly.
Joss looked over his shoulder to see all three eagles staring at the sky, but not at

the two reeves circling overhead. After a moment, he saw a speck in the southern sky
that quickly grew until he could make out an eagle and reeve moving in fast.

Joss turned to Anji. “Remember that no eagle can descend on you if you and
your men and horses take cover in woods. And at night, eagles are blind.”

Pari and Killer landed at a prudent distance, and the reeve unhooked and ran
over to them. He was panting as he came up.

“The eagles are flaring,” he said. “There’s at least two flights approaching out of
the north. It must be Argent Hall.”

Joss looked at Volias, and Volias looked at Captain Anji. The Qin troop had
halted on the road behind him. They waited in neat ranks, with their remounts and
grooms in the center of the marching order.

“If we draw them off,” said Volias, “these have a hope of getting to Olossi before
the army catches up. Or of scattering, without the Argent reeves marking their move-
ment.”

“What will you do?” asked Joss. “What meeting place will we arrange?”
Anji looked toward Pari. “This man wears different markings than the others.

What does that mean?”
Volias said, “Pari, back aloft. Alert Ulon that we’ll be drawing the Argent Hall

reeves off toward the escarpment. We’ll meet up with you shortly.”
“Don’t you trust me?” demanded Pari. In the distance, Killer gave a twitter of

anger, seeing a change in Pari’s stance. The feathers were rising on the back of Scar’s
neck as he swiveled his head to stare at the smaller eagle.

“Best go,” said Joss. “I don’t want a confrontation between those two eagles.”
Pari gave way.
As the young reeve walked off, Anji, rather like the fierce-eyed eagles, watched

him go. “Can you explain that?” he asked.
“He came to us from Argent Hall,” said Joss, “with troubling stories of their mar-

shal and their activities. He claims to be on our side, and I believe him. But I think
it best not to discuss our plans in front of him.”

Anji nodded. “Best move quickly, then. If you can, let Argent Hall’s reeves see us
riding for Olossi. Afterward, draw them off and keep them busy. We’ll resupply in
Olossi this afternoon and scatter at nightfall. By tomorrow, the army will come. It’s
most likely they will trample the countryside and invest a siege. Were they hauling
the makings of siegeworks?”
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Joss shrugged. “How could I tell? There are accounts of sieges in the old tales, but
I’ve never seen such a thing. They had wagons carting supplies.”

“If they believe the gates will be opened from within by their allies within the
Greater Houses, they won’t be prepared for a drawn-out ordeal. That is what we
must hope for.”

Kesta and Volias walked away toward their eagles, but Joss lingered. “What hap-
pened to Zubaidit? I don’t see her with you.”

“She took her brother and went her way at dawn. She said she had fulfilled her
obligations, and meant to walk her own path.” Anji grinned at Chief Tuvi, and
around the group of seven they shared smiles. “Nor did I think to stop her, fearing
she might take her revenge on me someday when I least expect it.”

“If these eagles are come in their numbers from Argent Hall,” said Chief Tuvi,
“then it seems she set free the pig and he went running to his mire!”

Their laughter annoyed Joss, and he did not even know why. As the other eagles
took off, Scar called to him, an eager chirp. The raptor knew something was afoot.
He didn’t want to miss the action. As Joss hustled back to the eagle and hooked in,
he worked through what was bothering him so much: that Zubaidit had just run
away like that, when he had some things left to say to her. Yet she was free to go and
come as she wished. She had no bond to him, no obligation. He might wish other-
wise, but he knew when to give up the dance.

There was more to his irritation, hard to point to, subtle but rankling.
The Qin were not demonstrative men. In truth, they had about them a fastidious

air of superiority; it was well hidden for the most part, but so pervasive was this
quality to the fabric of their personalities that it seemed woven into them. Their
laughter had shown no scorn. By any measure, it was clear they admired the De-
vouring woman, as if they thought her worthy in a way no one else they had met in
the Hundred was. Not even Joss.

48

The worst came just after dawn when he heard thrashing in the trees. By then, he
could not feel either hands or feet. He could not protect himself. And he looked like
such a damned fool idiot. Sometimes death was better than shame.

But, after all, the impulse to live was stronger.
A man beat a path through the woods. He had a knife out, and the remains of a

soldier’s kit, leather scale coat, empty sword sheath, sturdy boots, baggy trousers
sewn of stiff cloth, all torn and bloodied. Seeing Horas, he stopped dead, and like an
eagle he gaped, showing his tongue.

“What are you?” he asked.
“A reeve from Argent Hall. Cut me loose.”
The man looked at the trussing, and the clothes, and he scratched his chin in a

puzzled way, trying to work it out. He had worn a helm once; a leather strap, sliced
clean, dangled where one end had gotten caught in the neck of his coat.
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“Cut me loose!”
He shrugged, and cut him down.
Horas collapsed.
The man pawed through the pile. “No offense, reeve, but I’ll be taking this string

in exchange for my trouble.” He tucked the string of vey into his sleeve. “And this
knife.”

Horas groaned. Hands and feet came alive with a flaming agony that made him
weep. He could do nothing to stop the other man, who finished his theft with a sat-
isfied smile. Back within the trees, a branch snapped, and the man’s eyes flared with
fear. He cursed under his breath and took a step.

“Wait,” Horas said, his voice a croak. “Before you run—what happened?”
“We were attacked at dawn. They weren’t taking prisoners, I can tell you. I

haven’t an eagle to fly away like you do, just my own two feet.” He spat on the
ground, the old country tradition of expelling bad fortune. Without a spare glance,
he took off into the woods.

Horas soon lost track of the crash and rustle of the man’s flight. He lay there,
teeth gritted and eyes watering. In the end, he crawled to his clothing, and he
dressed. In the end, he staggered to a clearing, and set the whistle to his lips. In the
end, Tumna came for him. Together they circled until they found the carnage left on
the road and saw the company—the very mercenary company that had marched
away yesterday!—marching double-time on West Track back toward Olossi. The
council had lied to him! They had betrayed their own allies!

That Devouring woman had used him, lured him, shamed him, and then hadn’t
even had the stomach to kill him afterward.

Furious, fuming, and still hurting like the hells, Horas set his course for Argent
Hall.

M I D M O R N I N G H E C I R C L E D a leaden-winged Tumna over Argent Hall, and
landed. Leaving the eagle for the hall’s fawkners, he shouted at some stray lagabout
to ring the alert before walking to the marshal’s cote, where he was refused entry.
The alarm bell jangled twice, but quit after that. He was just about to push past the
old slave who blocked the steps and shove the door aside himself, when the senior
reeves hurried into the garden.

“Are you insane, Horas?” whined Toban. “You’ll get us all punished.”
“Too late. The strike force was attacked at dawn and wiped out.”
“Why didn’t you warn them?” demanded Weda. The bitch.
“Nothing I could do,” he said,“you cursed fool ass-lickers. While you sit here and

feast and the marshal pokes his merry pigs, Olossi’s council is betraying us. I flew
past on my way back here. The whole population is afoot, fleeing into the walls.
They know what’s coming, and they’re making ready to fight.”

The door slid open. Marshal Yordenas appeared, looking weary but composed.
His cold gaze made the reeve suddenly wish he were an ant, beneath notice. He
wiped sweat from his neck.

“Why did you not return last night?” asked the marshal in that dull, quiet voice.
The lot of them were fools twice over, and all his shame and anger boiled up just
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thinking of it. “Captured, that’s what! They’re a damned sight cleverer than any of
you are. It’s mere fortunate chance I escaped and got back here to warn you.”

The gang of four watched the marshal carefully. It struck Horas for the first time
that they watched the marshal in the same way they would keep their gaze fixed on
a poisonous snake.

“Best you gather two flights and rid us of these troublesome gnats.”
“You going to fly with us?” Horas demanded.
Toban gasped, and Weda flinched. They cowered, waiting for the marshal to bite.

They were all afraid of him, but he was only an opportunist who had moved in and
worked promises and threats to get himself elevated to a position he did not de-
serve and had not earned.

Those blank eyes were turned on him. “Did you know, Horas, that I never sleep?
I am burdened by such dreams as would drive a sane man into madness.”

Horas stepped back, anything to get farther away from him. For obviously, the
dreams had already done their work. Why hadn’t he seen that before? Toban
grabbed his arm and yanked him another few steps back.

“Nay, make it three flights.”
“Uh, uh.”
“Speak up, Toban. I can’t hear you.”
“Marshal, we’re sorely understrength. Three flights aloft will leave us only one to

cover Argent Hall.”
“Three flights,” said the marshal as if he were discussing the night’s menu. “It

will be three flights. Olossi’s Greater Houses must not be allowed to betray the
agreement they sealed with us. And there is a rumor—she is looking for the one
who escaped her—she’ll be angry—”

He broke off, and went back into the cote without explaining who “she” was,
who the one who escaped her was, and why she would be angry or her anger mat-
ter to anyone.

“Three flights,” said Toban.“You’ll lead them, Horas. Time you had a command.”
He looked at them, who had cosseted and praised him. They were all rotten.

They hated him, just as he hated them and everyone.
“Three flights,” he said. Why not? A man with the knack for command could win

the loyalty of reeves who might then join him when, as in the Tale of Change, it was
time for new leadership.

T H R E E F L I G H T S T O O K time to launch, and they struggled once in the air to find a
formation. The eagles did not like to fly so close together, nor had Master Yordenas
flown them in drills as often as he ought, given so many were eagles who had migrated
into new territory. He had preferred to send constant small patrols into the Barrens.

Looking for what? For the nest of my missing eagle, he’d said, but also, for signs
of habitation in high isolated reaches. Any place, it seemed, a person might hide
where only eagles could reach. Maybe what she was looking for, the person who had
escaped her, whoever she was. For some reason, he thought of that mild clerk who
had interviewed him at the army camp, of the way her gaze had burned right down
to his cringing heart, curse her.
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Enough! Circling above Argent Hall, he fixed his attention on the landscape be-
low. He didn’t love the sight of the land unrolling beneath, not as many reeves
claimed to. The people were too small, reminding him of bugs, and perhaps it was
best most folk be squashed for they would be gnawing and biting at him, ill-
tempered as they all seemed to be. Paths and roads threaded through dry fields. The
irrigation canals were emptied, nothing more than scars scratched into the dirt. Yet
there was a smell in the air, a taste like a kiss of spice on a Devouring girl’s tongue:
the rains were coming soon. The new year would green out of the withered stalks
of the one passing away. The Year of the Red Goat was waiting to germinate, bloody
and stubborn. Jealous, passionate, fickle, like that damned Devouring girl. If he ever
got his hands on her again, she’d not be laughing at him afterward.

At length, his flights were assembled in the air. Flanks stretched far out to either
side. With the first flight, he took the lead, striking out for Olossi and West Track.
Fields poured away below them. Soon enough he saw people on paths hauling carts
and wagons piled high with possessions. From out of the walls rose the clangor of a
bell. They had been warned. They were running for the safety of the walls, curse
them.

The wind was hot, and the afternoon sun hotter yet. They circled Olossi a pair of
times just for the pleasure of seeing so many faces upturned, so many pointing,
shouting, weeping. It was good that the crawlers were frightened of reeves. They
ought to be.

A flag flashed off to the left south flank, forward of his position. He banked, and
the lead flight followed, with the other two keeping a prudent distance. Villagers
hurried down the road, all in a jumble, some clots passing others, some resting,
some splitting into two while others joined up. These were no threat. The flag
whipped its signal again. His gaze caught on a distant group that, like ants, crept
along the road in something resembling order. An eagle circled high aloft, watching
over that company.

He slipped loose a flag and signaled to the rest to “stay back.” He beat higher. The
company on the road sparkled in their ranks. They were armed with swords and
spears, although their dress was dark. What seemed at a height to be creeping was in
truth a brisk march, eating up the mey.

As he banked, he got a good look at the reeve who was guarding the troop, and
damned if it wasn’t the very reeve who should have been dead. Joss, his name was.
The other reeve’s eagle was a big, old, experienced bird, and Tumna clamped down
her feathers, not wanting to approach.

The other raptor pulled in close enough that that damned smug reeve could
shout across the distance. “What do you intend?”

“Go back! Go back! This is our place!” Then he saw what waited to the south.
Two flights of reeves, in tight formation, seen as specks over the escarpment

where the thermals were strongest.
“Reeves do not war on other reeves!” called Legate Joss. “Let us make an al-

liance.”
Three flights, to the enemy’s two.
His bow was strung, clipped to his chest harness. He got it into his hands,
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pressed to the end of its tether, and nocked an arrow. Swinging wide, he released the
arrow, but what would have been a fair shot on the land went astray in the currents
and missed wide. The other eagle beat its wings, calling a challenge, and swung
talons up as though to close and grapple in midair.

Horas tugged on the upper jesses, and Tumna dove out of the way. They twisted
back and returned, flying hard, to their flight.

Reeves had no signal for attack. They were not soldiers. Using two flags, he gave
two signals.

Crime in progress.
No quarter.
Perhaps the reeves of Argent Hall had simply been waiting for action. Still, it sur-

prised him how they bent with a will, eagles ready to defend their territory and
reeves eager to take out their frustration on Clan Hall’s enforcers. Many of the Ar-
gent Hall reeves had, like him, been driven from their original places by the spite
and envy of others. Now they could get their revenge.

They flew over West Track and, continuing south, grabbed height as they could,
but Clan Hall had already taken advantage of the good updrafts along the high
ground. As Horas and his flights moved in, Clan Hall’s eagles shifted, in disciplined
ranks, toward the west. He turned his group to follow, but at once the glare of the
westering sun got in their eyes and made it difficult to aim.

Again, he signaled. No quarter.
Numbers would tell. Seeing what they were up against, Clan Hall would break

and flee.
That’s what he would do, in their situation. He wasn’t a fool.
The lead flights closed. Some were too high and some too low; all the lines were

staggered at irregular intervals. They almost seemed to be flying through each
other, as the chanters in talking lines may shift places by weaving in between their
comrades. A few arrows flew harmlessly. Some reeves grabbed an updraft, while
others stooped to get out of the way.

The escarpment was a jumbled blanket of gray stone outcrops and grass dried al-
most white by the heat of Furnace Sky. Far to the south, a trickle of dust rose, mark-
ing movement, but the high plains were otherwise empty except for the eagles
circling here along the spot where the earth thrust up from the river plain.

Horas found himself beyond the fray. He cursed at Tumna and turned her, al-
though she protested. They banked steeply, losing altitude but getting back around
where he could see the wheel of raptors in the sky above him in a silent gyre so
beautiful that you might believe, for the space of a breath, that the gods had in-
tended it exactly that way.

Then it happened.
An eagle faltered. Bated. Plunged.
It was difficult to imagine that the arrow in the eagle’s eye was a carefully aimed

shot, but it proved lethal. Everyone watched as the reeve struggled, trying to get his
eagle to respond to his frantic pulls on the jesses, but they tumbled regardless. There
was no sound when they hit. They merely became a motionless discoloration on the
earth.
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He wasn’t even sure who had fallen, only that the man wore Argent Hall colors.
The flanking flights turned wide. The Clan Hall flights split with a remarkable dis-
play of coordination, some stooping while others climbed. It was impossible to sur-
round them.

Arrows sped through the air. Reeves shouted curses. A javelin whistled past be-
low Horas’s feet, and he twisted in the harness, trying to see who had come so close,
but his view was blocked. Someone had gotten behind him, out of his range.

Down. Down. Above, two eagles passed close enough for reeves to jab with their
staffs. Tumna labored, found a thermal, and caught it. Rising, Horas tried to grasp
the sprawl of the skirmish. As more arrows and javelins were expended, the fight
came to the raptors themselves. Their natural instinct to drive any other out of the
territory they claimed for their own goaded them. Two eagles would close, and
strike with their talons. Another would calculate its distance and dive, but because
all possessed an uncanny ability to judge distance and velocity, only once did eagles
collide in midair, and that to disaster, for both raptors tore each at the other, one
reeve was sliced loose from his harness, and all plunged to earth.

Tumna shifted abruptly, beating out of the thermal. Movement flickered in the
corner of Horas’s eye.

Talons appeared over the eagle’s right shoulder and raked Tumna’s side The
strike tumbled them. Tumna dropped, and Horas’s stomach lurched as they fell. As
he struggled with the high jesses, he saw Reeve Joss wheel above.

“Call them off! We have a common enemy!”
Tumna fought, coming around.
“There you go. There you go!” Horas cried to the bird.
With two great beats, the eagle regained control and pulled up far too close to

the fatal ground. By the way she was bringing up her talons, Horas could tell she
wanted to land, but that of all things the reeve could not permit. On the ground,
they were no better than a crippled deer caught in the open when a hungry eagle
passes overhead.

An arrow spun end over end and splintered against a spine of rock. A Clan eagle
circled toward an outcrop, with an arrow in its wing. Tumna had gained stability,
and Horas took a shot as the other eagle fought to control its descent.

He had a good aim, and the bird was moving slowly. His arrow pierced its neck,
yet still the eagle maintained control as it broke momentum for the landing and
found purchase on a knob of rock. The reeve unhooked and swung out with bow
raised, a standing target.

Too late Horas saw the danger: he was close, and the other reeve, a woman whose
face was contorted with rage, drew calmly and fixed him in her sight. But the sun
was behind him, and she squinted against it, and the arrow went wide. He pushed
over the ridgeline and flew into the grasslands stretching south to the horizon. They
skimmed low. Tumna was obviously in difficulty. Each shallow slope of hill was a
mountain barely surmounted, talons brushing tips of grass. Shadows pulled long in
hollows. At last, he eased Tumna down and they hit hard and he unhooked in 
a rush and came down, twisting his ankle. Pain made his eyes sting. The eagle
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flopped forward, lay there for an instant, then drew herself up, too proud to col-
lapse.

“Oh shit.” Horas searched in his travel pouch for ointment, but the damned
fawkners had neglected to replenish his supply. Blood oozed from the wound. When
he stepped forward to inspect it, Tumna slashed at him, and he leaped back, cursing.

Shadows raced over the ground. The eagles had followed him, and he was out of
arrows. Only, as the first landed on the far rise, did he recognize his own Argent Hall
compatriot. Another five landed, and ten more. A second flight passed overhead,
seeking shelter. They had followed him.

The exhausted birds sank to earth as the sun set. There came Weda, the bitch,
running to him with a cut on her face and her skin gray with fatigue.

“What now?” she demanded. “Did you see how they were toying with us?”
Tumna flared, feathers rising. She backed away.
“Here, now. Here, now. What’s wrong with your eagle, Horas?”
“Injured.” Strange how his voice had been scraped raw, although he’d uttered

barely ten words since he started. “How do you mean, toying with us?”
“They avoided us.”
“Nah. That was just clumsiness, just like us. Reeves don’t fight reeves.”
“They do now. What do we do now?”
But it was pointless. Darkness was nearly upon them. She wanted him to make

the decision, because if he did, then she could blame him later. It was always like
that, his whole life. How he hated them all.

The third flight, almost intact, skated overhead and came to rest in staggered
lines as night spilled over the rolling plains and ate the pale wonder of grass and the
fading splendor of the sky. The first stars bloomed. As the blindness of night over-
took them, the restless, angry, agitated eagles settled, but Horas could not. The fear
and fury would gnaw at him all night.

To Weda, he said, “Nothing we can do now. We’ll stick it out here until dawn.
Pass the message. We leave at first light.”

“And then what? Keep fighting?”
“No point to it. Neither of us can win. Best we go back and report that Clan Hall

is sticking its nose in Olossi’s business. Let him figure it out. He’s marshal, isn’t he!”
“That’s what you’re going to tell Marshal Yordenas?”
“You that scared of him?”
“You should be. You are.”
“He doesn’t even have an eagle. He just says he does, but I think he’s been lying

all along, pretending his eagle is at nesting all this while. I think his eagle is dead. I
don’t think he’s a proper reeve at all.”

“No reeve can survive the death of their eagle,” she said in an anxious whisper.
As though Yordenas could hear them from this distance! “What do you mean to do?
Challenge him? You saw what happened with Garrard. You saw it all, Horas.” Her
stance, seen as a deeper shadow within the gathering night, was tense, defiant, and
fearful. “He can’t be killed.”

It was true. They’d all seen it.
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No person could survive such a wound. But Yordenas had.
“Will you challenge him?” she repeated, but the sneering anger did not hide her

terror.
He wanted to cut her yapping mouth off with his knife, but he dared not. She was

a bitch, but he had to remember she was one of his few allies. One of the few people
who had shown him a measure of casual kindness. She and the rest of the gang of
four had approached him, allowed him into their councils, given him a part to play
when Marshal Alyon’s whimpering, weakling sycophants had made their final at-
tempt to grab power.

“I didn’t mean it,” he said. “I didn’t mean it, Weda. I’m mad, and Tumna’s hurt.”
“No. No. Of course you didn’t mean it. We’re the marshal’s loyal reeves.”
“As always. We’ll go back to Argent Hall in the morning. That’s the best thing we

can do, like I said. Let him worry at it. Have you any ointment? I lost mine in the
battle. Tumna took some scratches.”

She handed over a small leather bottle of salve. Then she walked away to pass the
word that they would overnight here in the grass and return to Argent Hall at day-
break. Night swallowed them all. The sky was staggering in its brilliance because
there was no evening moon. All around he heard reeves speaking softly to their ea-
gles, calming them after the battle. Reeves had fought reeves.

There were three things you learned your first day in hall, the first day after an
eagle had chosen you.

First. If your eagle dies, you die, so tend your eagle well and care for the eagle be-
fore you care for yourself, because your life depends on it. If you die, your eagle can
claim another reeve, so tend your eagle well and care for the eagle before you care
for yourself, because the strength of the halls depends on it.

Second. Serve justice. That is the whole of your duty.
Third. A reeve always comes to the aid of another reeve. To do otherwise is to cut

away the heart of the halls.
Tumna refused to let him come near with hood and salve.
He wept.

49

It was the second worst day of Joss’s life. Worse than the day he’d learned his
mother had died. Worse than the day his baby brother had succumbed to a fever.
Or perhaps the emotion of those days, suffered as a child, had worn thin until he
didn’t truly remember the intensity of his tears.

Today he’d done what needed doing, as awful as it was. Reeves relied on author-
ity and mobility, and on the intimidating presence of the huge eagles who could kill
any human and were not themselves easily killed. Reeves did not train as soldiers.
Their charter forbade their use as enforcers for any council or captain who might
wish to hire their services.

Yet today’s skirmish was done, and could not be undone. Clan Hall’s flights
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pursued Argent Hall’s fleeing eagles into the grasslands, at a distance, then circled
back to set down in the grass for the night. As afternoon faded to dusk, Joss left
Volias in command with strict orders to keep watch but not engage, and the
Snake, troubled and pallid, accepted the order without even a sarcastic reply.

Kesta was grounded, her eagle badly hurt. The young reeve from Argent Hall,
Pari, was dead together with his wonderful eagle. There were at least two more dead
eagles as well as other wounded ones, and a pair of dead men from Argent Hall
whom Joss could not name, sprawled on the ground while their eagles walked
around them.

All this Joss surveyed as Scar ascended on the currents and they turned toward
Olossi. The river’s lazy curves were visible to the north. There lay the line that was
the road. Far to the west gleamed the salt sea, while in the forested lands to the east
the river plain rose slowly into the high country of Sohayil, a gradual change in ele-
vation difficult to discern from the ground with the night coming on. They left the
southern plateau behind and worked the currents over the escarpment, rising first,
and then hitting a high glide perfectly judged by the exhausted Scar to bring them
with minimal effort across the mey to Olossi.

The voice of a bass bell rolled out from the walls, crying its alarm across the
shimmering waters and the darkening land. All day villagers within sound of the
bell had streamed into the city with what belongings they could carry. Stragglers
still struggled along the main road, converging on the gates in panicked crowds.
Dust floated in clouds; this time of year, there was no moisture or vegetation to
hold it down.

He flew low over the outer walls. From below rose the clamor of many folk talk-
ing all at once, a roaring similar to the battering of waves on a storm-swept beach.
Folk swarmed the paths and streets and alleys like ants poked from their nest. Chil-
dren cried. Women and men shouted demands and questions. A beggar’s chime tin-
kled faintly, then was overwhelmed. At the gate between outer town and upper
town, the throng slowed, crawled, stopped.

“Hurry! Hurry! Move on!” A man’s voice spiked above the cacophony. “We must
get inside!”

So many were desperate to push within the security of the inner walls that they
had packed together in that open space before the gate until no one could move.

The inner city rose before him as he passed the walls. Children shrieked, point-
ing at the eagle flying so close overhead. In the courtyard of Assizes Tower, torches
had been lit along every wall and even set at intervals to light his way to the perch.
As planned, Anji and his troop had reached the city before him.

“Time for one last trick, my friend,” he said, and despite the twilight, and the
crowds seething along the avenues, and the tolling of that damned bell, Scar negoti-
ated the approach with ease and pulled up neatly to land on the perch in the court-
yard of Assizes Tower.

Here—thank Ilu!—the Qin company waited in tidy ranks while clots of Olossi
guardsmen kept their distance. The Qin had their horses with them. It seemed
they had just ridden in. The square was slightly sloped, and backed by steeper
roads leading down to the gates, with the tower built to overlook that open space
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and beyond it over the walls to the roofs and fields of the lower city. It was not as
good a vantage place as Fortune Square, from which you could see in all directions,
but Assizes Tower faced the busy gates through which flowed and ebbed the
lifeblood of the town. Although he could see little in this gloom, he felt the presence
of many hundreds of people pressed into the streets and avenues branching off As-
sizes Square. They were crammed shoulder-to-shoulder, held out of the square by
the presence of militia, yet all desperate for news.

Joss hooded Scar swiftly and sprang up the steps to the porch that wrapped As-
sizes Hall. Behind, the old stone tower blocked part of the night sky.

The doors were already open, revealing the timber hall whose far end abutted the
old tower. An argument raged in the crowd of council members, guild members,
and other notables.

“You got us into this! What promises did you make them?”
“We did nothing except for the good of the city!”
“Liars! Fools!”
“You Lesser Houses stymied us at every turn! You forced us into a desperate bar-

gain!”
“It was your greed that led you on! Now you would abandon the outer city! And

I’m sure that is because your goods have all been moved into your compounds up
here. What of those of us who have no place within the inner walls to save our
goods and livestock?”

“Yes, what of us?”
“All must be saved! Everything!”
A long table stood to the right, under five arched windows. At one end of the

table was placed a single chair on which sat the beautiful Ox girl, Mai. She had
an almost heavenly shine, a “moonlit calm” that drew the gaze. Captain Anji was
bent over, speaking softly in her ear; when he paused, she replied, lips barely
moving.

Midway down the table sat the clerk Joss had flirted with mere days ago, al-
though it seemed like years. Jonit. Chief Tuvi and the scout, Tohon, flanked her, and
she marked with charcoal on rice paper according to their direction. A young Silver
man with hair hidden beneath a fine silk turban and silver bracelets halfway up
both forearms stood a few paces away, beneath the middle window. An older Silver
man with a full set of bracelets glowered beside the younger, arms crossed as he
studied by turns the yammering crowd and the bare-faced women.

Anji straightened, and stepped away from Mai. He held a quirt in his left hand.
He marked Joss, nodded, then raised the quirt and brought it down on the table so
hard that the slap of its impact made everyone jump. And stop speaking.

“Enough!” He fixed one last chatterer with a stare that shut the man up between
one word and the next that never came. “Enough of this. What happened in the
past, or even yesterday, does not matter today. How you sort out your grievances is
your own business, to be argued over later. If you are alive to argue. I guarantee that
if you continue to accuse each other now instead of making ready, then you will fall,
and this city will fall, and your grievances will be dust and your children will be
slaves.”
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Fear settled them. His voice held them.
“Against an army, we cannot protect the outer city. Once we defeat them, you

can rebuild, but you cannot rebuild if you are dead. And lest you think that we are
outnumbered, then wonder no longer. It is true. This reeve will tell you what he saw,
as he told us earlier.”

Joss nodded, but Anji did not wait for him to speak.
“Stout walls give us an advantage, if we can hold them. Captain Waras, what is

your report? You already received tasks, which we discussed yesterday. Have they
been carried out?”

Waras stepped forward, his color high and his face bruised as from a hard blow
to the side of the head. His lower lip was split and still oozing blood. “I passed out
the word that all able bodied folk were to be divided between those who will labor
to strengthen the walls and those who can bear arms and fight. But then the council
began squabbling this morning about what that meant, and which men would not
sully their hands with digging and who did not want their sons risking their lives
with swords and spears. That quarreling has gone on all day.”

“If none risk their lives, then I guarantee all will be dead, and my men and I long
gone, safely escaped.”

None spoke to answer him. They were already cowed by their fear and their
helplessness. So many faces stared at the captain, their expressions as stark as those
of a dreamer woken from nightmare to discover it was not after all a dream.

“We haven’t much time. Therefore, all who can labor must labor to strengthen
the walls. Runners must race this night to the villages too far to hear the bell. The
watch fire must be lit, if it has not been already. If you have a watch fire, as all wise
folk should. Every person, male or female, who is able to bear arms will muster at
dawn. Those who can reach the walls will shelter within, in every courtyard and
house and alley. Those who cannot reach the walls must hide themselves as they are
able in their own village and fields.”

He paused to let these words sink in, but he did not cease thinking and commu-
nicating. He gave a signal to Chief Tuvi, who answered with a lift of a hand. He ges-
tured to one of his guardsmen, who took a whispered message and strode out of the
hall. He did not look at Mai.

“Master Feden. Master Calon. Mistress Ulara. See that competent people are as-
signed to oversee these tasks. Best you do so promptly. Get the work begun this
night.” As though stunned, they nodded. Anji beckoned to Joss. “What report do
you bring us, Reeve Joss?”

Jonit looked up, hearing his name, and down again so swiftly that Joss winced.
She was sorry to see him, with an expression on her sweet face that suggested
there’d be no satisfaction to be found in that quarter. Aui! That was certainly a triv-
ial matter best let fly to the winds!

He addressed the crowd.“A brief report. Reeve fought reeve this afternoon, a ter-
rible thing brought about by the corruption that has eaten away at our land. Of that,
I’ll say no more except to tell you that it is one of the three pillars of the eagle halls
that ‘A reeve always comes to the aid of another reeve. To do otherwise is to cut away
the heart of the halls.’ If a reeve cannot trust another reeve, then how can any of us
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be trusted? So be it. The shadows have been creeping over the Hundred for a long
time, and now it seems they mean to overwhelm us.”

“And the battle?” asked Anji mildly.
The pain was of the kind that may bring a twisted smile to the lips. “Reeves do

not train as soldiers. We were clumsy enough that we did ourselves little physical
damage, thank the gods. But we did enough.” He shook his head, shook it off. There
wasn’t time for this. As Marit had once told him: You think too much.

“Three flights out of Argent Hall rest in the Lending this night. Two flights out of
Clan Hall remain near the Argent Hall flights, to watch them. Our intention is to
stay away from the Argent Hall reeves at dawn, not to engage unless we have no
choice. As for the next step, that is up to you.”

Anji bit his lower lip, looking thoughtful.
Folk murmured, but no one spoke up. All deferred to the Qin commander.
“How many left, do you think, at Argent Hall?” he asked Joss.
“How many reeves and eagles?” Joss considered poor, dead Pari’s report. He

considered what he had himself observed. “Each hall is meant to house six hun-
dred reeves. But there are never six hundred on any given night, or in any given
month. Some are assigned to Clan Hall. Some range on sweep patrols. Some eagles
have left for their nesting season. A few will have lost their reeves and gone to the
mountains for whatever it is they do there to comfort themselves. Some reeves may
be on leave to visit their families. Others will be in training. I happen to know that
at least fifty reeves abandoned Argent Hall when the new marshal took over the
cote. I happen to know that no reeveless eagle has chosen a new rider in many sea-
sons. Some have transferred out to new halls. Three flights sit in the Lending,
trapped by darkness.”

“Why trapped?” Anji asked.
Joss shrugged, gesturing toward the lamps that lit the hall. “Eagles are blind at

night. They are essentially helpless. They cannot fly, and it is impossible for them to
strike what they cannot see. Their hearing is good, but they live by their eyes.”

Anji nodded. “They cannot fly. But I can. How many blind eagles remain
trapped by darkness at Argent Hall tonight?”

“No more than a hundred. Probably less.”
“What will those three flights out of Argent Hall, the ones out on the Lending, do

tomorrow?”
“Most likely a few will fly to the army, while the rest will return to their hall.”
Anji nodded. “Let none reach the army.”
“To do that, I would have to kill those who try.”
“They will kill you. Best you strike first.”
“If there is war between the reeves, then justice may never again be served in this

land. Even if Argent Hall is corrupt, and I believe it must be, we may do worse mis-
chief in trying to cut out this corruption.”

“No choice is not a choice,” said Anji.
Joss saw that the decision was already made. To the Qin captain, the ancient tra-

ditions of the Hundred were merely words, no more meaningful than the babble of
the arguing council. But then, after all, the man surprised him.
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“I do not go against the customs of your land lightly, Joss. Do not think I de-
mean them or think little of them. But if I were you, I would rather choose to live.
It’s time to attack Argent Hall.”

Joss sighed. Among that crowd, many sighed, hearing that a decision had been
made. It was easier that someone else had the courage, the boldness, to set foot on
the path all others would avoid, fearing the consequences.

Yet one person was reckless enough to raise her voice, to speak against the captain.
“This will not do,” said Mai, rising from her seat. “What use to me a husband

who is dead? For what will you risk yourself? Why risk yourself and your men at all,
when the Greater Houses brought this trouble on themselves? When they thought
there was no risk for them, they imprisoned Reeve Joss and lied to all of us about his
whereabouts. When they thought they had an alliance with these others, this army
and its leaders, they refused our entreaty to grant us nothing more than a place to
settle, somewhere out of the way. They exiled us! They only called us back when
they were desperate, when they saw they had been betrayed! They did not them-
selves even release the reeve. A hierodule acting on behalf of the temple freed him,
although then the council pretended they had done so to curry favor with us, as a
sign of good faith. I don’t consider lies to be a sign of good faith! You have done
enough, Anji. You have purchased a day for them to prepare themselves. If they have
not made use of that day, it is not your fault! I say we ride out with the coin we re-
ceived from the Greater Houses for last night’s commission.”

Master Feden pushed forward. How different he seemed now, to Joss’s eye! The
big, bossy, imperious man might cow the council, but Joss could only see him as a
ridiculous blusterer bound by rope to a chair with his mouth popping like that of a
stranded fish. Gods, what he would not do for a glimpse of Zubaidit! But she was
gone, utterly gone, and never coming back.

“You can’t leave now!” Feden cried. “You made a bargain with us!”
“We agreed through Master Iad to fight one action only,” said Mai. “The attack

on the strike force, to buy the city time to gather its population inside the gates.
That action was completed. Successfully, as we all know.”

Folk murmured, shuffled feet. “Do something, Feden. Do something!”
“You got us into this!”
One merchant commanded a sizable contingent at his back, and a grim smile on

his lips. He wore the badge on his silk jacket marking him as a merchant who traf-
ficked in flesh. Feden, glancing that way, saw that smile and those supporters. He
might have been a trapped rat, staring at the dog ready to chomp its neck.

He looked back at Mai. “But you must help us!”
“I see no reason to bargain with the Greater Houses at this juncture,” Mai said,

“considering all that has gone before. If we deal, we deal with the whole of Olossi’s
council, an open vote of all members with a right to sit in on council meetings.”

Joss judged Feden’s degree of shock by the heaving way the man panted, as if tak-
ing in her words as breath but finding that breath choked him.“That goes against all
our traditions. That way, with so many voting, lies madness. Only the Greater
Houses have the wisdom, the stake in security and peace, the many generations
building Olossi’s fortunes, to make proper decisions!”
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The young Silver cried out. “Let’s have a vote, now. A vote to elect our council
master. Take the roll!”

Feden could not protest, even though a Haf Gi Ri had raised the issue, even
though the Haf Gi Ri could not vote. He and his allies had already lost, and he knew
it. Quickly, the roll was read, and votes tallied around the hall from every one of the
Greater Houses, the Lesser Houses, and the guilds. Sixteen votes for Feden. All the
rest, to Joss’s surprise, were for the same man, a merchant named Master Calon.

Yet why should he be surprised? Mai and Anji were not surprised. Nor was Mas-
ter Calon. Like the ambush last night, this had obviously been carefully planned.

Beads of sweat left runnels through the powder that gave a smooth color to Mas-
ter Feden’s aging skin. His fingers twitched in spastic patterns.“This can’t be. This is
out of order. I won’t allow it. You have no right.”

Master Calon stepped smoothly into the open ground, from which he surveyed
the assembly with a look of satisfaction. He nodded at Anji, and Feden saw that
nod.

“We’ve been betrayed!” Feden cried. “Can’t you see it? We’ve been betrayed by
these two wolves, acting in concert.”

“Yes, we have,” said Master Calon. “We’ve been betrayed by you, Feden. By you,
and the Greater Houses, making deals with an enemy out of the north. Wolves, all of
you, eating our young. Let this be the end of it.” He acknowledged Mai. “Verea, our
business with you remains unfinished.”

“But—! But—!” All ignored Feden, even his old allies.
Mai’s expression was so bland that, as his aunties might say, one would not know

she had already licked the cream.
“Olossi’s council seeks our aid to defeat the army that will soon lay in a siege out-

side your walls. Very well. I’ll state our price.” She paused.
Abruptly, Master Calon’s smug expression wavered. He blinked. He looked wor-

ried.
She went on. “It is the custom of the Qin to control the taxes and tolls of any ter-

ritory which lies under their governance. Therefore, we will require a specified
grant of land, a designated territory, over which the captain and his family hold the
right to exact taxes and tolls as long as heirs of his body unto all generations are
alive. This grant of land will contain pasturage sufficient to maintain two hundred
households as well as farmlands tenanted by local families. These fields will be
taxed at the rate of one part in nine, to be farmed in common. That portion goes to
the governor, that is, the captain and his family. According to the custom of the Qin,
pasturage sufficient for a household can be measured by the amount of land one man
can ride around in one day. Wives will be found for all of the men who desire to settle
down in a household and with pasturage of their own. In addition, a single payment
will be made in this manner: From each of the houses that make up the Greater
Houses, fifty cheyt, for a total of seven hundred and fifty cheyt. From the Lesser
Houses and guilds, in common, two hundred and fifty cheyt.”

In the quiet, Joss heard distinctly the intake of breath from those gathered, even
Master Calon. Especially Master Calon. Joss was himself dizzied by the amounts so
casually falling from her pretty tongue.
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Captain Anji had his head tipped slightly and appeared to be looking not at Mai
but at Toughid’s boots. His mouth was pulled so tight that at first Joss thought he
was angry, and then he realized the captain was trying not to smile. The two Silvers,
younger and older, were smiling, as at an apt pupil or a masterful parry.

She raised both hands, palms up, to signify that no coin had yet changed hands.
“According to the law of the Hundred, each of the members party to the agreement
will swear to abide by the agreement as long as the captain or any of his heirs, or the
heirs of any of his soldiers, still live in this country. No deliberate harm will be in-
flicted on any of the parties by any of the others, nor will any of the parties renege
on the agreement once the danger is past. For our part, we will abide by the agree-
ment, aid Olossi, and settle peaceably afterward in lands set aside under Qin con-
trol. Is the council agreed, Master Calon?”

Master Calon shut his eyes as if gathering strength to reply.
“I don’t agree!” sputtered Feden. “It’s too much! You all know it’s too much.

Land! Coin! Gods and hells! How are you standing for this? A payment, a single
payment, a simple bargain of labor in exchange for work done should be—”

Mai cut him off. “Agree to our terms, or find someone else to help you.”
The bell boomed to life, and tolled once, twice, three times. The sound washed

like a wave over them and kept moving. At length, its voice died away.
Master Calon opened his eyes. He stepped in front of Feden and put a hand on

the other man’s chest. “You and your allies brought this down on us all,” he said
coldly. “You and the other Greater Houses betrayed this town, for what you thought
would be your own benefit. Did you not?”

Feden trembled. He looked at the floor. He did not answer. In the crowd, folk
shifted away from certain people, isolating them.

Calon swept his gaze over the assembly. Indeed, he seemed overcome by emo-
tion, ready to break down and weep. “What choice have we? What choice?” He
turned back to Mai, held out his hands, palms up, signifying that no coin had yet
changed hands. “Let Sapanasu give Her blessing to those who fulfill the bargains
they make, and Her curse to any who turn their backs on what they have sworn in
Her name. Let it be marked and sealed.”

“Let it be marked and sealed.” She might have just sold a cupful of almonds in
exchange for two vey.

Anji raised his quirt. Many held their breath. A few stepped back, as if to get out
of range.

“Let all the people of Olossi do their part,” he said curtly. “Let the council act
wisely. And swiftly.” He took a step back to survey the map being drawn by Jonit
under the light of a pair of oil lamps. “As for myself, I had thought to stay here and
order the city’s defense, but that task will have to fall to Captain Waras, Master
Calon, and the council. It’s a shame,” he added, with a frown, “that the priestess,
Zubaidit, has departed, for I am supposing she would accomplish what I am not en-
tirely sure this council can. Well.” With a cutting motion, he sliced that notion away.
“No use trying to eat food that doesn’t exist. I have a different plan now, a better
one. Eagles are blind at night, but we are not. I’ll need a hundred competent guards-
men who can be ready to ride immediately with my troop.”
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The captain looked at the two Silvers, as if to mark a promise they had made to
him, then at his wife. She had the most astonishing face, open and fathomless, so
lovely to look upon yet hiding her true feelings. He offered to her no fulsome
farewells, no touching good-byes, as in the old tales. He had no time for such senti-
ments. After a moment, she looked down at her hands.

“We ride.” With a gesture, Anji called his men, and the Qin soldiers left the hall.
Joss followed them.

50

They crossed the River Olo on a bridge made of floating barges strung on chains
across the current. Later, when Shai looked over his shoulder, the hill that marked
Olossi was barely visible as a dark irregularity on the southern horizon. All else lay
so flat beyond the raised roadway that the landscape seemed artificial, as if the earth
had been planed smooth. Members of the Olossi militia strode alongside, holding
lanterns to light their way. These were young men, eager to prove themselves. In the
shifting bands of light he saw them grinning, in contrast to the grim Qin soldiers,
who had been up for two days and had already fought a battle. But as the company
strode along, it was the militiamen who rubbed their aching thighs, who paused to
gulp down an extra breath of air or take a slug of bracing spirits.

Shai stumbled as he walked, even though the road was well made and level. Half
the time he leaned against his horse for support. How the Qin soldiers and horses
endured this relentless pace he could not imagine. About half of the herd had been
left behind to recover at Olossi under the stewardship of Mai and the clan that had
taken her in. That act alone made Shai understand that Captain Anji had commit-
ted to the enterprise in the way a man standing at the top of a cliff takes an irrecov-
erable step forward into the gulf. No Qin soldier left behind his string of mounts
except with clansmen.

The ground on all sides lay dry and dusty. Parched irrigation ditches ran at right
angles, black threads trailing off into the darkness. Yet there was water in the soil,
more than there ever was in Kartu country, which was fed by no mighty river.
Plants grew alongside the ditches, and ranks of trees rose at the shores of shallow
ponds. Even the taste of the air had changed. The locals whispered of the rains com-
ing, bringing with them the new year and its festival.

They passed through a village whose houses were slung along either side of the
road; the silence that accompanied their march was that of a town abandoned, not
sleeping. A single dog yipped at them, then scuttled around a corner. Soon they
passed beyond houses and storage sheds built up on logs, past shelters and empty
byres, back into the flatlands with rectangular fields scored into a patchwork by ir-
rigation ditches.

They took a turning off the main road, a two-cart road, as the locals called such,
and struck out onto a narrower path. This one-cart road was also raised on a berm,
so it almost felt as if they were walking on the air like spirits or demons.
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On and on they marched, into the night. A breeze rose up off the distant salt sea,
whose broad expanse was not yet visible ahead of them. Once a shadow passed
overhead, but probably it was Reeve Joss. According to Anji, he alone of the eagle
riders was carried by an eagle who trusted his rider so thoroughly that the creature
was willing to fly blind. Still, how could any of them be sure, if he did not land?

The stars shimmered in a hard, clear sky. Shai marked the progress of the
shadow as it moved west, briefly blotting out individual stars and clusters which
reappeared as the blot flew on. At length, he could no longer see it.

Was that really the reeve? Or a man wearing the face and voice of Hari?
The world, like those river barges, seemed to tilt and sway beneath him. He could

not keep his feet when the road would keep shifting, rising and falling with each
fresh step. Everything had pitched him off his balance, and he could not find steady
footing.

What creature had spoken to him? Hari was dead dead dead. He knew that, be-
cause he always knew what was dead and what was living. Hari’s wolf ring had spo-
ken with the voice of truth; objects could not lie, not to him, not to anyone. They
had not the capacity. Yet it seemed he was wrong, because that had been Hari on the
road. He had been solid, angry, passionate; he had scolded Shai, just as he always
used to do. Get up, Shai! Speak up, Shai! Run faster, Shai! You can, Shai! You must,
Shai! Hari was the best of the brothers, the one who cared, the one who struggled.
That was why he had run from the stultifying walls and customs imposed upon the
sons of the Mei clan. Yet after being marched away by the Qin, had Hari been sold
into slavery, or his services as a mercenary sold to the highest bidder? It was impos-
sible to know, unless Shai could find Hari again. But how could he find Hari again
when Hari was dead?

Yet the man he had seen was living, or was living at least at that time when he had
first seen him, on the road, riding a winged horse. How anyone could survive such
a barrage of arrows, all striking true, and that well-aimed javelin cast, Shai did not
know. No person could. So that meant that Hari was dead after all. But if he was a
ghost, then the other men shouldn’t have been able to see him.

Jagi strode up beside him and bent close.
“Don’t let us down,” he said in a low voice. “The landsmen think you’re one of

us, but you’re staggering like one of them.”
Better to have kicked him and have done with it! Shai stiffened, his only reply a

puff of breath between gritted teeth. Jagi faded back to the ranks of the tailmen. So
after all Tohon had been right: the tailmen tolerated him, but did not respect him.
He belonged to no one, not to the Mei clan, who had been eager to be rid of such an
unlucky son, or to the Qin, who tolerated him solely because of his kinship to their
captain’s wife. He hadn’t seen Tohon for three days, and was himself not skilled
enough to ride as a scout.

That was the truth of what he was. Tohon felt sorry for him, Mai ignored him,
and no one else wanted him. Even Hari had told him to go away. But he wasn’t
afraid of the shadows. Hari was all he had. So he would find Hari, no matter what.

Thus he found the strength not to falter. He did not want to be compared to the
local men. He walked, and the stars rode the wheel high into the heavens and rode
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the wheel down into the west, as they always did, every night in every land. They
were the same stars. It was only people who gave them different names. People
might name him anything they wished, but he was what he was, and he would with
the aid of the Merciful One accomplish what he had come here for: Find Hari, or
Hari’s bones, and return them to Kartu.

Very late, with the waxing sickle moon rising, they halted in a wide field where
the captain met with the reeve. The land here was very flat but it sloped westward to
the Olo’o Sea whose waters stretched like a field of darkness except where the
moon’s glow traced a glimmering path. At the edge of the sea rose an edifice. Watch
fires burned atop towers built at each corner. The wind had been blowing out of the
southeast, bringing the promise of rain, but now the wind faltered and died. The
late night air grew stifling and close.

Chief Tuvi called the tailmen together. “This is your part. The walls are of stone.
A careful man can climb them. This you will do, kill any you find within, and open
the gates. Do it quickly. The reeve will land inside, while you are about your busi-
ness, and provide distraction. Move too slowly, and he’ll die. I need a volunteer to
fly in with the reeve. It’s the most dangerous job. You’ll have only a moment to kill
any guards at large before they kill you.”

“I’ll do it!” said Shai, stepping forward.
The others laughed. Chief Tuvi smiled in that good-natured way he had, but he

chose Pil, who had not even volunteered.
Shai looked away as Pil sauntered off, proud of his chance at glory. Burning with

shame, Shai checked his weapons and marched out with the rest of the tailmen,
leaving the locals and the elite guard behind. They must walk the last few fields lest
their horses be spotted. Across sheep pasture he trudged, and as the others split into
pairs and trios, he found himself alone and, it seemed to him, awash in moonlight.
Of the rest, he saw no sign or motion; they had vanished as if they had never come.

He cut into a rice field and crept through the stubble, but the rustling of dry
stalks shattered the silence, so at length he found a dry irrigation ditch and used its
depth to cover his approach. He meant to do something this night, although he
wasn’t sure whether he was likely to end up living, or dead.

The watch fires burned steadily. Of guards he saw none, but that did not mean
they weren’t there. The last field he crawled across, grateful for the dry weather. Be-
yond the field the ground rose into a low ridge. Just below the top he paused, then
rolled over and plunged down the slope into the murky, stinking moat. Algae
slimed his face and hands as he pushed through the water. It never came up higher
than his chest, but the weight of water soaking his clothes made it difficult for him
to clamber up the steep wall beyond. The stone wall offered fingerholds, nothing
more. Yet years of carpentry had given him strong hands. Hand’s-breadth by
hand’s-breadth he climbed the wall, never looking down. No guard called out. No
arrow pierced his back. Nor was the wall so very high, after all; not nearly as tall as
the wall of the citadel in Kartu where the town’s rulers, whether Mariha princes or
Qin commanders, held court. The reeves of Argent Hall did not fear assault so very
much, it seemed. Maybe everyone had grown fat and lazy and complacent, thinking
nothing would ever change.
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His right forefinger began to bleed, but he was almost at the top. The moon scat-
tered its pale beams over the endless flat plain. When he rested, pressing one side of
his face against the stone and gazing outward with his uncovered eye, he saw no
movement there beyond.

Abruptly, a shadow passed overhead, coming down fast. A man’s sharp cry rang
out from inside the walls.

“Who goes there?”
“Reeve’s shelter!” cried a voice Shai recognized as that of Reeve Joss. “I claim

reeve’s shelter. I have terrible news!”
Shai grabbed the topmost battlement and heaved himself up onto his stomach,

kicked, scrambled, and swung first one leg and then the other over. Leaped down
onto the wall walk. Dropped into a crouch. He was in.

No one had marked him. He spotted a guard off to the left, but the man was
looking down into a wide courtyard mostly hidden from Shai’s position. Staying
low, Shai moved along the walkway in the other direction and found a ladder.
Down he went, got lost in several turnings, and found himself in a garden after all,
where he hid behind a fountain. No water ran. That lack of noise made him feel vul-
nerable, because sound was like shadow; it concealed what wished to stay hidden. It
was very quiet, but even slight sounds carried in the night: the scrape of a foot on
gravel, a distant laugh, the trickle of water from a second, working fountain. An in-
sect whirred.

In the garden stood a cottage. The pair of windows he could see from this side
were open; a lamp burned inside, but from this angle he saw no one. He crept along
a lattice screened by a fall of vine. He reached the porch, and eased up onto it.
Around the corner, a door slid open. Beyond the garden, a man shouted in alarm,
and was answered by an eagle’s fierce shriek.

A foot fell; a shadow breached the corner of the porch; a man’s shape slipped
into view.

“Who are you?” he said.
Shai drew, and thrust. The point of his short sword cut into flesh, pushed deep,

kept sliding until the hilt slammed up against the body it had impaled. Panting,
Shai wrenched it loose, but the blade caught on ribs. He fought with it and shoved
the man back and actually got his foot up on the man’s thigh and shoved with the
foot while tugging on the sword.

All fell free. The man collapsed onto the porch without making a single sound,
just a thump. The cloak he wore wrapped around his shoulders shifted, rising as if
wind breathed into the fabric. Shai took a step back, then a second, waiting for the
man to struggle up and attack him. Waiting for his ghost to rise out of his body,
cursing and moaning.

The body did not stir. No misty form shimmered into the air.
Behind him, a man chuckled.
“Well done,” said Tohon, appearing out of the gloom. “But move fast, now. We

go on.”
“He’s not dead.”
“Looks dead enough. If not, we finish him later. Follow me.”
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A clamor rose from beyond the garden. Cries and calls were punctuated by the
clatter of weapons. Tohon set out at a jog, and Shai ran after him, wiping his mouth,
which was suddenly moist with saliva. They crunched along a gravel path. The
scout seemed uninterested in how much noise they were making. Two corpses
sprawled in the garden; their ghosts were caught in an eddy around their bodies,
trying, Shai supposed, to figure out what had happened to them.

He and Tohon crossed under a gate and ran down an alley, made a twist and a
turn, and sprinted into a wide and dusty court. Reeve Joss’s giant eagle walked with
wings spread while a pair of hapless men cowered away from his talons. Several
bodies had fallen in the court, but in the dim light it was impossible to know what
had struck them down. A ghost was weeping beside one corpse, but the other
ghosts, strangely, were already tearing away from the flesh, seeking Spirit Gate,
through which they would cross into the other world.

Near the fortress’s massive gatehouse, a fire burned in a outdoor brick hearth.
Here guardsmen might warm a cup of khaif to keep them awake through a night’s
watch, but tonight the flames illuminated a quartet of tailmen as they set their
shoulders to the wheel. With a groan, and a rumble of gears, the gate creaked.
Black-clad riders streamed into the fortress.

Anji rode up to Tohon.
“Done,” said the scout. “But it was the lad who killed the marshal.”
Anji nodded at Shai. “Well done.”
He signaled. Together with the Olossi militia, the Qin soldiers spread through-

out the barracks, stables, chambers, and lofts of Argent Hall. Reeves and servants
were caught, bound, gagged, and confined under guard, while the dead were carried
into the same high loft where the prisoners were kept and lined up in tidy rows for
the living to contemplate.

Living among the reeves were guildsmen called fawkners, men and women
whose work was to care for the eagles. They proved most cooperative. As soon as
they saw that the hooded eagles under their care were not to be harmed, they
seemed, in truth, relieved at the incursion, even though many of the eagles were
badly distressed, restless in the darkness.

As soon as every room was accounted for, the troop set to work. Anji and his of-
ficers inventoried the contents of the storerooms. The militiamen dressed in the
garb of the hall’s hired men. The Qin soldiers rolled wagons into position and took
their stations. Joss hooded Scar in an empty loft, to rest him. Men napped, hoarding
their strength. Shai was too restless to sleep. He walked back through the com-
pound and found the garden and its cottage, where he had stabbed that man. No
body lay on the porch, of course, but strangely, no blood stained the boards either.
For the longest time, as light rose and the night softened with dawn, he stared at the
spot. There was no evidence that anything at all had happened. Inside the cottage,
the lamp still burned, but it was guttering on the last of the oil. He moved toward
the entry door, thinking to go inside, to blow it out. To look for something he had
surely misplaced, only he wasn’t sure what it was.

“Hey! Shai!” Jagi waved at him from the shadowed alley. “Come on! We’re sup-
posed to take up position. You’re with me.”
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He shook himself. To his surprise, his hand was already on the door, which was
closed, but he wasn’t sure whether he was about to open a closed door, or had just
closed an open one. Uneasy, he backed up, then jumped down the stairs and hur-
ried over to Jagi.

As Shai came up to him, Jagi punched him, hard, on the arm. “Tohon says you
struck down the marshal. You didn’t let us tailmen down.”

Shai could only grit his teeth so as not to wince in front of his companion. He did
not look back at the deserted cottage as they trotted away down the alley. The night’s
activity seemed like a dream to him, something best left behind. They took up their
station on the wall walk where scaffolding gave them protection; they still had a good
view over the courtyard. It was very quiet, very still. Jagi readied his bow.

To kill a man, you must be willing to see the ghost he becomes. Such was the
curse set upon him. He was not sure he was willing to be a soldier, if he must face,
every time, the ghost he had created. Yet releasing ghosts did not seem to bother
Anji, and anyway, Shai knew he would never have the courage to ask the captain if it
did.

A militiaman rang the first bell as soon as the sun’s rim broached the eastern
horizon.

“Captain has a new idea,” said Jagi. “Something to do with the oil he found in the
storerooms. He’s talking it over with that eagle rider, right now. I wonder, though.”

“You wonder what?” asked Shai. He wondered, too, at the empty courtyard, the
abandoned rooms: Argent Hall’s ghosts had fled quickly, almost as if they were
happy to find release.

“Let’s say we survive this. I wonder what kind of wife I can find here. She won’t
be able to cook the things I like to eat. I tried a bit of their yoghurt and milk. Gah!
It had no bite to it! I suppose I’ll have to learn to eat what she cooks. That’s what my
mother would tell me to do.”

He settled down with chin on crossed wrists and bow tucked beside him, dozed
off . . .

A bell woke him. Just as he opened his eyes and remembered where he was and
who he was with, a whistle called the alert. Jagi tipped from slumping against the
wall to a low crouch so fast that one instant he seemed asleep and the next ready to
loose an arrow.

Shai peered over the wall. If you looked hard you could see specks in the sky.
Argent Hall’s eagles were coming home.

51

At dawn, a wind rose off the Lending as if earth itself exhaled. Grass bent under
the blow. The sun rose. One by one, the reeves of Argent Hall took off for home.
Although Horas exhorted them to stick in their flights, so that they could ward off
Clan Hall should the other reeves attack again, no one listened and many were, of
course, too far away to hear him. With his own eagle injured and refusing care,
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Horas knew he’d lost any respect these arse-faced bastards might ever have had for
him, which wasn’t much.

He waited until the last were no more than a speck of dust in the sky, and waited
yet longer as Tumna kept her gaze turned to follow their flights, for Tumna could
see much farther than he could. At length, the eagle swiveled her head and gave Ho-
ras a glare that would have peeled the skin off a lesser man. The eagle walked to the
crest of the ridge, where there was a bit of a cliff to help her lift. Once there, she
looked again at Horas, curled her talons into fists, and settled. All was forgiven.

Horas approached cautiously, and paused when the eagle stood. Tumna suffered
him to hook into the harness. Wings spread, the eagle thrust, and they leaped into
the air. The ground sped up beneath Horas’s feet, and he sucked in his breath for
death’s scream, but just before they hit, Tumna beat hard, caught an updraft, and
they were up and rising.

Even so, it was a long, slow, difficult flight, managed only because Tumna rode the
winds until they were so high that Horas had to shut his eyes lest he weep, and then
the raptor angled a slow glide that ate up the mey as they crossed the Olo Plain. The
least movement on that injured wing, the better, it seemed.

The road was a faint ribbon seen far below, and on its track Lord Radas’s army
oozed along like so much sludge, dark and nasty. The army would reach Olossi by
midafternoon, Horas judged. But he was so weary he could not care one way or the
other. Tumna was wounded, and angry at him. No reeve could live without his ea-
gle. Aui! So the tales went: the glory and the honor and the fine adventure and thrill
to ride aloft, to fly into any town or hamlet with such a formidable creature at your
back that all folk must acknowledge you. But the tales lied. Everyone lied. He hated
them all, and they deserved his hate, for the world was nothing but a smear, a bit of
smut, a spat word and a kick in the ribs.

He would have wept again, but he was too ashamed. Fear was a worm in his
belly. He knew himself for a coward and hated himself most of all. He had seen the
truth in that clerk’s gaze. He was ash, muck, nothing but leavings.

All at once, Tumna chirped as though to tell him something. Good news! Good
news!

Aui! It was obvious, now he thought on it. The clerk’s gaze had lied, too. No
sense in believing her, when he had no reason to trust her. He might yet make
something of himself, but he guessed, now, that he’d find no comfort at Argent Hall.

“We’ll fetch our things and get out,” he said to Tumna, and the eagle chirped, as
if in answer to his tone.

No hall would have him. But they needed no hall. He felt no duty to the reeves,
not any longer. They’d fly to the Barrens, find a place to live, and hunker down un-
til the shadows passed.

Tumna chirped a third time. The sea glittered ahead, flat and gray. Horas saw ea-
gles circling as they waited to land at Argent Hall, still too far away for him to quite
distinguish. But Tumna was excited. Tumna saw what he could not.

They glided down, and down, and the confusion of eagles circling began to take
on a frightening significance. Those pale streaks flashing up from the ground were
arrows and javelins. Of the eagles circling, some were trying to land while others
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were trying to get a lift to move away. Already a quartet of reeves was beating north,
fleeing the skirmish.

Above the walls of Argent Hall, an eagle tumbled so suddenly that he thought it
was a clot of dirt flung out of the sky, until the poor creature tried to spread its
wings and could not. It fell, out of his sight behind the walls, into the sea. With his
gaze drawn that way, he saw along the shore coming up from the south more flights
of eagles, too many and in too regular a formation to belong to Argent Hall.

He began to tug on the jesses, trying to get Tumna to angle away, to fly north, but
the eagle ignored him. Still at a good height, Tumna found a thermal along the
shoreline and rode it, and they soared as both reeve and eagle examined the swirl of
raptors below. A group of about twenty reeves lost heart and wheeled away in the
face of the flights approaching along the shore. But more carried the fight to the in-
vaders, although it seemed strange that they should do so when those on the
ground had the better position.

Reeves dangled like dead men in their harness as their eagles kept passing over
and over as if seeking a landing. Although a few of the Argent Hall reeves were loos-
ing arrows down into the hall, the arrows streaking up from below had, it seemed,
manifold advantages: their archers were good shots, they had stable footing, and all
had taken cover behind posts, wagons, and scaffolding. Strangely, certain of the ea-
gles were trying to land within the hall despite the resistance. A dozen or more had
taken perches, as many as could come to ground at one time, and either their reeves
were already wounded, or the eagles were injured and could not fly; but in any case,
those reeves were at the mercy of the people who had taken over Argent Hall. A
dozen or more eagles had come to earth outside the walls, and as Horas tugged and
tugged at the jesses, trying to get Tumna to move off, he saw a band of horsemen
race out of the walls and, keeping their distance, shoot arrow after arrow into reeves
trapped because their eagles would not fly.

Horas could bear it no longer. He was helpless. Argent Hall had fallen to what
villains he did not know, although he could guess that the Clan Hall reeves had
turned against every oath sworn by hall and eagle and with unknown allies be-
trayed their fellow reeves.

Tumna closed her wings and plummeted. Horas shrieked. With his staff he
jabbed the eagle’s breast. With an angry call, Tumna pulled up, swooped over the
hall, and dropped toward the earth beyond. Horas slapped at the eagle again, aim-
ing for the injured wing, and with his other hand tugged at the jess.

“Up! Up! Damned eagle! We’ve got to get away from here! North! To the Bar-
rens!”

They hit hard in a dusty rice field. Horas unhooked and stumbled out the har-
ness. Tumna struck at him with her beak. Horas leaped away, shouting. He caught
his heel in a hole and fell on his backside. The eagle settled back and, with the great-
est dignity and a look of affronted pride, tried to preen at the oozing wound on her
wing, which she could not quite reach.

Pissing, stupid eagle!
He scrambled up. Argent Hall stood several fields away. A trio of riders galloped

in their direction along a raised path between fields.
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His string of oaths did nothing to gain Tumna’s attention. He got a good grip on
his short staff and marched over to the idiot bird.

“Up! We’re getting out of here!” He whacked it alongside the head to get its at-
tention. “I’m in charge, you stupid arse-wit!”

Wings flashed out. He sucked in a breath to speak, took a single step toward the
harness.

Tumna struck.
The weight of her talons pitched him sideways. At first, there was no pain. But

when he shifted, thinking to rise, he found himself pinned to the ground. Blood
soaked the dirt, and it was still spreading.

“Gah!” he said, as he tried to speak. A shadow covered him. Tumna loomed
above.

She wants to be rid of me.
Then the cruel beak came down.

52

At dawn, Eliar’s mother came to the guesthouse and, in a gesture offered in the
most casual manner imaginable, invited Mai to take khaif with the other adult
women in the women’s tower. To do this meant entering the family gate.

Sheyshi must be left behind because no unmarried woman not born to the Ri
Amarah could ever be allowed within the walls. Priya, offered the gate, told Mai she
thought it best to remain behind.

“You will keep your head about you,” she said to Mai. “But this one may panic if
I am not here to calm her down. I will also keep an eye on our possessions.”

“I don’t think they’re likely to steal what they could have taken at any time,” said
Mai, but she did not press the point.

Eliar’s mother opened the gate herself; no servant performed this mundane
chore for her, as one would have in the Mei clan. Behind the gate lay a brick-walled
room, already uncomfortably hot, with slats in the roof and one heavy gate in the
opposite wall. She rang a bell, and waited as a series of bolts were shot on the other
side.

“You can see,” said Eliar’s mother, “that we guard ourselves well.”
“It is kind of you to admit me.”
Mai had to skip back as the doors opened out. A second set of doors, set right up

against the first when closed, had already been opened. They passed through a dim
corridor and emerged into a vast rectangular garden with well-tended greenery,
benches, and several open shelters for shade. A covered porch stretched along the
other three sides. All along the edge of the raised porch were scattered indoor and
outdoor slippers in matched, or mismatched, pairs.

The narrow end of the garden opposite their gate abutted a three-storied tower.
One long wall opened to living quarters, many sleeping and sitting rooms alive at
this hour with children running in and out and along the covered porch. A harassed
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matron tried to herd them into some manner of hall whose doors were slid open to
give light and air. The other wall opened onto kitchens set back from the main
buildings.

As Eliar’s mother led her along a gravel path the length of the garden, the chil-
dren were chivvied inside and seated in rows alternating between boys and girls. At
some command Mai could not hear, they bowed their heads and cupped hands over
mouths and noses. Not one peeped.

At the porch, Mai followed the example of Eliar’s mother and exchanged one
pair of shoes for a pair of cloth slippers. Inside, the ground floor of the tower was a
warren of narrow halls with whitewashed walls and polished plank floors. Where
wall and floor met curved an inlaid strip of blond wood minutely carved with vines
and flowers. Now and then a plain wooden door banded with iron stood closed.
Oddly, these were not normal house doors, but fitted in the same manner as gates in
a wall, with hinges, so that they opened inward. Hanging on each door was a
chalked board on which were scrawled strange symbols.

“This way,” said Eliar’s mother.
Mounting stairs, they passed through a weaving hall with its clatter and chatter

just getting started. A second set of stairs took them through the second floor, a spa-
cious chamber open on all sides to a screened balcony and furnished with low ta-
bles, cubbyholed shelves, the entire apparatus of a merchant’s counting room. This
room was empty.

A final flight of stairs took them into the open air. Bright silk awnings, and trel-
lises green with lush vines, offered shelter from the morning sun. The aroma of
herbs and flowers growing in troughs of earth melded with the spicy sharp smell of
freshly brewed khaif.

The women of the house of the Haf Gi Ri had already gathered for their morning
ritual, presided over by the aged grandmother. The pouring proceeded in silence,
but although Mai watched carefully she could discern no obvious order in which
the women were served, only that the aged grandmother gestured to various
women and then, with trembling hands, poured for each one. Mai’s turn came last.

She returned to a pillow, beside Eliar’s mother. All sipped. Grandmother pro-
nounced it good. Then her intimidating gaze fixed on Mai.

“Certain men of our house attended the council meeting yesterday, as is their
habit, and their right as merchants holding a license to trade in Olossi. The head of
our delegation spoke admiringly of your bargaining skills when you spoke before
the council. He said that you overset the Greater Houses before they realized what
you were doing, and further that you then took advantage of this victory to drive a
harder bargain than the Lesser Houses and guilds expected. Because these acts are
worthy of a kinswoman, it was deemed proper by both house councils that you be
treated as a cousin.”

Every eye bent to Mai, a circle of women waiting on her answer. This was more
daunting than the council meeting! She did not smile, as she would have were they
men.

“I thank you for the honor you show me by allowing me inside your walls. Are
cousins allowed to thank their hosts by name?”
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Eliar’s mother lightly touched Mai’s knee: As warning? As admonition? As com-
fort? As encouragement?

Grandmother’s smile discouraged. She gestured, and a young woman offered
Mai, first among all, a sticky bun from a platter. The matter of introductions, it
seemed, was not to be discussed. They fell to talking about yesterday’s council meet-
ing and the preparations of Olossi for the army marching on its gates. Although not
one woman had been present at the council meeting, they were remarkably well in-
formed, not speculating and gossiping in a frivolous way but discussing plans, lo-
gistics, construction, and financing as if they had been consulted and now needed
to work out additional details. They asked Mai specific questions, although none
that probed into her own plans and strategies. Some of these questions she could
answer: What words had she said, what words had she heard? Who had replied?
Some she could not answer because she did not know the people and fashions in-
volved: Which subfactions had been standing together? Were certain persons wear-
ing colors indicative of their allegiance and mood?

At length, the ritual came to an end. Cups, and a platter’s worth of uneaten sticky
buns, were gathered up. Women rose and took themselves off down the stairs.
Eliar’s mother found a broom in a corner and began sweeping. Several women be-
gan to work in the troughs, among the plants. Miravia appeared on the roof and
walked over to Mai.

They clasped hands, and kissed each other on the cheek.
“I thought you were not allowed up here,” said Mai cautiously, “because you are

not an adult.”
“Only for the morning convocation. I am training as an herbalist. It is one of my

tasks to care for the garden, here, where we keep some of our rarest and most potent
plants. Come. You can help me.”

For a while Mai stood alongside while Miravia told her the names of plants, and
they chattered in low voices about the council as Miravia weeded, plucked leaves,
tested the moisture of the soil, and examined buds. Master Feden, in disgrace, had
nevertheless managed to account for himself a lucrative warehouse lease. Eliar was
furious that he hadn’t been allowed to ride out with the militia who had gone with
the Qin soldiers. The warehouses in the inner city were being filled with refugees. A
pair of men had been caught thieving from a closed shop in the outer city. A child
had been lost, and a troop of disreputable entertainers accused of her kidnapping.

A bell rang. Both young women looked up in time to see a pair of eagles drop-
ping fast toward Assizes Square. Mai crossed to the opposite side of the roof. She
gripped the lattice. Through the interwoven strips, she looked out over the city and
the surrounding countryside.

Olossi was built on a substantial swell, with two flattened high points and a sad-
dle of ground between them; below this ridge the hill fell away into the lower
ground, in some places steeply and in others more gradually. Avenues curved up the
gentle slopes while stairs cut up the steep ones. The Haf Gi Ri compound lay almost
opposite Fortune Square, where she and Anji had faced the council. To the north-
west, the height of the second hill cut off her view of the delta and the sea. Here and
there other three-storied towers blocked a portion of her view, nor could she see the
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courtyard of Assizes Square because of the angle of buildings and slope. Yet de-
spite this frustration, she nevertheless gazed at a magnificent vista, over the city’s
rooftops and beyond, where the lower town and fields stretched to the south and
west and even into the east. She could just make out a line that must be West Track,
so distant, cutting down from the southern escarpment, that it seemed no more
than a filament. Walking along the roof, she found a line of sight that allowed her to
look over the flat plain lying north of the river. A raised road struck straight
through a tidy patchwork of fallow fields. If there was traffic on that road, a return-
ing company of black-clad riders, she could not see them. She watched for a long
time.

“Mai? I’m going down now. Do you want to come?”
Reluctantly, Mai pulled her gaze away from the road and the plain. “Will you be

able to get any news? Of the business of those eagles?”
“It will come to us in time. I’ll tell you whatever I can find out.”
“May I stay up here? That way, I can see them.” If they come.
Miravia took her hand and smiled softly. “You will want to stay in the shade. The

sun gets very strong this time of year. I’ll come as soon as I hear anything. Or with
midday soup, if that comes later.”

“I’d like that. What of my sl—my hired women?”
Miravia glanced around, but by this time they were alone on the roof. “Are they

slaves? Eliar told our father they were hired. Else the clan would not have allowed
you in!” She seemed about to say something more, but did not.

“I’m sorry.”
“Are you ashamed to own slaves?”
Mai considered her statement for so long that Miravia blushed, and let go of her

hand.
“Have I offended you?”
“No. I’m not ashamed. In Kartu, there have always been slaves. That’s just how it

is. I’ve never heard of people who don’t own slaves. Are there any who own no
slaves, besides your people?”

Miravia laughed bitterly. “Don’t let the old ones hear you ask. The truth is, I
don’t know. How should I? We’re not taught such things.”

A lively tenor bell rang three times.
“That’s prayer bell. Now I really have to go.” With a kiss, Miravia departed.

I T WA S B E T T E R to wait alone. It was easier that way to find a place of calm and si-
lence in which to wait. Mai made herself a place to sit in the shade where she could
watch the northern road. From this angle, she could not see the river crossing,
which she understood was some manner of floating bridge. Nor could she see Ar-
gent Hall, which lay too many mey away for the human eye to see, although Miravia
had told her that an eagle soaring above Olossi could mark a path to the reeve hall
because of its astonishing eyesight. For someone who claimed to know nothing of
the outside world, Miravia knew a great deal, although naturally Mai could not be
sure all of it was true. She herself knew so little of the Hundred that anyone might
tell her a wild tale with enough evidence of sincerity, and she would believe it. In
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Kartu, they had laughed at her appetite for tales. Now, of course, she was living the
adventure she had taught herself to dream of but never expect. Yet, of course, the
tales and songs usually ended in tragedy. So she sat, watching the road, as the sun
rose to its zenith. She did not weep. Either Anji would die, or he would live. Noth-
ing she did now could alter that.

Sometime later, an eagle beat up from Olossi’s walls, then with wings open
seemed to stop moving and simply to rise up and up as though lifted by an invisi-
ble hand. It flew out along the track of the northern road, and was quickly lost to
her sight. Below, the courtyards and kitchens came to life, fires lit and stoked, huge
pots hauled out, as if in preparation for a festival feast. No one disturbed her; no
one came up the tower at all.

Her life lived within the strictures of the Mei clan had trained her well for this
day, out of all days, when she must accept that, right now, there was nothing she
could do to alter the course of events she had helped set in motion. There was noth-
ing she could do except wait.

M U C H L AT E R , M I R AV I A brought up a kettle, a pair of bowls, and a dipper. To-
gether, they sat on a bench in the shade and drank their soup. Miravia had pulled
her hair back into a scarf.

“Heard you any news?”
“No. I’ve been too busy. We’ve been set to a new task, wrapping rags and dry

rushes into torches and soaking them in oil.”
“What for? Do they expect to be attacked at night?”
Miravia shrugged. “I am not an adult. I’m not allowed to know.”
“Is it something I can help with?”
“I’m sorry. If they wanted you, they would send my mother to ask.”
“I suppose I’m best left here, out of the way! It’s so hard to wait. Anything would

be easier. Look at you. All of you. It seems you work all the time, at all manner of
tasks. I saw your mother sweeping! Do your women do everything? Even if you own
no slaves, have you no hired folk?”

“We are all servants of the Hidden One,” said Miravia, surprised at this question.
“The work of the world is our sacred labor.” She touched the lattice screen. Her
smile was bitter. “Although I wish I had as much right to walk freely through the
city as does my brother, who runs a shop.”

“You visit the prison.”
“With an escort. Provided grudgingly by my elders, since they cannot think of a

way to refuse my request, which I can honestly claim is an obligation.”
Mai sighed. She had no good answer to this. In Kartu, a married woman must be

prudent in how she walked about town, lest gossip destroy her reputation. In the
empire, the women lived entirely sequestered, although Mai still found this difficult
to believe. And Anji had mentioned that the priests of Beltak had given grudging
approval to the Ri Amarah because of their customs regarding how they separated
their own women from public life.

Abruptly, Miravia pressed a small hand on Mai’s forearm. “Listen!”
There fell a hush, and out of it, as loud as judgment, the Voice of the Walls cried
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its plangent warning five times before it ceased. A shout rose from the walls as
guards called out in a thin echo of the bell. The two girls ran to the other side of the
tower. As they stared in the direction of West Track, other women came up the stairs
and pushed to get a look until so many were crowded there that the ones pressed
against the lattice had to call back the details of what they saw to those waiting be-
hind them.

West Track had begun to move, only it was not the road that had come alive but
an army marching upon its surface. Steadily, in their ranks, they closed the dis-
tance. The searing heat of the afternoon did not affect their pace. A few stalwarts
who had remained in the outer city clamored at the gates, begging to be let in.
Around Mai, some women wept while others pressed their lips tight and scurried
away to be about useful tasks. She smelled oil boiling. A harsh stench rose out of the
kitchens, making her eyes water. It seemed half the kitchens in Olossi were boiling
vats and kettles. The air wavered, rippling with a haze. Far away, in the southeast, a
line of cloud massed. This mass ran so dark, and lay so low along the horizon, that
at first she thought it was another army, but Miravia tugged excitedly on her arm
and exclaimed:

“The rains! The rains are coming early, before the new year begins! It’s as if
they’re marching in pursuit of our enemies!”

Midday crept into afternoon. The second eagle and its rider fled town. The first
ranks of that dreadful army swarmed down the southern slopes and began to set up
in a wide half circle around the outer walls. More came, filling in the gaps.

“Have you ever seen so many soldiers?” cried the women around her.
“Yes,” Mai said. “When the Qin armies marched through Kartu. One was on its

way east, and the other, months later, was marching west. Those were much bigger
armies than this one. The one marching east took all day to pass the town, and its
rear guard camped within sight of the walls. We saw their watch fires burning all
night.”

“Would that such an army marched now, to save us,” said the women.
Mai said, quietly, “They will.”
Scouts probed the locked gates and crude walls of the outer city. Late in the af-

ternoon, they determined they would meet no resistance. Like a crawling mass of
black spiders, the army swarmed into the lower town. She could not bear to watch.
She crossed back to the view of the north, but even there rode outriders as well.
Olossi was encircled. Trapped. Except for the two eagles, the town might as well be
alone.

Yet two eagles had come, and both had departed. She only wished she knew what
message they had brought, and what message they had taken away with them. Al-
though she asked several of the women, none would answer her question, and she
deemed it unwise to push. The prayer bell rang again. They left her. Later, Miravia
came alone and begged her to descend for the evening meal. Twilight crept into the
sky. Below, the army was looting the lower city. Fires had begun to burn.

“You have to eat,” said Miravia.
Mai touched her own belly, barely rounded. If the women of the Ri Amarah had

not told her she was pregnant, she would not yet have guessed. She hadn’t dared tell
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Anji, in case they were mistaken. “I know,” she said. “Let me go to the others, so
they’ll know I’m well.”

Miravia took her back to the guesthouse. In the company of Priya and Sheyshi,
she ate what she could of spicy cabbage and spicy meat and a bland, dry bread that
had to be dipped in broth to be edible.

Miravia brought a lamp.
“Is there any news?” Mai asked her.
“I’m told nothing,” said Miravia angrily. “Nor will I be, until I am an adult. It

seems so unfair, for there are girls younger than I who are married. And you, who
have come into our house, you are also left in the dark. Isn’t that how the saying
goes?”

There was nothing to do but sleep.

D AY R O S E A G A I N , after a restless night. Again, Mai was summoned and taken to
the rooftop garden for the women’s morning convocation of khaif and sticky buns.
The ritual did not alter. The old grandmother would have poured the cups in the
proper ritual manner, Mai thought, even with marauders pounding up the stairs
and threatening to lop off her head. Afterward, the women cleaned up and departed
to their tasks.

Standing at the lattice railing, she surveyed the streets and avenues. Wagons and
carts rolled in a steady stream down toward Assizes Square, piled with twists of rag
or bundles of freshly cut arrows. Along the battlements, guardsmen assembled, and
she thought that women stood among them. At least half of those on the wall held
bows or crossbows.

The army out of the north spread like a blight around Olossi, dark and canker-
ous. Flags and banners fluttered as a wind belled up out of the east. Six catapults had
been drawn close during the night, and men bent busily around them. At the rear of
the army, several large tents stood in a row, like the early arrivals at the quarterly
market fair held in Kartu Town when folk walked many days from hill villages and
isolated hamlets to purchase what they could not grow or make themselves. Around
these central tents the fence of guards made a triple layer. Lines of men marched to
reinforce those troops gathering within the outer town.

Out of the army came a crack, and a fine, high whir, and then the splintering
thud of impact as a heavy object hit inside the town. Dust wafted up from a house
a couple of streets inside the inner walls. Shouts rang out, and folk ran down what
streets she could see toward the stricken compound. Looking back at the army, she
saw that the great arm of one of the catapults had swung over. Another was being
winched back.

By the main gate, a flag was drawn up on the pole.
“Now they will negotiate.”
Mai yelped, because she was so frightened, but it was only Miravia speaking.
Mai grasped her elbow and pulled tight against her. “I thought we meant to fight

them.”
“The council must purchase time,” said Miravia. “I heard my mother speaking of

it to my aunt. Master Feden disgraced himself. Now it is up to him to purchase
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time. He must delay the assault at any cost. It’s said he will sacrifice himself to save
the city.”

Mai did not need to ask what Miravia meant. She knew how the story would go.
An official is allowed out of the walls to negotiate with the enemy, knowing he may
be first to be killed. He is led to the tent of the general, or the prince, and taken in-
side, where he stands at their mercy. He talks at length, and speaks of the honor due
to his ancestors and to the gods or spirits who watch over his town. He may sing a
song relating to the founding of the first trading post at the oasis, how a mare led
her sand-blinded master to the spring in the midst of a howling storm. For these
acts we must be grateful, for there are those whom we cannot see who watch over
us. When the ambush, or the counterassault, comes, he will be trapped behind en-
emy lines, but his act of sacrifice will save the day—or else it will be in vain, if the city
is already doomed, since that is as likely an outcome as any other. She knew the tales
by heart. In truth, her own father had related to her the actual story of the coming of
the Qin army to Kartu Town, and how the Mariha administrator had met an abrupt
death while trying to stall for time in the hope of receiving help from the next stag-
ing post to the east, where a substantial Mariha garrison was stationed. He had not
known, of course, that the next staging post, and its garrison, had already been
overrun.

“You’re weeping.” Miravia touched soft lips to Mai’s damp cheek.
“There’s no shame in weeping,” whispered Mai.
“No. Our tears water the garden of life. Or so the poets say. Look. Now there he

goes. I think it must be Master Feden, but I can’t be sure. He’s too far away.”
The Olossians were distrustful. Rather than opening a gate or extending a lad-

der, they lowered their negotiator down by basket from the inner walls. For a long
time after this Mai could make out nothing of what was transpiring, but at length a
procession emerged from the outer walls and struck straight for the central, and
largest, of the tents. Most of those in the procession were soldiers dressed in the
drab leathers of fighting gear. One was a merchant whose bright silks advertised his
wealth because of their splendid colors.

“That’s a saffron yellow,” said Miravia with the sure tones of one who knows her
wares. “It’s said Feden is a man well filled with himself, but I must say it takes
courage to march to your likely death dressed in your most expensive cloth. He
might have left it for his widow, although everyone says they hate each other. And
his heirs, no less. Oh dear. Have I shocked you?”

An attendant pulled aside the curtain that blocked the entrance to the largest
tent. Mai shuddered as the merchant vanished within, to whatever fate awaited him.
Who would meet him there, inside the tent? What questions would be asked? And
how would Master Feden answer?

They watched the distant tent. Miravia’s fingers dug into her forearm, but the
pressure seemed too distant to be bothered about. Mai caught her breath in, held it.
What was going on inside? Was Feden spinning a tale to protect Olossi, or spilling
the truth and thus betraying his new allies for the sake of mercy from his old ones?
It seemed that the wind died abruptly, that a dead calm enveloped them as a
shrouding cloth is thrown over the face of one who has crossed under Spirit Gate
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and left this world behind. It seemed that the skin along her neck tingled as if kissed
by a demon. She felt that a hidden gaze sought to pinion hers, and dig deep into her,
but she rejected it, she shoved away that sense that her heart was being probed. She
had nothing she was ashamed of! Yet, troubled by that pressure, she stepped back
from the lattice barrier, shaking off Miravia’s hand, and reflexively rubbed her arm
until she realized that the other woman had held her so tightly that her nails had left
marks in the skin. Miravia swayed, as if hammered, and Mai caught her under the
arms and helped her sit on a nearby bench.

“What was that?” Miravia gasped, although she could barely force the words out.
“I felt as if hands were clawing in my head.”

No sound enlivened the air. Mai’s ears seemed stuffed with wool, and her throat
was choked as with dust and ash. Olossi was strangling.

Then, the catapults woke. Their arms creaked and swung. Mai sucked in air to
cry out a warning but no sound came out of her mouth. Six impacts shook the
town. Wood shattered. Stone cracked. Dust burst skyward. Shouts and screams cut
the silence, and folk hiding in their houses or standing frozen on the streets all came
to life at once with shrieks and calls, the buzzing chatter of fear.

“They know,” said Mai. “They know we mean to fight them. Maybe he’s already
dead.”

Supine on the bench, hands lax on her belly, Miravia said, weakly, “Look.”
A swift shadow darted across the troughs of herbs, succeeded by a second, and a

third. Mai flung back her head and stared up into the blue pan of the sky. Four more
passed overhead.

Eagles.
The Voice of the Walls boomed its warning cry. Seven times it rang.
Mai ran to look. Along the inner walls, guardsmen and civilians alike were pass-

ing bundles of arrows and rags up to the wall walk. At regular intervals, reservoirs of
oil were set alight. Smoke uncoiled upward in threads of black and gray.

Beyond, the catapults made a clattering grind as they were winched back. Ranks
of archers leaped to position, targeting the eagles as they glided low over the be-
siegers. An arrow flashed in the air. A stream of arrows was released out of the army,
against the approaching eagles, but Mai could not see if any hit their target.

As the first flight of eagles swept past, each one released an egg from its talons.
Up the eagles beat, seeking altitude. Down these large eggs tumbled, and when they
hit the ground they shattered as ceramic does. It seemed a pointless effort as only
one out of thirty struck a man, even if that man dropped as though felled by a ham-
mer blow. The rest broke uselessly on wagons, or on the earth here and there with a
splatter.

All along the wall, arrows flared as they were set alight. A volley of burning ar-
rows hissed out from the walls into the outer town, where the army had gathered
along the wide roadways. Arrows fell among them, and where the twisting flames
met the splatter from the shattered vessels, fire burst with such brilliance that Mai
cried out.

Now dropped a second flight of eagles. From below a fierce volley met them. One
eagle lurched sideways and began to drop fast. Another released its egg early, so the
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ceramic vessel fell somewhere within the inner town; this eagle broke away from the
rest and with faltering strokes beat a wide turn, trying to get away. Of the rest, some
released their pots over the outer town while the rest waited until they were beyond
the outer walls and over the encampment of the enemy with its tents and supply
wagons neatly laid out as targets. A dozen eagles from that first flight had circled
back and, daringly, dropped down into Assizes Square, rising again as quickly, with
the reeves holding bronze basins filled with burning rags. Arrows sought them. An
eagle plunged into the outer town. Yet the rest made it through, and cast their rags
to the earth. Where a pair of burning clouts tumbled into the roof of one of the
tents, fire blossomed with bright rage.

Miravia stepped up beside Mai. She leaned on the railing. Far away, men were
beating at the flames, but it seemed they could not put them out.

“It’s the breath of the mountains,” said Miravia.“The fire lanterns. Oil of naya. In
its crude state, it rises from seeps, particularly along the western shores of the Olo’o
Sea, where the earth cracks and bleeds.”

Along Olossi’s walls, the archers fired at will as a third flight passed over the en-
campment outside the walls. Fire and smoke began to obscure portions of the outer
town, and where, in the open spaces, it was still possible to make out movement, Mai
saw the enemy running away from the deadly flames. One man was burning as he
ran, and even when that tiny figure dropped to the ground and rolled back and forth
on the earth he did not stop burning. She could not look away. She was overwhelmed
with joy, with horror, no space separating these two. A distant wagon, laden with the
distinctive round, sealed pots in which oil of naya was carted, caught flame; when
the axle was burned through enough to crack, and the wagon fell to one side, the pots
rolled free and broke, and then the oil exploded with a roar that briefly drowned out
the panicked cries of the enemy and the cheers of Olossi’s guards.

Fire raced along the tents. It seemed to leap to any spot—tents, catapults,
wagons—where the splatter had touched. Even a taste of flame, a drifting spark, set
a new conflagration. Men frantic to escape the burning broke from their ranks and
scattered on the road or through dry fields.

The inner gates opened. Olossi’s militia ran out in force to drive back the in-
vaders. They pushed forward confidently, cutting down men without mercy. Behind
them, townsmen set to with axes to clear a firebreak between the inner wall and
those motley houses and hovels built up into the dry-moated forecourt that sepa-
rated the inner city from the outer sprawl. Bucket brigades lined up, but not even
water thrown directly on it killed the flames.

In the encampment, the tents were ablaze. No creature caught in that inferno
could live. What would Shai see, if he were standing here? She shaded her eyes; she
squinted; she stared; but she saw nothing but the chaos of the living. What did Anji
see when he witnessed the rising of the ghosts of those he had killed? Did he fear
their vengeance? Or did he know that ghosts are impotent in the world if you do
not fear them? Only past Spirit Gate do they gain a measure of power, so the priests
said. Yet according to the teaching of the Merciful One, power of the spirit comes to
the spirit only by giving up power. According to the teaching of the Merciful One,
Spirit Gate leads to peace because beyond the gate lies nothingness. Surely, in such
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a place, power as soldiers and merchants and princes understand it means nothing.
Is nothing.

“Look!” Miravia tugged on Mai’s elbow to pull her gaze away from the chaos be-
low.

There! As they fled back along the road, back to the north and east from which
they had come, the routed soldiers were hit by a wave of riders who smashed
through them, galloped on, turned, returned, swept back through, slashing and cut-
ting, and raced on into fields and woodland, gone as swiftly as they had come.

A second wave of horsemen stormed across the tide of fleeing soldiers. Even in
their low numbers, these riders cut a devastating wake, wolves on a summer’s night.
The army was broken. They could only run, single men, small groups scrambling
for safety, while the wolves devoured the stragglers.

The camp burned steadily. In the lower town, every able-bodied adult fought to
save the warehouses and shops and living quarters from the fire, smashing some to
spare the rest. There was nothing to do but watch as the battle shifted from defeat-
ing the army to defeating the fires. More folk poured out of the inner town and
down through the gates into the outer town. Smoke boiled upward as flames raged
along the outer wall. Ash stung her eyes, and she blinked back tears. From this high
eyrie, the battle took on a certain detached fascination: there, a warehouse roof col-
lapsed; there, a gap was cut between one burning house and a neighboring tene-
ment just in time to prevent the fire leaping. The open spaces and squares in the
lower town became crowded with folk pausing from their labors to gulp a drink of
water; with wagons carrying barrels of water drawn from the river; with piles of
goods hauled out of the path of the fire. The eagles did not return. Like the wolves,
they pursued the enemy.

“We are on our own,” said Miravia, staring shocked and weeping at the fire.
“Look, there! I think that’s Eliar!”

Mai could not recognize him among the throng, except that a contingent of men
wearing the distinctive turbans of the Ri Amarah men could be seen bearing buck-
ets alongside Olossi’s fire brigade. Ash hissed onto the roof garden, covering every-
thing with a thin layer.

“I hate waiting here,” whispered Miravia with a fierce anger. “Unable to act! I hate
it!”

Mai took her hand, to comfort her. She said nothing. She had trained in a hard
school. Hating didn’t change things. The world went on regardless, far beyond the
feeble lives of humankind. People could change only if they changed what lay in
themselves.

If Anji did not return, then she must raise the child alone. She had the will to
press forward, because it must be done.

“All will be well,” she said, “even if it seems otherwise now. Many will lose their
homes or goods, and many will suffer, but not as they would have suffered had that
army not been driven away. What will come, will come, despite our wishes and
dreams. All we can do is see our way clearly. Pay attention.”

A fat drop of rain shattered on Mai’s arm. Raindrops splattered across the
garden.
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“We are saved.” Miravia sank to her knees and sobbed, hands veiling her face.
A cool wind drove up out of the east as the clouds surged in. From this height,

Mai watched the rain front approach from the southeast, dark and grim. Horns
blew, in celebration. The wind rose in intensity, pulling at her hair, and at last the
storm gusted over them and the pounding rain smothered what so many anxious
hands could not, after all, put out on their own.

AT N I G H T F A L L , T H E troop rode up through the half-ruined lower town and in
through the inner gates. Mai met them in Assizes Square. She, and everyone in
town, stank of ash and burning, but also of the wet. Here, at twilight, the first
downpour had slackened to a drizzle. Hooves sloshed in puddles. Feet splashed, or
slipped where fallen ash had churned into slick gray mud. The crowd was, for the
most part, silent as they waited in the square. Despite their victory, the mood re-
mained subdued. Every adult appeared to be smeared with dirt and ash, or with
blood, from the struggle; even many Ri Amarah men, Eliar among them, had taken
up axes and staves and fought to save the warehouses. Their turbans were singed,
and their linen tunics torn and dirty.

The Qin soldiers split into ranks and, at a hand signal from Chief Tuvi, halted.
Anji dismounted and limped to the veranda, where the remaining council members
waited. Master Feden was not among them, but Mai was. They had made room for
her when she arrived with her escort of elderly male Ri Amarah “cousins.”

Anji nodded at her as he climbed the three steps up to the porch. His expression
was calm; what manner of injury he had taken did not seem to concern him over-
much. The blood staining his clothing might well belong to those he had killed.

“Where is Captain Waras?” he asked.
“Badly injured,” said Master Calon. “He’s not likely to survive the night. He led

the first wave out of the gates.”
Anji nodded. “I bring a message from Argent Hall. It now lies under the tempo-

rary control of Reeve Joss and eagles out of Clan Hall. They have returned there to
number their dead and wounded, and to await word from their Commander. A new
marshal will be chosen.”

These words were met with a silence, broken when Master Calon stepped for-
ward.

“The council of Olossi—both Greater and Lesser—has conferred, and has voted.
Captain Anji, it is our wish that you accept the post of commander of the militia of
Olossi.”

The rain had faded to spits and kisses. Under the veranda, Mai remained dry, but
the weary folk crowded into the square were soaking and shivering as a night wind
rose out of the southeast. Only the Qin soldiers remained unmoved. No doubt they
had survived much more extreme temperatures in their distant home in the grass-
lands. Then she saw Shai; he, at least, rubbed his arms as if he were cold. He raised
a hand to mark that he had seen her, and she touched a finger to her lips in reply.
She wept, just a little, to see him whole and safe.

Anji wiped his forehead with the back of a hand, smearing grime. He had a
splash of blood on his right cheek. These ornaments gave him a dangerous look as
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he surveyed the council members, each in turn, and the sweep of rooftops where
Olossi climbed the hill beyond. Lamps were lit along the length of the porch. On
the streets above, within closed compounds, lamplight glimmered. At length, he
looked at Mai, but she shook her head, and he smiled faintly and turned back to
the council.

“I am not moved to alter the bargain already sealed. My men and I will take
lands west and north of the Olo’o Sea, in those regions of the Barrens where there is
decent pasturage.”

Which lands happened to lie near the seeps and fissures where the fire lanterns
burn.

“Is there anything else that cannot wait until tomorrow?” he asked the council. “I
will arrange for guards to be posted, some from my troop and others from the mili-
tia. I believe the threat is over, but we must remain cautious.”

“No one could have survived that fire,” said Calon. “Their leaders surely are
dead. Together with Master Feden.”

“He gave his life to save his honor,” said Anji. “It was a worthy death.”
He stepped forward and took Mai’s hand. “Now, if you will, I desire to rest.”
The council members, too, were stunned by the day’s events.
Eliar moved forward before any other could speak. “If you will, Captain Anji, we

offer you guest rights in our house. I’ll go ahead to make sure all is ready for you.”
“I accept with gratitude,” said Anji, but he turned his gaze back to examine Mai,

searchingly. He bent close, so others could not hear him. “What is different?” he
whispered.

“You are alive.” She made sure her voice did not tremble. She was strong enough
to do what must be done, but she was so very very very glad she need not do it
alone.

“So I am,” he agreed, “although twice dead, once to my father’s people and once
to my mother’s people.” Then he smiled, closely, warmly. “You have a secret.”

Remembering what it was, she smiled in answer. She could not help sounding as
if she were boasting. “We will have a child.”

He was not a man prone to display, but he grasped her other hand and held it
tightly. Anyone might guess what they spoke of, merely by looking at his face. “It
seems we have passed through Spirit Gate into a new life.”

And of course, so they had. A parting, a journey, a battle, a new life. A fine tale,
truly. There is never any reason for happiness. Yet it exists.
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P A R T S E V E N : R A I N S

On the Eve of the Festival
At the Advent of the Year of the Red Goat

53

H A N D S C U P P E D A R O U N D a shallow drinking bowl, Joss brooded. He sipped
until the bowl was drained dry, then set it down. After pouring a fourth helping of
rice wine from the carafe, he placed it back in its basin of hot water and with a
sleeve wiped from the table’s top the droplets of water left behind by the pouring.
But none of it helped, not the ritual of pouring, not the punch of the wine rising to
his eyes, not the peace or the quiet. He sat by lamplight in the master’s cote of Ar-
gent Hall, alone except for the whisper of rains on the roof. The doors to the porch
were all slid back so he could see outside, but the garden lay in darkness. At the be-
ginning of the wet season, it was always difficult to adjust to a night sky covered in
cloud, with no stars or moon to be seen, or to see by.

So it seemed to him. He was waiting in the dark. He was blind, with nothing to
guide him. They had won a victory, but only by going against the code of the halls.

Reeves were meant to enforce the law, not to wage war. He could win the argu-
ment within his head, claiming they had been given no choice, and know it was
true. He could rejoice in his heart that Olossi had been saved, and feel it as worth-
while, a bold triumph. But in his gut, he knew any more steps taken down this road
would lead to a terrible place where he did not want to go. No matter the reason,
they had betrayed the reeves of Argent Hall. They had passed through that gate, and
they could never go back and pretend it had not happened.

The rains lulled him. The cool air washed over him, dragging him into sleep.
The dream always unveils itself in an unwinding of mist, but this time there is no

journey in the wilderness, no distant figure that vanishes as soon as he glimpses it.
She walks right out of the darkness and up onto the porch, and she examines him
with an expression of regret mingled with amusement. It hurts to look at her, be-
cause in his dream she seems so very ordinary and alive.

“You’re drunk,” she says.
He raises a hand to acknowledge her with an ironic salute. “Of course I am.

Whenever I think of you, I drink.”
She shakes her head. “Joss. Do not carry this burden. Do not mourn me. Let

it go.”
“I can’t. It won’t let me go. Oh, Marit. Do you know what we’ve done?”
“I know. That’s why I came to warn you: Beware the outlander.”
He chuckled, because the dream was agony: to hear her, to see her. Why must he



torment himself? Why throw these words at himself, as if to blame someone else for
a decision he had helped plan and carry out? Or perhaps the gods had chosen his
dreams as an entrance into his heart, to scold him, since in sleep he could only lis-
ten and speak but not, truly, act.

“What are you?” he asked her. “Are you real? Or only a dream, as I fear?”
She displayed both hands, palms facing him. Strong and subtle hands, whose

touch he recalled too well. “I am a Guardian now,” she said sadly.
He sighed, feeling the pull of the dream as it slid into impossibility, the place

where he was forced to acknowledge that none of it could be real. “The Guardians
are gone . . . or else this is their way of punishing me for walking onto forbidden
ground . . .”

Twenty years ago, back when he was young.
And he woke, startling out of sleep at the clop of feet on the porch steps. He rose

too quickly, and knocked the bowl onto the floor.
“Marit!” he called.
“Oh, the gods,” said the Snake, who was standing on the porch in the soft morn-

ing light together with a half-dozen reeves. “He’s drunk. Again.”
“You bastard,” said Joss, picking up the empty carafe and hefting it. “This will

make a nice sound, shattering on your head.”
“Enough of that!”
Blinking, he saw who had come with Volias and the others. Leaning on her stick,

the commander limped into the room. She had already taken off her boots; all of
them had, which meant they had stood on the porch for a while watching him
sleep, and babble in his sleep, no doubt. He flushed.

“Set that down, Joss,” she added. “It’s a fine piece of porcelain. It would be a
waste to throw it away so lightly.”

Still gripping the carafe, he moved aside, and bumped his foot on the bowl as he
got out of her way. The wine had soaked the pillow, but she levered herself down re-
gardless and winced as she got her leg turned the best way. Picking up the bowl, she
set it back on the table, then extended a hand. After a moment, Joss gave her the
carafe. She placed it beside the bowl.

“Tea, if you will, Volias,” she said. “Send someone, if you would be so kind. All of
you, then. Out.”

The Snake smirked. “That’ll be a good dressing-down, if it must be delivered in
private.” But he made the words lascivious, and mocking.

“To the hells with you,” snarled Joss.
“Go,” said the commander.
They went. Kesta, at the rear, cast him a look that might have been sympathetic,

or gloating, or disgusted; he was just too exhausted to tell the difference.
“This must go quickly,” said the commander. “Don’t sit.”
“My head aches.”
“All the better, for it will ache more after you’ve heard me out.”
He rubbed his eyes, but the ache—and the commander—did not disappear.

They were no dream.
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“You may be surprised to see me. After the report I received three days ago of the
events here at Argent Hall, and in Olossi, I had to come see for myself.”

“What do you mean to do?” he asked wearily. “I’ll take full responsibility. The
other reeves were only following my orders.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that,” she said without smiling, without mercy. Pain had
cleansed her of humor. It had been years since he had seen her laugh, and she did
not look like she’d be laughing now. “I fear the worst. You made a terrible choice,
one that will haunt us in the days to come.”

“I know.”
On she went, unsparing in her litany. “In the meantime, Horn Hall’s reeves are

still missing. The north is still closed to us. Our control over our own hinterlands
shrinks every day. High Haldia has fallen in blood and flames. Toskala and the lands
along the river lie under immediate threat. Here, Olossi’s lower town lies half in ru-
ins. Yet Olossi’s council members praise your willingness to act to save them, de-
spite some misunderstanding that, it seems, led you to be imprisoned in a cell
beneath their Assizes Tower for several days. This captain they hired, who will be
settling in lands to the north and west of here within Argent Hall’s territory, speaks
most highly of your leadership and levelheadedness. It seems you have led them to
believe you are capable and trustworthy.”

“Eiya!” he said, for the words came at him like a dagger’s point. “Did you mean
that to prick quite so much?”

“Just to make sure you are awake to hear the rest of it: I’m assigning you to be-
come marshal here at Argent Hall.”

The shock of the statement made him stammer. “But . . .”
“I am aware that each hall chooses its own marshal from among their own peo-

ple, although there are exceptions to this custom, which I invoke now. I am aware
that Scar will have to uproot for a second time from his accustomed territory, but he
is stable enough, and tough enough, to withstand the challenges and make the ac-
commodation to a new territory. Whether you are remains to be seen, but I have
spoken to the council in Olossi, and I have spoken to the reeves here, and it is obvi-
ous to me that, for the present time, you are the only available and acceptable
choice.”

“Argent Hall has lost so many of its eagles, and reeves. We believe that Marshal
Yordenas was killed, but his body hasn’t been located. Many who aren’t dead or
missing have fled. Less than a quarter of the normal complement remain, although
I admit they thanked us for our intervention.”

“It’s said the great eagles cannot be corrupted. That they will, in the end, rid
themselves of any reeve who turns wholly against the code of the halls.”

“It’s true that Yordenas had no eagle anyone ever saw. So we were told by those of
Argent Hall’s reeves who surrendered into our custody after the battle. He claimed
it had gone to the nesting grounds, but maybe it had already abandoned him.”

She nodded. “Come. Let me show you what flew beside me, at the sun’s rising,
when I arrived here at dawn.”

For her to sit, knowing she would rise again so soon, made the gesture more

Spirit Gate 439



pointed. He stepped back deliberately, because he did not want to make the mistake
of offering an arm, any aid at all. The struggle was swift, but defeated as surely as it
always was. She got her balance, and she hobbled to the porch and, with dexterity
born of long practice, got into her boots, which were in any case specially made to
ease her condition.

He followed meekly. His head still hurt, but at least the glare of a hostile sun
wasn’t spiking him between the eyes. The gravel path was darkened by the wet, but
the rains had ceased with the rising of the sun. Their progress through the marshal’s
garden went slowly. A flight of eagles spiraled high above, reveling in the morning’s
cooling breeze. She said nothing, so he said nothing.

Until they came to the courtyard, long since cleared of the debris of the battle
fought five nights back.

All ten perches were taken, bearing unharnessed eagles. When he looked closely
at those circling above, he realized that most of them—thirty more, at least—
carried no reeve.

“What are all these?” he asked. “Where have they all come from?”
“Argent’s eagles have come home, seeking new reeves,” she said. “There is much

to do, Marshal Joss. And your first task will be to rebuild.”

54

After the seventh bell had rung its closing, the temple of the Merciless One lay
quiet. The night’s rain had not yet come, and the wind had settled. Only the stream-
ing waters of the river could be heard, all manner of voices melding together in that
watery chorus, some deep, some high, some constant and some heard at intervals like
complaints. The ginnies slept. A few nocturnal night-reed birds patrolled for flies
and midges, and their throaty ooloo calmed those who woke with disturbed dreams.
There were many such dreamers in these days, who had before slept soundly.

All at once, erupting out of the drowsy night, a dog began its clamor, joined by a
second and a third until the whole rude pack of them were howling and yammering
the alert. Lanterns and candles flared to life. Folk stumbled sleepily from their beds,
rubbing their eyes, cursing under their breath, whispering questions to the other hi-
erodules and kalos as they emerged in ones and twos onto the verandas.

The dogs hushed as abruptly as if they’d all been throttled. The folk standing in
their bare feet in the cool air hushed as well, if not quite as quickly. It seemed that
half of them saw him immediately, and the other half felt an inchoate fear, enough
to slow their chatter until they spotted him for themselves.

A man stood beside the courtyard’s fountain. A spray of raindrops and grit
swirled around him and settled, as though a wind had eddied through the vegeta-
tion, caught up this chaff, and now died.

“How did you get in?” called Walla, boldest of those already awake and present.
“You can’t have come through the gate. It’s locked for the night. And my good, dear,
aged uncle, I just don’t see how you could have climbed over the wall!”
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Nervous laughter followed this sally, because everyone knew there were bells tied
along the wall to discourage amorous young folk from climbing over to seek satis-
faction at an inappropriate time of night. The Merciless One offered her favors
freely, but on her own terms.

Their visitor remained silent. After Walla’s outburst, none of the temple folk
spoke. They waited, glancing at intervals toward the sky as if expecting the wind to
wash him away. The moon rode high, but it was the many lamps and lanterns
brought into the courtyard that illuminated him most clearly. He was a man be-
yond his prime but not yet elderly. He held a stout staff in his right hand, but he did
not need it to lean on because he was so obviously a vigorous, healthy individual.
Dressed in the manner of an envoy of Ilu, he wore exceptionally gaudy colors: a vo-
luminous cloak of peacock blue, wine-red pantaloons, and a tunic dyed the intense
yellow gotten only from cloth dyed with saffron.

At length, the Hieros appeared on the veranda. She was pinning back her white
hair and looking truly irritated, although it could be said that she usually looked
that way. When her hair was fixed back with two polished sticks, she strode into the
courtyard and halted a prudent distance from the intruder.

“It is late, uncle. Here on the eve of the Ghost Festival that separates the years, we
do not accept worshipers, as I’m sure you know.”

He smiled amiably. His voice was clear and courteous and so pleasant that every-
one there smiled to hear his apology.

“I am sorry to disturb you. I am not here to worship the Merciless One.”
The old woman, as always, was immune to any person’s charm. “Then what do

you want?” she snapped.
He had a friendly grin, yet there was a quality in his face that made a few of the

hierodules shudder and others gasp and feel suddenly like succumbing to tears.
Even the ginnies, hiding in the shadows, made their lizard bows as to authority.
Even the Hieros, most merciless of all except for the goddess Herself, took a step
back, although he made no threatening move and spoke in the mildest voice imag-
inable.

“You have something I’ve been looking for, for a very long time. I’ve come to
get it.”

The wind sighed through the garden foliage.
She turned to her deputies. “Go and get her,” she said in a low voice.
They hurried away with scarcely any noise, for they were trained to move about

soundlessly.
“The treasure is mine,” she said to the man. “I paid for it, a fair exchange.”
“You cannot buy what this is,” he said kindly, “and I am sorry if it came into your

hands in any manner which led you to believe you could own it.”
“Who are you?” she asked.
He raised both hands in the opening gesture of the talking line. “My nose is itch-

ing,” he said. “Many whispers have tickled my ears these last few nights. Listen!”
Acknowledging his right to speak, they listened.
“This is my tale. It is one you all know.”
“Go on,” said the Hieros, but now she seemed afraid, and all those who lived
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under her care and her rule found that her fear rang like a bell whose resonance
made their own fears tremble and wake.

He told the story, punctuated by the most basic of gestures, enough to suggest
the tale’s outlines.

“Long ago, in the time of chaos, a bitter series of wars, feuds, and reprisals de-
nuded the countryside and impoverished the lords and guildsmen and farmers and
artisans of the Hundred. In the worst of days, an orphaned girl knelt at the shore of
the lake sacred to the gods and prayed that peace might return to her land.

“A blinding light split the air, and out of the holy island rising in the center of the
lake appeared the seven gods in their own presence. The waters boiled, and the sky
wept fire, as the gods crossed over the water to the shore where the girl had fallen.

“And they spoke to her.
“ ‘Our children have been given mind, hand, and heart to guide their actions, but

they have turned their power against themselves. Why should we help you?’
“ ‘For the sake of justice,’ she said.
“And they heard her. They said, ‘Let Guardians walk the lands, in order to estab-

lish justice if they can.’
“ ‘Who can be trusted with this burden?’ she asked them. ‘Those with power

grasp tightly.’
“ ‘Only the dead can be trusted,’ they said. ‘Let the ones who have died fighting

for justice be given a second chance to restore peace. We will give them gifts to aid
them with this burden.’

“Taru the Witherer wove nine cloaks out of the fabric of the land and the water
and the sky, and out of all living things. These granted the wearer protection against
the second death although not against weariness of soul.

“Ilu the Herald, the Opener of Ways, built the altars, so that they might speak
across the vast distances each to the other.

“Atiratu the Lady of Beasts formed the winged horses out of the elements so that
they could travel swiftly and across the rivers and mountains without obstacle.

“Sapanasu the Lantern gave them light to banish the shadows.
“Kotaru the Thunderer gave them the staff of judgment as their symbol of

authority.
“Ushara the Merciless One gave them a third eye and a second heart with which

to see into and understand the hearts of all.
“Hasibal gave an offering bowl.
“Now it so happened that the girl had walked as a mendicant in the service of the

Lady of Beasts, and when the other gods departed, the Lady of Beasts remained be-
hind.

“ ‘They are content,’ the Lady said, ‘but I see with the sight of eagles and I listen
with the heart of an ox, and so I know that in the times to come the most beloved
among the guardians will betray her companions.’

“ ‘Is there no hope, then, for the land and its people?’
“ ‘One who is an outlander may save them, but I prefer to put my trust in what I

know. Therefore, I give to you, my daughter, a second gift, so that ordinary folk who
live and die in the natural way can also oversee the law of the land.’
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“And she brought out the eagles, so great in size that they might carry a person.
“The girl asked, ‘If even the holy guardians can be corrupted, what of ordinary

folk?’
“But the Lady of Beasts had already departed.
“Yet Hasibal the Formless One waited half in darkness and half in light, unseen

until now.
“ ‘That is the nature of the offering bowl, child, that it can be full, or empty, or

partially full, and yet change in an instant from any of these states to another. Thus
do corruption and virtue wax and wane within the heart. Yet it is the dutiful
strength and steady hand of those who live and die while about the ordinary tasks
of the world that creates most of that which we call good and harmonious.’

“After this, she was alone.
“So the Guardians came to walk in the Hundred. In this manner also came the

reeves and their eagles who, with the blessing of the Guardians, established order in
the Hundred one village and one clan at a time.”

The man’s voice ceased.
He lowered his hands to his side.
The Hieros said, more humbly, “Who are you?”
When he did not answer, she said, “The Guardians are lost. Gone.”
“No,” he said, his voice as calming as the cry of the night-reed. “They are not

gone.”
He stopped abruptly and lifted his chin, tipped forward onto his toes, seeing a

thing as it appeared out of the darkness. Those gathered did not need to look to
know what it was, but they looked anyway, because they could not help themselves.
They had to look at the young woman who had the pallor of a ghost but the heat
and solidity of a living person. The moonlight made her pale hair and creamy skin
seem even more uncanny and desirable. She wore a sleeveless tunic, cut short for
sleeping. Even at night she wore the cloak, her only possession. The moon’s light
caught in the folds and ridges of the silverine cloth as she was led into the court-
yard, more like a sleepwalker than a waking woman. Her escort pushed her into po-
sition and turned her to face the man.

After a moment of silence she looked up and saw him. She saw, who never took
note of anyone or anything. She stared at him, and an expression—like hope, like
life—transformed her face. Half the assembled gasped, and the other half sighed,
and the man shut his eyes and then opened them.

Her lips parted. No one here had ever heard her voice, but she spoke now in a
faint, high voice as hoarse as if she had rusted it by choking down too many tears.

“Who are you?”
He offered both hands, palms up and open.“You belong with us,” he said.“If you

choose to come with me.”
At a nod from the Hieros, the deputies stepped back. For the first time, the ghost

moved of her own accord. She took one step, and a second, and a third, like a
woman waking out of a nightmare who is not yet sure it is really over. She halted at
arm’s length from him and reached out. But she did not touch him.

She said, “I will come with you.”
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She lowered her hand, and waited.
“What of my payment?” demanded the Hieros, but everyone there noted that she

did not try to stop the slave girl from leaving or the man from claiming her.
He spoke over the pale head of the slave. “No Hundred-born person had the

right to sell this woman into your keeping, for no one owns what she has become.
Seek redress from the one who dealt unfaithfully with you.”

“You can be sure that I will!”
He chuckled, a man at peace with himself, and his good-natured amusement in-

flamed the Hieros yet more.
“You have not answered my questions! Who are you? How have you come here?

Why did you tell us the Tale of the Guardians when all know that the Guardians are
long ago lost, and never to be found?”

He smiled sweetly at the girl, but he replied to the Hieros, for all who live in the
Hundred must answer the questions set them by the women who speak for the
Merciless One. “The Guardians are not lost. But they were broken long since, sun-
dered each from the other, and distrust and hatred and greed and envy were sown
between them. The shadows have spilled out from this broken vessel, and as shad-
ows will, they reach out to swallow the land.”

“This we know!” she said fiercely. “Just now an army out of the north rode
against Olossi. It was a close thing that we escaped blade and fire. For, as the tale
says, an outlander saved us. There has been peace until now, but it seems to me that
we will have to go to war to defend the heart of the Hundred and the laws which
sustain the land.”

“You are right, and you are wrong,” he said.
“Often right, but rarely wrong!” she retorted.
He lifted his staff, and all cried out when a light flashed from its end, no more

than a candle’s spark, quickly extinguished. A wind rose, and out of the sky roiled
two great shadows. The hierodules and kalos shrieked and fell back under the cover
of the veranda. Only the Hieros held her ground.

Two horses seemed to leap out of the sky and come to earth in the courtyard.
They had vast wings, and delicate legs, and handsomely formed heads. When the
girl saw them, her mouth dropped open. She looked at the man, and he nodded.
Cautiously, she ventured forward to introduce herself to the beasts with the man-
ners of a person who feels comfortable with horses.

The Hieros touched her fingers to her forehead, in prayer.
At length, she lowered her fingers, then raised her head and looked at him. Her

expression was somber. Her tone had changed. “I will be your ally, if you will trust
me.”

The man touched the heel of his hand to his breast in a gesture of respect as he
gave a slight bow to the Hieros. “You are an honest servant, holy one, if a bit hard-
hearted. Listen!”

They heard the hiss of the approaching rains over the water, but it was his voice
they listened for.

“The Guardians are not lost. For here, now, stand two of us. I, who am old and
weary of running and hiding. And this one, who is newly cloaked and awakened, as
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ignorant of what she is now as I am ignorant of who she was before she came into
the Hundred.”

The Hieros staggered, but caught herself on the arm of one of her deputies. The
soft night rains swept over the garden, pattering among the leaves, showering a mist
over them. Among the hierodules and kalos, many began to weep softly. Hearing
their distress, she recovered herself, and nodded, to show he should continue.

“You are right,” he said, “that we must defend the heart of the Hundred and the
laws which sustain the land. But you are wrong in thinking there has been peace un-
til now, that there has been peace in the Hundred these last many years.”

“Go on.” She was no longer afraid.
In his gentle smile rested the weight of long years of struggle. “The war for the

soul of the Guardians has already begun.”
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